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Chapter 1

 Japanese Politics

An Introduction


Robert J. Pekkanen and Saadia M. Pekkanen




The study of Japanese politics has flourished over the past several decades. In the 1980s, there were intense debates about Japan’s industrial policy. In the 1990s, Japan’s major electoral reform created a spate of new research agendas. In the twenty-first century, the rising power of the prime minister has attracted considerable attention. In international relations, the return to great power competition has drawn attention to the standing of the United States and the rise of China in the world. These realities have also increased scrutiny on Japan’s security policy, through the lens of remilitarization and alliance partnerships as well as new areas such as space security and cybersecurity that have sprung up. As a result, there are several rich literatures in the field of Japanese politics, and the time is right for an Oxford Handbook of Japanese Politics.

We imagined this volume as serving several purposes at the same time. In the first instance, it is a Handbook for students and researchers of Japanese politics to place the state of the field. The increasing diversity of scholarship on Japanese politics means that even experts may not be as familiar with all the aspects covered in this volume (we ourselves learned a huge amount from the contributors). Another goal for this volume is to introduce Japanese politics to readers less familiar with Japan. Comparativists looking for a quick primer on the Liberal Democratic Party of Japan, say, or Japan’s remilitarization, will, we hope, find a lucid introduction in the chapters in this volume.

A third purpose was to shine a light on Japan’s democracy, which continues to be highly evaluated by sources such as Freedom House, even as many observers see “democratic erosion” in other parts of the globe. The rise of populists around the world makes the strength of Japan’s democracy more important, and more interesting comparatively, than ever before. In the same way, Japan’s contribution to the liberal international order is of intense interest to us. So we asked each chapter author to comment, where appropriate, on what their chapter revealed about “evaluating Japan’s democracy.”

For some chapters, this theme was woven tightly into the substance of the chapter. Moreover, authors connected to this theme in almost every chapter. However, in those where it did not seem relevant to draw a straight line from their topic to democracy, we agreed with the authors that it would be better to omit the discussion than to include a forced one that would not serve readers. Looking across the volume, we read the results generally as an endorsement of the vitality of Japan’s democracy. This is encouraging for supporters of democracy. Of course, the picture can be quite complicated. Rather than summarize the quite diverse contributions here, we invite readers to dip into the chapters for the authors’ takes. There’s also no room in this Introduction to engage in an extended analysis of Japanese democracy. Instead, in the spirit of the Oxford Handbooks, we also encourage readers to consult works focused on Japanese democracy (e.g., Haddad 2012; Ishida and Krauss 1989; Kitaoka 2020; Richardson 1997; Takenaka 2014) and elections (Pekkanen et al. 2013, 2015, 2018).

The range of topics covered in this Handbook is formidable. Of course, not even a Handbook of this scope can cover the entirety of Japanese politics, and there must inevitably be areas or topics that are omitted. It was our goal, however, to cover as many of the most important areas in Japanese politics as possible. Thanks to a startlingly good team of contributors, we believe we have succeeded in that initial ambition.

We have organized the Handbook into two broad parts, roughly corresponding to domestic Japanese politics and Japan’s international politics. This separation follows conventional disciplinary lines, but does not in any way imply that domestic politics and international relations are not connected. Within the domestic politics part, we established four distinct sections. We began with “Domestic Political Actors and Institutions” to examine the cornerstones of domestic politics, including, for example, the Japanese Constitution and the bureaucracy. In the second section, our authors covered “Political Parties and Coalitions.” Certainly, political parties are at the heart of politics. In the third section, we asked authors to examine “Policymaking and the Public.” This section provides overviews of the policymaking process, public opinion, civil society, and populism. These are diverse topics, but all fit under a conception of that section. The final domestic politics section is “Political Economy and Social Policy.” In this section, we are able to examine a broad range of policy issues from industrial policy through social welfare to immigration policy.

The second part of the book covers Japan’s international relations. This part is also broken into four sections. The first section provides three overarching frameworks: grand strategy, international organizations, and status. The second section covers international political economy (IPE). The final chapter in this section on IPE provides a link to the next section, “International Security,” by covering the topic of economic-security linkages. The chapters in the “International Security” section range from long-standing areas of interest such as Japan’s remilitarization and naval power through new areas such as space security and cybersecurity. “Foreign Relations” is the final section of the international relations part. In this section, we asked authors to cover Japan’s relation with several key areas in its foreign affairs. This includes, of course, the United States and China, Japan’s most important bilateral relations. We also cover relations with other nations, such as South Korea, much in the news because of conflicts, and India, much in the news because of strengthening ties. In addition, a range of other relations are surveyed, from Southeast Asia through the European Union to Russia.

In the remainder of this Introduction, we will provide some more detail on the individual chapters to further orient the reader to the volume.

Domestic Politics


The first large section of the Handbook covers domestic politics. This is the home terrain of comparative politics, to be sure, but we construe “politics” broadly here and include chapters on a fairly wide variety of topics. We are also not bound strictly by disciplinary convention in our choice of authors, but instead have brought in scholars from multiple disciplines to address these topics, although of course political science is very well represented

Domestic Political Actors and Institutions


We begin the part on “Domestic Politics” and the section on “Domestic Political Actors and Institutions” with a chapter on “The Japanese Constitution” authored by Kenneth Mori McElwain. It is appropriate for this chapter to serve as the opening chapter of the part and section, due to the foundational nature of constitutions in general, and the Japanese Constitution in particular. As McElwain points out, the Constitution of Japan is the oldest unamended constitution in the world. McElwain’s chapter examines what accounts for constitutional stability in comparative perspective, and the implications for Japanese politics. To start, McElwain finds that the Constitution of Japan is, in cross-national perspective, uncommonly short. As a result, many details regarding political institutions that might elsewhere be covered in a constitution are, in Japan, determined instead by law. Because of this, institutional rules can be altered by regular legislation, which diminishes the need for constitutional amendments to effect structural change. McElwain also argues that strong disagreements among elites and citizens alike have stalled polarizing constitutional revisions. A supermajority of legislators support constitutional revision, but there is no consensus on which amendments to make or whether these are more important than socioeconomic issues. McElwain contends that public opinion is similarly divided, although there is more consistent support for progressive amendments (such as new rights to privacy and the environment) rather than for amendments favored by the LDP and conservatives, such as revisions to Article 9.

Following the chapter on the constitution, the volume proceeds with a chapter on another key institution, the electoral system. Steven R. Reed authors “Japanese Electoral Systems since 1947.” In this chapter, Reed covers the electoral systems used for national elections in Japan since 1947. The more powerful lower house, the House of Representatives, has used two different electoral systems, and the electoral system change of 1994 has been one of the main topics of much of the analysis of Japanese politics over the succeeded decades. The House of Councillors, or upper house, has used three different electoral systems. Reed argues that electoral systems powerfully influence the quality of democracy. In particular, Reed’s analysis examines how each system has affected this, focusing particularly on malapportionment and alternation in power. Reed shows the long-lasting effects of the first electoral system, and how difficult it is to change the institutions and practices that developed along with the party system under those systems.

Along with the change in the electoral system, perhaps the most important empirical change in domestic politics in Japan over the past few decades has been the role of the prime minister. Accordingly, in the next chapter Aurelia George Mulgan analyzes “The Role of the Prime Minister in Japan.” She contends that Japan has often lacked decisive political leadership, with strong prime ministers the exception rather than the rule. This is despite a constitutional and parliamentary cabinet system that provides considerable power to the prime minister. According to her analysis, several factors have undermined prime ministerial power and influence in policymaking, including informal rules, political conventions, and other practices. However, there is a strong trend in increasing prime ministerial power, stemming from both evolutionary change and reforms in several political and administrative systems. The prime minister’s role as leader of the ruling party, policymaker, and leader of the nation have all changed in important ways. These changes have culminated in the creation of a “prime ministerial executive” in which the prime minister and the office of the prime minister hold considerable power over the government, cabinet, ruling coalition, and the bureaucracy.

From the prime minister, it is a natural transition to the legislature. In the next chapter, “The Japanese Diet: Parliamentary Groups and Lawmaking,” Mikitaka Masuyama provides an overview of the legislature as an institution. Dating back to 1890, Japan’s Diet is the oldest non-Western parliament. Illustrated with many vivid specific examples, Masuyama explains how Diet rules and procedures strongly influence legislative behavior. He explains the practice of “cow-walking,” and how it can influence legislation. However, Masuyama cautions that one-party dominance by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) can make government-opposition relations permanently asymmetric.

Although perceived to be in relative decline, the bureaucracy has long been seen as perhaps the strongest pillar in Japan’s government. The bureaucracy has also attracted considerable scholarly attention. Steven K. Vogel studies “The Rise and Fall of the Japanese Bureaucracy.” Vogel argues that Japan has benefited from a highly competent and powerful central bureaucracy. The bureaucracy contributed to Japan’s success in rapid economic growth, education, health, and international relations. Japan’s regime found a balance between democratic politics and strong administrative capacity, with partial insulation from pressure by interest groups. This partial insulation limited the participation of civic groups and minority interests. Starting in the 1970s, bureaucratic dominance began to decline, with the rise of politicians. In the 1990s, bureaucrats faced even greater challenges, including the devastating “bubble” financial crisis that ended the high-growth period, erosion of bureaucratic prestige due to several scandals, and the transformative electoral reform. Political leaders also engaged in administrative reforms that increased the power of the Prime Minister’s Office and the cabinet, and thus politicians in general. Nevertheless, Vogel concludes, Japan’s bureaucracy has retained some important powers.

Another important actor is the subject of J. Mark Ramseyer’s chapter, “The Japanese Judiciary.” In this chapter, Ramseyer provides an overview of research on the Japanese judiciary. He finds generally that Japan possesses a largely honest and meritocratic judiciary. However, politicians (the majority party) are able to exercise some influence. This comes through the court’s administrative office, which has the ability to reward and punish judges for the quality of work that they do—powers that the office has exercised. This power has been predominantly exercised to reward good work. It is less likely to be used to punish, because self-selection into the judiciary means that political intervention is seldom necessary.

The final chapter in the “Domestic Political Actors and Institutions” section is “Local Government in Japan” by Ken Victor Leonard Hijino. Hijino argues that Japan’s local government is essential in a fuller understanding of Japan’s democracy. In the chapter, Hijino examines questions of the capacity and autonomy of local government, the impact of local government on national elections and policies, and how responsive and accountable local governments are to residents. Hijino explains the institutional framework of Japan’s local government system, including the recent decentralization reforms, which have increased local governments’ responsibilities and reduced interventions by the national government. Hijino also explores questions of local representation and intergovernmental relations. In addition, Hijino examines two of the key challenges facing local government: depopulation and improving representation. Turning to the influence of local government on national politics and policies, Hijino find that local governments have a significant impact. Local policy innovations affect national policies, and local lobbying can also change those policies.

Political Parties and Coalitions


The second section of the volume is “Political Parties and Coalitions.” The chapters in this section span the gamut from the most ruling of ruling parties, the Liberal Democratic Party, through coalition ally Kōmeitō (and coalitions per se), to the opposition parties.

It seems only appropriate to begin this section with Kuniaki Nemoto’s chapter, “Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party: Changes in Party Organizations under Shinzō Abe.” Nemoto provides a substantial review of the literature on the LDP party organization, with a particular focus on factions and the role of the Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC) in policymaking. Nemoto argues that norms of posts allocation and decentralized policymaking are inefficient and unlikely to persist. After electoral reform, Japanese politics are more party-centered, and the cabinet cannot afford to bow to factional demands, but instead will seek to appoint able and loyal agents to implement public policy formulated in a top-down process. Nemoto also goes on to evaluate the LDP under Abe’s second administration. He draws the tentative conclusion that the LDP of today differs from the “old LDP” before the 1990s. Eschewing pre-reform governance styles, the second Abe administration adeptly adapted to the new institutional environment. In short, Nemoto provides a historically and theoretically informed analysis of the state of the LDP.

The LDP is the long-ruling behemoth of Japanese party politics, but in the twenty-first century, the LDP has governed in coalition. Thus, we turn from the LDP to coalitions, in a chapter by Michael F. Thies, “The Era of Coalition Government in Japan: The Institutional Logic of Surplus Majorities and Strange Bedfellows.” Thies points out that the LDP ruled alone almost without exception in the first four decades after it was created in 1955, but the situation has been different in recent decades. Since the LDP lost power in 1993, just before electoral reform, coalition government has been the norm. However, it is not as widely appreciated that since 1999 every coalition has included a party that held a lower house majority by itself. In other words, majority parties have consistently taken on coalition partners. Thies argues that these “oversized” coalition governments are driven by parliamentary bicameralism, and also by the mixed-member electoral system.

The LDP’s consistent coalition partner for the past few decades has been Kōmeitō. So, our attention naturally turns next to Kōmeitō in a chapter by Axel Klein and Levi McLaughlin, “Kōmeitō: The Party and Its Place in Japanese Politics.” The coauthors provide a sweeping survey of the history, operation in coalition, support base, and key policies of Kōmeitō (sometimes called in English the Clean Government Party, but more frequently in recent years simply called “Kōmeitō”). Klein and McLaughlin argue that Kōmeitō, with its strong base in the lay Buddhist movement Sōka Gakkai, is not easily classified into any comparative political science categorization. They examine the history of the party from its origin in 1964 as an outgrowth of the Sōka Gakkai organization, through its increasing institutional disaggregation from Sōka Gakkai following a formal separation in 1970. The authors also explore the role of the party in Japan’s changing political system in the 1990s, before turning to its coalition with the LDP from 1999. Klein and McLaughlin bring their analysis to the present, and draw on elections data, party publications, interviews with Kōmeitō politicians, ethnography within Sōka Gakkai, and other sources to study the party—which they argue holds a pivotal position within Japanese politics.

Having covered both the major governing parties and coalitions per se, it is natural to turn next to the opposition. We do so in “The Political Opposition in Japan” by Ethan Scheiner and Michael F. Thies. They point out that the Liberal Democratic Party has been astonishingly successful, governing for almost all of the period since its founding in 1955. The flip side of this, necessarily, is that the “opposition” has been astonishingly unsuccessful. Their failures have become so ingrained that, even when the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) ruled (2009–2012), many political commentators couldn’t help but refer to them still as “the opposition party.” Scheiner and Thies explore the fluctuating patterns and causes of this persistent opposition failure. They identify three distinct periods: (1) opposition as protest (1955–1989), (2) opposition as alternative government (1989–2012), and (3) opposition as irrelevance (2012–present). Scheiner and Thies argue that throughout the first period and part of the second, the opposition faced structural disadvantages that impaired its ability to challenge the LDP. Changes in these features enabled the DPJ to challenge and, briefly, defeat the LDP. Surprisingly, however, within a few years, the opposition was consigned to a position of near irrelevance for quite different reasons. The capacity of opposition parties to challenge for power is a central aspect of democracy, and so these findings have important ramifications as we conclude this section on “Political Parties and Coalitions.”

Policymaking and the Public


The third section of the book is titled “Policymaking and the Public.” This section features four chapters covering this area. We begin with an explicit analysis of the policymaking process, and then examine public opinion directly, before turning to gender and politics. The remaining two chapters cover civil society, as an aspect of “the public,” as well as exploring populism in Japan.

Authored by Tomohito Shinoda, the first chapter of this section on “Policymaking and the Public” dives directly into the topic by exploring “The Policymaking Process in Japan.” Shinoda argues that the policymaking power of the prime minister was significantly limited for many years into the postwar period. The collective responsibility of the cabinet precluded the prime minister from controlling the executive branch independently from the cabinet. Sectionalism resulted from the Cabinet Law, which divided executive power among cabinet ministers. This resulted in bureaucrats’ dominating the policymaking process, as argued by Steven K. Vogel in his chapter on the bureaucracy. The LDP also developed a decentralized, bottom-up policymaking organization, as discussed by Kuniaki Nemoto. The prime minister, the subject of Aurelia George Mulgan’s chapter, remained weak. However, after the 1994 electoral reform, Diet members faced incentives to become policy generalists, and the role of PARC was weakened. The administrative reform efforts under the Ryūtarō Hashimoto cabinet enhanced the authority of the prime minister and his cabinet. Building on these changes in the first decade of the twenty-first century, Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi developed a top-down policymaking process. The DPJ administration further weakened the power of the bureaucracy. The succeeding Shinzō Abe governments were successful in establishing a cabinet-led policymaking system.

The influence of public opinion on policy is a vital question in any country, and perhaps especially so in a democracy. In “The Effect of Changing Political Contexts on Public Opinion in Japan, 1945–2020,” Yukio Maeda argues that the influence of public opinion on policy began after the adoption of the 1947 constitution—except in the limited sense of indirectly through elections to the House of Representatives in the prewar period. This coincided with the period in which research on public opinion began to become widespread. Maeda breaks his analysis into three periods, the first decade after WWII, the period from 1955 to the end of the Cold War, and then the period after the end of the Cold War. It was in the second period that ordinary Japanese began to understand politics as the struggle between “conservatives” and “progressives,” which was reflected in party competition between the LDP and the Japan Socialist Party (JSP). The intensity of this ideological battle waned over time. After the end of the Cold War, at roughly the same time as electoral reform, the nature of political competition changed drastically. As a result, people began to respond more to the short-term performance of the incumbent government.

In “Gender and Politics in Japan,” Gill Steel and Sherry Martin examine another crucial aspect of Japanese politics. The authors relate the story of the singer and actress Agnes Chan, who took her baby to work at a TV studio in the late 1980s, and Yuka Ogata, a Kumamoto Municipal Assembly member, who took her baby to a meeting in the assembly chambers in 2017. Despite the thirty years separating these acts, very similar public debates broke out after they were reported. Conservatives censured the women, while feminists praised them. Steel and Martin contrast this to the positive reception that New Zealand prime minister Jacinda Arden received in New Zealand for taking her baby to a United Nations General Assembly meeting. The authors argue that Japan, an economically advanced, secular, highly educated country, seems to thwart easy assumptions about modernization and gender. The chapter uses the familiar construct of public/private to analyze the political consequences of this artificial divide.

Civil society organizations often make claims of, or are legally connected to, acting in the name of “the public.” In his chapter, “Civil Society in Japan,” Akihiro Ogawa examines nonprofit organizations (NPOs), as well as social movements. After the passage of the so-called “NPO Law” in 1998, the number of NPOs in Japan increased dramatically. Ogawa focuses on “co-production,” a technique of policy collaboration between NPOs and the government, under the framework of New Public Governance. Ogawa also examines social movements, with a focus on anti-nuclear activism, which is one of the most long-standing and consistent areas of activism in Japan, and which has seen renewed energy after the nuclear disaster of March 11, 2011. Ogawa is able to devote particular attention to No Nukes Asia Forum, a pan-Asian transnational activism that originated in Japan.

The final chapter in this section on “Policymaking and the Public” turns to a subject that in recent years has demand huge attention in the world and the academy alike: populism. In their chapter, “Populism in Japan,” Robert A. Fahey, Airo Hino, and Robert J. Pekkanen explore this timely topic with a focus on Japan. They argue that the extent of populism in Japan is a contested idea. Some observers see powerful recent prime ministers as nakedly populist politicians, while others assert that populism is nonexistent in Japan, with still others falling somewhere in the middle. In part, these different views stem from differing notions of what exactly “populism” is. There has been a parallel development of the definition of populism in Japanese and comparative contexts. The authors go on to examine recent cases of politicians who have been labeled as “populists,” including former prime ministers Junichiro Koizumi and Shinzō Abe, as well as governors Toru Hashimoto, Yuriko Koike, and Takashi Kawamura. The authors conclude that the most overt expressions of populist politics have been confined to regional politics, but national leaders have also borrowed at least limited aspects of populist rhetoric and strategy.

Political Economy and Social Policy


The final section of the “Domestic Politics” part of this book is “Political Economy and Social Policy.” In this section, authors turn to examinations of particular policy areas that have been seen as the most important or otherwise attracted the most scholarly attention.

The perfect chapter to begin this section is probably Gregory W. Noble’s “METI’s Miraculous Comeback and the Uncertain Future of Japanese Industrial Policy.” This is because perhaps no policy area has received as much attention as Japan’s industrial policy, to which Noble himself has made important contributions. Noble discusses how the industrial policy of the then Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) garnered acclaim and attention for having created Japan’s “economic miracle” in the 1950s and 1960s, before intellectual revisionism took place in the 1980s and the financial crises of the 1990s further discredited the idea. However, Noble argues that MITI (renamed in 2001 the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, or METI) surprisingly turned bureaucratic and political reforms into a kind of rebirth. The new METI enjoyed expanded jurisdiction and stronger political backing in its efforts to spur dynamism in Japan’s economy. Noble identifies cases, including the electronics industry, where industrial policy bailed out failing firms. As a counterpoint, industrial policy significantly contributed to the success of firms in the critical automobile industry, although METI received little credit for this.

Another area that has received significant attention is energy policy, particular in the decade following the March 11, 2011 nuclear disaster. Llewelyn Hughes examines this policy area in “Energy Policy in Japan: Revisiting Radical Incrementalism.” The chapter surveys major changes in Japan’s energy system, with a focus on the period after the March 11, 2011, nuclear disaster at the Fukushima nuclear reactors. Hughes characterizes this as a period of incremental changes that cumulate to radical alterations. Although Japan’s energy policy continues to center concerns about energy security, Hughes contends that climate change is the defining challenge for the Japanese government. Energy use is at the heart of Japan’s greenhouse gas emissions profile. Hughes contributes sectoral analyses of the direction and degree of change across multiple energy sources: nuclear power, renewable energy, coal, electrification, and transport. For Hughes, a key question is the extent to which energy politics is “democratizing,” both in terms of questions of siting for large centralized energy assets such as power plants, and of directly owning or using sources of distributed renewable energy such as rooftop solar power.

There has also been considerable debate about the type of welfare policies adopted by Japan. Margarita Estévez-Abe engages with this question in “Social Welfare Policy in Japan.” She points out that, for a long time, scholars disagreed about the basic facts about Japan’s postwar welfare state. Some observers argue it was too small, while others disagree with that premise. Estévez-Abe seeks to elegantly solve the question by introducing the concept of “functional equivalents.” This concept can explain how social welfare programs and their functional equivalents became important parts of the so-called Japanese model of capitalism in the postwar period. Pressure for change intensified as a result of socioeconomic conditions that arose in the 1990s—the aging society, economic stagnation, and financial liberalization. Estévez-Abe goes further in also demonstrating how the changing electoral system context after 1994 differently set the political parameters of welfare politics in the country.

There is also a trajectory of change in Japan’s agricultural policy and politics. Patricia L. Maclachlan and Kay Shimizu trace this in “The Farm Lobby and Agricultural Policy in Japan.” The authors contend that Japan’s agricultural policymaking has been changing over the past generation. Agricultural policy formation for much of the postwar era was controlled by the “farm lobby”—an iron triangle of agricultural bureaucrats, conservative politicians, and Japan Agricultural Cooperatives (JA), a nationwide network of agricultural cooperative organizations. This powerful lobby prioritized the heavy subsidization of farm household incomes and other market-distorting redistributive measures. However, by the conclusion of the twentieth century, intense demographic and economic challenges combined with the new electoral system to weaken the relative power of the farm lobby. In turn, this led to a graduate shift toward structural reform in the farm sector. In tracing these policy-related developments, which reached new heights during the second administration of Shinzō Abe, this chapter illuminates the significance of the organized farm vote, the empowerment of prime ministerial leadership, and the changing fortunes of agriculture in Japan.

The Bank of Japan (BOJ) is another institution that has changed over the past few decades. It has also been much in the news due to its aggressive monetary policy. Gene Park examines the institution and its policies in “The Bank of Japan: Central Bank Independence and the Politicization of Monetary Policy.” In April 1998, the Bank of Japan gained formal independence. The primary justification was to augment the central bank’s inflation-fighting ability. However, the immediate problem tackled by the newly independent BOJ was a persistent deflation. As the government battled economic stagnation, a lively debate emerged over how much the BOJ should prioritize vanquishing deflation. The policies that emerged represented a profound politicization of monetary policy. The culmination of this came in Prime Minister Shinzō Abe’s landslide electoral victory in December 2012. Abe campaigned on “Abenomics” and promised to overcome deflation. Once in power, Abe effectively took control of the BOJ Policy Board in order to reflate the economy. Park thus argues that the democratic electoral process paved the way for a reassertion of control over the still legally independent central bank. He puts his arguments in a broader perspective, seeing this policy arena as part of a broader trend to greater influence of electoral incentives on policy and also centralization of executive power.

David Chiavacci examines the issue of “Social Inequality in Japan” in the next chapter. Chiavacci sees inequality as a central issue of modernity in the intersection between the idea of a market economy, with competition as an irreplaceable element, and democracy, with equality as one of its fundamental principles. According to Chiavacci, Japan’s highly successful solution to this in the postwar period, following a period of intense conflict, was a shared growth model that incorporated redistribution from urban centers to the rural peripheries. Japan became an exemplary success in social and political stability. Increasing incomes and upward mobility, coupled with the redistributive support of the countryside, developed a narrative of Japan as a society dominated by a large middle class. However, since the late 1990s, this model no longer functions, because of anemic growth and social stagnation. Since 2000, Japanese administrations have tried to establish alternative models, including neoliberal growth, welfare growth, and Abenomics, but none have been able to achieve the success of the earlier shared growth model.

The final chapter of the “Political Economy and Social Policy” section, and of the “Domestic Politics” first half of the volume, is an examination of “Immigration and Democracy in Japan” by Michael Strausz. He begins by placing the foreign community in Japan into comparative perspective, seeing it as something of an outlier in immigration policy compared with other advanced industrialized countries. Strausz then identifies the competing explanations for Japan’s immigration policies. He goes further to illuminate particulars of Japan’s immigration policies, including the new visa categories that were formalized by the 1989 and the 2018 revisions to the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act. This includes visas for people with Japanese ancestry and “trainees,” and visas for laborers who had been previously excluded, such as agricultural workers and construction workers. Strausz also analyzes Japan’s famously restrictive refugee policy, as well as the relationship between public opinion, civil society, and immigration policy in Japan. He concludes with an analysis of the ways that Japan’s immigration policy and policymaking could impact the future of Japan’s democracy. Ultimately, Strausz argues that the way that Japan deals with both the admission and treatment of foreign laborers will help shape the nature of Japan’s democracy going forward.

International Relations


While the first half of the book examines “Domestic Politics,” the second half engages with the “International Relations” of Japan. It is also divided into four sections. The opening section, “International Relations Frameworks,” lays out large thematic approaches for understanding Japan’s international and foreign relations. Succeeding sections focus on more defined, although still broad, areas. The second section is “International Political Economy,” which focuses on the classic IPE areas of trade, finance, and FDI, as well as regionalism and the environment, before concluding with economic-security linkages. The third section turns to topics under “International Security.” It examines Japan’s capabilities—remilitarization, the nuclear question, naval power—as well as its multilateralism. It also includes two areas likely to be of increasing importance: space security and cybersecurity. The final section, on “Foreign Relations,” examines Japan’s most important bilateral relationships with individual countries and regional players.

International Relations Frameworks


We begin with three important frameworks for understanding Japan’s international relations. These are not strict takes along the lines of realism, liberal internationalism, and constructivism, but they all certainly contribute to our understanding of the utility of those paradigms (as do other chapters in the international relations part of this book).

In “Japan’s Grand Strategy for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific,” Narushige Michishita discusses two major objectives in Japan’s contemporary grand strategy: maintaining the balance of power in the face of a rising China, and advancing economic prosperity and stability in the Indo-Pacific region. To achieve these objectives, Japan is strengthening its defense capabilities, security ties with the United States, and security partnerships with Australia, India, Southeast Asian nations, and South Korea. Japan seeks to promote the rule of law, freedom of navigation, and free trade; it also seeks to enhance connectivity and provide capacity-building assistance to regional partners. Japan’s vision of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) has evolved over time. In 2018 the Japanese government de-securitized its FOIP concept in order to ease China’s concern and to make the policy more acceptable to China’s neighbors. It also stopped emphasizing the importance of “universal values” so that countries such as Vietnam and Myanmar could sign up for it. Michishita argues that those decisions indicate that Japan is guided more by realist calculations than liberal ideologies.

Japan’s emergence as a great power and economic powerhouse has coincided with the rise of international organizations in global politics. This is a topic taken up by Phillip Y. Lipscy and Nobuhiko Tamaki in “Japan and International Organizations,” which now facilitate cooperation in essentially all arenas of international relations. The authors survey major academic debates about Japan and international organizations across three time periods: from the Meiji Restoration until World War II, the postwar liberal international order, and the recent era of contestation. Japan has played a variety of roles—as creator, reformer, and disruptor of international organizations. After World War II, Japan contributed actively to the liberal international order as a key democratic ally of the United States. Recent shifts in the international system and Japanese domestic politics are reconfiguring Japan’s policy toward international organizations, opening exciting avenues for future research.

In “International Status and Japan,” David Leheny goes beyond material power, drawing attention to how states and people have shown themselves to be interested as well in status that claims and demonstrates their ostensibly rightful place near or at the top of some kind of acknowledged hierarchy. Because status signaling is so pervasive, even ubiquitous, in global politics, it would be difficult to say that status matters especially to Japan. But Leheny argues status does seem to matter particularly to Japan, in the sense that there are particular motifs and themes that have been astonishingly consistent in Japanese social debates about the country’s place as a potential global leader. He traces debates about status and argues that narrative is essential to understanding how status claims work and why they matter. This sets the stage for three highly charged episodes—all of them involving arguments about Japan’s international position—against the backdrop of a widely shared postwar narrative about Japan.

International Political Economy


Following these large frameworks, we turn to another area of much work on international relations, namely “International Political Economy.” Authors in this section cover trade, finance, FDI, regionalism, the environment, and economic-security linkages.

Japan’s trade policy has been at the center of a significant body of IPE scholarship. Christina L. Davis gives us her perspectives on “Japanese Trade Policy,” explaining how economic interests and domestic political institutions have supported the resilience of free trade policies in Japan. She asserts that the mercantilist ideas and the reactive state model of past years have been replaced by strong support of free trade and Kantei diplomacy to lead in setting rules for the trade regime complex. Once dependent on the United States and mired in bilateral trade friction, Japan has emerged as an active supporter of engagement with China and pursuit of free trade agreements alongside continued commitment to the multilateral rules. In Davis’s view, Japanese-style trade adjustment and the slow path to liberalization served to balance economic efficiency with political stability, as the government has supported narrow interests along with long-term trade strategies for economic growth.

In “Finance and Japan,” Saori N. Katada and Yoichi Nemoto draw attention more broadly to how ideas change and how institutions and policy networks filter new ideas. They examine the rise of the Japanese government’s financial initiatives in East Asia and their global impact, with an interactive emphasis on the importance of policy ideas in shaping outcomes. Japan’s approach to regional and global financial governance shifted due to the economic transformation of the region and to the rethinking, especially among the policymakers in the Ministry of Finance and Bank of Japan, on how Japan should relate to the region on financial matters. The Asian Financial Crisis played a very important role in shifting the foundation of policy debates. The transformation of Japanese government’s policymaking structure has also contributed to the shifting Japan’s policy priorities.

Mark Manger turns to FDI. In “Foreign Direct Investment in Japan: Growth, Trends, and Policy Efforts,” he discusses how, for decades, Japanese outward foreign direct investment has exceeded the flow of foreign capital into the country. Policies and regulations restricted inward investment, while the foreign earnings of Japanese companies were recycled into investment abroad. Today, official policy has reversed to try to encourage greater inflows, but Japan does not attract much FDI. Following an overview of the trends of Japanese FDI, he surveys the considerable official efforts to protect the interests of Japanese multinational firms abroad, particularly in the form of investment chapters in trade agreements and freestanding international investment agreements. He then analyzes recent attempts at reducing barriers to inward investment in Japan under Abenomics, and suggests that these efforts do not appear to spur significant inflows. Given the patterns to date, the conundrum of the Japanese government may be that the policy regime cannot by itself counter the diminishing economic attractiveness of Japan for foreign firms.

Kim Reimann draws attention to another timely topic of interest to IPE specialists in “Japan and the Environment.” She examines the evolution of environmental politics in Japan over the postwar period, identifying the main factors and actors shaping environmental policy. She discusses how the literature on Japanese environmental politics has shifted its focus over time from domestic to global environmental issues, mirroring transformations in Japan’s political economy and international status. After successfully confronting the domestic problem of severe pollution in the 1970s and early 1980s, Japan became one of the world’s largest donors of environmental foreign aid, starting in the early 1990s and continuing today. Her work suggests that throughout all periods, there have been continuities as well as changes. She also clearly says that in terms of representation and democracy, the Japanese state has consistently prioritized concerns of business and local governments in the policymaking process. This means that in addition to having greater voice, these constituencies have benefited materially from policies through their access to various green funds. In contrast, NGOs and citizens have tended to be left out of policy discussions and have exercised voice largely through protest and critiques of government policies. She ends by examining the case of climate change to explore these patterns in more recent years.

Hidetaka Yoshimatsu turns to “Japan and Economic Regionalism in Asia,” a topic that has drawn a great deal of scholarly IPE attention. He specifically examines Japan’s commitments to economic regionalism, focusing on two critical questions: how Japan has committed to the development of regional institutions for managing economic affairs, and why Japan has made commitments to economic regionalism in Asia. He discusses how Japan has maintained an important status in developing regional institutions by committing to APEC, functional institutions under the ASEAN+3, and regional institutions for infrastructure investment. In such commitments, great power transitions in the form of the rise of China and the waning of the United States constitute crucial factors that drove Japan toward positive regional engagements. In his view, the Abe administration implemented measures for economic regionalism in response to heightened business interests as well as dampened opposition from societal and political circles under the Kantei-centered policymaking system. Significantly, the Abe administration reformulated external economic policies by embedding them into a new diplomatic frame of proactive contribution to peace.

Keisuke Iida brings the IPE section to a close, and paves the way for the next one, in “Linkages between Security and Economics in Japan.” The linkages between security and economics are complex and have been discussed in various fields and sets of literatures, thus defying simple classification and integration. Nevertheless, Iida presents a taxonomy that divides various topics into two sets of policies: those pertaining to military power and those related to bargaining power. For example, defense spending and burden sharing in alliance, which are standard topics in the economics of defense, are categorized under the first set of policies. Export controls, which are usually discussed in entirely different contexts, are also categorized under this set. However, economic sanctions, which are well known in the study of international relations, are categorized under the second set of policies. He argues that security crises and dual-use technologies tie both sets of policies together. By seeking greater autonomy, Japan is engaging in a severe trade-off between strengthening its military forces and bargaining power and other foreign and economic policy objectives.

International Security


The third section in “International Relations” is the traditional counterpart to IPE, “International Security.” Here authors examine a wide range of security questions and domains: remilitarization, multilateralism, nuclear nonproliferation, naval power, space security, and cybersecurity.

In “Remilitarization in Japan,” Christopher W. Hughes revaluates the utility of militarization as a framework for comprehending Japan’s changing military stance, posing a challenge for many current analyses that portray Japan’s security trajectory as one of essential continuity. The concept of militarization assists in identifying those military components in all societies, including Japan—institutional and ideological in nature—that are subject to contestation and alteration and open the way to substantive change in military security policy. Hughes begins by outlining Japan’s self-declared and self-imposed constraints on its military posture in the immediate postwar and Cold War periods to establish the baselines against which any shifts toward remilitarization can be evaluated. He then systematically assesses these baselines and the degree of subsequent shift in the post–Cold War and contemporary periods—in terms of legal and constitutional constraints on military power, procurement of new military capabilities, increases in defense budgets, civil-military relations, the export of military technologies, and external and alliance military commitments. He concludes by assessing the overall trajectory of Japan’s military posture, and arguing that there has been substantial change rather than continuity. With these findings, he also considers the interrelationship with and challenges for the quality of Japanese democracy.

Paul Midford analyzes Japan’s experience with, and motivations for participating in, security multilateralism. In “Global and Regional Security Multilateralism in Japan’s Foreign Policy,” he scrutinizes Japan’s pivot in 1991 toward embracing regional security multilateralism. This is in contrast to the lack of multilateral interaction in the historical legacies of international relations in East Asia, which were governed by the Sino-centric tributary system, the security multilateralism of the Washington system of the 1920s, Japan’s failed multilateral Greater East Asian co-prosperity sphere during the Pacific War, and Japan’s security isolationism during the Cold War. He argues that Japan’s promotion of security multilateralism since 1991 is part of a broader shift away from security isolationism and toward global and regional security engagement on bilateral and multilateral levels. Japan’s 1992 decision to begin participating in UN peacekeeping and its promotion of the ASEAN Regional Forum’s creation through the 1991 Nakayama proposal are examples of Japan’s post–Cold War security multilateralism. He asserts that Japan’s embrace of security multilateralism after the Cold War, like its embrace of security isolationism during the Cold War, has been driven by its reassurance strategy of convincing other East Asian nations that Japan can be trusted as a military power that will not repeat its pre-1945 expansionism. Another motivation for Japan’s promotion of security multilateralism is moderating its alliance security dilemma vis-à-vis the United States. Since 2000, Japan has promoted the creation of other regional security multilateral forums, including the counter-piracy ReCAAP organization, the East Asian Summit, the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus Dialogue Partners, and the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum.

Mike Mochizuki turns to the important nuclear issue in Japanese politics. In “Japan and Nuclear Nonproliferation,” he analyzes the evolution of Japanese policies toward nuclear weapons, nuclear nonproliferation, and nuclear disarmament. He traces the development of Japan’s Three Non-Nuclear Principles and examines how these principles relate to Japan’s security alliance with the United States. By examining the interaction of domestic politics and changes in the international environment, he shows how Japan has reaffirmed its status as a non-nuclear weapons state. Japan’s promotion of nuclear power to meet its energy needs has rested on an explicit policy to forgo nuclear weapons and a commitment to the international nuclear nonproliferation regime. At the same time, Japan’s reliance on the US extended nuclear deterrence and its concerns about regional security threats have tempered its support for nuclear disarmament initiatives.

For the first time in the Japanese context, Alessio Patalano develops a framework to comprehend the role of naval power as a tool of statecraft and why it matters to Japan’s foreign and security policy. In “Japanese Naval Power” he employs a strategic studies methodology to overcome the explanatory limits of mainstream perspectives narrowly focused on debating the nature of Japanese military power from normative perspectives. This allows him to make three distinctive contributions. First, he argues that Japan’s military posture is not the result of a constrained legal framework. As a liberal democracy with an export-oriented economy, the shape of Japanese military power is consistent with the model of a “seapower state.” Second, he asserts that the most significant changes in Japanese naval power do not concern the expansion of capabilities or renewed commitment to the US-Japan alliance. Rather they are concerned with empowering Japanese foreign policy with the option to actively “shape” international stability. Third, he explores how Prime Minister Abe’s impact on the use of naval power has not negated constitutional constraints, as he focused on naval power’s shaping potential to underpin and reinforce his signature Free and Open Indo-Pacific initiative.

In another first for the Japanese context, Saadia M. Pekkanen deploys neoclassical realism to frame our understanding of Japan’s space security. In “Neoclassical Realism in Japan’s Space Security,” she draws attention to the changing nature of the country’s space security as it shifts toward internationalism in a world returned to great power competition. She discusses the ways in which Japan has adjusted both its internal portfolio and its external postures to balance against perceived threats in outer space. While neoclassical realism is foundational for understanding what motivates, empowers, and constrains states in the space domain, she also layers in the importance of international law to the conduct of statecraft within it. She argues that doing so gives us a more holistic grip on the material, legal, and normative evolution of Japan’s winding space trajectories. Although Japan’s Basic Space Law of 2008 is seen as a watershed event for legal and policy purposes, the law merely caught up with the extraordinary quality and range of Japan’s long-evolving dual-use space technologies. She lays out how these autonomous foundations empower Japan to pursue three distinct strategies in its interest—counterspace capabilities, organizational changes, and space diplomacy—with implications for both rivals and allies in a changed world order.

Benjamin Bartlett turns to another new and important domain for Japan. In “Cybersecurity in Japan,” he endeavors more broadly to explain how bureaucratic politics and trends in Japanese politics have shaped Japanese cybersecurity policy over time. He points to two recent trends that have been visible in Japanese politics: the increasing importance of politicians versus bureaucrats in policymaking, and the increasing willingness of the Japanese government to expand its authority and capability in dealing with national security. But he argues that while these trends have affected Japanese cybersecurity policy as well, their effects have been limited. Much of the drafting of cybersecurity policy is done within a cabinet body primarily staffed with bureaucrats seconded from three ministries and one agency: METI, MIC, MOD, and NPA. Further, while the capabilities of the JSDF and the conditions under which it can operate have been expanded, as of yet there has been little sign that potential trade-offs between priorities are being resolved in favor of national security.

Foreign Relations


In this final section of “International Relations,” authors engage with some of the most important bilateral relations of Japan. This section is “Foreign Affairs.” Here the chapters explore Japan’s relations with the United States, China, South Korea, ASEAN, India, the EU, and Russia.

As Ellis S. Krauss points out, the US-Japan relationship has survived for three-quarters of a century, despite economic and security crises, as well as consistent pressure from the US to contribute more to the alliance and open its domestic markets. In “Japan-US Relations: The Most Important Bilateral Relationship in the World,” he analyzes these developments since the US Occupation imposed its postwar “pacifist constitution” on Japan, whose pacifism was ignored almost from the start but which left an indelible imprint on both public opinion and affected what the perennial conservative governments could accomplish in security relations and the alliance. Krauss shows how economic and security relations have been related, how major international changes and domestic politics have been intertwined, and how the three main approaches to international relations have characterized the relationship. Finally, he discusses the relationships’ successful management and some implications for Japan’s democracy.

In “Japan-China Relations: Politics of Great Powers and Great Power Politics,” Ming Wan draws attention to another critical foreign relation for Japan. He asserts that Japan’s current China policy is a crucial part of an evolving political process of reasserting its autonomy under fast-changing circumstances at home and abroad. Security-centric studies have become prominent in the past decade in light of China’s dramatic rise, a sharp departure from mainstream analysis in the 1990s, which focused on diplomacy, economics, culture, and history. While structural features such as balance of power and political regime gaps are important, he argues that foreign policy management better explains the twists and turns in Japan-China relations. Some major events can also transform the structure of the bilateral relationship. He asserts that the bilateral relationship has been on a steady upswing since mid-2017, even though none of the bilateral disputes have been resolved. Leadership in both countries have a mutual interest in avoiding a worsening bilateral relationship that might damage their policy agendas. China and Japan also needed each other to hedge against an unpredictable Trump administration.

Alexandra Sakaki turns our attention to another regional relationship in “The Japan-South Korea Rift: ‘Inside’ and ‘Outside’ Pressures on Relations.” She asserts that although Japan-South Korea relations have been volatile throughout the postwar era, ties deteriorated to an unprecedented degree after 2011, with mutual mistrust hitting unseen heights. Focusing on this time period, she analyzes the causes of the downturn. Previous studies show that underlying bilateral tensions stem from clashes in the two countries’ national identity conceptions and historical disagreements more generally. She argues that ties have come under additional pressure from two spheres. First, pressure has built from the “inside”—the domestic-societal contexts—pushing the respective political leaders, who are mindful of public support and electoral effects, toward more nationalist positions vis-à-vis the other country. Second, pressure has built from the “outside”—from changes in the international arena. Tokyo and Seoul hold differing views on how to respond to key international challenges. At the same time, Japan’s relative importance to Korea has fallen amid shifting economic ties in the region.

Takashi Terada aims to provide a fresh interpretation of Japan’s patterned approach to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) over the past forty years, examining it in the context of Japan’s interest in leading wider concepts of regional institutions in Asia and the Pacific. In “The Evolution of Japan-ASEAN Relations: Core Moves for Japan’s Initiatives in Asian Regionalism beyond Southeast Asia,” he analyzes Japan’s policy direction and diplomatic efforts to maintain good relations with ASEAN as a key precondition for its commitment to establishing six different regional initiatives or institutions beyond Southeast Asia. This comports with the view that Japan has promoted its ASEAN policy in parallel with its commitment to wider regional institutions. Based on the analytics of neoclassical realism, he assesses Japanese policy responses to the international/regional structural changes, especially through the lens of Japanese prime ministers’ perceptions, ideas, and roles to identify Japan’s distinctive moves toward ASEAN and wider regional institution: the end of the Vietnam War for ASEAN, the Plaza Accord and regional economic interdependence for APEC, the AFC for APT, China’s charm offensive diplomacy for EAS, China’s hegemonic rise for TPP, and Japan-China competition over economic rules for FOIP. He believes Japan has acknowledged the solidarity and integration of ASEAN as a prerequisite for the effective development of these wider regional institutions, making it critical for Japan to ease ASEAN’s concern about its possible marginalization within Asia’s politics and economics.

In “Japan-India Relations: From Weak Links to Stronger Ties,” Purnendra Jain focuses on a relationship that is important for Japan’s strategy for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific today. He broadly examines the rather uneven development of Japan-India postwar relations, analyzing factors behind distinctive periods: almost a half-century of low-intensity and at times mutual neglect and rocky engagement that followed the smooth take-off in relations at the end of World War II, but with re-ignition over the past two decades. He endeavors to explain Japan’s transformation from neglecting India during the Cold War period to recognizing India as one of its key strategic partners today. He considers the various push and pull factors, including changes in the two nations’ domestic and external circumstances. He argues that a realist perspective most usefully explains Japan’s response to the power structure in place during the Cold War that set the two nations apart, and to the subsequent transition in power relations regionally and globally that has brought about a convergence of the nations’ strategic interests. Both nations today uphold a belief in the value of economic interdependence, international institutions, and democratic processes, yet their primary engagement with each other has remained strategic in the Indo-Pacific era. National leaders have been instrumental in steering these responses, as is especially evident in the diplomatic postures of former prime minister Shinzō Abe and his Indian counterpart and current prime minister Narendra Modi.

Marie Söderberg examines “Japan-EU Relations,” giving us a historical overview from WWII to the present. For her the critical question is whether ongoing shifts in the power balance, geopolitics, crises of liberalism, domestic politics, and legal and technological changes will lead to broader and deeper cooperation between Japan and the EU. She points out that the relationship started with a heavy emphasis on trade and business. It is only recently that the two have broadened their cooperation and now stand up as two of the strongest defenders of a liberal rule-based world order. Japan and the EU have recently made several agreements aiming to deepen their cooperation and revive multilateral cooperation in the face of US withdrawal from international agreements and the rise of a more assertive China. One example is the partnership related to infrastructure, in which they stress the importance, among other things, of a free, open, and rules-based approach to managing and shaping outcomes. This represents the evolution of the two players’ Strategic Partnership Agreement, which provides a legally binding framework for further cooperation in the field of politics, security, and development. Underpinning it are shared values and principles of democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and fundamental freedoms. For the protection of democracy and the liberal world order, Söderberg believes Japan and the EU seem like ideal partners.

In “Japan-Russia Relations,” Alexander Bukh focuses primarily on the territorial dispute over the “Northern Territories.” He provides a brief overview of the history of the territorial dispute and related negotiations between Japan and the USSR/Russia. He then delves into the dynamics in Japanese public opinion related to the dispute, the factors that shaped it, and its relationship with state policy. He specifically assesses the relationship between public preferences and policymaking in Japan’s relations with the USSR and Russia, setting matters in a historical and contemporary context. The thrust of his argument is that public preferences or public opinion played a rather limited role in shaping Japan’s Northern Territories–related policy. He discusses how this can be attributed to a number of factors, including the relatively small size of the issue for the public, voting behavior, the centrality of bureaucracy in policymaking, and the minimal impact of the territorial dispute on other areas of bilateral relations.

It is clear that the future of research on Japanese politics is rich and promising. The chapters contained in this volume represent the state-of-the-field, but that field will be constantly evolving. The coronavirus pandemic, which struck in the middle of our work on this volume, will transform domestic politics and international relations alike. How it will do so is unpredictable to us at this stage, but the impact is likely to be substantial. We look forward to seeing how scholars and researchers help us to interpret and understand the changed world of the future.
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Chapter 2

 The Japanese Constitution


Kenneth Mori McElwain




Constitutional democracy is founded on the principles of popular sovereignty, the fundamental rights of individuals, and limited government. It seeks to balance the will of the majority, as captured through democratic elections, with the protection of minorities, whose rights are guaranteed in written constitutions that cannot be easily revised. That said, constitutions are not fixed in stone after their ratification. Most undergo periodic amendments that change their content quite substantively (Abramson and Barber 2019), including high-amendment cases such as India (more than 100) and Germany (more than 60). Empirical research shows that periodic amendments actually improve the longevity of constitutions by ensuring that their text stays in line with the changing norms and priorities of living generations (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2009; Lutz 2006).

In that sense, the Constitution of Japan (COJ hereafter) is an outlier. It is the oldest unamended constitution in the world today, remaining word-for-word the same document since its establishment in 1947 during the post-WWII Allied Occupation. The COJ’s resilience is additionally puzzling because of its provenance: constitutions established during foreign occupations are often replaced after sovereignty is regained (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2008). Occupation constitutions tend to privilege the goals of the occupiers over those of the occupied, and their lack of domestic legitimacy weakens deference to and enforcement of their provisions.

How has the COJ survived for over seventy years without any amendments, and what does its longevity tell us about the nature of Japanese constitutional democracy? This chapter provides three interlinked answers to this question. First, I use cross-national data from the Comparative Constitutions Project (Elkins et al. 2009) to compare the COJ’s contents to other national constitutions. I argue that the COJ’s lack of amendments is related to its brevity, particularly its sparse details concerning political institutions. Fairly substantial reforms to electoral rules and local governance can be accomplished through regular legislation, diminishing the structural necessity of formal constitutional revisions.

Second, I look at elite initiatives to amend the constitution. Conservative politicians, media, and scholars have long argued for the need to revise the controversial Article 9 “peace clause,” formalize the political status of the emperor, and rebalance the primacy of individual freedoms over civic duties. In 2005 and 2012, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) published comprehensive constitutional reform drafts that proposed changes to virtually every article of the COJ. However, there remain significant disagreements among elites on the salience of constitutional revision. For one, most LDP politicians prioritize bread-and-butter economic and social welfare policies over constitutional issues (McElwain 2020). For another, the LDP’s constitutional priorities are unpopular with the Kōmeitō, its junior coalition partner, and even more so with the progressive opposition parties. In other words, amendments pose challenges to both intra- and interparty coordination.

Third, I examine public sentiment. Despite strong enthusiasm for amendment in the 1990s, public opinion since 2012 has been evenly divided between pro- and anti-revision camps. Since constitutional amendments require a national referendum, proponents must convince at least a majority of citizens that there are deficiencies in the COJ. One hurdle, however, is that the perceived necessity of amendment is low, because many revisions that the LDP has advocated, such as amending Article 9 to permit collective self-defense, have already been accomplished through legislation. Second, to the extent that the public supports revision, it is to add progressive rights to privacy, government transparency, and a clean environment—none of which are conservative priorities.

In summary, the survival of the COJ speaks to its broad acceptance by the public, despite its controversial origins. It has withstood attempts to amend it, because incremental course corrections can be made through the regular legislative process. More fundamental changes have been stymied by the LDP’s failure to convince legislators and voters that the COJ has inherent defects that imperil national welfare. This is not to say that the COJ has been entirely static: (re)interpretations of its contents by the government and courts have changed how the COJ’s provisions are applied and enforced. While this chapter does not address such “informal” changes to the constitution fully, it will touch on debates about the meaning of constitutional principles, and how that influences the politicization of formal constitutional amendments.

The Origins and Structural Features of the Constitution of Japan


The Japanese state has had two written constitutions in its modern history. The first, the Constitution of the Empire of Japan (the Meiji Constitution) was established in 1889 during the reign of the Meiji emperor. Its drafters drew principally on Prussia’s model of constitutional oligarchy, with the emperor as the sovereign monarch. It established political institutions such as a parliamentary cabinet, elected lower house of the legislature, and judiciary, although significant discretionary authority was retained by the Privy Council, an advisory body to the emperor. Civil rights and liberties were promised, albeit subject to constraints based on adherence to public welfare and the interests of the state.

The second is the Constitution of Japan (COJ), ratified during the Allied Occupation of Japan. Much of its text was drafted in one week by Occupation officers, operating under the directives of the Supreme Commander of Allied Powers (SCAP), General Douglas MacArthur, to transform Japan into a stable, demilitarized democracy. While MacArthur originally entrusted the drafting of a new constitution to the Japanese government, he became frustrated by the government’s slow progress and reticence toward fundamental reforms, particularly of the imperial system. On February 13, 1946, SCAP rejected the Japanese government’s “Matsumoto Commission” proposal, and instead presented its own document. After deliberations and amendments in the Diet, a revised draft was approved by both houses of the Diet and then officially approved by the emperor, thus following the formal procedure for amending the Meiji Constitution (Moore and Robinson 2002).

In essence, however, the COJ is an entirely new constitution, defined by popular sovereignty with a symbolic emperor (Article 1), pacifism (Article 9), and respect for fundamental human rights (Article 11).1 These are taught to Japanese school children as the “three principles of the Constitution of Japan,” so called because of their departure from the central features of the Meiji Constitution. Most distinctive is Article 9, which proscribes Japan from threatening war or possessing “war potential.” According to data from the Comparative Constitutions Project (Elkins et al. 2009), Japan is one of only ten countries today whose constitution does not describe the structure or functions of a military.2 Much of the postwar discourse on the (de)merits of the COJ has centered on disputes over what Article 9 means, what it constrains in practice, and how and whether it should be altered to better fit Japan’s foreign and security policy needs.

At the domestic level, the establishment of fundamental human rights expanded the nature and range of civil liberties beyond what had been promised in the Meiji Constitution. Many of the American officers charged with drafting the COJ were New Deal Democrats with a progressive commitment to the primacy of individual and social rights. While Japanese negotiators believed that civil rights and liberties should be achieved through Diet statute or in the civil code, as was largely case the case in the Meiji Constitution, SCAP pushed for these to be formally enshrined in the new COJ itself. Article 11 of the COJ elevates the status of human rights as a matter of principle:

The people shall not be prevented from enjoying any of the fundamental human rights. These fundamental human rights guaranteed to the people by this Constitution shall be conferred upon the people of this and future generations as eternal and inviolate rights.

The COJ also differs from the Meiji Constitution in the sheer range of protected rights. Globally, constitutions established after universal suffrage are more likely to reflect the preferences of the poor, women, and underprivileged minorities (Elkins et al. 2009). This results in the inclusion of more social rights, such as to healthcare or public education, and economic rights, such as the right to join trade unions and bargain collectively. As McElwain and Winkler (2015) write, the COJ enumerates more individual and socioeconomic rights than most other constitutions of its period, reflecting the progressive priorities of the Occupation drafters.

Table 2.1 lists ten basic human rights, ranging from individual or negative liberties (freedom from the government) to socioeconomic, positive rights (obligations of the government). The columns list whether these are enumerated in the Meiji Constitution and the Constitution of Japan, as well as the percentage of constitutions in 1947 and 2010 that include these rights. Those that appear in more than 50 percent of constitutions are italicized. It is clear that the COJ not only guarantees more rights than the Meiji Constitution, but also includes more than was typical for constitutions in 1947. In addition to negative liberties, such as the freedoms of expression, assembly, and thought, it also includes positive socioeconomic rights to a minimum standard of living and public healthcare that are absent in most constitutions, even in 2010.
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As with rights, newer constitutions also specify political institutions in greater detail. The expansion of government powers in the twentieth century engendered concerns about leaving institutional checks and balances to customary practice (Banting and Simeon 1985, Versteeg and Zackin 2016). However, institutional details also tend to reflect country-specific histories (Abramson and Barber 2019). Because the Meiji government was originally designed as a monarchic oligopoly, its constitution enumerated few details about political institutions. Following this pattern, the COJ’s treatment of political institutions is also quite sparse, leaving most provisions about the architecture of government to be determined by law. The Occupation’s drafters, working on an abbreviated schedule, believed that upending the political system would sow confusion and derail a swift, orderly transition to democracy (Hellegers 2001).

Table 2.2 lists all provisions whose details the COJ leaves explicitly to legislation by including qualifiers such as “provided for,” “fixed,” and “determined by law.” The left column identifies the articles related to human rights; the right column lists political institutions. It is clear that the lack of constitutional specificity is more pronounced for the latter than the former. While the COJ often specifies a general principle, such as the need for democratic elections and universal suffrage, substantive rules are delegated to parliament. For example, Article 47 simply states, “Electoral districts, method of voting and other matters pertaining to the method of election of members of both Houses shall be fixed by law.” As a result, government majorities were able to switch the lower house electoral system to a mixed-member majoritarian rule in 1994 and change the formula for upper house elections in 1983 and 2001. Similarly, Article 92 states, “Regulations concerning organization and operations of local public entities shall be fixed by law in accordance with the principle of local autonomy.” The word “prefecture”—the fundamental unit of subnational government—does not appear in the COJ at all. In an extreme scenario, a parliamentary majority could replace the current system of 47 subnational prefectures with 10 states or 100 counties.
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This brevity on institutional matters makes the COJ one of the shortest constitutions in the world. Its English translation is 4,998 words, compared to the current global median of 13,630 words (McElwain and Winkler 2015). The preceding Meiji Constitution was also quite short at 3,381 words. While length is not equivalent to quality, the disjuncture between the specificity of rights and vagueness of institutions has shaped the evolution of the COJ. Empirically, the frequency of constitutional amendments is correlated with the level of institutional detail, as most revisions deal with institutional reforms, such as to the term length of the legislature, term limits of the executive, and powers of central versus local governments (McElwain and Clipperton 2014). In countries where these details are left to law, the same reforms can be achieved by regular legislation. Put simply, the institutional sparsity of the COJ has reduced the need for constitutional amendments.

An alternative argument for the lack of constitutional change is that the amendment process is too onerous. Article 96 requires formal amendments to be approved by an absolute two-thirds of both chambers of the Diet, followed by a simple majority in a national referendum. In Diet deliberations on February 4, 2014, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe stated that the status quo, which allows one-third of legislators to block amendment initiatives, unfairly restricted the opportunity of citizens to participate in constitutional debates.3 The Liberal Democratic Party’s 2012 Draft Amendment to the Constitution of Japan proposed to lower the parliamentary hurdle to an absolute majority in both chambers, while preserving the national referendum.4 This was also included in the LDP’s manifesto for the 2013 upper house election.

While this may seem like a reasonable claim, its empirical validity is questionable. Data from the Comparative Constitutions Project shows that, of constitutions that grant parliament the power to vote for amendments, 76 percent require a two-thirds supermajority, while only 6 percent allow for revisions by an absolute majority.5 While the frequency of amendments falls as the process becomes more complex, Germany’s Basic Law has been amended more than sixty times since its ratification in 1949, despite it requiring the same two-thirds approval in parliament. In fact, since the German parliament uses a relatively proportional electoral system, compared to Japan’s more majoritarian rule, it is arguably harder for one party to unilaterally push through amendments in the former.6

Thus far, this chapter’s focus has been on the linkage between constitutional structure and amendment necessity. However, the fact that many consequential changes to the COJ can be made without formal amendments does not mean that amendments are undesirable. It is not contradictory to believe that the COJ can be improved upon, even if there is no pressing need to do so. This line of argument shifts the logic from constitutional design to political preferences and strategy. In the next section, I turn to elite initiatives to amend the constitution, paying particular attention to LDP proposals since 2005.

Political Discourse and Amendment Initiatives


Figure 2.1 lists the life span of all unamended constitutions in history, based on data of 860 constitutions from the Comparative Constitutions Project. The Constitution of Japan is not only the oldest unamended constitution in the world today; it also ranks second among all unamended constitutions in history, trailing only that of the Kingdom of Italy (1861–1946). Considering that the Meiji Constitution (1889–1946) was only changed once, when it was replaced wholly by the COJ during the Allied Occupation, one could argue that the modern Japanese state has never experienced a domestically driven constitutional reform in over 140 years. This longevity is striking. According to the CCP database, unamended constitutions have drastically short life spans, with the median number of years between ratification and replacement being only three years. By contrast, the median life span for those with at least one amendment is twenty-two years.
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Figure 2.1. Life span of unamended constitutions (historical).

Source: Data from Comparative Constitutions Project.





As argued in the preceding section, one explanation for the lack of amendments is the brevity and structural flexibility of the COJ. Another is that postwar Japan has not faced the types of major crises that have propelled constitutional change in other countries. Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton (2009) show that constitutional replacement is correlated with extraconstitutional regime changes such as coup d’états, which Japan has avoided. Rapid postwar economic growth and the American security umbrella also produced relative peace and social order, mitigating the perceived necessity of drastic constitutional reforms.

However, postwar national success does not mean that the Japanese constitution is optimal, especially when projecting to the future. Drafted by Occupation officers and ratified while sovereignty was limited, detractors have decried the COJ for lacking democratic legitimacy and criticized its contents as Western-inspired and inorganic. Before analyzing recent elite sentiment towards constitutional reform, let me first unpack these criticisms concerning constitutional origins and content.

Visions of Constitutional Change


The COJ was ratified under conditions of limited sovereignty. SCAP officers demanded substantial changes in the nature of the polity, even as censorship and general postwar chaos prevented full reportage of the constitution-drafting process. That said, most Japanese scholars reject the notion that the COJ is fundamentally illegitimate. Its ratification by a freely elected Diet satisfied minimal requirements for democratic constitutionalism. If anything, the COJ’s ratification could be seen as more democratic than that of the Meiji Constitution, which was imposed on the Japanese people by Meiji oligarchs without any public input (Ashibe 2015). At the same time, the final version of the COJ was the subject of substantial negotiation between SCAP and the Diet. Japanese negotiators were able to block two significant changes in the original SCAP draft: to put all land in Japan under the ownership of the state, and to replace the bicameral Diet with a unicameral parliament (Hellegers 2001; Moore and Robinson 2002). While some conservatives viewed the shift from a sovereign to a symbolic emperor as an assault on the Japanese polity, Article 1 was broadly seen as an acceptable compromise by the public, especially given the reality of wartime defeat (Sakaiya 2017).

Nonetheless, conservatives have tied criticism of the constitution’s contents to its origins. Few mainstream elites since the 1960s have publicly sought a return to the prewar Meiji system, but many believe that Occupation-era reforms had gone too far in negating Japan’s national character and robbing Japan of a “normal” right to self-defense. Winkler (2011) analyzes twenty-seven constitutional reform proposals from 1980 to 2009, drafted by a mixture of conservative scholars, media organizations, and political figures. He points to two common demands: the insertion of more traditional values, and revisions to Article 9. On the former, many would-be reformers assert that the COJ’s focus on fundamental human rights has bred excessive egocentrism and materialism, disregard for social and familial responsibilities, and loss of national dignity (Winkler 2011, 50–60). This is also reflected in the preamble’s lack of references to Japanese history, culture, and traditions, such as the imperial lineage (134–135). As remedies, the Liberal Democratic Party’s 2012 constitutional draft designates the emperor as the head of state, albeit in a ceremonial role (in Article 1); enumerates the national flag and anthem (in Article 3); restricts the exercise of civil liberties when it conflicts with public welfare and civil order (in Article 21); and refers to the importance of the family as the “natural and fundamental unit of society” (in Article 24).

While debates over the constitution’s balance between individual rights and civic duties continue, the heart of national discourse has been Article 9. The provision itself reads:

Article 9.1 Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as a means of settling international disputes.

Article 9.2 In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right of belligerency of the state will not be recognized.

Until 2014 the Cabinet Legislation Bureau, which acts as legal counsel to the government, interpreted Article 9 to mean that Japan can legally possess military capabilities as long as they are designed for senshu-bōei, or exclusively defense-oriented defense (Law Library of Congress 2015; Samuels 2007). To that extent, the government has limited the purchase of offensive or dual-use armaments and relied instead on the American nuclear umbrella for national defense. The Supreme Court, which has final say over the interpretation of the constitution, has never ruled explicitly on the constitutionality of the Self-Defense Forces or its mission capabilities. One oft-cited opinion is of the Sunagawa Case (1959.12.16), which decided that Japan did possess a natural right to self-defense, including forging security alliances with foreign nations for that purpose. However, the same ruling stated that security treaties were non-justiciable “political questions,” and thus better resolved by the executive and legislative branches.

Mainstream conservatives within the LDP have traditionally accepted this status quo out of political necessity: the party lacked the seats to amend Article 9 unilaterally. The massive civil protests that accompanied Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi’s renewal and revision of the US-Japan Security Treaty in 1960 signaled the risks of pursuing constitutional amendment in the absence of public support (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2008). Instead, the “Yoshida Doctrine”—so named after former prime minister Shigeru Yoshida—espoused a mercantile foreign policy and passive national security policy. Constitutional revision and remilitarization were kept off the agenda to mollify left-wing parties, but LDP governments maintained a strong alliance with the United States as a geopolitical counterweight (Samuels 2007). The status quo was also justified by norms of economic security: a cap on military expenditures, facilitated by the US-Japan Alliance, allowed for lower taxes and more business investment. The development of technology was seen as the best way to reduce Japan’s dependence on imported raw materials and food, while gaining market share for commercial products (Katzenstein 1996).

This grudging tolerance did not shield Article 9 from criticism entirely. It has been accused of depriving Japan of a “normal” right to self-defense, granted under the United Nations Charter, and locking the nation into the US-Japan Security Treaty (Winkler 2011). In the 1980s, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone pushed for Japan to take a leadership role in international affairs through greater military spending and the revision of Article 9 (Pyle 1996). His initiatives largely failed, but they did shift the nature of political discourse, as subsequent LDP governments became more assertive in pushing for de facto changes in the capabilities of the Self-Defense Forces. For example, special legislation sanctioned the SDF’s deployment on overseas peacekeeping (noncombat) missions in the 1990s.

From a constitutional perspective, a significant break occurred in July 2014, when the Abe cabinet reinterpreted Article 9 to permit collective self-defense. This broke precedent with earlier government pronouncements, which stated that Article 9 only allowed for individual self-defense. The ratification of two new laws in 2015, together called Heiwa Anzen Hōsei (Legislation for Peace and Security), formalized the rules that would guide collective self-defense. In practical terms, Liff (2017) argues that the conditions outlined in these laws are remarkably strict, making the use of force outside defense-of-Japan scenarios extremely difficult. From a legal perspective, however, experts have strongly criticized the reinterpretation of Article 9, noting in particular that this directly contradicts the government’s long-standing claims that collective self-defense would require formal amendments to Article 9 (Hasebe 2017).

There are two schools of thought within the LDP on how to amend Article 9. One side believes that the long-term goal should be to strike or fundamentally revise Article 9.2, which constrains the state from possessing a full-fledged military. The LDP’s 2012 draft constitution proposes to establish a National Defense Army (Kokubōgun) with the prime minister as commander-in-chief. Its purpose would be defending the territory, resources, and people of Japan, and also participating in overseas missions to preserve international peace and security. The LDP version would also create a military court system to adjudicate crimes by soldiers, as Article 76 of the COJ does not currently permit the establishment of special courts.

The other side espouses a more moderate path. Given the Abe Cabinet’s contention that collective self-defense is permissible under Article 9, the urgency of amending the peace clause has waned. It is also highly unpopular among supporters of the Kōmeitō, the LDP’s coalition partner and vital vote base in urban districts (Liff and Maeda 2019). As such, the LDP’s manifestos in the 2017 lower house election and 2018 upper house election called for a more minimalist approach, wherein the right to self-defense and the existence of the Self-Defense Forces would simply be acknowledged in the COJ. The purported purpose is to put to rest the contention, particularly among scholars of constitutional law, that collective self-defense—and possibly the SDF itself—is unconstitutional.7

Constitutional Amendment Initiatives after 2012


A number of conservative political parties published comprehensive amendment drafts in 2012, which marked the sixtieth anniversary of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, the end of the Allied Occupation, and the recovery of Japanese sovereignty. After parties favoring constitutional revision—the LDP and Kōmeitō, along with Nippon Ishin no Kai (Japan Innovation Party) and Party for Japanese Kokoro (now defunct)—combined to win the requisite two-thirds in the lower house (2014) and upper house (2016), the political moment seemed to have finally arrived.

This seeming support for constitutional amendment belies a remarkable lack of agreement on how to amend the constitution. The LDP had published an earlier constitutional revision proposal in 2005, the fiftieth anniversary of the party’s founding and the sixtieth anniversary of the end of World War II, but its contents differ in illuminating ways from the more recent 2012 version. The 2005 draft, written when the LDP was in government, prioritized the rationalization of government operations, such as greater fiscal decentralization. By contrast, the 2012 draft, crafted when the LDP was out of power, was designed to spotlight the party’s conservative bona fides. It barely mentions the institutional reforms of the 2005 draft, and instead focuses on right-wing aspirations, such as establishing a Kokubōgun (National Defense Army) in Article 9, giving the ceremonial “head of state” title to the emperor, and requiring that the exercise of individual rights be balanced against collective public welfare.8 However, the party’s 2017 lower house election manifesto reversed course once again. It ignored most nationalist issues and focused on four points: recognizing the SDF in Article 9, establishing state of emergency procedures, expanding the right to free education beyond middle school, and rebalancing the apportionment of upper house seats. The latter two can be accomplished entirely through regular legislation, thus casting doubts about the urgency of these appeals.

These shifts in constitutional focus reflect the LDP’s challenges in managing disagreements with other parties in the Diet (McElwain 2018). Its coalition partner Kōmeitō has expressed greater enthusiasm for adding new environmental rights than for changing Article 9. The Japan Innovation Party, an Osaka-based party, has urged greater decentralization to lessen the fiscal burden of metropolitan areas. The Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP)—the largest opposition party as of 2020—is firmly against Article 9 revision, but it has been open to constraining the parliamentary dissolution powers of the cabinet and mandating government transparency.

Intra- and interparty divisions on constitutional reform can be assessed more granularly using data from the UTokyo-Asahi Survey (UTAS). These surveys, conducted by Masaki Taniguchi of the University of Tokyo and the Asahi Shimbun newspaper, query both election candidates (pre-election) and voters (post-election) on a common set of policy questions.9 Here, I focus on the candidate surveys in the lower house and restrict the analysis to those candidates who won, and thus have a direct vote in the Diet.

First, in every UTAS survey since the 2003 lower house election, more than 90 percent of LDP winners have supported constitutional amendment.10 Coupled with pro-amendment legislators from other conservative and centrist parties, supporters have constituted more than two-thirds of the lower house in every year but 2009, when the LDP lost to the center-left Democratic Party of Japan. However, there is no consensus on which aspects of the constitution to change. In the 2017 election, for example, more than 60 percent of LDP winners supported changes to Article 9 and adding national emergency procedures.11 However, these were not supported by a majority of legislators from any other party. In fact, there was no topic on which a majority of all election winners prioritized amendment, much less the necessary two-thirds (McElwain 2018).

A different way of looking at disagreements in the Diet is to compare the prioritization of constitutional amendment relative to other policy matters. UTAS asks respondents to pick their top three policy priorities from a list of 15–16 items. Figure 2.2 shows the ratio of election winners who picked constitutional reform (either for or against), foreign and security policy, industrial policy/economic reform, and pensions and healthcare among their top three.12 The responses reflect electoral context. The 2009 election, which saw a non-LDP party win a majority for the first time, came on the heels of the Global Financial Crisis (Lehman Shock, in Japanese parlance). While LDP candidates saw this as an impetus for structural economic reforms, left-wing parties emphasized the need to shore up social insurance protections. The 2012 contest, which saw the LDP return to power, focused broadly on the aftermath of the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake, but the LDP’s manifesto emphasized the need to restore better relations with the United States, which it argued had decayed during the DPJ administration. The LDP sold the 2014 contest as the first assessment of the “Abenomics” economic reform package, although its candidates did not emphasize any one of the four topics as the primary issue. In 2017 the LDP emphasized the threat of DPRK missiles and the importance of maintaining strong ties with the United States. By contrast, non-LDP parties, particularly on the left, have consistently spotlighted pensions and healthcare as the primary issues.
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Figure 2.2. Legislator’s policy priorities.

Source: Data from UTAS candidate surveys.





There are two striking patterns related to constitutionalism in this data. First, while LDP candidates see foreign and security policy as major issues in most elections, these attitudes do not necessarily link to the greater prioritization of constitutional revision. Catalinac (2016) argues that the salience of foreign policy has increased following electoral reform in 1994, but this does not seem to have increased enthusiasm for amending Article 9. Second, left-wing parties prioritize constitutional issues more than does the LDP, particularly since 2012. In 2017, only 6 percent of LDP legislators listed constitutionalism as one of their top three issues, compared to 22 percent for non-LDP politicians. The mobilization against constitutional revision is stronger than in support, making it difficult to marshal interparty agreement for any particular amendment proposal.

Does the Public Support Constitutional Revision?


Even should the LDP successfully enforce party discipline and cajole other pro-revision parties to support a specific amendment proposal, voters will get the final say through an up-or-down national referendum. According to the Act on Procedures for Amendment of the Constitution of Japan, the referendum must be held within 60–180 days of the Diet’s decision, each amendment topic must be voted on separately, and there is no minimum turnout requirement.

One of the challenges in forecasting the outcomes of an amendment vote is that Japan has never held a national referendum. Opinion polls can fill this gap, but media organizations did not conduct regular surveys on the matter until the 1990s, when the Yomiuri Shimbun began its annual poll.13 Figure 2.3 uses this data, dating back to 1991, to track net support rate for constitutional revision. Support rose steadily through the 1990s and 2000s, hitting a peak of +42 percent in 2004. One impetus was international criticism of Japan’s failure to dispatch the SDF during the 1990–1991 Gulf War, which galvanized popular concerns that Article 9 was preventing Japan from meeting its international obligations. The end of the Cold War, the North Korean nuclear crisis in 1993–1994, and China’s rising economic and military prompted many people to reassess Japan’s security posture (Samuels 2007).
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Figure 2.3. Public support for constitutional revision.

Source: Data from annual Yomiuri surveys on constitutional revision.





However, Sakaiya (2017) argues that concerns about Article 9 are insufficient to explain the rise in pro-amendment sentiment in the 1990s. Instead, he points to the perceived failures of political and economic systems. The collapse of the economic bubble, the revelation of bureaucratic bribery scandals, and the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995 prompted a reevaluation of the Japanese state itself. The implementation of institutional reforms—electoral system change in 1994, bureaucratic restructuring in 2001, and fiscal decentralization in 2003—alleviated these concerns somewhat, even though none required constitutional amendments. When the focus of pro-amendment groups reverted back to security policy and Article 9 revision in the 2000s, public support also fell (Sakaiya 2017, 243–248).

The publication of the LDP’s constitutional revision drafts in 2005 and 2012 (the two dashed vertical lines in Figure 2.3) also lessened amendment enthusiasm, as the specifics of these proposals proved to be less popular than the party had wished. In fact, even as former prime minister Shinzō Abe repeatedly called for constitutional reform after he returned to power in 2012, public support fell to its lowest levels in thirty years. This is due in part to citizen’s concerns about the partisan nature of the LDP’s initiatives. McElwain, Winkler, and Eshima’s (2019) survey experiment finds that respondents who are told that revisions—particularly the addition of new rights to privacy and a clean environment—are being proposed by a neutral panel of experts, rather than the LDP, are more likely to support amendments. This difference in framing has the strongest effect on left-wing partisans and independents, many of whom support amendments in theory but mistrust the LDP’s intentions.

A related challenge for the LDP is low voter enthusiasm. McElwain (2020) shows that interest in constitutional revision—whether for or against—is highest among voters who identify as strongly progressive or conservative. By contrast, centrist respondents, who make up the bulk of the electorate, care significantly more about social insurance issues. This likely contributes to the reticence of LDP politicians to prioritize amendment, as discussed in the preceding section (cf. Figure 2.2). For LDP candidates in urban areas, where many centrists reside and victory margins are thinner, the smart tactic is to focus on bread-and-butter socioeconomic policies, not constitutional amendment.

This low voter interest is reflected in the instability of public sentiment. Sakaiya (2017, 260–261), using data from Japan Election Study (JES) III, finds that only 40 percent of pro-amendment and 27 percent of anti-amendment respondents maintained consistent attitudes over the four panel waves between 2001 and 2005. In the absence of strong ideological convictions, individual preferences are shaped by domestic and international events, such as natural disasters and military threats from foreign nations. For example, Liff and McElwain (2020) run a survey experiment to test how threats to the international liberal order influence public policy preferences. Support for amending Article 9 rises when respondents are presented with scenarios designed to raise concerns about the US’s commitment to the Asia-Pacific in military and economic affairs.

The overall picture that emerges is that public support for constitutional change is contingent on the content of the proposal, the identity of the proposer, and the domestic and international context. These may seem like obvious points, but they present a conundrum to the LDP as it considers when and how to propose constitutional amendments. The Japanese government has some control over context, but voters’ worries about security policy are also at the mercy of North Korea, China, and the United States. While the addition of new rights is more popular than amending Article 9, key LDP interest groups—the construction industry on environmental rights, telecom on privacy rights—may line up in opposition, complicating the party’s calculus. A separate option is to draw in opposition parties and give amendments a bipartisan sheen. However, there is no appetite for such concessions from left-wing parties. In fact, given strong enthusiasm for opposing revision among left-wing voters, it is in the electoral interests of progressive parties to refuse any concessions or compromises.

Constitutional Democracy in Japan


This chapter’s arguments can be summarized in two points. First, the Constitution of Japan is notable for its detailed guarantee of rights and sparse specification of institutions. The latter gives the COJ elasticity and adaptability, as substantial changes to political rules can be made through regular legislation. Second, both political elites and the general public are divided on the exact content and urgency of constitutional change. This limits the ability of the LDP leadership to push amendments forward, particularly because its own supporters and centrists are less committed to reform than leftists are to opposing it.

The greater question is whether the COJ has succeeded in defending Japanese constitutional democracy. The superficial answer is yes: 89 percent of respondents in the 2018 Yomiuri survey answered that the constitution had served a positive role since its ratification. Its lack of formal amendments speaks to broad social consensus on its three principles of popular sovereignty, pacifism, and defense of human rights. Importantly, the COJ has resisted attempts by the LDP to amend its contents without garnering support from other parties and moderate voters, accomplishing the core constitutional function of protecting electoral minorities from partisan majorities.

When considering interpretive changes to the constitution’s contents, something this chapter has not covered in detail, the answer is murkier. Article 9, long understood to permit only individual self-defense, has now been reinterpreted to permit collective self-defense. This violates the decades-long precedent set by the Cabinet Legislation Bureau, and as Hasebe (2017, 129) writes, “If such a product of many minds of requisite art can be changed in accordance with policy preference of a transitory premier who happens to be in charge, the role of the Constitution to limit political power would almost evaporate.” To the extent that Article 9 is a core principle of the COJ, Albert (2018, 33) argues that this interpretive revision “is better understood as a constitutional dismemberment—simultaneously a deconstruction and reconstruction of an essential feature of the Japanese Constitution.” If the constitution is excessively vague or norms of compliance are unenforced, then its provisions can be stretched endlessly through reinterpretation. Constitutions cannot serve their core function of restraining government power if there is no common agreement on what the constitution actually permits or prohibits.

However, Article 9 is not the only important aspect of the Constitution of Japan. Its enumeration of a wide variety of individual and social rights, which departed from the more qualified guarantee of rights in the Meiji Constitution, has undergirded Japanese democracy in the postwar period. In fact, survey data discussed in this chapter suggests that people’s primary preoccupations are with the further expansion of rights. The addition of privacy and environmental rights has broad public support across the ideological spectrum, and their salience should grow as threats to personal information expand and climate change worsens. For the COJ to continue to reflect the beliefs and preferences of Japanese citizens, these are the provisions that deserve most attention.




Notes


1. These pillars drew on two sources: the Potsdam Declaration, which defined the terms of Japan’s surrender in World War II, and the “MacArthur Notes,” which listed Douglas MacArthur’s priorities for constitutional revision. A more detailed discussion of the background of constitutional adoption, as well as the text of these two sources, can be found on the National Diet Library’s website: http://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/e/outline/00outline.html.


2. This data is current as of 2013. The other constitutions that do not mention a military are of Andorra, Barbados, the Federated States of Micronesia, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Monaco, Nauru, St. Kitts and Nevis, and Samoa.


3. http://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/SENTAKU/syugiin/186/0018/18602040018004a.html.


4. An English summary of the proposed amendments in the 2012 draft can be found on the home page of the Liberal Democratic Party of Japan. “LDP Announces a New Draft Constitution for Japan,” https://www.jimin.jp/english/news/117099.html.


5. Approximately half of constitutions with a two-thirds parliamentary hurdle also make provisions for a national referendum, making the COJ’s amendment process quite typical.


6. While the German Basic Law does not provide for a national referendum, making amendments generally easier, this is not the element that Japanese reformers focus on, so I will not expand on this point here.


7. “Anpo Hoan, Gakusha Anketo” [Questionnaire on Japan’s Legislation for Peace and Security to Scholars of Constitutional Law], Asahi Shimbun, July 11, 2015.


8. For more discussion of the LDP’s 2005 vs. 2012 drafts, as well as initiatives by other political parties in 2012, see McElwain and Winkler (2015).


9. http://www.masaki.j.u-tokyo.ac.jp/utas/utasindex.html (website, codebook, and data are available only in Japanese). Candidate data is available for 2003–2017 and voter data is available for 2003–2017, although not all surveys include detailed questions about constitutional reform.


10. Responses were given on a five-point Likert scale. Those who support or weakly support constitutional amendment were counted as “supporters” for the purposes of this chapter.


11. Respondents were asked to list their top three amendment topics, if they were in favor of amendments generally. Here, I count the number of respondents who picked a given constitutional topic anywhere in the top three. Those who oppose constitutional amendment are included in the denominator.


12. The 2009 UTAS survey included pensions and healthcare as two separate items, while the 2012, 2014, and 2017 surveys included them as one item. For consistency, the 2009 data in Figure 2.3 adds responses for pensions and healthcare together.


13. The Yomiuri Shimbun is a center-right daily newspaper with the largest circulation in Japan. It has run the longest time-series survey on the constitution, which makes it a valuable source of public opinion. However, its estimates of support for amendment tends to be higher than that of the center-left Asahi Shimbun, largely due to differences in the phrasing of questions. While we should take the point estimates for support or opposition with a grain of salt, the trends over time are likely to reflect actual fluctuations in public sentiment.
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Chapter 3

 Japanese Electoral Systems since 1947


Steven R. Reed




In a democracy, electoral systems determine what one must do in order to win public office—the “pathways to power.” They are algorithms that detail how a distribution of votes is to be transformed into a distribution of seats, and how winning candidates are to be determined. As such, electoral systems exercise a powerful influence on democratic politics. Some of those effects are predictable, but none are determinate. All are affected by the political context at the time. In this chapter I will describe the electoral systems used in Japan since the end of World War II and analyze the effects each of those systems have had on Japanese democracy. I will begin with the more powerful lower house (the House of Representatives) of the Diet, which has used two different electoral systems during this period, then turn to the upper house (the House of Councillors), which has used three.

The House of Representatives


The House of Representatives, or lower house, is the more powerful. The party or coalition that controls the House takes control of the government. Changes in the electoral system for the lower house thus reverberate throughout the political system. The Japanese party system developed under a multi-member district system, and the political reforms of 1994 introduced a mixed-member system, featuring two tiers.

Multi-Member Districts


From 1947 through 1990, elections to the lower house of the Diet used the single non-transferable vote (SNTV) in multi-member districts (MMDs), or what the Japanese call middle-sized districts (chūsenkyoku-sei). With a few exceptions, district magnitudes (M) ranged from three to five. Each voter had a single vote, and the top M candidates were elected, while the runner-up (M+1) and lower candidates were defeated. This is a simple extension of single-member districts (SMDs), so I will call this system MMD. MMD has two key characteristics: (1) it fosters intraparty over interparty competition, and (2) it has an equilibrium of M+1 candidates per district. I will discuss each in turn.

Under MMD, winning one seat in every district does not produce a majority, so a party must run more than one candidate per district in order to win control of the government. Doing so creates intraparty competition and is not conducive to party unity. Candidates who face co-partisans in their district cannot depend on the party to win re-election because rival candidates also depend upon the same party. One solution to this problem is to develop a personal vote. In Japan, candidates, especially those from larger parties, came to organize their personal votes into personal support organizations called kōenkai (Krauss and Pekkanen 2011, chap. 2). A party nomination was helpful, but kōenkai were the key to winning a seat. The competition among kōenkai from the same party was waged over service to the district and to the candidate’s supporters, not over broad public policy concerns. In this competition, members of the government had the advantage over members of the opposition because they could deliver the goods. Organizing and maintaining a kōenkai was an expensive proposition, and intraparty competition has been associated with political corruption in Italy (Golden and Chang 2001) and well as Japan (Nyblade and Reed 2008).

Candidates with strong kōenkai were guaranteed re-election, but they needed a party, preferably a party in government, to perform effectively in the Diet. In Japan this problem was solved by well-organized factions within the governing Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) (Krauss and Pekkanen 2011, chap. 4). Candidates running against each other in the same district tended to join different factions (Reed and Bolland 1999). Factions provided some electoral support, but their primary functions involved intraparty maneuvering. Most importantly, factions proved necessary to winning the party presidential election and becoming prime minister. The prime minister then used cabinet appointments to either reward the factions who supported him or to maintain a balance among the factions to maintain intraparty peace.

Campaigning was candidate-centered. Most notably, the LDP had little control over who would run or how many LDP-affiliated candidates would run in a district. In the LDP’s first election campaign in 1958, the party established a reasonable set of criteria for receiving an LDP nomination. However, twenty-one days before the vote it issued “certificates of party membership” to twenty-nine candidates who had been refused the nomination. These certificates allowed the candidates to use the party label on their posters, and party members were allowed to campaign on their behalf. These candidates were running in any case, and were supported by an LDP faction and local LDP officials. By the day of the election, all twenty-nine candidates had obtained an official nomination. Seven were under criminal investigation at the time. The LDP’s effective nomination policy thus became, “if you win, you are LDP” (kateba Jimintō) (Reed 2009).

A candidate could campaign vigorously against party policy and/or particular LDP incumbents in the district and go unpunished as long as he won a seat. He could be convicted of political corruption and, if he won re-election as an independent, would be allowed back into the party. He could resign from the LDP, form a new party, run against the LDP, and, as long as he won a seat, be allowed back into the party. The LDP often tried to gain control over nominations but, as long as MMD was in effect, their efforts were futile. The LDP was held together by its control of the government, not by agreement on policy issues.

MMD also hindered cooperation among the opposition parties. The largest opposition party, the Japan Socialist Party (JSP) was steadily reduced to running one candidate per district, and none of the other opposition parties ever grew large enough to consistently run multiple candidates (Reed and Bolland 1999). The opposition parties were perfectly aware of the need to cooperate among themselves, and they made significant progress toward that goal in the 1970s (Christensen 2000). Yet when LDP lost votes and seats in the 1989 upper house and 1990 general elections due to their enactment of the consumption tax and a major scandal, opposition gains were concentrated in the JSP, and other opposition parties lost interest in further cooperation (Reed 1991).

MMD was thus partially responsible for many of the problems facing Japanese democracy between 1947 and 1990: a predominant party system with no alternation in power; a fragmented opposition and a factionalized governing party; candidate-based, issue-free election campaigns; and political corruption.

The second key characteristic of MMD is the equilibrium of M+1 candidates per district (Cox 1997; Reed 1990). This is a simple extension of Duverger’s Law, which states that the equilibrium number of candidates in a single-member district (M = 1) is two (1+1). One should expect most four-member districts to have five candidates. In a single-member district a candidate with one more vote than 50 percent of the total cannot finish any lower than first, and is thus guaranteed a seat. Similarly, in a four-member district, a candidate with one more vote than 20 percent of the total can finish no lower than fourth and is thus guaranteed a seat. The minimum number of votes required to win a seat under SMD or MMD is thus one more than 1/M+1, the Droop quota. Perfect M+1 equilibria seldom happened, but in any given election, most districts were near the predicted M+1 candidates, and districts that deviated from the predicted equilibrium tended to move back toward it in the next election.

The M+1 rule also has several important ramifications. Research has focused on the problem of excess competition (ranritsu). When the number of serious candidates exceeds M+1, the result in seats need not be closely related to the result in votes. Most notably, a party can lose a seat by running too many candidates (Cox and Niou 1994). For example, in a four-member district a party might elect two candidates by finishing third and fourth. If, however, the party divided its votes among three candidates, those candidates might finish fourth, fifth, and sixth, electing only the candidate who finished fourth. The number of seats won by a party can change even if the number of votes won by that party have not. The second ramification has received much less attention. In districts at equilibrium, all but one candidate is guaranteed a seat. If only five candidates are contesting a four-member district, then four of those candidates will win a seat irrespective of their vote totals. If all districts were at equilibrium, a strong swing from one party to another could not alter the number of seats won by a given party by any more than one seat per district. In this way MMD can “muffle the swing” (Mair 1982). Japanese elections results have not been particularly volatile, so the muffling effect may have been as important as excessive competition.

The Mixed-Member System


In 1994 the government passed a major political reform that replaced MMD with the current mixed-member system. One tier is elected from single-member districts and the other under proportional representation (PR). The SMD tier originally had 300 seats, but that number has been reduced, standing at 289 in the 2017 election. The PR tier originally had 200 seats but that has also been reduced, standing at 176 in the 2017 election. Each tier functioned much as theoretically expected.

The SMD Tier


The SMD tier has obeyed Duverger’s Law in the fashion that should be expected, and also much like the SMDs functioned in Italy’s similar mixed-member system (Reed 2001). First, intraparty competition was rapidly eliminated. No district has seen two candidates nominated by the same party in any SMD. Under MMD the LDP often solved nomination problems by letting two independents seeking the LDP nomination to run as independents, the winner to be nominated by the LDP after the election. Under SMD this practice has been followed in only four SMDs in the eight elections between 1996 and 2017. The LDP nominated no candidates, instead allowing two LDP-affiliated independents to run against each other in Miyazaki 2nd and 3rd districts in 2003, and it did the same in Yamanashi 2nd district, Hyogo 12th, and Saitama 10th in 2017. In each case, the opposition party stood no chance of winning the SMD, and in each case the losing LDP candidate was not satisfied to simply accept the outcome and the local LDP remained divided. Intraparty competition is not conducive to party unity.

Bipolar competition and the percentage of districts that featured one candidate from the government and one from the opposition, what Cox calls linkage (Cox 1997), increased rapidly. Finally, the opposition DPJ defeated the LDP in the 2009 election, producing the first lasting (three years and three months) alternation in power since 1955. However, progress toward the theoretical equilibrium was reversed in 2012 and had yet to be restored by the 2017 election. The LDP has since won consecutive elections against a fragmented opposition. In order to understand this deviation from the expected equilibrium, one must remember that Duverger’s Law concerns elections, not governing. The DPJ proved capable of defeating the LDP but incapable of governing. This is similar to the Italian experience under a similar electoral system (Hopkin 2015). In Japan the opposition parties are perfectly aware of the necessity of providing a united front against the LDP, but they disagree on the best strategy for doing so. When a party system collapses, as it did in Japan and Italy, constructing a new party capable of governing takes much more time than constructing one capable of winning an election.

The PR Tier


Proportional representation (PR) uses a formula to convert a party’s percentage of the vote into its percentage of seats. Proportionality, the degree to which those two percentages are equal, depends upon district magnitude: districts with larger M produce more proportional results, making it easier for small parties to win seats (Taagepera and Shugart 1989). The PR tier for Japan’s lower house elections is divided into eleven blocs with M ranging from six to twenty-eight in 2017. Thus, in 2017, four different parties won seats in the six-member bloc while six won seats in the twenty-eight-member bloc.

PR makes it easier for small parties to win seats, but in Japan only one small party has been able to survive, primarily by winning PR seats, the JCP. In 2017 the party won one SMD in Okinawa but eleven in PR. The JCP is well organized and has been running many candidates with no hope of winning since the 1960s. It is not deterred by electoral defeat. The most successful small party is Kōmeitō, the religious party. Kōmeitō joined the LDP in coalition and the two parties cooperate through cross-tier vote exchanges, with the LDP providing some PR votes to Kōmeitō and Kōmeitō providing SMD votes to LDP candidates. Kōmeitō could survive on its own and running only in PR, but participating in the coalition allows it to win several SMDs. The LDP runs no candidate of its own and supports the Kōmeitō candidate. It may also win a few additional PR seats due to the PR votes it receives from the LDP.

While both tiers function much as expected, the most interesting features of the mixed-member system concerns the interaction between the two tiers. The PR tier is a closed list, the party decides the order in which their candidates win PR seats, and voters cannot alter that order. However, the parties do have the option of nominating SMD candidates in PR (dual listing) and may rank any number of them at the same rank. When the results are tallied, dual-listed candidates who won their SMDs are removed from the PR lists and the SMD losers are re-ranked according to how close they came to winning their SMD. Dual-listed SMD candidates with tied ranks thus have an incentive to campaign hard in their districts. Even if they cannot defeat their district rival, they increase their chances of winning a PR seat. Candidates nominated only in PR have no such incentive. A candidate ranked first on the PR list is guaranteed a seat as long as her party wins one seat, and thus need not campaign at all. A candidate ranked on the cusp of winning the party’s last PR seat still has little incentive to campaign, because her efforts are unlikely to increase the party’s total vote enough to increase the number of PR seats allocated to the party.

Parties experimented with double listing, but large parties soon settled on the strategy of using PR ranking primarily as a strategy for winning SMD seats (Di Virgilio and Reed 2011). These parties rank very few pure PR candidates at the top of the list. These winnable PR list positions represent a bargain struck between the candidate and the party, called “negotiated nominations.” One way negotiated nominations are used is to entice a candidate to run against a strong incumbent. The candidate has no chance of winning the SMD, but a guaranteed PR nomination makes it worth the effort for both the candidate and the party. Large parties then nominate the rest of their SMD candidates right behind any negotiated nominees in a single large tied clump. These are “competitive nominations” because the candidates are forced to compete in the SMD to win a PR seat. Those below the clump are “token nominations” because they are given with no expectation that the candidate might actually win a seat, though landslide victories have resulted in token candidates winning seats.

The phenomenon linking the two tiers that has received the most attention is contagion, the proposition that running a candidate in an SMD increases the party’s PR vote in that district (Herron and Nishikawa 2001). The contagion effect clearly exists, but the incentives produced by that effect have not proven strong enough to entice parties to run more candidates in SMDs. No party changed its nomination strategy to take advantage of the contagion effect.1 However, linkage has two more robust effects. First, in the short run dual listing reduces the number of noncompetitive districts simply by enticing candidates to run in hopeless SMDs. Second, in the longer run, candidates who win PR seats because of their performance in the SMD, dually nominated list winners (DNLWs), become incumbents representing the district. As such they can build both their own and their party’s organization and reputation in the district, what Nemoto (2018, 171) calls the “incumbency contagion effect.” Both of these effects clearly enhance the quality of Japanese democracy by ameliorating one of the biggest problems with pure SMD systems: the existence of long-lasting noncompetitive regions like the “Solid South” in the United States.

The House of Councillors


The House of Councillors, Japan’s upper house, is also elected from a mixed-member system. Each councillor is elected for a six-year term, and elections are held every three years. The upper tier has been changed twice, while the lower tier remains much as it was in 1947. I will start with the simpler lower tier.

The Prefectural Tier


The lower tier is elected by SNTV MMD, with prefectures as districts, so we can call it the prefectural tier. Each prefecture is allocated a number of seats based roughly on its population, and the number of seats is adjusted regularly to reflect changes in population. District magnitude ranges from one to six. In 2019, Tokyo was the only six-member district. There were also four four-member districts, four three-member districts, four two-member districts, and thirty-two single-member districts. Most districts thus have a single seat and, because of the staggered terms, two councillors in the Diet at any given time. Even though the number of seats varies, the range of one to six is still far from reflecting the difference between Tokyo and Tottori, the prefecture with the fewest voters. The prefectural districts suffer from serious malapportionment, though not as extreme as the US Senate.

The malapportionment problem could not be ameliorated as long as Tottori was allocated one seat per election. In 2015 the LDP-led government made a bold baby step in the direction of reducing malapportionment by creating two double-prefecture districts: Tottori-Shimane and Kochi-Tokushima. It was a baby step because it comes nowhere near solving the malapportionment problem. It was bold because it aroused the ire of all four prefectures involved and reduced the number of LDP seats. Each of the four prefectures had reliably elected one LDP councillor, for a total of four every election and eight in the Diet at any given time, but now each double-prefecture district elects one for a total of two each election and four at any given time. There were moves within the LDP to revise the constitution to guarantee every prefecture one seat per election, but this was so blatantly self-serving that it had no chance of passage. Instead, the LDP revised the law in 2018 to give each party two closed-list nominations; that is, each party could nominate two candidates, who would both receive PR seats as long as the party won at least two PR seats. The LDP used these slots in 2019 to compensate the incumbents or candidates who could not be nominated in double-prefecture districts. Though also self-serving, the hurdle for revising a law is much lower than that for revising the constitution.

The provision was designed to solve an LDP problem. No other established party had any use for it. However, a new party, Reiwa Shinsengumi,2 found an innovative use. The party’s charismatic leader, Tarō Yamamoto, nominated himself third on the PR list, giving the closed-list seats to two candidates who suffer from ALS and depend upon cumbersome wheel chairs. The party won two seats, so the leader is not currently in the Diet. However, with only two Diet members, the new party forced the Diet to undertake major renovations to make their buildings barrier free. This is not textbook democracy, but it is a creative use of the electoral system and has kept a minuscule party in the news.

Returning to the prefectural tier, it suffers from a second type of rural bias. Monroe and Rose describe a theoretical possibility that accurately describes the operation of the prefectural tier in Japan’s upper house:

A major party that draws its support from urban areas may find itself fighting against many competitors if urban areas are also compressed into a few high magnitude districts. Conversely a major party that draws its support from rural areas may find itself relatively free of competition in many small magnitude districts. In the end, rural sentiment can be better translated into effective parliamentary representation than can urban sentiment, an important partisan impact of electoral system choice.

(Monroe and Rose 2002, 68)

Even if enough multiple prefectures districts were added and solved the “one person one vote” problem, the prefectural tier would still suffer from a rural bias if most of the single-member districts were rural and most of the multi-member districts were urban.

The Upper Tier


Though the upper tier has used three different electoral systems during the postwar period, all share two common features. First, they use a single nationwide district. Every voter in Japan faces precisely the same choice set. Second, the threshold of victory is extremely low. A very low percentage of the vote wins a seat.

The National District System, 1947–1980


The first electoral system was simply SNTV MMD with an M of 50. In the first election in 1947, M was 100. The top fifty candidates were awarded six-year terms and the next fifty were awarded three-year terms. With such a large M, competition was chaotic and confusing to parties, candidates, and voters. It had, for example, the highest rate of invalid votes in Japan. One common mistake was writing the same name on both the prefectural and national district ballots (Asahi Shimbun, June 19, 1968). Since Japanese voters cast their vote by writing a candidate’s name on a blank ballot, campaigning focused on name recognition, and some voters appear to have remembered only one name.

In 1950 the threshold for victory was less than half a percent of the vote, but it leveled off at a little over 1 percent after 1965. More concretely, in the 1950s a candidate had to convince around 150,000 voters to write his or her name on the ballot in order to win a seat, and the number rose steadily, reaching 600,000 votes by 1980, the last year it was used.

Organizing a nationwide kōenkai of sufficient size was beyond the reach of all but the most famous personalities. One of the most successful strategies proved to be getting the support of a large, nationwide organization. Candidates sought support from such organizations, but, unlike kōenkai, the organization, not the candidate, was in control. Some organizations chose a candidate from among applicants, but most chose a prominent member of their own organization whom they could depend upon to represent their interests. A system of “sponsoring” candidates evolved in which organizations chose the candidate, took responsibility for electing their chosen candidate, and then asked a party to nominate him. Parties were delighted to nominate a candidate with a high probability of victory based on voters who might not even support the party. Like candidates with strong kōenkai, however, sponsored candidates did not depend on the party and thus acted more like interest group representatives than party members.

Interest groups found that electing one of their own to the Diet gave them direct access to Diet deliberations. Labor unions sponsored candidates for Socialist parties, but an LDP nomination provided direct access to government deliberations while a nomination from an opposition party effectively locked the interest group out of those deliberations. The list of LDP-nominated, organization-sponsored candidates was long. Doctors, dentists, pharmacists, and nurses all sponsored candidates. Religious groups were also well represented (Klein and Reed 2014). Retired postmasters and agricultural groups both exercised a powerful influence over the policies that directly concerned them (Maclachlan 2014). Organizations sponsored candidates, and those candidates were nominated by the LDP, but those organizations did not necessarily support LDP policies. They sought an LDP nomination not to support but to influence government policy. Indeed, the LDP nominated candidates sponsored by groups with the opposing policy positions. The clearest case involved doctors who supported abortion and a religious group that was the leading opponent of abortion (Norgen 2001). Both groups and the party got what they wanted: the groups wanted access to governmental policymaking, and the party wanted candidates who were virtually guaranteed to win seats.

During this period of SNTV-MMD in both houses of the Diet, LDP campaigning was candidate-centered. The LDP could not enforce party discipline or keep candidates “on message.” Organizations sponsored candidates to get access to political influence. If the LDP followed a policy that the organization opposed, it might rebel, but if they failed and the bill was passed, it was in the interest of the organization to return to the fold in order to exercise influence over its implementation. Supporting an opposition party that agreed with the organizational goal would only result in losing access to the policymaking process. For example, Japan bowed to US pressure and liberalized agricultural imports. Agricultural cooperatives (Nōkyō) rebelled. In Saga a candidate who refused an LDP nomination and instead ran for a new agricultural party and finished first in the 1960 election, but he lasted only that one election and Nōkyō returned to supporting the LDP.

The practice of sponsoring candidates developed in response to the national district electoral system. It was one solution to the problem of how to win a seat in nationwide SNTV system with a district magnitude of 50. It also turned out to be an effective form of “organizational clientelism,” the exchange of governmental influence for the campaign effort of the organization. Thus, once established, the practice persisted through the next two electoral systems, even the most party-centered of electoral systems, closed list PR.

Closed-List PR (CLPR) 1983–1997


In closed-list PR, each party is allocated a percentage of seats matching as close as possible their percentage of the vote. The seats are then allocated to candidates based on their rank on the party list. That rank is determined by the party in any way it sees fit. Voters cannot vote for a candidate, only for a party, so the key to winning a seat is getting a winnable position on the list. CLPR is thus a party-centered electoral system. One aim of the reform was to strengthen Japanese parties by reducing the role of candidates and their personal votes. I have seen no analysis of campaigning under CLPR, so we do not know if campaigning became more party-centered. We do, however, have some information on how the LDP and some of the larger opposition parties drew up their lists.

The parties were in complete control of the list, but because they had evolved in a candidate-based electoral system, few had developed criteria for drawing up a list. The LDP could not let candidates compete, leaving the decision up to the voters, as in “if you win you are LDP,” because voters could not vote for candidates. The LDP needed an “objective” criteria, meaning one that did not require anyone to take responsibility for a judgment call and face accusations of bias. They settled on ranking candidates by how many party members they had recruited. Candidates thus competed not for votes but for party members. The candidate-based nature of Japanese parties was thus maintained to some degree under the most party-centered electoral system.

The change from votes to party members induced changes in the organizations that sponsored candidates. The most notable change was the withdrawal of many religious groups from political activity. Most Japanese religious groups took the position that the proper way to participate in politics was to support good candidates, and that supporting a political party was improper. Religious voters thus balked at writing a party label on their ballots and were not interested in becoming party members (Klein and Reed 2014).

Several anecdotes indicate that the LDP had problems in the early stages of adjusting to CLPR, but also that some of those problems were ameliorated as time passed. The KSD scandal in 2001 (Carlson and Reed 2018, 61–64) revealed the worst aspects of the LDP’s use of the number of party members recruited to determine a candidate’s rank on the party list. Masakuni Murakami won a seat in the upper house in 1980 as the sponsored candidate of the religious group Seichō no Ie, but that group decided not to sponsor candidates under open-list PR (OLPR) for the reasons explained above. Murakami turned to KSD, a rapidly growing organization of small- and medium-sized enterprises to fill the void. KSD immediately agreed, sending a list of KSD members to a printer, who transferred the names to applications for LDP party membership and payed all the dues (Asahi Shimbun, March 3, 2003). The members were not informed of their membership, and Murakami kept the list secret, protecting “his” party members from poaching by other candidates. This was not a party-centered outcome.

A later episode, however, indicates that reforms had been implemented. In 1998 Tokio Kano, the vice-presided of Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO), ran for the upper house, nominated by the LDP. In order to get that nomination, he submitted a list of a million members of his kōenkai. The party then called a sample of those members and asked if they supported the LDP and Kano. The party role in the nomination process had been expanded. What had not changed, however, was the type of tasks the sponsored candidate performed. Kano’s tireless efforts were credited with preventing the proposed separation of power generation and transmission, preventing the expansion of renewable energy, and maintaining the troubled development of nuclear fuel recycling (Kawakami 2018, 152–155).

Open-List PR (OLPR), 2001 to the Present


Open-list PR allows voters to choose not only a party but also a candidate. The most common mechanism used to make a PR system open is to allow voters to choose a candidate from a party list after they choose a party. The Japanese system is, to my knowledge, the only OLPR system in which voters choose either the party or the candidate. Voters cast a single vote. They may cast it either for a party or for a candidate. All candidates are on a party list. The number of seats allocated to a party is determined by the sum of the party vote and the vote for all of the candidates on its list. Seats won by the party are then allocated to candidates in the order of the number of personal votes they received.

For candidates, the key to winning a seat is, first and foremost, to get a nomination from a large party. Few voters go to the trouble of writing a candidate’s name on the ballot, and simply vote for a party. Between 2001 and 2016, the average percentage of LDP voters who went to the trouble to vote for a candidate was 28 percent. In general, the more seats the party wins in the PR tier, the fewer personal votes needed to secure one of those seats. In addition, the party vote as a percentage of the total vote tends to be higher when the party is popular and lower when it is not. Candidate votes are more stable and reliable than party votes. Between 2001 and 2016, the minimum number of personal votes a candidate needed to win a seat for an LDP candidate averaged 124,231 votes, around a fifth of the 600,000 needed to win a seat under the national district system, which means that an LDP candidate needed only 0.17 percent the national vote to win a seat.

This system has yet to draw sustained attention from the academic community, but a casual overview of winning candidates indicates that the low threshold of victory has lessened the need to run nationwide. It also gave new life to the practice of sponsored candidates. The vote mobilization capacity of organizations had fallen to about a fifth of the level of the last national district election, but because the threshold of victory also dropped by a similar amount, sponsored candidates continue to get nominations and win seats (Mainichi Shimbun, August 6, 2001).

To illustrate this point, I chose a group that has been an influential support group for the LDP, has been well studied (Maclachan 2011), and has sponsored candidates under both the national and OLPR systems: the postmasters and their political arm, Taiju. As illustrated in Figure 3.1, Taiju mobilized an increasing number of votes between 1956 and 1980, exceeding a million in the last year of the national system. Under CLPR, voters could not vote for a candidate, so there is not data on how many votes Taiju mobilized between 1983 and 1998. Once CLPR was adopted, the number of votes fell to less than half of its peak, numbers not seen since 1962. Their ability to win seats, however, survived, as did that of many other organizations. Taiju elected one candidate from 1956 through 2019, excepting only the 2007 and 2010 elections, virtually impervious to changes in the electoral system.


[image: display]
Figure 3.1. Total vote for Taiju sponsored candidates, 1956–2019.

Source: Created by author using publicly available election returns.





In the 2001 election, Prime Minister Koizumi campaigned on promises of political reform, and specifically on privatizing the post office, a policy that directly threatened the interest of the postmasters. Taiju responded in traditional fashion by vowing to mobilize even more votes for the LDP. At the time, Taiju boasted the largest number of LDP members enrolled of any organization (Mainichi Shimbun, August 6, 2001). In urging their members to exert the maximum campaign effort, they made their goal perfectly clear: “In order to increase our voice (hatsugenryoku) within the party, we need to finish first in the PR tier.…We must demonstrate an overwhelming (attōteki) capacity to mobilize votes in order to put a stop to Koizumi’s plan to privatize the post office (Asahi Shimbun, September 26, 2001).

Taiju achieved the goal of finishing first, but because their campaign efforts had exceeded legal limits, their candidate was forced to resign his seat. They also failed to prevent postal reform. After reform passed, Taiju shifted its support to the People’s New Party (PNP), which represented those LDP politicians who opposed this reform. Taiju did not sponsor a candidate in the 2007 House of Councillors election but did support the PNP, which won one seat in PR. In 2010 a Taiju-sponsored candidate ran for the PNP but failed to win a seat. Their candidate finished first, but the PNP failed to win a single seat. With the same number of votes, the Taiju candidate would have finished first on the LDP list with over 100,000 votes and won a seat. In 2013 Taiju returned to the LDP. The PNP candidate who lost in 2010 served as chairman of the LDP’s 2013 candidate’s kōenkai (Maclachlan 2014, 451). Taiju-sponsored candidates went on to win seats in 2013, 2016, and 2019.

Electoral Systems and the Quality of Democracy


The “quality of democracy” is too broad a subject to deal with in a single chapter, so I will limit myself to arguably the biggest problem with postwar Japanese democracy, the predominant party system that prevented alternation in power.

The electoral systems in use from the end of the war until 1983, particularly SNTV MMD in both the lower and upper houses, were congruent with a predominant party system. Intraparty competition has been associated with predominant party systems in Italy and Ireland as well as Japan. Intraparty competition hinders cooperation among opposition parties but also tends to fragment the dominant party. If the conservative parties had not merged into the LDP in 1955, a predominant party might not have developed. MMD facilitated but did not determine that outcome. The introduction of a mixed-member system in 1994 promoted bipolar competition, and one result of that competition was an alternation in power after only five elections. Yet national elections since 2012 have all produced overwhelming victories for the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition. Has electoral reform failed?

The simplest culprit to blame would be the PR tier of the mixed-member system. However, there is good reason to doubt that a simple SMD system would have led to a more stable two-party system. SMDs would have disadvantaged small parties more than the mixed system, but would have also made it more difficult for large opposition parties to challenge strong LDP incumbents. The Democrats dominated the US Congress (1954 through 1994) for two years longer than the LDP dominated the Japanese Diet, due in part to the Solid South. The real problem is not the promotion of bipolar competition but the inability of opposition parties to reach a consensus on policy or strategy.

A second possible culprit is malapportionment. The LDP is strong in rural areas, and rural areas are overrepresented. The House of Councillors has a serious malapportionment problem, but Duverger’s Law is working in the single seat districts: the opposition offered a joint candidate in each SMD in both 2016 and 2019. There is great variation in the willingness of the various opposition parties to campaign for the joint candidate, but when the major opposition parties campaign together, they offer an effective challenge to the LDP and win a significant number of districts. The districts in which the opposition struggles are three-member districts. The opposition parties run against each other, allowing the government parties to win two of the three seats. There are currently only four three-member districts, and the governing parties won two seats in all but one of the eight contests held in 2016 and 2019. District magnitude seems to matter more than malapportionment, so if redistricting were to end the rural bias but reduce the number of single-member districts, it might actually hurt the opposition and help the LDP. Reducing malapportionment in the upper house would enhance democracy in several ways, but it would not necessarily promote bipolar competition.

Why do the opposition parties repeatedly splinter instead of working together to defeat the LDP? Why do they seem to prefer to hang separately instead of hanging together? Scanning over the many splits, the key seems to be a desire to influence public policy even if it means cooperating with the LDP. A recent defector from the Democratic Party for the People explained this clearly: “Even if the party develops policies it cannot change society. I want to work with the governing parties from an independent position to make policies that change society” (NHK News Web, September 30, 2019). Since 2012 the LDP has reestablished the presumption that, after the next election, the LDP will still be in power. If you want access to the policymaking process, your only option is to negotiate with the LDP. This is the same mechanism that produces the “organizational clientelism” analyzed above, and that phenomenon has proven impervious to two major electoral reforms.

Electoral reform, especially the introduction of the mixed-member system in 1994, has worked largely as should have been expected and has significantly enhanced the quality of Japanese democracy. Malapportionment has been reduced. Opposition parties face powerful incentives to present a united front against the government in the SMDs and voters now have the choice of voting for or against the government in most single-member districts. Once the opposition parties enter the Diet, however, the incentives to present a united front fade and the united front disintegrates. The most effective reform would, therefore, not be electoral reform but reform of Diet procedures, most clearly reform that gave opposition parties more access to the policymaking process. Electoral systems have powerful effects on the electoral behavior of parties and politicians, but only indirect effects on the behavior or parties and politicians in the legislature. Electoral reform seems to have approached the limits of its effectiveness in promoting alternation in power.




Notes


1. In the 2019 House of Councillors election, a new party, “Guard the Nation from NHK,” nominated anyone willing to run in as many prefectures as they could manage and elected their leader, who had been nominated at the top of the PR list. This is the only clear case in which a PR candidate won using a contamination effect strategy.


2. There is no English translation. Reiwa is the reign name of the new and popular emperor. The Shinsengumi was a group active in the period leading up to the Meiji Restoration. The name is thus a combination of two terms, each with positive but vague connotations.





References



Carlson, Matthew, and Steven R. Reed. 2018. Political Corruption and Scandals in Japan. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Christensen, Ray. 2000. Ending the LDP Hegemony: Party Cooperation in Japan. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press.


Cox, Gary W. 1997. Making Votes Count. New York: Cambridge University Press.


Cox, Gary W., and Emerson Niou. 1994. “Seat Bonuses under the Single Nontransferable Vote System: Evidence from Japan and Taiwan.” Comparative Politics 26, no. 2: 221–236.


Di Virgilio, Aldo, and Steven R. Reed. 2011. “Nominating Candidates under New Rules in Italy and Japan: You Cannot Bargain with Resources You Do Not Have.” In A Natural Experiment on Electoral Law Reform: Evaluating the Long Run Consequences of 1990s Electoral Reform in Italy and Japan, edited by Daniela Giannetti and Bernard Grofman, 61–75. New York: Springer, 2011.


Golden, Miriam A., and Eric C. C. Chang. 2001. “Competitive Corruption: Factional Conflict and Political Malfeasance in Postwar Italian Christian Democracy” World Politics 53, no. 4: 588–622.


Herron, Erik S., and Misa Nishikawa. 2001. “Contamination Effects and the Number of Parties in Mixed-Superposition Electoral Systems” Electoral Studies 20: 63–86.


Hopkin, Jonathan. 2015. “Bipolarity (and After).” In The Oxford Handbook of Italian Politics, edited by Erik Jones and Gianfranco Pasquino, 325–338. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


Kawakami, Ryunoshin. 2018. Electric Power and Politics. Vol. 1. Tokyo: Keso Shobo.


Klein, Axel, and Steven R. Reed. 2014. “Religious Groups in Japanese Electoral Politics.” In Kōmeitō: Politics and Religion in Japan, edited by George Ehrhardt, Axel Klein, Levi McLaughlin, and Steven R. Reed, 25–48. Berkeley: University of California Press.


Krauss, Ellis S., and Robert J. Pekkanen. 2011. The Rise and Fall of Japan’s LDP. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Maclachlan, Patricia L. 2011. The People’s Post Office. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.


Maclachlan, Patricia L. 2014. “The Electoral Power of Japanese Interest Groups.” Journal of East Asian Studies 14: 429–458.


Mair, Peter. 1982. “Muffling the Swing: STV and the Irish General Election of 1981.” West European Politics 5, no. 1: 75–90.


Monroe, B. L., and A. G. Rose. 2002. “Electoral Systems and Unimagined Consequences: Partisan Effects of Districted Proportional Representation.” American Journal of Political Science 46: 67–89.


Nemoto, Kunianki. 2018. “Party Competition and the Electoral Rules.” In Japan Decides 2017: The Japanese General Election, edited by Robert Pekkanen, Steven R. Reed, Ethan Scheiner, and Daniel M. Smith, 165–183. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.


Norgen, Tiana. 2001. Abortion before Birth Control. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.


Nyblade, Ben, and Steven R. Reed. 2008. “Who Cheats? Who Loots? Competition and Corruption in Japan, 1947–1993.” American Journal of Political Science 52: 926–941.


Reed, Steven R. 1990. “Structure and Behaviour: Extending Duverger’s Law to the Japanese Case.” British Journal of Political Science 20, no. 3: 335–356.


Reed, Steven R. 1991. “The 1990 General Election: Explaining the Historic Socialist Victory.” Electoral Studies 10, no. 3: 244–255.


Reed, Steven R. 2001. “Duverger’s Law Is Working in Italy.” Comparative Political Studies 34, no. 3: 312–327.


Reed, Steven R. 2009. “Party Strategy or Candidate Strategy: How Does the LDP Run the Right Number of Candidates in Japan’s Multi-Member Districts?” Party Politics 15: 295–314.


Reed, Steven R., and John M. Bolland. 1999. “The Fragmentation Effect of SNTV in Japan.” In Elections in Japan, Korea, and Taiwan under the Single Non-Transferable Vote, edited by Bernard Grofman, Sung-Chull Lee, Edwin A. Winckler, and Brian Woodall, 211–226. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.


Taagepera, Rein, and Matthew Sobeg Shugart. 1989. Seats and Votes. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.















Chapter 4

 The Role of the Prime Minister in Japan


Aurelia George Mulgan




The Japanese Constitution vests executive power in the cabinet, which is collectively responsible to the Diet in the use of this power and which has the support of a parliamentary majority. The prime minister, as the head of the cabinet, has the constitutional power to appoint as well as to dismiss ministers of state. The constitution also allocates to the prime minister the functions of submitting bills to the Diet, countersigning bills into law, and reporting to the Diet on national and foreign affairs as well as exercising control and supervision over the administrative branches of government. An additional prerogative—that of dissolving the lower house (the House of Representatives)—has, in practice, devolved to the prime minister, although, formally speaking, the constitution allocates this right to the cabinet.

Taken in their entirety, these constitutional provisions bestow considerable power on the prime minister, generating leadership rights both in government and over the cabinet (George Mulgan 2000). Other factors conducive to strong prime ministerial leadership are Japan’s formal structure as a majoritarian democracy rather than a consensual one (Cargill and Sakamoto 2008; Hayao 1993) and a dominant ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in power almost continuously for decades.1 Yet strong prime ministers have been the exception rather than the rule.2 Indeed, Japan’s political system has often lacked decisive political leadership, with prime ministers either unwilling or unable to exploit the full powers of their office. Japan has been described as a “leaderless state” (Tokuyama 1991, 37) with “weak and passive” prime ministers (Hayao 1993, 4) sitting atop a culturally rooted, bottom-up, consensus-building policy process rather than exerting assertive, individual top-down leadership.

Elucidating the role and influence of the prime minister as the nation’s leader therefore requires an understanding of the realities of his position as leader of his own party, and of how the policymaking system has worked in practice. Fundamentally, the prime minister has been weak because informal rules, political conventions, and practices, including the operation of institutionalized subgroupings within a dominant ruling party (Krauss and Pekkanen 2011), have created multiple veto players with whom he has had to contend in wielding power (Cargill and Sakamoto 2008). These factors have combined with a lack of independent policy resources available to the prime minister to make his position, both as party leader and as policymaker, unusually “vulnerable” when compared with prime ministers in other parliamentary democracies such as the United Kingdom.

Over time, however, the dominant trend has been for prime ministers to acquire greater power, with processes of evolutionary change and reform in critical areas of Japan’s political and administrative systems contributing to this trend. Some prime ministers have also engaged proactively in efforts to buttress their own authority. Shinzō Abe is the standout example, setting new standards for the exercise of prime ministerial power. He has presided over the creation of a “prime ministerial executive” (George Mulgan 2018) centering on the prime minister himself and his office (Kantei), which holds formidable sway over all sectors of government, including cabinet ministers, the ruling LDP, and the bureaucracy. These developments have raised questions about democratic accountability and the possibility of a transition to authoritarian leadership (Stockwin 2018). The following sections discuss factors that have contributed to the prime minister’s traditionally weak position and those supporting the emergence of a much stronger prime minister. Each section adopts a different focus: the prime minister as party leader, the prime minister as policymaker, and the prime minister as leader of the nation.

The Prime Minister as Party Leader


The LDP’s long-term rule worked significantly to entrench features and operational aspects of the political system that weakened rather than strengthened the prime minister’s power and position. Although the prime minister is elected by the Diet (with the lower house having the decisive vote if the two houses select different candidates),3 because of the LDP’s position as the dominant ruling party, its presidential selection process has de facto chosen the prime minister. The procedure has involved an election in which the constituents have been the LDP’s Diet members, or one where both LDP Diet members and rank-and-file members can vote, with the system weighted in favor of Diet members until 2014.

Operating continuously since the party’s first presidential election in 1956, the LDP’s intraparty factions (habatsu) have functioned as support groups for candidates to the party presidency. In order to become a serious candidate for the position, an LDP politician has needed to be either the head or top leader of a faction, to be well connected with faction members and with other senior LDP members (Hayao 1993), and to have acquired considerable seniority in the party on which promotion has been based (Mishima 2012). Advanced leadership skills and a set of clear policy goals have been less important. Succeeding to the party presidency has also required support from a coalition of factions that could command a majority of LDP Diet members. Factions have made or broken alliances with other factions in order secure victory in the election (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019g) or to unseat unpopular prime ministers, and have rewarded members for their loyalty with “posts and money” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019i, 1).

Kakuei Tanaka, Takeo Miki, Takeo Fukuda, Masayoshi Ōhira, and Yasuhiro Nakasone, who were prime ministers in the 1970s and 1980s—like their predecessors in the 1950s and 1960s, such as Nobusuke Kishi, Hayato Ikeda, and Eisaku Satō—were all faction leaders. They formed partnerships and took turns as party leader in what were essentially “pseudo regime changes” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019a, 4). Long-term administrations were few, because faction leaders were eager to be prime minister, with replacements regularly taking over at around the two-year mark.

In the post-Nakasone era, Shintarō Abe, Noboru Takeshita, and Kiichi Miyazawa competed as the leaders of the party’s three major factions. Takeshita led the largest faction inherited from Tanaka, with both having a reputation for being “kingmakers” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019g) producing “puppet prime ministers” whom they manipulated from behind the scenes as “shadow shoguns” (Schlesinger 1997) and replaced at whim (Maeda and Takahara 2001). Tanaka remained influential over political and policy developments as faction leader even after he resigned as prime minister, resulting in a dual power structure in the administration of Prime Minister Miki, who replaced him. Likewise, Takeshita as faction leader exerted considerable influence over the Sōsuke Uno and Toshiki Kaifu administrations after he was forced out of office by a corruption scandal.

The faction-dominated selection system for prime minister meant that the position was primarily based on internal party-political considerations relating to interfactional rivalries, conflicts, and compromises (Park 2001), rather than on popular endorsement or competence to do the job. Moreover, given that the prime minister’s primary constituency was his party, he was naturally encouraged into a transactional, compromise-brokering mode and discouraged from enunciating his own personal policy objectives (George Mulgan 2003b). He had to share power with the factions, which were both cohesive and autonomous (Takenaka 2015).

The party leader’s patronage included appointing the lower house speaker and top executives of the party, in addition to prime ministerial powers of appointment to cabinet positions. However, in practice, the prime minister was beholden to the factions that formed his power base (the “mainstream” factions). He was under pressure to reward senior members with appointments to high office while being mindful of factional balance in order to limit the potential for “anti-mainstream” factions to sabotage his position and replace him with their own candidate. Appointing cabinet members and senior party officials was, therefore, far from the prime minister’s exclusive right, given the factional considerations involved (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019e).

The short time limit on incumbency also restricted prime ministerial authority. Party rules, which were strongly influenced by factional imperatives, required prime ministers to contest another presidential election after only two years in office,4 which compounded the difficulty prime ministers had in formulating long-term policies (Maeda and Takahara 2001). This was a system that particularly advantaged skilled factional players rather than rewarding those who might become good prime ministers because they possessed strong leadership abilities, policy skills, and a well thought-out policy agenda. Not only did the strength and cohesion of the factions make the prime minister’s position chronically insecure, but having to face quite separate general elections (every three years for the upper house [the House of Councillors] and at least every four years for the lower house [the House of Representatives])—with national elections held on average every eighteen months in practice—has made for a “short and unstable political cycle [and forced the prime minister] to take responsibility for his party’s result in both houses” (Takayasu 2014). Moreover, in the event of a “Twisted Diet,” where the ruling party has a majority in the lower house but not in the upper house, opposition parties with an upper house majority can boycott Diet sessions and successfully pass censure motions against the prime minister, undermining his position in his own party and in the broader electorate (Takayasu 2014). Japanese prime ministers thus face triple election tests on their longevity in office, with regular dual Diet elections compounding uncertainties over party support in the presidential election. In addition, unified local elections, which are held every four years, act as a referendum on prime ministerial performance. The multiple occasions on which potential challenges to the prime minister’s leadership can be justified has contributed to the high rate of turnover in this office. Between 1955 and 2000 there were twenty-one prime ministers in Japan, compared with only ten in Britain—more than double the rate of turnover, with the average tenure of the forty-two prime ministers under the postwar constitution only 2.1 years (Ochi 2015). In spite of comparable formal authority, the Japanese prime minister has “possessed far less real power than…[his] British counterpart” (Kollner 2005, 9) where the political cycle is longer and more stable.

The tide in favor of factional ascendancy turned in the late 1980s with a series of “politics and money” scandals, which ultimately triggered a process of political reform. The centerpiece was lower house electoral reform in 1994, which abolished multi-member districts that returned between two and six members and replaced them with a mixed system of single-seat and proportional representation (PR) districts. The reform removed the need for the LDP to run multiple candidates in the same district in order to win a majority of lower house seats. Likewise, it eliminated competition among the factions to ensure victory for their candidate running against candidates from other factions in the same district, and thus reduced candidates’ reliance on factions for campaign backing. Donations to factions from companies and organizations were banned and public subsidies were provided to political parties, eliminating the factions as the LDP’s main fundraising bodies and further diminishing their power as a source of campaign financing, and hence their leaders’ ability to unite members (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019g). As faction leader Ishiba Shigeru recalled, “I did think that the situation under the multi-seat constituency system, where four or five LDP members would run in constituencies with four or five seats and engage in intense battles amongst themselves, while the factions used the ‘three sacred treasures’ of money, posts, and election support, was not good” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019b).

With the introduction of single-seat districts, party organizations became responsible for elections, with the prime minister as LDP president exercising final authority over endorsement decisions, which gave him more sway within the party (Takenaka 2013, 2019). The importance of the party leader’s role as the “poster boy for the election” also grew (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019g, 4) because of the relative decline in the value of the “personal vote” as a source of support for individual LDP candidates competing against each other in multi-member constituencies. Thus, the prime minister’s position became more dependent on the strength of public support, which not only gained greater importance as a consideration in the selection of the party president, but also as an alternative, nonfactional source of power for the prime minister. His authority over personnel selections to higher office within the party and government was also reinforced. Electoral reform thus helped in various ways to centralize and strengthen the power of the prime minister (Takenaka 2013, 2019).

Other reforms encouraged real policy debates between the candidates and allowed rank-and-file party members to have a direct vote in the LDP presidential election—a measure undertaken with a view to reinforcing the prime minister’s nonfactional base of support and to increasing the transparency of the selection process. In 2014 it was determined that the total for party members’ votes would be converted to the same number as the total for Diet members’ votes. As a result, party members’ votes were increased to 405 votes (from 300)—the same number as Diet members’ votes—in the 2018 leadership election (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019g).

Other proactive efforts by LDP leaders to reduce factional influence included Nakasone’s proposal that prime ministers should be popularly elected in order to allow them to claim a popular mandate for implementing his policies (Angel 1988–1989). After Junichirō Koizumi’s successful bid for the presidency in 2001, he also directly challenged factional power, running as an unaffiliated candidate and encouraging other LDP Diet members to abandon their factions. Impressive numbers of unaffiliated “Koizumi children” subsequently won seats in the 2005 lower house election over those who had defied his policy leadership and been disendorsed by the party. Koizumi stuck to his declaration that he would “not consult anyone about personnel decisions” and did not accept any factional recommendations during his almost five and a half years in office, ignoring the proportional and seniority rules applied to distributing cabinet portfolios and to selecting the party’s core executive (Kollner 2005).5 His successful long-term administration relied primarily on public not factional support (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019g).

Since the Koizumi administration, no faction leader has become prime minister except for Tarō Asō, suggesting that they have lost some measure of control over their members in presidential elections. There has also been a rise in the number of officially nonfactionally affiliated LDP Diet members (75, or almost 20 percent of the LDP’s Diet membership of 406 in 2019, which is a number greater than the second-largest Aso faction, with 56 members). In reality, however, only a handful of LDP Diet members are “completely unaffiliated,” belonging neither to a faction nor to any of the small informal loosely knit groups that discuss items of political interest and offer mutual support. The factions have retained their functional relevance to a majority of LDP Diet members as “information-sharing groups” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019a); as a promotion system to senior posts in the government, Diet and party; as a source of some political funding; as a support network; and as a means to provide organized backing for the prime ministership. The fact remains that for faction leaders, the bigger their faction, the closer they are to becoming party president (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019f).

Prime Minister Abe (2012–) belongs to the Hosoda faction, one of seven in the LDP, which was founded by former Prime Minister Fukuda in 1962 and is the biggest, with ninety-seven members (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019d). It raised over ¥270 million in 2017, more than any other faction. Since 2000, it has produced four out of five LDP prime ministers: Yoshiro Mori, Koizumi,6 Abe (his first administration in 2006–2007) and Yasuo Fukuda (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019h). When Abe became LDP president and prime minister again in 2012, he listened to factional requests concerning personnel decisions and appointed faction leader-class members to cabinet and senior positions in the LDP in order to establish a stable base for his administration. Since then he has retained the support of almost all the party factions7 in awarding posts, either by treating them equally or in proportion to factional strengths. The LDP now operates as a collection of “friendly factions” backing “Abe as the single strong power” (Abe ikkyo) (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019c).8 The factions no longer perform the power-sharing and checking functions that they did during their heyday with respect to both personnel affairs and policy issues, when faction meetings discussed policy options and promoted them competitively within the party. When the parliamentary LDP was divided into mainstream and anti-mainstream factions, it was easier to hold the prime minister to account for his government’s policies. However, under the Abe administration this has become particularly difficult given its functioning as an “all-mainstream” factional government.9 Abe has effectively subdued the ruling party as a source of challenge to his leadership. Indeed, a stable factional base has enabled him to become less accountable to his own party for missteps, including political scandals, with the LDP no longer acting “as a powerful internal watchdog of the administration” (Asahi Shimbun 2019).

The Prime Minister as Policymaker


Factional and other internal party constraints on the prime minister’s independent standing and authority as party leader have traditionally been compounded by party constraints on his policy leadership. The LDP formed a separate and independent locus of policymaking with both a formal committee structure (the Policy Affairs Research Council, or PARC) and a collection of informal “policy tribes” or “special interest cliques” (zoku) operating within the PARC committees. The zoku functioned as the leading special-interest representatives, with expertise in policies affecting those interests. They were particularly prominent in sectors where the government distributed significant amounts of largesse from the budget, or where the government’s regulatory powers required politicians to intercede with bureaucrats in order to mitigate the effects of government regulation. The zoku maintained close connections with industries and their representative organizations in these sectors, particularly as recipients of votes and political funds. They dominated the PARC committees focused on policies and laws for these sectors and similarly maintained direct and close connections with relevant bureaucrats. Such was their influence that almost no policies or bills were approved by the PARC’s policy machinery without obtaining zoku approval first (George Mulgan 2000). Given that PARC approval was necessary for all major policy decisions and for legislation to proceed through the LDP’s Executive Council and thence to cabinet, it effectively functioned as a veto player in the policymaking process (Woodall 2014), limiting the prime minister’s policy influence and options.

The prime minister’s policy leadership was also substantially curtailed by the central bureaucracy operating as an autonomous power structure, with bureaucrats regarding themselves as an independent source of policymaking authority and exercising extensive bureaucratic prerogatives (George Mulgan 2000), as well as control over policy advice, initiation, formulation, and implementation. In fact, it was the ruling party, not the prime minister as the leader of the government executive, that was the only political institution with sufficient power to bargain and negotiate with bureaucrats (George Mulgan 2003a). The Japanese policymaking process was thus “bottom-up,” with the prime minister articulating the consensus of the ruling party and the bureaucracy (Angel 1988–1989; George Mulgan 2002).

Moreover, representatives of interest groups joined the zoku and the bureaucrats as the primary policy working groups, forming “iron triangles” or “powerful, self-serving subgovernments” (Woodall 2014, 168) dedicated to protecting vested interests in specific policy fields and presenting prime ministers bent on policy reform with powerful obstacles to change. Prime ministers were unable to prevail over “LDP-bureaucracy-interest group dominance” (Stockwin 2018, 138), with their functions largely being to accept the decisions brokered by the party with the bureaucracy and interest groups, and to supervise the passage of these decisions into formal executive decisions and legislation.

Foreign policy and diplomacy were the general exception to the rule, with the absence of a subgovernment allowing the prime minister to exercise greater policy initiative as head of the government and as leader of the nation (Hayao 1993). Nevertheless the prime minister also had to contend with an additional, general constraint on his policy leadership in the legislative process itself. Diet committees have constituted high hurdles to the passage of legislation, opposition parties can stall Diet proceedings with boycotts, binding no-confidence motions and delaying tactics, and a powerful upper house has the capacity to influence legislative proceedings if the LDP does not have majority in that house.10

Ranged against the traditional power blocs at the center of Japanese policymaking, the prime minister had relatively meager administrative and policy support backing his leadership. The administrative body supporting the prime minister (Sorifu) was not an important power center in Japanese politics, given its lack of a domestic constituency and the entrenched sectionalism of the main ministries and agencies. The prime minister had his executive office (Kantei)—the equivalent of No. 10 Downing Street—but it had a small staff of less than twenty compared with a staff more than three times that number in No. 10 (Hayao 1993, 182). Four of the prime minister’s private secretaries were seconded from the bureaucracy, while appointments to the Kantei as chief cabinet secretary or deputy chief cabinet secretary were decided on a factional basis rather than by the prime minister’s personal choice (George Mulgan 2000). As a result, almost none of those serving the prime minister actually owed their primary loyalty to him (Hayao 1993). The prime minister also battled the limitations of his position: he had no formal authority to table major policy proposals, reducing his role to that of a moderator rather than an initiator in cabinet meetings (George Mulgan 2000).

Various institutional remedies were pursued to enhance prime ministerial leadership over policy. Nakasone endeavored “to fashion a ‘presidential-style prime ministership’” (Hayao 1993, 16) by “strengthening the Kantei” (Makihara 2013) to provide independent backing for his policy leadership, and by establishing and using private advisory committees and government commissions to promote his own policy goals (Hayao 1993) and to circumvent the party’s policy organization (Makihara 2013). Ambitious for “administrative reform,” Nakasone also presided over the creation of a Management and Coordination Agency (MCA), which gave him greater oversight powers vis-à-vis the bureaucracy (Bevacqua 1997), and reorganized other support structures for the prime minister and cabinet, such as the Cabinet Secretariat, to provide a more efficient resource base and greater control over domestic and foreign policy formulation (Angel 1988–1989). He understood that establishing an advisory and information-gathering structure dedicated to assisting the prime minister was an important element in exercising policy authority (George Mulgan 2018). He also used his personal popularity to cultivate public support for his policy agenda in order to circumvent resistance from the bureaucracy and the ruling party.

Following in Nakasone’s footsteps, Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto, motivated by sheer frustration with the limits of his power (George Mulgan 2018), took up the cause of administrative reform with an emphasis on prime ministerial leadership (kantei shudo). He set up an Administrative Reform Council under his direct supervision (Bevacqua 1997) and insisted on reforms “aimed precisely at increasing the authority of the prime minister” (Neary 2019, 79). The council produced its final report in 1997, with the administrative reforms later enacted under Prime Minister Keizō Obuchi—famous for asserting leadership in getting several vital financial reform bills passed into law—and implemented in January 2001 under Prime Minister Mori, going even further. Aiming explicitly to reduce and reorganize bureaucratic power (Bevacqua 1997), the reforms revamped the functions of the Cabinet Secretariat as “a powerful planning and coordinating body…[providing] direct assistance and support to the prime minister” (Administrative Reform Council 1997). The Secretariat could now act as “the brains behind Kantei leadership” (Shimizu 2005, 227) and buttress the prime minister’s power to set national policy. Not only was it empowered to draft legislation (a function hitherto exclusively undertaken by bureaucratic ministries and agencies) but it could even overrule objections from the ministries in the name of implementing basic policies of the prime minister and cabinet (Makihara 2013). The prime minister was also given explicit authority to propose basic policies at cabinet meetings.

In another major structural reform, the Sorifu was replaced by a much more powerful Cabinet Office, which was placed under the direct authority of the prime minister and chief cabinet secretary (Woodall 2014), and which was given the task of dealing directly with individual ministries on behalf of the prime minister and cabinet. Also established under the Cabinet Office were four new councils, including a Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy (CEFP), which could draw outside experts into their discussions. The councils were empowered to advise the prime minister on policies in their areas of jurisdiction and were unconstrained by policy discussions in the bureaucracy and ruling party (George Mulgan 2018). In addition, the Kantei was expanded, with staff appointments now opened up to nongovernment personnel and made by the prime minister himself, rather than his relying on staff seconded from the bureaucracy (Gannon and Sahashi 2015). The reforms made prime minister–centered policymaking possible and undermined the role of the ruling party and bureaucracy in policymaking, as well as the alliance between zoku and ministry bureaucrats (George Mulgan 2018).

Replacing Mori, Koizumi was the first prime minister to exploit the strengthened powers of the prime minister as policymaker (Takenaka 2006). He recaptured the political initiative and eliminated policy intervention by politicians and bureaucrats connected to special interest lobbies, thus bypassing iron triangle policymaking. He flouted the convention of the LDP’s prior screening of policies and bills and instead relied on advisory councils and executive support structures as drivers of reform, using them to issue a series of major policy initiatives, which he then urged on the party and the bureaucracy. In particular, the CEFP, which was chaired by the prime minister, became a major source of government initiatives (George Mulgan 2003b). Koizumi realized that the existing system of policymaking could not deliver the reforms that he wanted, because the dominant power structures in that system entrenched the vested interests that he sought to challenge. These dominant actors had, therefore, to be directly challenged and defeated in a national election (Umeda 2019) and replaced with a system of top-down policymaking centering on the Kantei. Koizumi also launched Kantei-led diplomacy to replace Foreign Ministry–led diplomacy (Neary 2019; Shinoda 2007), and he pursued a number of independent foreign policy initiatives. The success of his five-year tenure owed much to able and dedicated Kantei staff, including both unofficial advisors and official Cabinet Secretariat staff (Makihara 2013).

Prime Minister Abe took the process of central government reform even further. The Kantei now encompasses a chief cabinet secretary, three deputy chief cabinet secretaries, six executive secretaries, and five special advisors, as well as three assistant chief cabinet secretaries and fifteen special advisors to the cabinet. Within this group are “Kantei bureaucrats,” almost all of whom have been recruited from the central ministries but who show strong personal loyalty to Abe and report directly to him. They exercise leadership in particular domains and effectively form “an extended framework of prime ministerial power” (George Mulgan 2020, 78).

Substantial administrative support for the Kantei is also provided by the Cabinet Secretariat and Cabinet Office. The Cabinet Secretariat now operates as a large bureaucracy working for the Kantei (George Mulgan 2018) and as “a command center for realizing Abe’s signature policies spanning the economy, foreign and security policy” (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2017b, 4). It encompasses a National Security Secretariat (NSS), which serves a National Security Council headed by the prime minister, enhancing his ability to formulate and integrate foreign and defense policies, and control the relevant ministers (Takenaka 2019). The Cabinet Office encompasses “offices,” “secretariats,” and “headquarters,” as well as “ministers in charge (of certain issues)” and five “councils on important policies,” including the CEFP, as well as many other councils, headquarters, and committees, and so on (George Mulgan 2018). To his critics, Abe has created a “Kantei dictatorship” in which advisory organs provide the main logistical support to the Kantei’s intentions (JAcom 2016). Taken together, the Kantei and its bureaucratic and advisory support structures now comprise a formidable infrastructure of prime minister-led policymaking that enables policy decisions that strongly reflect the prime minister’s own intentions and facilitates prime ministerial dominance (Machidori 2012).

These developments have had considerable flow-on effects on the policymaking powers of the LDP and the ministries. Now that the prime ministerial executive is using its authority to direct and decide national policy on all important issues, the LDP’s Executive Council and PARC, as well as the zoku that inhabit the PARC committees, have undergone a relative decline in both their power and importance, with the party’s role in policymaking shrinking in parallel with the increasing concentration of power in the Kantei. The PARC continues to screen major policies and bills, but the prime ministerial executive is no longer necessarily bound by the advance screening-cum-prior-approval process and the zoku no longer exercise blocking power over policy initiatives coming from the prime ministerial executive (George Mulgan 2018). The Kantei bureaucrats are also able to mobilize other bureaucrats to support the Abe administration’s policies, given their networks in the ministries (Iio 2019). As a result, both the LDP and government bureaucracy have been effectively eliminated as veto points in the policymaking process, and the alliance between them has also been eroded.

The power of the central ministries has also been challenged by the establishment of a Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs, which places personnel appointments to the higher echelons of the bureaucracy under the direct political control of the Kantei, particularly Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga (George Mulgan 2018). The careers of bureaucrats who dare to criticize the Kantei have suffered, while loyal bureaucrats have been promoted, producing “excessive deference to the Kantei” (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2017a, 4) as well as a new mode of behavior among public officials—so-called sontaku—namely, “surmising the intentions of one’s boss and acting on them without receiving any specific instructions” (Osaki 2019).

Shorthand descriptions of Abe’s leadership abound, such as Abe ikkyo and “prime ministerial rule” (shusho shihai) (George Mulgan 2018, 34), which represent powerful criticism of the administration (Iio 2019). Japan has not transitioned to a “presidential” model where executive power resides in a single individual, but such is the concentration of policy leadership and power in the prime minister and the Kantei that political pluralism now appears “under threat” (Stockwin 2018, 143). With a cowed bureaucracy and a subservient ruling party, the Abe executive has few checks on its use of unbridled power apart from an election process where a divided opposition constitutes only a weak countervailing force. As a result, democratic institutions and principles have come under increasing challenge, including freedom of speech and of the media, as well as sustained harassment of critics (Stockwin 2018). Abe himself has refused to be held accountable in several cases of malfeasance and incompetence on the part of his administration, involving him personally, his wife, and Kantei personnel—to the point where Japan risks transitioning to weak and complacent democracy (George Mulgan 2019).

If sustained, these developments will have broader implications for Japan’s development as a system of government. Such is the centralization of executive authority in the prime minister and Kantei that rather than evolving into an orthodox Westminster system of parliamentary cabinet government where the cabinet has supreme decision-making power, Japan appears to be bypassing this evolutionary step and following the example of Westminster systems where prime ministerial government has replaced cabinet government (Hayao 1993). This is because the prime ministerial executive has replaced the formal political executive as the supreme policymaking body (George Mulgan 2018). In addition to subduing the traditional veto players in the policymaking process represented by subgovernments or iron triangles, Abe gives strong direction to the cabinet, with individual ministers subordinated to the Kantei, which is effectively dictating cabinet policy. In this context, the cabinet becomes a forum merely to discuss and ratify the prime minister’s initiatives (George Mulgan 2018), and ministers become as insignificant as they were when they merely followed the lead of their ministries (Iio 2019).

The Prime Minister as Leader of the Nation


Personal attributes such as a strong desire to wield power, substantial leadership capacities, personal resources, policy competence, and an ambition to implement specific policy goals have played a role in the performance of Japanese prime ministers. Irrespective of the party-political and institutional environment, some prime ministers have demonstrated greater leadership skills and authority than others. In other words, electoral and administrative reforms have been necessary rather than sufficient conditions for the exercise of greater prime ministerial power. Even after substantial reform, strong prime ministerial leadership in Japan has not necessarily been a given. In other words, the evolutionary continuum of greater prime ministerial power has not been a steady growth process, but rather a trajectory punctuated by stronger and weaker prime ministers (Nyblade 2011)—for example, the prime ministers following Koizumi between 2006 and 2012—Abe (2006–2007), Yasuo Fukuda (2007–2008), Asō (2008–2009), Yukio Hatoyama (2009–2010), Naoto Kan (2010–2011), and Yoshihiko Noda (2011–2012)—all barely lasted more than a year in office and had no long-term impact (Stockwin 2018). Indeed, such was the rate of turnover that the office was described as “an unusually precarious perch” (Nyblade 2011, 195). Prime ministerial power “was only reconfirmed when Abe made his comeback” (Mikuriya 2015, 185). The political and institutional environment in which the prime minister operates does not, therefore, necessarily guarantee strong prime ministerial leadership. Ultimately, how effective institutional changes turn out to be also depends on the individual leaders themselves and their personal ambitions and capacities (Mishima 2007).

Media skills and the prime minister’s media profile are other factors that have become increasingly important in projecting his public image as an individual and in underpinning his policy authority. More intensive media coverage has meant a greater focus on the prime minister himself as the chief communicator of messages from the government (Takayasu 2014), and as the promulgator and defender of government policies, as well as an increased focus on the prime minister’s public image as the “face of the government” on television screens (Krauss and Nyblade 2005). Moreover, some prime ministers, such as Nakasone, Koizumi, and Abe, have sought proactively to use the mass media for their own political purposes in order to build support for their own policy initiatives. Nakasone, for example, “consciously cultivated television appearances as a way of appealing directly to the voter” (Neary 2019, 65). Koizumi stands out as the most charismatic and telegenic, which was an essential element of his political strategy to appeal to the public over the heads of LDP politicians and bureaucrats who were blocking his reforms. His top-down leadership from the Kantei was supported by high public approval ratings. This was largely the result of his skillful “use of the media to project a uniquely appealing public persona” (Makihara 2013). Adopting a populist political style, he also created an era where TV stations greatly influenced politics, and he was a pioneer in using TV to communicate with the people (Yoshida 2019). He held daily “meet the press sessions” where he would repeat his favorite political mantras, such as “no growth without structural reform” (Yoshida 2019). He was critical in establishing the precedent whereby for a prime minister to last in Japanese politics, he had to cultivate a media style that appealed directly to the public in order to win their support. His style could even be described as that of a “presidential prime minister,” insofar as he endeavored to win voters’ support directly as a “now-powerful prime minister” (Iio 2019). Abe, on the other hand, has actively cultivated the use of social media platforms in order to appeal to younger voters as a growing base of support for himself and the LDP.

Conclusion


Japan is a parliamentary democracy with a dominant ruling party for most of the postwar period and a constitutionally strong political executive led by a prime minister. However, in practice, prime ministerial powers have been “structurally constrained” compared with other parliamentary democracies established along Westminster lines, such as the United Kingdom. Even prime ministers who have aspired to visionary leadership have found formidable obstacles to policy success. Key have been their relations with their own parties, particularly the method of their election, and their access to independent policy advice and support. In this respect, Prime Minister Abe’s second administration, where both party-political and institutional developments have facilitated the exercise of strong prime ministerial leadership, is unprecedented. Other prime ministers have also aspired to wield strong leadership power, such as Nakasone and Koizumi. They were notable exceptions to prime ministers who were more or less content to preside over their government, accepting policies put forward by the party and bureaucracy, and confining their personal input to negotiating compromises between warring factions and interests (George Mulgan 2003a).

Even now, where any Japanese prime minister can be placed on the continuum of “weak” through “strong” remains an open question. Although there is increased focus on the prime minister “as an individual,” where bottom-up meets top-down for any Japanese prime minister and for any particular issue can vary. Bottom-up forces remain active in the policymaking process. Bureaucrats from the central ministries and ruling party politicians still participate in policymaking and attempt to influence policy outcomes (George Mulgan 2016). Subgovernments also continue to operate, particularly in highly politicized domestic sectors, such as agriculture. Nevertheless, their policymaking dominance has been dimished and new conventions of prime ministerial authority have been established, which have eroded their power. In the 2019 upper house election, the main opposition Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan even made the state of Japan’s democracy an election issue, including campaigning against the politics of centralized Kantei leadership to counter Abe’s appeal for a continuation of “the politics of decision” (kimerareru seiji).




Notes


1. Since the formation of the LDP in 1955, twenty-three out of twenty-nine, or just under 80 percent, of Japanese prime ministers have represented the LDP: fifteen from 1955 until 1993; seven from 1996 until 2009; and one since 2012. Others have led a Japan New Party, Japan Renewal Party, and Japan Socialist Party coalition (1993–1996), and the Democratic Party of Japan (2009–2012).


2. Out of thirty-four prime ministers in the postwar period, the main exceptions have been Shigeru Yoshida (1946–1947 and 1948–1954), Eisaku Satō (1964–1972), Yasuhiro Nakasone (1982–1987), Junichirō Koizumi (2001–2006) and Shinzō Abe (2012–).


3. This is possible if the majority party, or coalition of parties in the lower house, do not have a majority in the upper house.


4. There have been changes to LDP rules regarding the presidential term, both with respect to length of the term of office and the number of terms a president could serve, although for the longest period the maximum was two years with a limit of two consecutive terms. During Eisaku Satō’s presidency, there were no limits on presidential terms and the length of the term was extended from two to three years, which facilitated his long-term premiership (1964–1972); Nakasone’s two two-year consecutive terms were allowed a special one-year term extension (Panda 2016); and Abe’s two three-year terms were extended to three terms over nine years in October 2016.


5. Dalton (2015) argues that Koizumi did not ignore the factions completely; he created a cabinet “relatively independent of factional pressures” and almost half of the eighty-three “Koizumi children” elected in 2005 had joined factions before Koizumi’s term as LDP president expired in 2006.


6. When Koizumi entered the Diet as a member of the LDP in 1970, he joined the Fukuda-Abe (Shintarō)-Mori-Hosoda faction.


7. In the 2018 election for LDP president, six out of the seven factions supported Abe (Yomiuri Shimbun, May 15, 2019).


8. Abe’s September 2019 cabinet contained an equivalent number of factionally affiliated and non-affiliated members (six each) and was balanced across five of the seven factions.


9. Only the small Ishiba faction could be called an “anti-mainstream faction” because it opposes Abe’s leadership. Prime Minister Takeshita also led an “all-mainstream factional support base,” which empowered him to get things done such as introduce the unpopular consumption tax.


10. The LDP lost its majority in 1989 and only regained it in 2016.





References



Administrative Reform Council. 1997. Final Report of the Administrative Reform Council (Executive Summary). Tokyo: Administrative Reform Council. japan.kantei.go.jp.


Angel, Robert C. 1988–1989. “Prime Ministerial Leadership in Japan: Recent Changes in Personal Style and Administrative Organization.” Pacific Affairs 61, no. 4: 583–602.


Asahi Shimbun. 2019. “Editorial: LDP Cannot Be Solely Guided by Abe’s Views in Looking to the Future.” Asahi Shimbun, February 12. http://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/AJ201902120024.html.


Bevacqua, Ronald. 1997. “Administrative Reform: Searching for the ‘Hashimoto Vision.’” JPRI Working Paper no. 36. Oakland, CA: Japan Policy Research Institute. http://www.jpri.org/publications/workingpapers/wp36.html.


Cargill, Thomas F., and Takayuki Sakamoto. 2008. Japan since 1980. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


Dalton, Emma. 2015. Women and Politics in Contemporary Japan. London and New York: Routledge.


Gannon, James, and Ryo Sahashi. 2015. “Looking for Leadership.” In Looking for Leadership: The Dilemma of Political Leadership in Japan, edited by Ryo Sahashi and James Gannon, 11–30. Tokyo and New York: Japan Center for International Exchange.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2000. “Japan’s Political Leadership Deficit.” Australian Journal of Political Science 35, no. 2: 183–202.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2002. Japan’s Failed Revolution: Koizumi and the Politics of Economic Reform. Canberra: Asia Pacific Press.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2003a. “Japan’s Un-Westminster System: Impediments to Reform in a Crisis Economy.” Government and Opposition 38, no. 1: 73–91.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2003b. “The Leadership Role of the Prime Minister and Party.” Policy and Society 23, no. 1: 5–20.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2016. “Loosening the Ties That Bind: Japan’s Agricultural Policy Triangle and Reform of Cooperatives (JA).” Journal of Japanese Studies 42, no. 2: 221–246.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2018. The Abe Administration and the Rise of the Prime Ministerial Executive. Abingdon, UK, and New York: Routledge.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2019. “Is There a Crisis of Japanese Democracy?” East Asia Forum, July 17. https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2019/07/17/is-there-a-crisis-of-japanese-democracy/.


George Mulgan, Aurelia. 2020. “Kantei Diplomacy under the Abe Administration.” In Japan’s Foreign Policy in the 21st Century: Continuity and Change, edited by Purnendra Jain and Peng Er Lam, 75–94. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.


Hayao, Kenji. 1993. The Japanese Prime Minister and Public Policy. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.


Iio, Jun. 2019. “Seisaku no shitsu to kanryōsei no yakuwari—Abe naikaku ni okeru ‘Kantei shudō’ o rei ni shite” [The quality of policies and the role of the bureaucracy—A case study of “Kantei leadership” in the Abe cabinet]. Nenpō Gyōsei Kenkyū 54 (May): 2–20.


JAcom. 2016. “[Kinkyū intabyū keizai hyōronka Uchihashi Katsuto shi ni kiku (jo)] ‘Nōkyō kaikaku’ o kiru, hihan seishin tsuyome taikojiku o” [(Emergency interview with economic critic Uchihashi Katsuto [Part 1]) Criticising ‘agricultural cooperative reform’; Strengthen a critical mindset and build a foundation for position]. JAcom, November 30. www.jacom.or.jp/nousei/closeup/2016/161130-31506.php.


Kollner, Patrick. 2005. “The Origins, Functions, and Consequences of Factions in Dominant Parties: The Case of the Japanese LDP.” Presentation to the ECPR Joint Sessions’ Workshop on Dominant Parties and Democracies, Granada, April 14–19. https://ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/b22d3aa8-6351-46ef-83cc-d8460966f5f7.pdf.


Krauss, Ellis S., and Benjamin Nyblade. 2005. “‘Presidentialization’ in Japan? The Prime Minister, Media and Elections in Japan.” British Journal of Political Science 35, no. 2: 357–368.


Krauss, Ellis S., and Robert Pekkanen. 2011. The Rise and Fall of Japan’s LDP: Political Party Organizations as Historical Institutions. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Machidori, Satoshi. 2012. Shushō seiji no seido bunseki: Gendai Nihon seiji no kenryōku kiban keisei [The Japanese premiership: An institutional analysis of the power relations]. Tokyo: Chikura Shobō.


Maeda, Toshi, and Kanako Takahara. 2001. “Contorted System Spells Short-Term Leaders.” Japan Times, April 21. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2001/04/21/national/contorted-system-spells-short-term-leaders/#.XTa2YC1L1LA.


Makihara, Izuru. 2013. “The Role of the Kantei in Making Policy.” Nippon.com, August 7. https://www.nippon.com/en/features/c00408/the-role-of-the-kantei-in-making-policy.html.


Mikuriya, Takashi. 2015. Abe seiken wa honto ni tsuyoi no ka [Is the Abe administration actually strong?]. Tokyo: PHP Kenkyujo.


Mishima, Ko. 2007. “The Ordeal of Japan’s New-Generation Leader: An Assessment of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.” Harvard Asia Pacific Review 9, no. 1. http://www.asia-studies.com/HAPR9.1.html.


Mishima, Ko. 2012. “Explaining Japan’s Fragile Premier-ships in the Post-Koizumi Era.” East Asia 29: 275–293.


Neary, Ian. 2019. The State and Politics in Japan. 2nd ed. Bristol, UK: Polity Press.


Nihon Keizai Shimbun. 2017a. “Naikaku kanbō no kenkyū (ge), ‘Shōcho jinji mo kantei shudō,’ Kado na sontaku umu kenen” [A study of the Cabinet Secretariat (Part 3): Kantei controls appointments in the ministries, concern that it may lead to excessively surmising the Kantei’s intentions]. Nihon Keizai Shimbun, April 21, 4.


Nihon Keizai, Shimbun. 2017b. “Naikaku kanbō no kenkyū (jo), Kantei shuken shōcho wa teashi, Hatarakikata kaikaku, tai Bei kōshō…Omo na seisaku dokusen, ‘chōsei dake’ ima wa mukashi” [A study of the Cabinet Secretariat (Part 1): Concentration of power in the Kantei with the ministries at their beck and call, work style reform, negotiations with the United States…Kantei monopolizes major policies, ‘only working on coordination’ Is something of the past]. Nihon Keizai Shimbun, April 18, 4.


Nyblade, Benjamin. 2011. “The 21st Century Japanese Prime Minister: An Unusually Precarious Perch.” Journal of Social Science 61, no. 2: 195–209.


Ochi, Takao. 2015. “Party Politics and Leadership Change in Japan: The Prime Ministerial Relay.” In Looking for Leadership: The Dilemma of Political Leadership in Japan, edited by Ryo Sahashi and James Gannon, 83–107. Tokyo and New York: Japan Center for International Exchange.


Ōsaki, Tomohiro. 2019. “From Cardboard Factory to the Kantei? Yoshihide Suga Gets PR Makeover as Rumors of PM Bid Soar.” Japan Times, May 20. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/05/20/national/politics-diplomacy/japans-longest-serving-chief-cabinet-secretary-setting-stage-run-top-slot/#.XUPpki1L1ds.


Panda, Rajaram. 2016. “Ensuring Political Stability: Debates for Third Term to Abe Shinzo in Office.” Eurasia Review, November 2. https://www.eurasiareview.com/02112016-ensuring-political-stability-debates-for-third-term-to-abe-shinzo-in-office-oped/.


Park, Cheol Hee. 2001. “Factional Dynamics in Japan’s LDP since Political Reform: Continuity and Change.” Asian Survey 41, no. 3: 428–461.


Schlesinger, J. M. 1997. Shadow Shoguns: The Rise and Fall of Japan’s Postwar Political Machine. New York: Simon & Schuster.


Shimizu, Masato. 2005. Kantei Shudō: Koizumi Junichirō no kakumei [Kantei leadership: The Koizumi Junichirō revolution]. Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shinbunsha.


Shinoda, Tomohito. 2007. Koizumi Diplomacy: Japan’s Kantei Approach to Foreign and Defense Affairs. Seattle: University of Washington Press.


Stockwin, J. A. A. 2018. “Political Transformation in Japan as a Source of Insight.” Japan Forum 30, no. 1: 132–147.


Takayasu, Kensuke. 2014. “The Pressures of Change: The Office of Prime Minister in the United Kingdom and Japan.” Nippon.com, May 21. https://www.nippon.com/en/features/c00410/the-pressures-of-change-the-office-of-prime-minister-in-the-united-kingdom-and-japan.html.


Takenaka, Harutaka. 2006. Shushō shihai: Nihon seiji no henbō [Prime ministerial dominance: The transformation of Japanese politics]. Tokyo: Chuo Koron Shinsha.


Takenaka, Harutaka. 2013. “Japan in Pursuit of Westminster Democracy.” Nippon.com, September 25. https://www.nippon.com/en/in-depth/a02301/japan-in-pursuit-of-westminster-democracy.html.


Takenaka, Harutaka. 2015. “The Frequent Turnover of Japanese Prime Ministers: Still a Long Way to a Westminster Model.” In Looking for Leadership: The Dilemma of Political Leadership in Japan, edited by Ryo Sahashi and James Gannon, 46–82. Tokyo and New York: Japan Center for International Exchange.


Takenaka, Harutaka. 2019. “Expansion of the Prime Minister’s Power in the Japanese Parliamentary System.” Asian Survey 58, no. 5: 844–869.


Tokuyama, Jiro. 1991. “Japan’s Leaderless State.” Japan Echo 18, no. 4: 35–41.


Umeda, Michio. 2019. “The Liberal Democratic Party: Its Adaptability and Predominance in Japanese Politics for 60 Years.” Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 4, no. 1: 8–22.


Woodall, Brian. 2014. Growing Democracy in Japan: The Parliamentary Cabinet since 1868. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019a. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (10) Imaya ‘jōhō kyōyū dantai’ Mikuriya Takashi shi (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (10) Factions now “information-sharing groups”; Takashi Mikuriya (series)]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 24, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019b. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (9) Habahiroi giron no gendōryoku Ishiba Shigeru shi (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (9) Become the driving force behind wide-ranging discussions; Shigeru Ishiba (series)”]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 23, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019c. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (8) Yowamaru kanshi kinō yūryo Koga Makoto shi (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (8) Concern over weakening checking function; Makoto Koga (series)]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 22, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019d. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (7) Muhabatsu imaya ‘dai 2 seiryoku’ (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (7) Members who do not belong to any faction now form “second biggest force” (series)]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 21, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019e. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (6) Jinji ‘suisen’ akumade sankō (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (6) “recommendations” only used as reference in personnel decisions (series)”]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 19, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019f. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (5) Shosenkyoku kessoku ni hokorobi (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (5) Single-seat constituency system undermines solidarity (series)]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 18, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019g. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (3) Sōsai wa ryōshū kara taichō (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (3) Trend of having faction leader as party leader wanes (series)]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 15, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019h. “[Jimintō kenkyū] Habatsu (2) Hosodaha sakae tsuzuku ‘1 kyō’ (rensai)” [(A study of the LDP) factions (2) Hosoda faction flourishes, continues to be the “single strong faction” (series)]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 14, 4.


Yomiuri Shimbun. 2019i. “[Jimintō kenkyū] (1) Habatsu ryōshū Reiwa mo ugomeku (rensai) Sono 1” [(A Study of the LDP) (1) Faction leaders still active in the Reiwa era (series) Part 1]. Yomiuri Shimbun, May 13, 1.


Yoshida, Reiji. 2019. “Junichiro Koizumi: Maverick Reformer Left Japan All Shook Up.” Japan Times, April 25. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/04/25/national/politics-diplomacy/junichiro-koizumi-maverick-reformer-left-japan-shook/#.XRQUDS1L1LA.















Chapter 5

 The Japanese Diet

Parliamentary Groups and Lawmaking


Mikitaka Masuyama




The Japanese Diet has a rich history, dating back to 1890, making it the oldest non-Western national parliament. Parliamentary studies traditionally emphasize legislative transformation and characterize whether parliaments are transformative or not.1 However, such an approach focuses on something observable in the parliament. It pays little attention to the transformation before parliament and the institutional structures that suppress certain parliamentary activities. Representative democracy functions through the interconnection of the legislative and electoral systems, affecting the fusion and diffusion of powers. It is critical to keep in mind what is observable and recordable in the parliament. To do so, we must adequately understand the institutional constraints under which legislative activities occur and the interaction between institution and behavior.2

This chapter provides an overview of parliamentary workings, focusing on parliamentary groups to which legislators belong to act in groups within the Diet and its central role in structuring their parliamentary behavior. The first part of the chapter illustrates the role of negotiation and the breakdown of negotiation between parliamentary groups in the Diet by exploring specific incidents and parliamentary practices that seem curious to outside observers. The second section reviews how parliament operates across a typical year, beginning with the annual process of budgeting and emphasizing the calendar’s critical role in establishing the daily practices, rules, and institutions in the Diet. In the third and final section, we examine how the Japanese political system’s structural features strongly influence parliamentary behavior, focusing on the legislative process, legislative-executive relations, bicameralism, and parliamentary elections.

Strange Practices in the Diet


This section illustrates the role of negotiation and the breakdown of negotiation between parliamentary groups in the Diet by exploring specific incidents and parliamentary practices that seem curious to outside observers.

Cow-Walking and “Shame on You!”


On June 15, 2017, the Diet ratified the amendment to the Act on Punishment of Organized Crimes and Control of Crime Proceeds (known as the “anti-conspiracy” law). By resorting to a rarely invoked “interim report” on the bill, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and a junior coalition partner (Kōmeitō) bypassed deliberation and voting in the House of Councillors (upper house) Judicial Affairs Committee. The coalition’s strategy had to face fierce protests from opposition parties. Seven opposition members used a dilatory tactic, known as “cow-walking” (gyūho), to obstruct voting by slowly moving toward the voting stand. Just before the upper house president declared their time was up, Tarō Yamamoto of the Liberal Party yelled “shame on you” and cast his “nay” vote.3 Mizuho Fukushima of the Social Democratic Party and others scrambled to cast their votes, although they were deemed invalid. The relevant part of the minutes is as follows:

President (Chuichi Date): Please vote promptly.—Please vote promptly.—We have no choice but to limit the voting time. Please vote promptly.—We will limit voting time. The time for voting will be limited to two minutes. We will close the ballot box when the time comes. Please vote as soon as possible.—One minute has passed.—It will be the time limit soon.—It is time. We will close the ballot box. Time is up; time is up. [ballot box closure]

By reading the minutes, we have no way to know if Yamamoto yelled, “shame on you.” Accordingly, there were three wasted votes. We can search the video library and watch parliamentary video streaming at each house’s secretariat website. Although both houses originally made video streaming of plenary and committee meetings available for only one year, the House of Representatives (lower house) changed its policy so that the videos of proceedings since 2010 are available for viewing. Unfortunately, the video streaming of parliamentary proceedings for the upper house will not be available after one year. Thus, we can no longer check the video to see if Yamamoto yelled at the voting stand.

The Diet members may be subject to disciplinary action for disrupting proceedings, including yelling at the time of voting and verbal and physical resistance—for example, holding signs saying “No Railroading” (Kyōkō Saiketsu Hantai)—and obstructing voting by rushing to the chairperson. However, the Diet members are rarely punished for disruption, probably because the government prioritizes legislation and avoids further disruptions. As long as the ruling party or coalition holds comfortable majorities in the Diet, the opposition’s delaying tactics are useless.

Following the passage of the anti-conspiracy law in the upper house, four opposition parties, including the Liberal Party and the Social Democratic Party, submitted a no-confidence motion against the cabinet. The motion was put to the vote and overwhelmingly rejected at a midnight plenary session in the lower house. According to the parliamentary secretariat, the lower house employees’ overtime allowance was over ten million yen (close to 100,000 US dollars).

Minutes and Videos


Many things discussed in the Diet do not matter to ordinary people. Politics is something remote from ordinary life, similar to when people see doctors and consult lawyers, which they usually avoid unless necessary. Therefore, there must be something unusual to make people attentive to what is going on in the Diet. Otherwise, they do not care.

The Japanese Constitution stipulates that each house of parliament shall keep proceeding records and put them into general circulation. The Diet Library currently provides digitized minutes for all parliamentary meetings via the Internet, covering from the Imperial Diet opening in 1890.4 The printed version of the minutes becomes “official” after transcription to eliminate filler, correct inappropriate wording, and add commas and periods so that the speech in the Diet can make sense as a written language.5

Written records are an essential source of parliamentary discussion, but few people spend time reading them in detail. Some people hear or watch radio and television broadcasts of the Diet proceedings, usually live coverage of the prime minister delivering a policy speech at a plenary session and facing a barrage of questions in the Budget Committee. But most people instantly change the channel when the TV starts broadcasting the Diet proceedings. As described earlier, we can even search the video library and watch video streaming of parliamentary proceedings at each house’s secretariat website, although the actual use is limited to watching the online live streaming of parliamentary proceedings.6

Mover


There are some practices in the Diet that may appear peculiar to the public. For example, one of the lower house members plays the role of “mover.” By shouting “Speakerrrrrr” (Gichōōōōō), the mover is recognized by the Speaker to bring forward a motion at a plenary session. For example, on July 20, 2018, Taidō Tanose brought forward a motion at the lower house plenary session. One can quickly check the moment of parliamentary deliberation by using the video retrieval system we have developed.7 As displayed on the video screen, his name appears with the superimposed title “mover” (Giji Shinkō Gakari). Even microphones are available for him to speak from the aisle. As the subtitle indicates, he proposed a no-confidence motion against the cabinet on the plenary session agenda without referring it to a committee.

This practice started earlier, going back to the Imperial Diet. When one can only speak louder to make a motion from the floor, it gradually became customary to unnecessarily stretch out the last word in order to be recognized by the Speaker. It seems bizarre to do so in the age of electronics and microphones, although the practice remains as it is. Tanose ended with his word “Nozomimaaaaasu.”

Although the position is not an official one, a ruling party member usually plays the role, and is someone who belongs to the House Management Committee (HMC), a standing committee in charge of parliamentary management. A motion brought forward by a “mover” is based on consultations among parliamentary groups and routinely adopted via unanimous consent.8

As in the example, it is up to the opposition to submit a no-confidence motion and bypass a committee referral. Assuming that the opposition is unwilling to speed up parliamentary business, one may wonder why the opposition would give up an opportunity to grill ministers in committee. The reason is that the opposition submits a no-confidence motion against the cabinet not to pass the no-confidence motion, but rather to place it on the plenary session’s agenda.9 Knowing that there is no chance of passing the no-confidence motion, the opposition dares to use the plenary session to one-sidedly condemn the government and express its frustration for legislative incompetence.

Parliamentary Management


Although there is no doubt about the importance of debates in parliament, it is right to say that heated arguments may not necessarily help parliament members reach an informed decision. Neither an oratorical contest in college nor a TV debate show, parliament is a legislative body of the government, which could be considered more similar to a stockholders’ meeting. How debates occur in parliament is governed by sets of rules and procedures, requiring the highest formality to discuss and make decisions on government affairs.

In the Diet, the lower house Speaker (the upper house president) has the right to set the plenary meeting agenda. In practice, the Speaker abides by the decision made in the HMC. As the Diet Law states, the Speaker may, concerning the order of proceedings and other necessary matters, consult with the chairperson of the HMC and the consultative members appointed by the HMC. The HMC of each house consists of twenty-five members, allotted to each parliamentary group according to its size.

The chairperson and the directors of the HMC regularly meet during the Diet session and deal with all procedural matters. Tradition requires that the HMC directors’ decisions be unanimous, making interparty consultations and negotiations essential for parliamentary management. Also, each political party has an organization called the Diet Affairs Committee, whose leading members usually hold the director position of the HMC, responsible for interparty consultation and intraparty coordination, and functioning as a lubricant for parliamentary business.

It is not easy to arrange even the plenary chamber seats without such consultation and negotiation. In principle, parliamentary members should be treated equally and may take a seat anywhere they want. Seating depends not on a “first-come, first-served” basis. Cox and McCubbins (2011, 451) use the metaphor of air traffic control: “Just as aircraft are not provided landing time on a ‘first come, first served’ basis at busy airports, so bills are not provided plenary time on a ‘first come, first served’ basis in busy assemblies.” Legislative institutions develop so that busy legislatures can limit access to the legislative agenda and avoid a plenary bottleneck. It eventually comes down to who can gain or prevent access to plenary time and select the presiding officer, and thus set the agenda of plenary meetings.10

According to the house rules, the Speaker arranges the plenary chamber seats at the beginning of every session. In practice, the lower house, with provisional seating, and presided by the Secretary-General as the Acting Speaker, selects both the Speaker and the Vice-Speaker upon the first convocation of the Diet after a general election. Then the newly elected Speaker confirms the seats as provisionally arranged by the parliamentary group. Consequently, the Diet members can vote by simply standing up from their seats and figure out whether the yeas have it.

In short, the daily operation of the parliamentary business depends on consultations among parliamentary groups. Those representing parliamentary groups deal with all procedural matters, including, but not limited to, setting the agenda of plenary meetings. Thus, it is no surprise if a Diet member suddenly speaks louder to make a motion from the floor. Also, the parliamentary groups share the time allowed for oral questions according to their size. The Diet members need not belong to a parliamentary group. Nevertheless, if they do not, they must be prepared to suffer a disadvantage in parliamentary activities.

Question Notice


Due to the prevalence of consultations among parliamentary groups, there are other seemingly strange parliamentary practices. An agreement known as “Question Notice” (Shitsumon Tsūkoku) requires a Diet member to prepare questions by noon two days before a meeting. For example, in the Lower House Budget Committee on February 5, 2016, Shinzō Abe, who served as prime minister from 2006 to 2007 and again from 2012 to 2020, refused to answer a question because there was no Question Notice in advance.11 If debates in parliament are important, one may wonder why the opposition would agree to give advance notice on questions, which is like revealing one’s hands. It may even be bizarre that one can justify the refusal to answer parliamentary questions because there is no advance notice of the questions.

Perhaps Japanese politicians are not accustomed to arguing vehemently. Moreover, it probably makes sense for an opposition that plays the game to lose. The opposition has neither the ability nor the will to present viable alternatives to government policies. Thus, it concentrates its efforts on harassing ministers with a barrage of questions and maneuvering them into making a slip of the tongue or a mistake in answering the questions. Therefore, the opposition should give advance notice and help ministers to prepare their answers. Otherwise, ministers can refuse to answer questions by saying that they are not prepared to do so, which may be just a waste of time for the opposition. Typically, the opposition gears up its efforts to scrutinize scandals and allegations of government mismanagement in the Budget Committee, where live debates are often televised, even they have little to do with budgetary matters.

The Diet introduced the debate procedure à la Question Time in the British Parliament as part of the parliamentary reform in 1999. A party leaders’ debate is supposed to take place every Wednesday while the Diet is in session. However, in practice it is limited to once or twice per session. There is an agreement among parliamentary groups not to schedule a debate in the week during which the prime minister has a plan to attend another parliamentary meeting. Moreover, the opposition is often unenthusiastic about using debate among party leaders and prefers scrutinizing the government in a question-and-answer format.

Also, the practices established in the Diet affect administrative organizations in various ways. For instance, due to the greater emphasis placed on scrutinizing the government, administrative officials make enormous efforts to prepare answers to parliamentary questions, give ministers advice on responding to the questions, and support ministers in dealing with unexpected questions.12 Despite the agreement on advance notice, Diet members often do not reveal questions until midnight before the meeting, forcing administrative officials to stay up all night preparing for the parliamentary meeting. Even if Diet members provide questions well in advance, it will remain the same unless the opposition shifts its focus from scrutinizing the government to presenting viable alternatives to government policies.

Railroading


On November 4, 2016, the Lower House Select Committee voted on the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement. Diet members rushed to the committee chairperson and held signs saying “No Railroading.”13 The committee room was too noisy, and it was even difficult to understand the chairperson’s remarks. From the opposition’s point of view, the government railroaded the controversial legislation through the committee. Notice, however, that these Diet members were well prepared to bring the placards. They knew that a vote would take place. They did not spontaneously rush to the chairperson, but coordinated their efforts to do so.

Railroading is a more concerted action than it appears.14 From the opposite camera angle, we see the placards held up together, showing only their backs. Why did these Diet members turn the placards toward only one side? The Select Committee’s deliberation took place in the committee room, where broadcasting TV cameras shoot only in one direction. Knowing that there was no way to prevent the bill from passing, the opposition used the voting stage as an opportunity to portray the government as dictatorial, tarnish the image of the government, and gain some political mileage.

Diet members are well aware of broadcasting. They often use display boards when they ask questions in the committee, directing them toward TV cameras. The opposition prioritizes external appeal and pursues strategies to delay government legislation, using limited time and forcing the government to railroad legislation. In other words, it is more like appealing to the umpire in the ninth inning of a baseball game that the opponent is unfairly strong.

One Year in the Diet


This section reviews how parliament operates across a typical year, beginning with the annual process of budgeting and emphasizing the calendar’s critical role in establishing the daily practices, rules, and institutions in the Diet.

Budget Deliberations


Much of parliament’s work is of a routine and ordinary nature, and is hardly newsworthy. Given that the government has a comfortable majority, parliamentary business mainly proceeds as part of the annual process of budgeting. In Japan, the fiscal year starts in April, and consultations among parliamentary groups center on enacting the annual budget and related legislation in line with the fiscal calendar year.

There are three categories of Diet sessions: ordinary, extraordinary, and special sessions. An ordinary session is convened once a year to deliberate the annual budget and related legislation for a term of 150 days by law, subject to extension or early termination. Currently, the Diet convenes an ordinary session in January.15 The cabinet may convene an extraordinary session whenever deemed necessary or when a quarter of the members of either house request one. The Diet convenes a special session within thirty days of a general election, which takes place within forty days from the date of lower house dissolution.

At the beginning of a Diet session, the prime minister delivers speeches about government policies in both houses’ plenary meetings. Party representatives’ interpellations at the plenary will follow for a few days. Deliberations on the budget usually precede any other parliamentary business, and the Budget Committee continues to meet until the budget is adopted. By precedent, all cabinet members attend a Budget Committee meeting for the first couple of days. Following two weeks for general questions, the Budget Committee sometimes holds a meeting requiring the prime minister to attend and deliberates on specific issues intensively.

The Diet Law states that the Budget Committee shall hold public hearings on the budget and summon witnesses to give evidence. Also, Budget Committee subcommittees are assigned to review the budget by subject area. At the final stage, the Budget Committee holds a meeting with all cabinet ministers in attendance for final questions. After committee members representing each parliamentary group get a chance to express their views, the Budget Committee votes on the budget. At the plenary session, the Budget Committee chairperson reports the committee deliberations’ process and results, followed by questions and discussion. The plenary takes a roll call vote on the budget.

According to the constitution, the budget must be submitted first to the lower house. The upper house the repeats the same budget deliberation process.16 The lower house decision becomes the Diet decision if the upper house differs from the lower house in its final action and a conference committee reaches no agreement. The lower house decision on the budget also prevails if the upper house fails to take final action within thirty days (exclusive of recess) of receiving the budget passed by the lower house.

Therefore, the budget should be approved before April 1 as long as the lower house passes the budget by March 2 and sends it to the upper house. In other words, the Diet should be convened in late January to have sufficient time for budget deliberations, which includes at least a week for the prime minister to deliver policy speeches and answer questions at plenary sessions of both houses, about four weeks to complete the budget deliberation process in the lower house, and thirty days for the upper house given by constitutional provision. Therefore, the Diet is usually convened around January 20, unless there is a need to discuss supplementary budget and other essential issues before the annual budget deliberations.

Legislative Time Scarcity


The Diet can extend an ordinary session once, while an extraordinary session or a special session can be extended twice.17 In principle, it is possible to keep the Diet in session all year round by extending an ordinary session or holding extraordinary sessions. In practice, the Diet is in session for approximately two hundred days per year. The Diet customarily holds plenary sessions on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays in the lower house, and on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays in the upper house. By precedent, most of the committees meet two or three times a week on fixed days.18 Consequently, the actual working days of the Diet are roughly one hundred days per year.

The budget deliberation process consumes substantial legislative time in an ordinary session, which lasts for 150 days. Moreover, other committees cannot meet until the Budget Committee finishes the budget deliberations, when the responsible cabinet ministers are available for questioning. After the Golden Week, a series of national holidays in early May, committees eventually pick up the pace in considering government legislation, as the end of the session approaches in a month.

In particular, the Diet Law states that no pending matters are carried over to the next session unless the house adopts a resolution allowing a committee to continue deliberating on the matter. Given the number of actual working days left in the legislative calendar, time management becomes of paramount importance.19 In the final days of the session, it comes down to a matter of parliamentary scheduling. The government prioritizes the passage of important legislation and prevents pending legislation from dying, while the opposition tries to waste scarce legislative time in obstructing government legislation, with little expectation of success.

Bill Deliberations


The Diet is the highest organ of state power and the sole lawmaking body of the state. Diet members can propose legislation to their house. Since the 1955 Diet Law revision, a member bill must be cosponsored by at least twenty members in the lower house and at least ten in the upper house. A bill accompanying the budget must be cosponsored by at least fifty members in the lower house and at least twenty in the upper house. Also, Diet committees can submit legislation under their jurisdiction. As the committee’s presiding officer, the chair is responsible for submitting the bill to the house.

According to the constitution, the prime minister submits legislation to the Diet on behalf of the cabinet. Most legislation enacted in the Diet originates from administrative ministries and agencies.20 Constitutionally, the prime minister must be a member of either house of the Diet. In a formal sense, the Diet is not drastically different from the US Congress, where only members are constitutionally empowered to introduce legislation.21 Moreover, legislation seriously considered and enacted in Congress mainly originates from the executive. Therefore, regardless of who proposes bills, administrative ministries and agencies play a central role in preparing legislation in both countries.

Viewing the parliamentary systems that institutionally structure the legislative process, we can argue that any parliament achieves legislative transformation either in parliament or before parliament. Whether parliaments are transformative or not is just the institutional consequence of representative democracy affecting the fusion and diffusion of legislative and executive powers. Alternatively, if the legislative transformation becomes apparent when the parliament lacks prior transformation capacity, we must convert the criteria 180 degrees to evaluate parliaments and argue that transformative parliaments are only less transformative before the parliamentary stage.

A committee reviews bills referred to it according to its jurisdiction. Some important bills are placed on a plenary session agenda to hear the legislative purpose before committee referral. Upon the demand of the introducer, a bill may bypass the committee if the house adopts a resolution to do so. By precedent in the lower house (and rule in the upper house), a bill submitted by a committee automatically becomes part of the plenary agenda.

Once referred to a committee, the committee hears the legislative purpose from the introducer (the Diet member introducing the bill, or the cabinet minister responsible for the bill submitted by the prime minister). The committee then deliberates on the bill, demanding the presence of the introducer so that the committee members can ask specific questions. A committee may summon witnesses to give evidence, establish subcommittees, confer with other committees, and hold joint meetings. Also, a committee may hold public hearings on important bills. If there is a committee division, the committee members representing each parliamentary group can debate and vote on the bill. Otherwise, the committee passes the bill via unanimous consent.

At a plenary session, the committee chairperson reports on the committee deliberations, process, and results, which may be followed by questions and debates. At the discretion of the presiding officer, or upon the demand of one-fifth or more of the members present, the plenary takes a roll-call vote on the bill. Otherwise, the house may pass the bill either by a standing vote or via unanimous consent. If a bill passes in the first house, the second house repeats the same process. A bill becomes law if it passes both houses.

Filibuster and Cloture


A committee can choose not to send a bill to the plenary. However, the house may deliberate the bill in the plenary upon the demand of at least twenty members within seven days from the day of the committee’s decision. In addition, a committee may take no action on a bill and let it ultimately die when the session ends. There are two procedural options to salvage a bill shelved in the committee.

First, the house may demand an “interim report” on the bill. After an interim report is requested, the house may set the time limit for committee deliberations or require the bill to be examined at a plenary session. Another option is “railroading,” as discussed in the previous section. Although interparty consultations are vital for committees to function effectively, it is eventually the chair’s prerogative to convene a meeting and entertain a motion to end deliberation.

As long as the ruling party holds the committee chair position, the committee votes on a bill. Even if the committee votes down a bill, the chair can present a committee report to the house, consequently bringing the bill to the house floor. The presiding officer, who usually comes from the ruling party, puts the bill on the day’s order for a plenary session. The bill needs a simple majority vote to pass regardless of the committee’s decision.

Given the institutional prerogatives that come with being the majority, ruling parties can railroad a bill through the Diet. Even if the committee chair is a member of the opposition party, the house majority can invoke the interim report procedure to extract a bill from the committee. In the example given at the beginning of this chapter, the committee could have voted on the bill. However, the LDP opted to require the interim report, perhaps out of consideration for the chair belonging to the junior coalition partner.

In either case, the opposition tries to waste scarce legislative time, forcing the government to shortcut the committee process. At the ensuing plenary session, the opposition often makes motion after motion, demanding a roll-call vote on each one and taking as much time as possible to cast votes. Nonetheless, as in the example of cow-walking, the presiding officer can limit voting time by exercising the right to maintain order. Ultimately, the government can ram legislation into law as long as a majority in both houses is willing to do so.22

Although the opposition’s delaying tactics are useless in preventing government legislation, the government may bear the cost of resorting to parliamentary railroading, which sometimes wastes more time than the government is willing to spend when the opposition physically obstructs parliamentary business. It also provides the opposition with an opportunity to gain public sentiment to embarrass the government and improve the opposition’s electoral prospects. Occasionally, the government finds it more effective to make some concessions to the opposition rather than incurring the legislative and nonlegislative costs of railroading government legislation.23

How the Diet Works


The final section examines how the Japanese political system’s structural features strongly influence parliamentary behavior, focusing on the legislative process, legislative-executive relations, bicameralism, and parliamentary elections.

Parliamentary Cabinet System and Bicameralism


As already discussed, the prime minister must be a Diet member, designated by both houses’ resolution. The constitution recognizes the precedence of the lower house over the upper house in designating the prime minister. If the two houses disagree in selecting the prime minister, the lower house’s decision becomes the Diet’s decision. Although both houses are popularly elected, the lower house has its fate tied to that of the cabinet through elections, while members of the upper house serve fixed terms.

According to the house rules, the prime minister’s designation shall depend on single open votes in each house by absolute majority rule. For example, the LDP won the 2012 general election by a landslide, and Shinzō Abe became the prime minister for the second time. In the Diet session, Abe received 328 of the 478 votes cast in the lower house, and 107 of the 234 votes in the upper house. According to the house rules, a second round took place with the top two finishers from the first round, since no candidate garnered an absolute majority in the first round.

The second finisher in the upper house was Banri Kaieda, who led the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) and received 87 votes in the first round. In the second round, Abe received 107 votes again, while the number of votes for Kaieda only increased to 96. Thirty members cast blank votes. The upper house could have selected Kaieda if those thirty members had cast their votes for him. They could have abstained from voting in the first round if they had no desire to use their ballots in the second round.

As the constitution stipulates, the decision of the lower house shall be the decision of the Diet if the two houses disagree in the selection of prime minister, and if a conference committee of both houses reaches no agreement, or the upper house fails to decide within ten days (exclusive of recess) after the lower house has decided. In other words, only the lower house matters in selecting the prime minister. In this regard, whatever the upper house does is inconsequential. For example, there were only six Communist Party members. Even if they voted for the party leader, there was no chance that they could designate their leader as prime minister. Knowing this, why did they waste their time voting for their leader? Upper house members cast their votes not to select a prime minister but to achieve something else. Perhaps they were only showing their loyalty to their leaders.

As below, there is an unmistakable confidence relationship between the executive and legislative branches. This relationship is collective, although the Diet may censure specific ministers. The cabinet’s existence is dependent on the confidence of the lower house rather than the upper house. If the lower house passes a resolution of no confidence in the cabinet or defeats a confidence resolution, the cabinet must resign en masse, while the cabinet may dissolve the lower house within ten days and call an early election. The constitution states that the cabinet is collectively responsible to the Diet in the exercise of executive power. Accordingly, the upper house may question the cabinet and pass censure motions against the prime minister or other ministers.

Both houses of the Diet must agree to pass laws. When the two houses disagree on a bill, one may accept the amendments proposed by the other, or a conference committee of both houses can draft a bill, which both houses may approve. As the constitution stipulates, the lower house can override the upper house with a two-thirds majority vote if the disagreement remains. The lower house can also exercise the override power if the upper house fails to take final action within sixty days (exclusive of recess) of receiving the bill passed by the lower house.

In other words, the upper house can kill a bill by not acting on it. To override the de facto veto power of the upper house, the lower house can pass a bill and send it to the upper house more than sixty days before the session closes. Moreover, the lower house needs a two-thirds majority vote to pass the bill a second time. Although a conference committee may resolve differences between the two houses, it also requires a two-thirds majority to draft a compromise bill.24 These hurdles are difficult to overcome, and thus the government must control the upper house for successful legislation.25

As long as a ruling party or coalition holds a comfortable majority in both houses of the Diet, the legislative game is basically over at the time of bill submission. What occurs in the Diet is mostly irrelevant in determining the content of legislation. Nonetheless, the situation changed when the LDP lost control of the upper house in 2007, bringing about a period of unusual parliamentary management in a “divided” Diet.

Elections


Members of the lower house serve until a general election is called, up to a maximum of four years. There are currently 465 seats in the lower house. Of those, 289 are for the single-member districts, and 176 are proportional representation in 11 regional blocks. Before the 1994 electoral reform, lower house members were from three-to-five member districts by plurality vote.

In contrast, upper house members serve fixed six-year terms, with half of the members standing for election every three years. There are 248 seats in the upper house.26 Of the 124 members subject to election each time, 74 are elected from prefectural districts by plurality vote, each returning from 1 to 6 members in proportion to the population. The remaining 50 are elected from a nationwide constituency by proportional representation with open lists.27

In Figure 5.1, a solid line depicts the total number of votes won by the LDP in the general elections over the last half-century. The general elections up to 1993 were held under the multi-member district system, while the last eight elections were under the combination of single-member districts and proportional representation. Figure 5.1 shows only the total number of votes won in the district component to ensure comparability.28 The dashed line in Figure 5.1 depicts the total number of votes won by the largest non-LDP party in the lower house.
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Figure 5.1. Total number of votes in lower house elections.

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications.





In terms of the number of votes won nationwide, the LDP was doing well until the general election in 1990, while the major opposition party was a much smaller competitor. The LDP suffered considerable losses in the mid-1990s. However, none of the opposition parties came close to the LDP for another decade. After the merger of the DPJ and the Liberal Party in 2003, the gap between the two major parties narrowed to roughly four million votes, even though the LDP began recovering in the new millennium. In 2005 the number of votes won by the DPJ rose to slightly less than twenty-five million when Junichirō Koizumi, who served as prime minister from 2001 to 2005, maneuvered to set the election agenda on the issue of postal service privatization and brought a sweeping victory for the LDP. In 2009 the DPJ won more than thirty million votes nationwide, and a single party surpassed the LDP for the first time in Japanese political history. The DPJ was the first genuinely successful large non-LDP party in nearly sixty years.29

The 2012 election resulted in the third consecutive landslide election, but with a dramatic reversal of the 2009 election results. However, the LDP garnered fewer votes in 2012 than when it had lost three years earlier. Rather than a resurgence in popular support for the LDP, the 2012 election primarily marked the DPJ’s collapse. The DPJ lost twenty million votes in the single-member districts, although those votes generally did not go to the LDP. Roughly half of those votes went to “third force” parties, and the other half stayed at home. Voter turnout was 10 percentage points lower in 2012 than in 2009, suggesting high levels of political malaise and voter dissatisfaction with the options they faced.30

Similar patterns are visible in the upper house. Figure 5.2 shows the total number of votes won by the LDP and the largest non-LDP party in the prefectural districts for the upper house elections. A notable difference is that the Socialist Party won in the 1989 election, making the LDP unable to secure a single-party majority in the upper house. While the LDP suffered losses in the mid-1990s, the number of votes won by the largest non-LDP party did not rise to twenty million votes until 2004. The DPJ eventually maintained a strong position in the upper house due to its success in 2007. The LDP’s victory in the 2012 lower house election gave it the upper hand in parliamentary politics, and the DPJ’s collapse was followed by a similar loss in 2013, leading to a stable coalition majority in the upper house. In 2016 the LDP regained a single-party majority in both houses for the first time in twenty-seven years. The situation remained the same in the 2019 upper house election.
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Figure 5.2. Total number of votes in upper house elections.

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications.





Figure 5.3 shows the parliamentary support governments have had in both houses following every national election since 2000, illustrating the percentage of seats controlled by the ruling parties above or below 50 percent. Throughout this period, the government has had a majority in the lower house and generally enjoyed super-majorities in the lower house since 2005. However, the government typically has faced an opposition-controlled upper house since 2007. The one exception was the nine months following the 2009 lower house election when the DPJ-led coalition controlled the upper house’s slim majority. Following the 2013 upper house election, there was a return to the government supported by solid parliamentary majorities in both houses for the first time in six years.
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Figure 5.3. Ruling parties’ seat margin, 2000–2019.

Source: Data from Diet Secretariats.





Divided Diet


The upper house has played a critical role in lawmaking, especially after the 1989 election, with no single party controlling the upper house. Its importance is symbolic in a series of events concerning the 1994 electoral reform and the 2005 postal service privatization, in both of which the original bill failed to pass in the upper house, with some of the ruling party members voting against it. The centrist coalition government made significant concessions to the opposition LDP seeking the most single-member districts possible in the1994 reform. In the postal service privatization, Koizumi dissolved the lower house and brought a landslide victory to the LDP, forcing the upper house to accept the once rejected bill.

The political situation entered a new phase in July 2007. While the ruling coalition of the LDP and Kōmeitō had held a majority of more than two-thirds in the lower house, the DPJ gained the status of the largest party in the upper house due to the LDP’s humiliating defeat. In the “divided” Diet, the ruling coalition had control in the lower house but lacked a majority in the upper house.

Yasuo Fukuda took over the premiership shortly after the 2007 election. His first task was to find a way to extend the refueling mission under the Anti-Terrorism Law. Due to the DPJ remaining firmly opposed, the law expired in November, and the government introduced a new anti-terrorism bill with a limited scope of activities. However, the upper house refused to deliberate the bill passed by the lower house. By extending the Diet session, the government was able to secure the enactment of the new anti-terrorism legislation, which was voted down in the upper house and approved by a two-thirds majority of the lower house. It was only one more day the constitutional provision of the sixty-day rule for the upper house rejection becoming effective.

Following this, the opposition vehemently protested against maintaining the surcharges for gasoline and road-related taxes. In January 2008 the government submitted a stopgap bill to extend the provisional taxes beyond their expiration date, considering the constitutional provisions of two-thirds override and sixty-day rule. The opposition resorted to boycotting deliberations and physically blocking committee meetings, but eventually accepted a compromise jointly proposed by the presiding officers of both houses to complete deliberation on the provisional taxes by the end of March, in exchange for the ruling coalition withdrawing the stopgap bill.

However, the debates over the provisional taxes stalled again, while the government secured the 2007 supplementary budget and the 2008 budget, given the constitutional thirty-day rule. Despite the bipartisan agreement, the government and the opposition failed to hammer out a revision to the tax code. The government could not collect the provisional gasoline tax until the lower house eventually approved the provisional taxes with a second vote.

The opposition adopted an uncompromising attitude toward the candidates for the Bank of Japan governor and deputy governors, whose appointment requires approval by both houses of the Diet. For the appointments of personnel requiring Diet approval, the lower house second-vote method cannot be applied. The DPJ tenaciously opposed a former bureaucrat as the Bank of Japan governor and deputy governors. Consequently, the former position was vacant for more than two weeks and the latter for several months.

In June 2008 the upper house approved a censure motion against Fukuda. As a countermeasure to the unprecedented censure motion, the ruling coalition passed a confidence motion in the lower house supporting Fukuda. There have been eleven instances (four times against the prime minister) of the upper house passing a censure motion when the government was not in control of the upper house. A censure motion has no formal legal consequences, but it may have substantial political effect, as the opposition may combine this with boycotting sessions the censured minister must attend, thus halting parliamentary proceedings.

Fukuda unexpectedly announced his resignation in September 2008. Although the opposition-controlled upper house selected the DPJ leader as its choice for the premiership, the lower house named Tarō Asō, and its decision became the Diet’s decision, as the constitution stipulates. Like his predecessor, Aso had difficulty in dealing with the divided Diet. Aso initially planned to call an early election, but he had to postpone the general election for one year. The DPJ successfully seized the chance to come into power amid mounting disappointment with the LDP. The DPJ won by a historic landslide victory in the 2009 general election, ousting the LDP from power for the second time.

The DPJ had a super-majority in the lower house while maintaining a slim majority with junior coalition partners in the upper house. The DPJ leader, Yukio Hatoyama, faced difficulties in handling the US air station’s relocation in Okinawa. He came under pressure from the junior coalition partner, the Social Democratic Party, pushing aggressively for the base to be relocated outside Okinawa. Although Hatoyama finally decided to move the air station, as agreed by the LDP-Kōmeitō government, his decision led the Social Democratic Party to leave the ruling coalition. Taking responsibility for the confusion, Hatoyama announced in June his intention to step down.

Shortly after selecting Naoto Kan as its new leader, the DPJ lost in the 2010 upper house election. Despite the overwhelming majority in the lower house, Kan faced the opposition-controlled upper house. However, unlike after the 2007 election, the DPJ kept the largest party position in the upper house. Moreover, the 9.0 magnitude Tohoku earthquake occurred in March 2011, and the political repercussions of the disaster were notable. The DPJ and LDP agreed on immediate short-term measures, although they could not so readily agree upon other acts. The government secured the passage of the 2011 budget despite its rejection by the opposition-controlled upper house.

Yoshihiko Noda, who came into office in late August, was the third DPJ prime minister in three years. The DPJ suffered a significant split in the summer of 2012, and in December it suffered a historic electoral defeat, losing three-quarters of its seats in an election that was also marked by the return to power of the LDP led by Shinzō Abe. A similar loss in the 2013 upper house election followed the DPJ’s collapse. The LDP eventually regained a single-party majority in both houses of the Diet in 2016.

Legislative and Executive Powers


The Diet is the highest organ of state power and the sole lawmaking body of the state. The Constitution of Japan states that a bill must pass both houses in identical form to become law, while the lower house can override the upper house through a two-thirds majority vote. The cabinet is collectively responsible to the Diet in the exercise of executive power. However, the existence of the cabinet is dependent on the confidence of the lower house. The upper house is not constitutionally empowered to pass no-confidence motions against the cabinet, while the cabinet is not authorized to dissolve the upper house. Although both houses are popularly elected, the lower house has its fate tied to that of the cabinet through elections.

The constitutional principle of the Diet, which follows the fusion of power à la Westminster model, carries through the whole process of lawmaking, as long as a ruling party or coalition holds a comfortable majority in both houses. Nonetheless, the separation of powers principle included in the constitution may exacerbate interparty conflict to the point of gridlock when different groups control the two houses.

Only half of the seats are up for grabs; the upper house is assured of continuity and expected to act as a shock absorber compared to the lower house, which is up for a general election and more sensitive to shifts in public opinion. In the upper house elections, candidates supported by various interest groups or national figures represent broader constituencies’ interests and are less dependent on party organizations than their lower house counterparts.

Many observers tend to focus on how the two houses differ and argue that bicameralism is superfluous and redundant if the upper house agrees with the lower house.31 In addition to the distinctive second chamber, scholars traditionally assume decentralized committees, unanimity norm in parliamentary management, and scarcity of legislative time as the factors that facilitate opposition participation in lawmaking.32 However, as mentioned earlier about the legislative transformation under the separation of powers system, even if the upper house, which often deliberates after the lower house, does not act differently from the lower house, it may merely manifest the upper house’s prior transformation capacity. It is wrong to label the upper house as a rubber stamp or incompetent just because the two houses agree.33

In reality, the opposition pursues strategies to delay deliberations, with little expectation of success in obstructing legislation but hoping that the opposition gains public sentiment to embarrass the government. The government may opt for making concessions in consideration of the costs entailed in exercising procedural prerogatives. Nevertheless, it is the majoritarian basis of the Diet rules and procedures that compels the opposition to adopt dilatory tactics.34 The Diet imposes significant procedural hurdles that the government must overcome. However, the agenda power institutionally lies in the majority’s hands, establishing a “busy” legislature where the ruling parties control access to the legislative agenda and prioritize legislation that effectively promotes their policy goals.35

The electoral system, which was in place before the mid-1990s, is the cause of factional politics. Under the three-to-five member district system, to retain a majority in the lower house a party needed to run more than one candidate in each district.36 Severe competition among conservative candidates somewhat successfully resulted in the LDP maintaining its unity through to the 1990s. Factions developed within the LDP, acting like parties within a party. In elections, voters expressed their preference among candidates while not selecting the government. Their choices had little impact on prime ministers’ alternation, which rested primarily on factional balance within the LDP.37

Following the demise of LDP dominance, the centrist coalition government introduced the current electoral system combining single-member districts with proportional representation. As the district races gradually took the form of two-party competition, factions lost their importance in helping candidates in elections. The DPJ eventually won by a landslide in 2009, ousting the LDP from power for the second time, although the two camps remained as loose coalitions of factions. The trend towards a two-party system reversed in 2012, due primarily to the collapse of the DPJ. The last five general elections (2005–2017) were all landslide victories for a single party.38

The victorious party’s success in urban districts drove much of the dramatic shifting in election outcomes, which have many unattached “floating” voters who provided crucial swing votes. According to opinion polls, roughly 60 percent of people do not support any particular party, with some frequently changing the party they vote for, thus significantly influencing election outcomes. Leadership races turn into popularity contests to attract these floating voters. New prime ministers start with relatively high approval ratings but then usually face pressure from intraparty rivals as their rating declines.39

Shinzō Abe returned to office by bringing a landslide victory to the LDP in 2012. While enjoying super-majorities in the lower house, the LDP continued to win the upper house elections, leading to a stable coalition majority in 2013 and a single-party majority in 2016. By establishing a stable parliamentary basis, Abe became the longest-serving prime minister in Japan. Even though stepping forward to the exercise of collective self-defense and the increase in the consumption tax rate, Abe emphasized economic revitalization and somewhat successfully maintained a relatively high approval rate. Also, he was eager to explore the possibility of constitutional revision. While the government generally succeeded in avoiding the outbreak of the new coronavirus infection, the political situation surrounding Abe deteriorated through the issues of the retirement age of public prosecutors and the candidate selection in the 2019 upper house election. His administration appeared to continue, although Abe resigned suddenly in August 2020 after his illness recurred.

Yoshihide Suga, Chief Cabinet Secretary of the Abe administration, took over the premiership and made efforts to take measures against coronavirus and hold the postponed Olympic Games. Like other prime ministers, approval ratings are declining, while the time to the next general election is ticking out, which must be held by October 2021 when the term of the lower house members expires. As was the case with the 2009 general election, the 2021 general election may influence Japan’s future politics.

The introduction of the single-member district system in the lower house encouraged the two major camp competitions, bringing a landslide victory for either of the two camps in the general elections since 2005. Due to the dual candidacy and survival through proportional representation, there are many districts where more than one incumbent compete and work feverishly in constituency services. As an institutional consequence of the single-member district system, elections provide voters with an opportunity to choose a government, and competitions become more party-oriented than individualistic.

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, Powell (2000) offers two visions of representative democracy: majoritarian control and proportional influence. The Diet is democratic in the sense that the majority controls parliamentary business and lawmaking. We should not confuse democracy’s dysfunction with that one party holding a dominant position and government turnover occurring less frequently. A government turnover occurs when the government fails to appeal to voters. There should be no government turnover if the government continues to win voters’ support. Under representative democracy, by focusing on social inclusiveness and promoting proportional influence, both dominant and minor parties exercise influence over policy matters according to their size.40

However, if representative democracy emphasizes government selection, one-party dominance makes the government and opposition relations permanently asymmetrical. Elections no longer provide an opportunity for voters to choose a government, and the majoritarian control principle to make the ruling party accountable will not work. The Diet essentially fulfills its institutional function through consultations among parliamentary groups. Nonetheless, unless the opposition offers a unified front against the government and shifts its parliamentary focus to presenting itself as a viable alternative to the government, legislative activities remain mismatched with electoral competitions, and the one-party dominance continues.41




Notes


1. See Polsby (1975) for a classic description.


2. See Powell (2000) for two visions of representative democracy: majoritarian control and proportional influence.


3. https://www.sankei.com/politics/photos/170615/plt1706150026-p2.html (accessed February 16, 2021).


4. http://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/.


5. Scholars have increasingly recognized that parliamentary discussions are an essential subject of analysis. See Proksch and Slapin (2014) and Bäck and Debus (2016). For the Diet, digitized minutes have become readily available on the Internet, and some scholars started conducting text analysis on the prime minister’s policy speeches (i.e., Curini et al. 2020). There may be no significant difference between the utterances and the minutes, since the prime minister reads the manuscript. However, it is crucial to keep in mind that the minutes do not contain all the parliamentary utterances. The minutes become readable by going through the transcription process from spoken language to written language. There has been a change in the method of such transcription over time. Due to TV and Internet broadcasting, the minutes are increasingly more faithful to the actual utterances. The spoken language itself has also changed from generation to generation, making the parliamentary speeches closer to everyday language. Linguistic scholars find parliamentary deliberation useful (Matsuda 2008). For example, we pronounce the same Japanese characters in multiple ways, and Matsuda (2016) analyzed the frequency of “case” as pronounced either “baai,” “bawai,” and “bayai” by checking the deliberation videos, which is impossible by just reading the minutes.


6. http://www.shugiintv.go.jp/index.php; http://www.webtv.sangiin.go.jp/webtv/index.php.


7. http://gclip1.grips.ac.jp/video/video/7561?t=21m57s&st=22m25s.
Video Retrieval System for Diet Deliberations (http://gclip1.grips.ac.jp/video) uses speech recognition techniques to link the Diet minute database and the deliberation video libraries and allows one to retrieve and partially play the video clips corresponding to the minutes through keyword searching.



8. Since 1993, the upper house president has controlled the plenary agenda without relying on a “mover.”


9. See Masuyama (2009) for an analysis of the no-confidence motions against the cabinet.


10. See Cox and McCubbins (1993, 2005) for the agenda cartel model of legislative organizations.


11. http://gclip1.grips.ac.jp/video/video/4707?t=3h11m11s&st=3h11m18s.


12. Before the parliamentary reform in 1999, senior bureaucrats as government committee members (Seifu Iin) played a significant role in answering questions. Ministers and junior ministers currently take on more of the responsibility for answering questions. Nonetheless, bureaucrats as government witnesses (Seifu Sankōnin) can answer questions as long as they are allowed to attend the committee at the beginning of the meeting. See Goplerud and Smith (forthcoming) for the changes in the government’s parliamentary responses over time.


13. http://gclip1.grips.ac.jp/video/video/5529?t=3h13m12s&st=3h14m25s.


14. See Krauss (1984) for a classic description.


15. Before the 1991 Diet Law revision, the ordinary session was convened in December, automatically wasting almost four weeks for the New Year’s break.


16. Instead of subcommittees, standing committees review the budget by subject area in the upper house.


17. Before the 1958 Diet Law revision, there were no limits on session extension. Except for an ordinary session, with a fixed term of 150 days, the Diet determines the session’s length by a concurrent resolution of the two houses. If the two houses fail to agree or the upper house fails to resolve, the lower house decision prevails.


18. The presiding officer can convene a plenary or committee meeting whenever it is deemed necessary.


19. See Döring (1995) for the scarcity of legislative time from a comparative perspective.


20. Due to the high proportion of government laws, many scholars argue that the Diet is a powerless legislative body, merely approving administrative organizations’ policies. See Barwald (1974, 1979) and Pempel (1974) for classic arguments. Johnson (1982) argues that Japan’s high economic growth is driven by bureaucracy. On the contrary, from the scholars viewing the relationship between politicians and bureaucrats as delegation, such a high proportion of government laws implies that politicians delegate authority to bureaucrats. See Ramseyer and Rosenbluth (1993) and Cowhey and McCubbins (1995). Samuels (1987) points out that the government instead had difficulty controlling industries, and Calder (1988) argues that conservative policy changes occurred along with a cycle of crisis and compensation. Given the ambiguity in the meanings of the number of bills and their enactment rates, it may be, at most, useful as simple aggregate indicators, but we need to be cautious in using them as a base for discussing who is influential and who is not.


21. In the Diet, the prime minister and committee chairs are not subject to the Diet Law’s cosponsor requirements.


22. Cow-walking started in the Imperial Diet. In the immediate postwar period, the Liberal Party already used dilatory tactics to obstruct the Socialist-led coalition government’s legislation on coal mining management, which resulted in the revision in consideration of the coal mine owners. In 1992, although the Socialist and Communist Parties delayed deliberations for a record-long thirteen hours, the Diet passed the Peacekeeping Operations bill. See Maeda (1992) and Baerwald (1974).


23. See Huber (1996) for the rationalization of restrictive legislative procedures. See Rasch and Tsebelis (2011) for governments’ role in legislative agenda setting from a comparative perspective.


24. A conference committee is composed of ten members from each house. In practice, the presiding officer designates conferees in proportion to the parliamentary groups supporting the bill. The lower house may turn down the upper house’s request for a conference committee.


25. See Tsebelis and Money (1997) and Tsebelis (2002) for bicameralism and veto power from a comparative perspective.


26. Before the 2018 revision, the total number of seats was 242. It increased to 245 in the 2019 election and will increase to 248 in the 2022 election.


27. Before introducing proportional representation in 1982, the seat allocation depended on plurality votes in the nationwide constituency. Until 2001, the proportional representation component used closed lists.


28. Although the total number of votes won in proportional representation differs slightly from that shown in Figure 5.1, the trends are similar.


29. See Reed et al. (2012), arguing that voters began to see elections as national contests between alternative parties and policies rather than between individual candidates.


30. See Pekkanen et al. (2012), analyzing the 2012 general election.


31. See Fukumoto (2007) and Takenaka (2010) for prominent such claims.


32. See Mochizuki (1982), Iwai (1988), and Fukumoto (2000). Also, see Blondel et al. (1970) for the concept of parliamentary viscosity.


33. See Hammond and Miller (1987) for the spatial model that the separation of powers system provides stability.


34. See Masuyama (2000) for an analysis of the Diet rules and procedures from a comparative perspective.


35. Using a spatial theory of agenda power, Cox and McCubbins (2005) distinguish between the majority block zone and the minority roll zone. A majority most effectively exercises power by eliminating the policy changes that move away from the majority’s ideal point. See Cox, Masuyama, and McCubbins (2000), analyzing negative agenda power in the Diet. Masuyama (2003) focuses on the time required for legislation and conceptualizes the four legislative duration types. Specifically, the legislative duration becomes observable in the parliament, and the shorter the duration, the more time-efficient legislation becomes. Likewise, the longer the duration, the less efficient legislation becomes, and in some cases legislation reaches the session end without voting. An unobservable duration includes the issue that fails to become a legislative proposal before parliament. The most efficient structural power is the case that stifles issues from being considered. See Kawato (2005) for the idea of parliamentary supremacy in the Diet, and Iio (2007) for the government and ruling party dual system.


36. See Reed (1990) and Cox (1997) for the effects of the multiple-member district system.


37. See Sato and Matsuzaki (1986) and Kitaoka (1995) for the LDP under the previous lower house electoral system.


38. See Krauss and Pekkanen (2010) for the recent changes in the LDP. See Pekkanen et al. (2006) and Ono (2015) for details on the mixed electoral system and parliamentary behavior.


39. See Krauss and Nyblade (2005) and Machidori (2012) for the prime minister’s leadership changes.


40. See Pempel (1990) for one-party dominance from a comparative perspective. See also Putnam (1993) and Pharr and Putnam (2000).


41. See Scheiner (2010) for opposition dysfunction. As political science shifted from pluralism to new-institutionalism, although parliamentary rules and procedures became central research subjects, few studies appropriately examine the Diet and its institutional structure. A half-century-old classic, Schattschneider (1960) on structural power bias remains suggestive.
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Chapter 6

 The Rise and Fall of the Japanese Bureaucracy


Steven K. Vogel




Chalmers Johnson (1982) famously declared that Japan’s politicians reigned while the bureaucrats ruled. That is, politicians played politics, dishing out favors and fawning attention on favored constituents, while the bureaucrats actually ran the country. The top civil servants enjoyed elite education, high prestige, a strong organizational ethos, and considerable autonomy from short-term political pressures. Within this environment, Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) officials devised an industrial policy that helped to produce the postwar economic miracle.1

In contrast, Gerald Curtis (1988) stressed how the leaders of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) flexibly adapted policies to preserve their long-term rule. Richard Samuels (1987) and Daniel Okimoto (1989) challenged Johnson’s depiction of the relationship between MITI and industry, contending that the bureaucracy did not lead industry so much as it negotiated with industry. Muramatsu and Krauss (1987) articulated a middle position, depicting the Japanese political system as one of “patterned pluralism.” By this they meant that Japan had a strong state with its own goals, institutionalized accommodation between elites, and some pluralistic elements. This position is descriptively accurate yet analytically misleading, because defining the Japanese political system as “pluralist” obscures the difference between Japan’s distinctive form of corporatism and a more pluralistic political system like that of the United States (Dahl 1968). Pempel and Tsunekawa (1979) described the postwar regime as one of “corporatism without labor,” meaning that business was systematically incorporated into the heart of the policy process but labor was not. Masahiko Aoki (1988) offered a useful synthesis, depicting the system as one of “bureaupluralism” in which government ministries played a dualistic role of promoting the public interest and mediating private interests.

Kent Calder (1988) provided an important corrective to Johnson by stressing that the nature of the relationship between politicians and bureaucrats varied substantially across ministries and their respective policy jurisdictions. Johnson’s model of bureaucratic dominance was most accurate with respect to MITI and the Ministry of Finance and their core turf of industrial and financial policy. The model was less applicable to those areas where LDP politicians sought to target resources to their constituents. In construction, for example, LDP politicians enlisted Ministry of Construction and local government officials to carry out specific public works projects (Woodall 1996). And in agriculture, they collaborated with Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) officials to provide farmers with trade protection, price supports, and subsidies for infrastructure (George Mulgan 2006).

Mark Ramseyer and Frances Rosenbluth (1993) turned Johnson’s thesis on its head with a model that positioned politicians as “principals” and bureaucrats as their “agents.” They suggested that politicians delegated policy formation and implementation to bureaucrats, but retained powerful levers to ensure that the bureaucrats served the politicians’ interests. Yet Ramseyer and Rosenbluth missed the most distinctive features of Japan’s postwar system by focusing on the mechanisms by which politicians controlled bureaucrats while ignoring the mechanisms by which bureaucrats manipulated politicians. Junko Kato (1994) offered a rational choice model that better captures the dynamics of Japanese politics by examining this two-way interaction.

The Postwar Model


Johnson’s characterization of bureaucratic autonomy was too simplistic in that it did not flesh out how the bureaucracy interacts with politicians and interest groups. Japanese ministry officials did not simply assert their policy preferences by fiat. Instead, they had to orchestrate elaborate compromises among interest groups, and they had to engage in complex negotiations with politicians. Nonetheless, those who focus on politicians’ control over the bureaucracy or the pluralist elements of Japanese politics miss three distinctive features of the postwar model.

First, the central ministry officials held their own policy preferences, independent of societal interests, and they strived to insert those preferences into laws, regulations, and their implementation. Second, these officials actively manipulated politicians to achieve their goals by deploying their persuasive powers and leveraging their expertise, mediating among politicians, or even favoring certain politicians over others. And third, they played an unusually political role in balancing interests within the scope of their jurisdiction. These distinctive features of the policy process left a distinct imprint on the substance and quality of policy outcomes. While none of these features were entirely unique to Japan, they were more pronounced and pervasive than in other advanced democracies.

The power and relative autonomy of the postwar bureaucracy were rooted both in Japanese history and in the specific mechanisms of recruitment, rotation, and promotion in the postwar period. The bureaucracy emerged as a major power center in the Meiji era (1868–1912) (Shimizu 2013). Bureaucratic autonomy was reinforced during the period of military mobilization and war in the 1930s and 1940s, and further institutionalized in the early postwar years. Many political leaders were purged during the Occupation (1945–1952), while most bureaucrats were not, and this enabled the bureaucracy to entrench its power.

The bureaucrats developed a system of promotion in the postwar period that helped to insulate them from political interference (Soga 2016). The top-level “career” (kyaria) bureaucrats were recruited from the key departments, such as Law and Economics, at the leading universities, especially Tokyo University. They then remained affiliated within the ministry until retirement in their mid- or late fifties. They would rotate positions frequently, about once every two years, sometimes including assignments to regional bureaus within Japan, to other ministries or agencies, or to diplomatic posts abroad. They would move up the ranks fairly uniformly until their early forties, at which point they would begin to compete for promotion to the top spots (Inatsugu 2011). Politicians had little influence on these promotions. The bureaucrats successfully fended off reforms in the early postwar years that could have made them more vulnerable to control by politicians (Mishima 2018). The Japanese bureaucracy was not particularly large in comparative terms.2 The ministries generally had two politicians each in leadership positions, the minister and the parliamentary vice minister, and these roles rotated frequently. The ministry officials would brief the incoming ministers extensively and try to persuade them to support their own perspectives on the major issues under their jurisdiction.

The relative autonomy of the bureaucracy was rooted in Japan’s political structure.3 Most importantly, ministries had clear jurisdictional authority within their given domain. They might engage in turf battles over issues that crossed jurisdictional boundaries, but they enjoyed relative freedom from interference in those areas that did not. They generally did not share power with independent regulatory agencies or the courts, so their decisions were not subject to effective review. Politicians might intervene in ministry deliberations or review decisions before passing legislation, but in practice they allowed the ministries wide discretion to formulate policy in many sectors. Thus, jurisdiction over a given issue area rarely shifted to another ministry or to another branch of government. This meant that a ministry could make promises and threats to industry credibly, for the ministry had the authority to make good on its promises and to carry out the threats. Likewise, the ministry could serve as an effective broker between industry actors because it had the authority to enforce these deals over time. In contrast, the decision-making arena shifted frequently in the United States, so government agencies had to anticipate possible appeals to the courts or to Congress and try to formulate decisions that would not be questioned (Kagan 2003).

In addition, Japanese ministries played a substantial role in both the formulation and the implementation of legislation. By combining these two functions, bureaucrats were able to sculpt legislation at the formulation stage to increase their discretion at the implementation stage. Discretion enabled them to make policy at the implementation stage, when they were less vulnerable to political intervention. Moreover, ministries translated this discretion into power. Ministry officials felt that discretion enabled them to respond flexibly as situations evolved, but they also sought it because it gave them leverage over industry by enabling them to discriminate between individual firms. The system differed markedly from that in the United States, where government agencies were more tightly bound by the letter of the law (Upham 1987).

Ministry officials were well aware that they relied on politicians to pass legislation, so they would go to great lengths to sell their agenda to political leaders. They would brief ministers and other powerful politicians about their policy proposals at an early stage. They would leverage their expertise to narrow the policy options, convincing the politicians that certain measures were viable while others were not. They would inundate the politicians with information, and wait out politicians who disagreed with them, knowing that they would be rotated into new positions. Or they would play off one politician against another. They would even intervene in politics itself, supporting one politician or undermining another.

Scholars and practitioners sometimes described the interaction between politicians, bureaucrats, and industry (or interest groups more broadly) in terms of jankenpon (rock, paper, and scissors). This not only implied that there were three distinct power centers in the political system, but it depicted a particular pattern of interaction whereby politicians would defeat bureaucrats, bureaucrats would defeat industry, and industry would defeat politicians in a head-to-head interaction (Iio 2008, 46). The jankenpon dynamics shaped the patterns of personal interaction between the three groups. For example, bureaucrats tended to be highly deferential to politicians in person. They would not disagree openly, but rather point to technical problems with a politicians’ proposal or resort to more indirect forms of subterfuge. Yet bureaucrats could be quite arrogant in their interactions with industry, forcing business people to wait in ministry hallways for long periods of time or dismissing their concerns rather gruffly. The jankenpon dynamic also affected the manner in which bureaucrats manipulated politicians. They would sometimes appeal to industry to lobby politicians—deploying their leverage over industry in combination with industry’s leverage over politicians. This would be more advantageous than confronting politicians directly, for they would be at disadvantage in a direct confrontation. A ministry official once confided to me that he liked to invite industry allies to meetings with politicians, because business executives could yell at politicians—but he could not.

In the interest of brevity, one rather poignant example will have to suffice. As I embarked on my dissertation research on Japan’s telecommunications reforms in 1990, I made a first stop at the Japan Business Federation (keizai dantai rengōkai, or Keidanren for short). A Keidanren official kindly provided me with a compilation of Keidanren’s position papers, and I could readily see the similarity between Keidanren’s positions and the reform legislation that eventually passed. So this initially appeared to be a classic case of interest group politics. But my understanding of the political dynamics flipped when I interviewed a Ministry of Post and Telecommunications (MPT) official about the same set of reforms. The official waxed sentimentally about the period, which was known as that of the “Telecom Wars” between MPT and MITI over jurisdiction over the emerging information technology sector. MPT held jurisdiction over communications while MITI controlled computers. MPT officials wanted to make sure to preserve some regulatory control over value-added networks (VANs), because that would ensure that they could oversee the new sector (Johnson 1989; Muramatsu 1988). MITI officials preferred to eliminate formal regulations, because that would undermine MPT control and cede de facto control to MITI. MPT won the war.

The MPT official grinned subtly as he told the story, noting that he had to get a second subway pass at the time, one from his office in Kasumigaseki to Keidanren headquarters in Ōtemachi in addition to the one from home to the office. “Why was that?,” I inquired innocently. “Because I had to explain to Keidanren what they should ask the politicians to do,” he replied. In subsequent research, I discovered that young MPT officials had formed a secret study group a decade earlier to plot how to recover their rightful power over the telecom sector, then dominated by the public monopoly, NTT, which largely regulated itself. They recognized that allowing competition in telecommunications would give them the authority to regulate the industry and thereby to assert their authority over NTT. They produced their own blueprint for reform, which resembled the actual reforms implemented in the early 1980s even more than those of Keidanren, which followed quite a few years later. So this was not a case of pluralist politics after all, but rather one of crafty ministry officials devising a reform to advance their own interests and preferences, then persuading Keidanren to lobby politicians to achieve their goals, and utterly outwitting the politicians in the process (Vogel 1996, 137–166).

Of course, industry leaders could play jankenpon as well, and they would sometimes appeal to politicians to corral the bureaucrats when they did not get what they wanted. But industry would only do so under relatively restrictive conditions. Industry would itself have to be unified, because an appeal by one group could easily be neutralized by a counter-appeal by another group. Likewise, industry executives would have to be confident that the settlement by politicians would be sufficiently superior to justify the cost and the effort plus the risk of bureaucratic retaliation down the line.

In any case, my point is not that the bureaucrats always won these battles—they did not. But Japanese government officials were unusual in a comparative context in the degree to which they developed independent policy preferences and deployed elaborate strategies to enact them. They had greater insulation from politicians than their counterparts in the United States, a more proactive attitude toward asserting these preferences, greater confidence in their superior understanding of policy issues, and a wider arsenal of tools to allow them to prevail in many cases.4

Ministry officials orchestrated political compromises according to a process of “bureaucratic-led bargaining” (Vogel 1994).5 The process was characteristically slow because ministry officials had to arrange deals that would satisfy industry interests without unduly compromising their own goals. They controlled the process of policy change to ensure that changes would occur in an orderly and gradual fashion. Thus, they prevented the kind of haphazard changes that would occur if they were to leave things up to politicians. Furthermore, bureaucrats were able to translate their control over the policy process into influence over policy content. The specifics varied from one ministry to the other, but, in general, ministry officials’ priorities included the promotion of the sectors under their jurisdiction as a whole (rather than favoring specific firms), maintaining market stability, protecting public safety, and preserving or enhancing the power of the ministry itself—though not always in that order.

The bargaining process typically centered on the policy councils (shingikai) organized by the ministries (Schwartz 1998). These policy councils varied considerably in form and content, but ministry officials generally controlled the membership and the agenda, and guided the substantive proposals that emerged from deliberations. The formal meetings were accompanied by parallel informal deliberations among ministry officials and key interest groups. The policy councils typically featured interest groups according to a balance dictated by the core constituencies of the ministry. So MITI policy councils were dominated by manufacturing industries, with perhaps one token representative from finance, while Ministry of Finance policy councils were dominated by the financial sector with perhaps a token representative from manufacturing. The Ministry of Finance deployed two parallel policy councils, the Banking Bureau’s Financial System Reform Council (dominated by commercial banks) and the Securities Bureau’s Securities and Exchange Council (dominated by the securities houses), to orchestrate the elaborate compromises that would allow banks and securities firms to enter each other’s lines of business in the 1990s. While the officials had to make substantial concessions to appease the various subsectors of the financial industry, they ultimately managed to insert their own preferences in the process (Vogel 1994).

The ministry officials’ approach to the incorporation of interests tended to differentiate policy insiders, such as industry groups, from outsiders, such as political activists or ethnic minorities. Even among civic groups, they cultivated some groups as allies, providing them with preferential access to resources and inclusion in the policy process in exchange for passive compliance or active collaboration in policy implementation. Meanwhile, they excluded more contentious groups and deployed regulatory levers to impede their growth (Pekkanen 2006). Among consumer groups, for example, the government mobilized housewives’ associations to increase savings and increase product quality, while shunning and containing other groups that protested government policies and/or allied with the opposition parties (Garon 1997).

The Slow Decline of Bureaucratic Power


The bureaucracy enjoyed its heyday of power from the 1950s through the early 1970s. In the 1970s, however, economic growth slowed and competition for resources increased. Jun Iio (2007) argues that the system of bureaucratic dominance was only viable so long as economic growth was strong and fiscal constraints were manageable. Seizaburō Sato and Tetsuhisa Matsuzaki (1986) stress that politicians began to contest Ministry of Finance budgetary ceilings in the 1970s. And Takashi Inoguchi and Tomoaki Iwai (1987) document how LDP “tribes” of policy specialists, the famed zoku, emerged during this period to assert greater control over policy formulation in specific issue-areas.

The bureaucracy confronted even greater challenges in the 1990s, as the economy transitioned from the hyper-expansion of the “bubble” years in the late 1980s to a market crash and prolonged stagnation in the 1990s. The bureaucracy’s prestige took a major hit, as the wise mandarins who had been credited with creating the economic miracle were now blamed for its demise. The Ministry of Finance in particular came under harsh attack for its mismanagement of the financial crisis and its inability to orchestrate a timely resolution (Amyx 2004). Meanwhile, the elite ministries found themselves enmeshed in several corruption scandals that further tarnished their image (Iio 2007).

The LDP abruptly lost power in 1993 because it split over the issue of political reform. Ichirō Ozawa, who had been party secretary general from 1989 to 1991, led the group that left the party, charging that it was moving too slowly on political reform. Ozawa (1993) favored electoral system reform designed to shift Japan from a multiparty system to a more majoritarian two-party system, plus administrative reforms, to increase politicians’ control over the bureaucracy. Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa of the Japan New Party presided over an unwieldy coalition government from August 1993 through April 1994. Hosokawa did not have a clear substantive policy platform other than deregulation and decentralization, both of which aimed at diminishing the power of the central government ministries. But the Hosokawa government passed a major political reform bill in January 1994, which transformed the electoral system along the lines advocated by Ozawa. Japan adopted a mixed electoral system for the lower house, combining 300 first-past-the-post seats with 200 proportional representation seats. This replaced the old single nontransferable vote system with 130 multi-member districts and 511 total seats. The advocates of the electoral reform predicted that the logic of the single-member districts would move Japan toward a two-party system, produce more policy-oriented competition, and give politicians greater incentives to assert their authority over bureaucrats (Christensen 1996).

The LDP returned to power in 1994 by forming a coalition with its long-time rival, the Japan Socialist Party (JSP, renamed the Social Democratic Party of Japan in 1996), and ceding the premiership to JSP leader Tomiichi Murayama. LDP politicians felt betrayed by the civil servants, whom they had viewed as their allies, but had readily switched sides to collaborate with the Hosokawa administration. This made them more suspicious of bureaucrats and more inclined to consider measures to contain bureaucratic power.

The LDP has ruled in various coalition governments ever since, with the exception of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) administrations of 2009–2012. Japanese politics has fundamentally changed since the 1990s, and not only because of the new electoral system. The political system transformed from one-party rule to a coalition government, and the opposition parties transitioned from the old leftist parties of the JSP and the Japan Communist Party to more moderate and broader tent parties such as the New Frontier Party (NFP) and the DPJ. The new opposition parties presented a more viable challenge to the LDP than the traditional opposition parties, so the two sides competed more vigorously to propose economic, political, and administrative reforms. And sometimes this took the form of bashing a convenient scapegoat, the bureaucrats, and vowing to reduce their power and their privileges.

Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto (1996–1998) launched a major administrative reform council and began implementing reforms in 1998, strengthening the role of the prime minister and the cabinet and creating a Cabinet Office that combined the Prime Minister’s Office with the Economic Planning Agency (Horie 2018, 36–41). The number of officials in the Cabinet Secretariat increased from 515 in 2001 to 1,188 in 2019 (Cabinet Secretariat 2019; Cabinet Secretariat, Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs 2019). The reform included a reorganization and consolidation of the ministries, a reform of the civil service system, and a review of regulations and subsidies to reduce “intervention” in the economy. The administrative reorganization was implemented in January 2001, reducing the number of cabinet-level ministries and agencies from 22 to 13. The reform also increased the number of politicians in the ministries, replacing the parliamentary vice-minister position (one per ministry or agency) with a total of 26 deputy ministers (fukudaijin) and 27 parliamentary secretaries (seimukan). The cabinet was now able to propose new policies and the Cabinet Secretariat could coordinate major policies, thereby seizing critical powers from the ministries (see the chapter by Shinoda in this volume). The reforms also created a new Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy (CEFP), which took over some of the budgeting powers from the Ministry of Finance.

Prime Minister Junichirō Koizumi (2001–2006) took advantage of these new powers to implement his program of “structural reform.” Koizumi designed these reforms as a political strategy as much as an economic strategy. The LDP had come under severe criticism for systemic corruption and clientelism, so Koizumi sought to save the party by attacking its clientelistic structures, such as the postal savings system and the special public corporations that were critical in funneling citizens’ savings into public works projects (Park 2011). He also strived to restructure the financial sector and reduce government control over the economy. Koizumi deployed the CEFP to control the policy process and to push through these reforms. Koizumi’s successors, Shinzō Abe (2006–2007), Yasuo Fukuda (2007–2008), and Tarō Asō (2008–2009), were less successful in wielding these new powers.

Abe included civil service reform designed to strengthen political control over the bureaucracy in an ambitious plan to “depart” from the postwar regime (datsu sengo). The Diet passed an initial reform of the National Public Service Law (Kokka kōmuin hō) to curtail the practice of amakudari (descent from heaven), whereby the ministries would arrange post-retirement positions in industry for their officials. The reform prohibited the ministries from negotiating directly with amakudari employers, requiring them to go through a new center at the Cabinet Office. Meanwhile, Abe organized a nongovernmental advisory panel on civil service reform in the summer of 2007. Abe resigned shortly after that, but the Fukuda administration followed up and in 2008 passed the Basic Law for Reform of the Civil Service System, which required the government to develop a plan to implement the council’s recommendations.

The DPJ came to power in 2009 on a platform of changing politics by ousting the long-ruling LDP. The party declared that it would finally seize power from the bureaucrats. In some cases, the incoming ministers literally locked out the top bureaucrats from policy deliberations. Yet ultimately this strategy backfired as the government’s war on the bureaucracy undermined its ability to formulate and implement coherent policies, especially in the all-important realm of economic reform. The DPJ administrations gained a reputation for incompetence, as they failed to develop a coherent economic strategy; floundered in international diplomacy, especially US-Japan relations; and took blame (fairly or not) for policy failures in responding to the March 2011 triple disaster of earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown (Kushida 2013).

When Abe resigned in 2007, most observers thought that marked the end of his political career. But loyal party colleagues, mostly on the party’s nationalist right wing, continued to support him as a viable national leader, and they helped bring him back to power in 2012. The LDP party president serves as the party’s candidate for prime minister, and hence ordinarily becomes prime minister when the party is in power. The party president is elected according to a formula, which has varied over time, that combines the votes of LDP Diet members plus party members at large. During much of the postwar period, the party president was effectively selected by factional negotiations, since the faction bosses could deliver the votes of their members. But the actual voting became more important as the factions declined in power. Koizumi triumphed in 2001 on the strength of his support among members at large, whereas Abe prevailed in 2012 due to strong support from parliamentarians.

Abe and his top advisors, most notably Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga, sought to reinstate a working partnership with the bureaucrats, but they also wanted to increase their control over the bureaucracy. The DPJ had failed three times to pass the civil service reforms initiated under Abe’s first administration, but the second Abe administration prevailed in 2014. The reform bill created a new Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs (Naikaku jinjikyoku) that would allow the prime minister and the cabinet to exercise greater control over the appointments of top bureaucrats. It also created a new system for selecting senior civil servants whereby the chief cabinet secretary and staff would conduct an independent screening and propose a list of candidates. Ministers would have to select from this list, obtaining advance consent from the prime minister and the chief cabinet secretary. The government established a new career development program designed to shift from seniority-based to performance-based promotion. The bill strengthened political leadership at the ministries by allowing ministers to add one more political appointee with the title of “special adviser” (hosakan). The reformers originally sought to authorize ministers to hire a team of nonbureaucratic staffers, but they withdrew that proposal in the face of resistance from the bureaucrats (Mishima 2017, 1108–1110).

Abe substantially strengthened the Prime Minister’s Office and the Cabinet Office, deploying special “headquarters” (honbu) and “offices” (shitsu) to coordinate major policy initiatives (Takenaka 2019, 857–866; see the chapter by George Mulgan in this volume). This transferred some of the policy initiative from individual ministries to these units. And it created a new class of elite bureaucrats, the cabinet bureaucrats, who played an increasingly critical role in mediating between the political leadership and the individual ministries (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2019b). But the reforms did not eliminate ministerial power or rivalry among the ministries. After all, many of Abe’s top advisors in the Prime Minister’s Office and the Cabinet Office came from the ministries. So the ministry officials exercised their influence through their representation in these units, interaction with other officials in the various offices and headquarters, and coordination of the advisory councils. METI had a particularly advantageous position, with officials in key top spots and strong representation throughout (Mainichi Shimbun 2018; Shimizu 2016). In fact, METI official Takaya Imai served continuously in the key position of executive secretary (hishokan) to the prime minister after 2012. “METI has mastered this new environment,” conceded one official from another ministry. “Now they take their ideas straight to the Cabinet Office, and they coordinate there” (Vogel 2018, 279).6 In fact, one could argue that a central pillar of Abe’s program—Abenomics—emanated from the bureaucracy and not from Abe himself. A group of ministry officials, including Imai, continued to brief Abe after he resigned in 2008. Some even joined him for retreats, including a hiking excursion on Mount Takao (Japan Business Press, 2019). And these briefings eventually formed the core content of the Abenomics reforms years later. In this sense, Abe served as an agent of the bureaucrats, while the bureaucrats also served as his agents. Jun Iio (2019) compares the policy processes under the Abe administration to the traditional postwar model, and concludes that the Abe regime enjoyed a stronger internal policy consensus, yet also suffered from a diminished capacity to evaluate options and implement decisions. Ministry officials lost some of their capacity to coordinate policy deliberations with politicians and interest groups, and the Cabinet Office bureaucrats did not sufficiently fill the gap.

The Abe administration greatly increased its ability to control top civil service appointments, yet it exercised this power with some discretion. It left routine appointments under the bureaucracy’s control while intervening in select cases. These interventions nonetheless affected the bureaucrats’ behavior, because the bureaucrats were aware that political leaders could influence their opportunities for advancement. In 2018 and 2019, the Abe administration reportedly intervened in the appointment of the top civil servant at the Ministry of Finance, the administrative vice-minister (jimujikan), in the wake of a scandal in which ministry officials deleted references to the prime minister’s wife, Akie, when selling a government-owned plot of land at a massive discount to Moritomo Gakuen, an ultranationalist school linked to Mrs. Abe (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2019a). The scandal was notable in that the ministry officials appeared to have anticipated what political leaders wanted them to do (a practice popularly referred to as sontaku, or preemptive action to satisfy superiors), rather than complying with direct orders.

The contrast between the Koizumi administration and Abe’s second administration, on the one hand, and Abe’s first administration and the Fukuda and Aso administrations, on the other, demonstrates how much the impact of administration reforms hinges on the particular leaders in power. Koizumi was able to leverage the power of the CEFP to enact substantial reforms, especially financial reforms. And the second Abe administration went even further to enhance its powers and to deploy them to shift policy initiatives from the individual ministries to the prime minister and the cabinet. Likewise, the contrast between these two powerful prime ministers and the DPJ administrations illustrates how the relationship of power between political leaders and the bureaucracy is symbiotic, not zero-sum. That is, the DPJ not only undermined bureaucratic authority, but also undercut its own capacity to formulate and enact policies. The second Abe administration restored a more collaborative relationship whereby it enhanced its ability to enact reforms through a combination of reinstating bureaucratic power and strengthening its own ability to coordinate ministries and interest groups.

Conclusion


The relative decline in the power and legitimacy of the bureaucracy arguably represents the single most important development in Japanese politics over the past thirty years. Japanese bureaucratic power in the postwar era certainly had its drawbacks. It fostered abuses of power, collusion with industry, and the exclusion of minority interests. Ministry officials sometimes preserved their own power at the expense of the broader public interest. Or they collaborated with industries under their jurisdiction rather than including a broader range of views in the policy process. Or they excluded groups they viewed as conflictual or otherwise not worthy of their attention.

Yet the postwar system nonetheless achieved a remarkable combination of democratic politics with bureaucratic power. Japan had a democratic constitution with strong protections for citizen’s rights, the rule of law, and relatively clean elections (Pempel 1989). Elected officials had the ability to oversee the bureaucracy, even if they delegated policy formation and implementation to the bureaucracy on important issues. And the bureaucracy contributed to Japanese democracy in the sense that it effectively carried out policies favored by citizens and their elected representatives. In fact, the relative autonomy and administrative capacity of the bureaucracy was critical to Japan’s achievements during this period, from economic growth to social stability and international peace. Accordingly, the decline in bureaucratic capacity has imposed very real costs. In particular, it has compromised the quality of policy formulation and the effectiveness of policy implementation.

The public image of bureaucrats has dropped considerably since its heyday. The share of people who reported that they trust bureaucrats declined from 44 percent in 1994 to 22 percent in 2002, while the share who stated that they do not trust bureaucrats rose from 51 percent to 74 percent (Tsukishima 2006, 286). Meanwhile, many university graduates no longer view the civil service as an attractive career. The number of applicants for civil servant positions dropped from a high of 330,686 in 1995 to 130,090 in 2018, while applicants for the Level 1 (“career”) positions declined from 41,433 to 22,559 (National Personnel Authority 2019b). And the share of University of Tokyo graduates among those passing the civil servant exam declined from 31.9 percent in 2000 to 17.0 percent in 2019 (Shakai jitsujō deeta zuroku 2019).

Some bureaucrats have lost confidence in their ability to find policy solutions to the nation’s problems and to push them through the political process. They have less capacity to coordinate industry interests, and to carry out their policy visions. Muramatsu (2010) finds that bureaucrats themselves report that their influence has diminished, and they have become less active in engaging politicians. Izuru Makihara (2018) claims that the administrative reforms of the two Abe administrations and the DPJ administrations undermined the bureaucracy’s ability to make long-term plans in a smooth and efficient manner. The reforms were counterproductive in that they disrupted the policy process and created new administrative burdens of their own. Hideaki Tanaka (2019) contends that the Abe administration undermined policy quality with its top-down process of issuing proposals first rather than exploring options more systematically in the light of evidence. “In our internal surveys,” reports one METI official, “we find that officials in their 40s and up are satisfied but those in their late twenties and early thirties are more frustrated. Some of them feel that they do not have influence in decision-making and they are just carrying out orders. They cannot take their own ideas from the bottom and get them to the top. So we are going to have to think hard about how to motivate government officials.”7

Despite the Japanese bureaucracy’s diminished power and status, it remains distinctive in a comparative context. The ministries have preserved cohesive organizational cultures, with long-term tenure for officials and relatively few political appointees. They maintain strong sectoral policy networks, including affiliated agencies and the industries under their jurisdiction. Interest groups still contact bureaucrats much more frequently than politicians (Noble 2016, 195). The ministries continue to play a political role, coordinating interest groups in their own issue area and forging policy compromises. But if Japan’s administrative capacity declines further, that could severely damage the nation’s ability to meet the challenges to come.
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Notes


1. Kiyoaki Tsuji (1969) propagated the bureaucratic dominance thesis before Johnson. Also see Pempel (1974) and Muramatsu (1981).


2. As of 2016, central government officials today accounted for 2.7 of 1,000 people in Japan, compared to 24.6 for France, 5.1 for Britain, 4.4 for the United States (2013 data), and 2.8 for Germany (National Personnel Authority 2019a, 3).


3. This section builds on Vogel (1994).


4. See Vogel (1994, 1996) for further examples.


5. Inoguchi (1983) describes the policy process as one of “bureaucrat-led inclusionary pluralism” (kanryoteki hokatsugata tagenshugi).


6. Interview with Hiromitsu Ohtsuka, Senior Deputy Director, Labor Relations Law Division, Labor Standards Bureau, Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, Tokyo, August 12, 2016.


7. Interview with Kazuyuki Imazato, Director, Innovation and Industry-University Collaboration Division, Industrial Science & Technology Policy & Environment Bureau, Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, January 7, 2020.
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Chapter 7

 The Japanese Judiciary


J. Mark Ramseyer




Japan operates a largely honest and meritocratic judiciary. For the most part, the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) appoints men and women to the Supreme Court who share its center-right politics. In appointing Supreme Court justices who share those policy preferences, the LDP does what majority parties do in most other modern democracies. The expected results follow: with justices who share the policy preferences of the government that passes the legislation, the court rarely invalidates statutes. This should not surprise US readers—after all, US Supreme Court justices appointed by Democratic (or Republican) presidents seldom vote to invalidate statutes supported by Democratic (or Republican) legislators either.

The Supreme Court also supervises the administrative office (the secretariat) of the lower (district and high) courts. The senior judges who staff this office can reward and punish other lower court judges for the quality of the work they do—and they have. In this ability to reward and punish, these senior judges of the lower courts wield a power over their colleagues that judges in many other modern democracies (like the US) lack. Indirectly, the power again redounds to the benefit of the politicians in the majority party: the cabinet names the justices to the Supreme Court, those justices supervise the administrative office of the lower courts, and that office rewards and punishes lower court judges for the decisions they issue.

Given this institutional structure, Japanese politicians have the indirect power to discourage judges from deviating from the policy preferences of the electoral majority. Whether this structure strengthens or weakens “democracy” depends on how one hopes to allocate power between the legislature and the courts, and among the various individual judges within the courts. What the “ideal” allocation of that power might be is not obvious, at least not to me.1

For the most part, the senior judges in the administrative office use their power over their colleagues to reward good work. Democracies that lack an administrative office with that power also lack that ability to enforce quality standards.

Although the administrative office can also use this power to punish opposition politics, that very ability will cause law graduates to self-select into (or out of) judicial careers. As a result, senior judges seldom actually exercise this power in any overtly partisan manner.

I begin this chapter by outlining the organization of the Japanese courts. I describe the judicial administrative office, and the power that the judges serving in that office can have over their colleagues’ careers. I illustrate the way the judges in the office promote adjudicatory quality, discuss the place of women within the judiciary, and detail some of the visibly partisan disputes with the courts from the late 1950s to the mid-1970s. I conclude by describing the sources available for empirical research into the operation of the Japanese courts.

The Courts


Consider the basic structure of the court system, including the Supreme Court, the Secretariat, and the lower courts.2

Basic Structure


The Japanese government maintains one national court system; prefectures do not have separate courts. The national government specifies court structure by statute (the Saibansho ho, or Courts Act).3 In that context, it also sets the number of judges by statute: 15 Supreme Court justices, about 3,000 lower court judges, and another 800 summary court judges.4 And it manages these courts through career judges staffing the judicial administrative office—known as the Supreme Court (Saikosai) Secretariat (jimu sokyoku).

The cabinet and prime minister appoint Supreme Court justices directly (Courts Act, Sec. 39). Typically, they name men and women in their early sixties, and these justices then serve until mandatory retirement at seventy (Courts Act, Sec. 50). The justices face popular review at the first general election after their appointment, and every ten years thereafter (an obvious non-issue given their age of appointment).5 No justice has ever come close to losing a review vote.

The lower courts include high courts (koto saibansho), district courts (chiho saibansho), and family courts (katei saibansho). The eight high courts also staff six regional branch offices (shibu) and a special branch for intellectual property cases. The district courts and family courts number fifty each, and each set of courts staffs about two hundred branch offices.

The cabinet appoints the lower court judges (Courts Act, Sec. 40), and appoints most of them directly after they graduate from the one national law school, the Legal Research & Training Institute (the LRTI—the Shiho kenshu jo). Theoretically, it could appoint more judges midcareer (as with US federal judges), but it does not. In practice, it approves the judicial candidates selected for it by the Secretariat (described below). Once appointed, judges serve a series of ten-year terms (Constitution, Article 80), and face mandatory retirement at age sixty-five (Courts Act, Sec. 50). Most tend to retire in their late fifties or early sixties.

The judiciary includes another 400-odd summary courts (kan’i saibansho). The judges in these courts face a mandatory retirement age of seventy (Courts Act, Sec. 50). They handle minor crimes and disputes involving controversies of 1.4 million yen or less.6 A few lower court judges choose to become summary court judges upon retirement from the lower courts at sixty-five. Most summary court judges, however, did not attend the LRTI.

The Supreme Court


The Supreme Court stands administratively outside the other courts. Unlike the lower court judges who rotate through a wide range of courts, the justices in the Supreme Court are appointed specifically to that court. By tradition, the Secretariat maintains informal quotas7 for justices appointed from the lower courts, justices appointed from the private bar, justices appointed from among prosecutors, justices appointed from university law faculties, and justices appointed from elsewhere in the bureaucracy.

The justices hear the vast majority of their cases on five-judge panels (unfortunately often translated as a “Petty Bench,” or shohotei) (Courts Act, Sec. 9). They hear cases of constitutional importance en banc (often translated “Grand Bench,” or daihotei) (Courts Act, Sec. 10). These en banc cases, however, are very rare.

Supreme Court justices occasionally write concurring or dissenting opinions (lower court judges never do). Usually, the justices who write them are those who come from a career in a university or private practice. Note that in doing their work, Supreme Court justices can call on the help of lower court judges temporarily (typically for three years) appointed to the Secretariat.

In addition to his work on the court, the Chief Justice administers the court system as a whole. More specifically, he supervises the Secretary General of the Secretariat. In turn, the Secretary General supervises the judges working in the personnel bureau of the Secretariat, and those judges oversee their colleagues in the lower courts. Chief Justices tend themselves to have served as Secretary General of the Secretariat during their careers in the lower courts.

Secretariat


Of the various posts that lower court judges can hold, those in the Secretariat probably carry the greatest prestige. As just observed, some Secretariat judges write memoranda and draft opinions for the cases on appeal to the Supreme Court. Some serve in the personnel office and decide which of their colleagues to transfer to what city, whom to appoint as instructors to the LRTI, whom to second to the prosecutors’ office, who deserves a raise, who should serve as chief judge of a district court, who should go to a branch office, and who should succeed them at the Secretariat itself.

A stint at the Secretariat is not just any judicial appointment. It is a post that those in the Secretariat assign to those colleagues they most trust. The judges who spend time there are judges on the fast track. They are the ones most likely to become president of one of the several high courts, and most likely eventually to serve on the Supreme Court.

The Lower Courts


Turn then to the lower courts themselves.

Appointment and Reappointment


In selecting judges to staff the lower courts, the cabinet picks from among candidates nominated by the Secretariat (Courts Act, Sec. 40). During the course of their LRTI education, law students intern at a court. There, the judges serving as instructors can monitor students with reasonable care. By most accounts, they encourage their preferred students to consider a career in the courts.

Once appointed, judges work a series of ten-year terms. Only rarely does the Secretariat not recommend a judge for reappointment. Article 78 of the Constitution provides that a judge cannot lose his job except by impeachment. The article apparently applies, however, only when the courts terminate a judge within the course of a ten-year term.

In 1971 the Secretariat declined to renew the appointment of Judge Yasuaki Miyamoto. By doing so, it caused a minor crisis. Miyamoto maintained clear fringe-left ties, and had written several left-leaning opinions. His political allies accused the Secretariat of politicizing the courts; his detractors claimed he was merely slow in his work (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 2003, 22–23).

Since 2003, the Supreme Court has maintained an advisory committee on judicial appointments and reappointments. The committee includes both lawyers and nonlawyers. According to one former judge, the Secretariat introduced the committee as an attempt to reinstate quality control in the wake of the Miyamoto dispute. After the controversy, he explained, the Secretary became wary of turning anyone down. “Some judges are problems by anyone’s standards,” the judge noted, “but they were all being reappointed” (“Zadankai” 2018, 12–13).

Over the course of the last fifteen years, the Secretariat has indeed denied reappointments. Table 7.1 shows the number of judges for whom the Advisory Committee recommended reappointment, and number for which it then recommended non-reappointment. As a measure of the number of judges actually denied reappointment by the Secretariat, it includes the number of judges who left the courts upon the end of a ten-year term (in order to exclude judges who were simply retiring, those who had joined the courts at least thirty-five years earlier are not included).
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Rotation


Over the course of a judge’s career, the Secretariat’s personnel office shifts him or her through a wide variety of posts. It tends to move judges every three years (or so). The judges will welcome some of the moves, and resent others. They will see some of the moves as a step up, others as a step down.

Most judges see assignments with administrative responsibilities as carrying prestige. They tend to covet posts at the Secretariat itself, teaching assignments at the LRTI, midcareer appointments to sokatsu posts (a position that gives a judge some administrative responsibility within the local court), and late-career appointments as district court chief judges or high court “presidents.” They shun assignments to small branch offices. They interpret appointments to small claims courts as signaling something close to career death.

Most judges also welcome appointments to metropolitan centers, particularly Tokyo. In part, they prefer Tokyo for professional reasons: the administrative core of the judiciary lies in Tokyo, and Tokyo courts handle the highest-profile cases. They also prefer it for personal reasons: urban centers offer the greatest range of the educational and cultural facilities so important to professional class families.

Inter-city moves obviously strain family ties. Tokyo (or other metropolitan) judges who find themselves assigned to a small and unfamiliar city will sometimes leave their family in Tokyo. They will then commute during the week to their job, return home on weekends, and hope for reassignment to their home city at the end of their three-year term. Recognizing these strains, the Secretariat tends to relocate midcareer judges less frequently than it does the very new judges.

Average and star judges will have careers that differ only subtly. Most judges will spend some of their career in Tokyo or Osaka; most will also spend some time in small cities and branch offices. The distinctions between average and star judges lie in the fraction of their careers that the judges spend in each. Those bound for the district-court chief judgeships and high court presidencies will spend relatively more time in the urban centers and administrative posts. Those not likely to cap their careers in those favored positions will spend more time in the branch offices in the outback.

Disciplinary Actions


Just as the Secretariat now terminates judicial appointments by nonrenewal more often than before, it also seems to discipline judges more often. Generally, it disciplines them for entirely apolitical misconduct. Judges have been impeached for accepting gifts from lawyers,8 for soliciting child prostitution (Asahi Shimbun 2001), and for taking photos up the skirts of women in crowded trains (Asahi Shimbun 2012). They have been criminally convicted of demanding sex from a defendant (“Kiokutte” 2012), and of groping a woman on a bus (Asahi Shimbun 2009). The public discipline is probably not the whole story, of course: as recently as two decades ago, the Secretariat quietly pressured misbehaving judges to leave the courts, only to be welcomed by unsuspecting employers. Probably, it still does this.

And anecdotes remain as ambiguous as they ever were, of course. Take the case of Judge Kiichi Okaguchi. Okaguchi wrote books about the courts, maintained a popular Twitter feed, and is vehemently left of center. Politicians pressured court administrators to impeach him, but the administrators apparently stalled impeachment by promising the politicians that they would convince Okaguchi to shut down his Twitter feed. Toward that end, in late 2018 they disciplined him for posting entirely innocuous comments on Twitter about a case involving an abandoned dog, and cut his pay in punishment (Burifu 2018).

Lawyers championed Okaguchi on behalf of freedom of expression. Constitutional law professors joined the cause.9 Canadian law professor Colin Jones (2018) also joined the cause. And self-appointed public intellectuals described the discipline as punishment for the way Okaguchi had criticized the Abe administration (Burifu 2018).

To put it this way entirely misleads, however, for the case was wildly overdetermined. “Judge White Underpants,” Internet fans and detractors called him. Google “Okaguchi Kiichi” in Japanese Google, hit “images,” and ready yourself for endless variations on a middle-aged man’s selfies of himself in his underpants.

Fairly obviously—to this socially timid senior professor—the socially timid senior judges in the Secretariat and Supreme Court thought it unseemly to discipline a judge for posting pictures of himself in his underwear. The unstated issue was “judgment”: courts do not do well if cases involving murder, rape, price-fixing, and million-dollar contracts are adjudicated by men who think nothing of posting pictures of themselves in their underwear. Rather than restate what everyone knew (or should have known), they framed the issues in terms of a discreet dispute about an abandoned dog tweet.

The puzzle is why Secretariat judges did not let Okaguchi go at the end of his first ten-year term. Perhaps they have been wondering that too. Fairly obviously, they realized he needed to go. Okaguchi joined the court in 1994. By 1997 the Secretariat judges had demoted him to a summary court—and kept him there for twenty years running. They apparently thought he would resign on his own. He refused—and now they have a “Judge White Underpants.”

Pay


All this has financial implications. Under Article 80 of the Japanese Constitution, the government may not lower a judge’s pay (apparently, the court treats formal disciplinary proceedings an as exception). Yet a successful judge starts his career at low pay and ends it at relatively high pay, and no rule of either constitution or statute requires the government to promote all judges at the same pace.

The judicial pay scale leaves administrators considerable range to reward and punish judges.10 As of 2018, a new judge started his career at 232,000 yen per month. The president of the Tokyo High Court earned 1,406,000 yen per month. Compensation consultants estimated that the average judge in his early thirties earned 6.24 to 7.24 million yen per year, in his early forties earned 8.04 to 9.28, and in his early fifties earned 10.04 to 11.14.11

Although judicial pay is confidential, it correlates with observable markers. Roughly two decades into his career, the Secretariat will appoint the average judge to a sokatsu administrative post. Given that this coincides with appointment to pay grade 3, an interested scholar can use the appointment to gauge the pace at (or extent to) which a judge is climbing the pay scale (Nishikawa 2012).

Meritocratic Administration


The Secretariat largely manages judicial careers as a meritocracy. Most prominently, those judges who graduate from the most selective universities—especially the University of Tokyo—spend more time in big cities, spend more time in administrative posts, and reach sokatsu status more quickly than their colleagues. They are more likely to start their careers at the Tokyo District Court (a signal that the Secretariat considers the judge among the most promising in his age cohort), and more likely to end their careers at the highest-prestige assignments.

Crucially, these men and women passed the hardest university entrance exams—and those exams test a person’s ability to solve hard problems quickly and correctly. Employers value people who bring that ability. They bid for them in the market and appoint them to key positions in an organization. Those private-sector Tokyo lawyers who graduated from elite schools earned more than others (Nakazato, Ramseyer, and Rasmusen 2010); those in the courts who attended those schools reached more highly coveted positions.

Other less obvious metrics similarly signal meritocratic operation. From a judge’s birth year and bar entry date, a scholar can estimate the number of times he failed the bar exam (more precisely, the entrance exam to the LRTI, shiho shiken). During the first postwar decades, the pass rate on this exam ranged between 1 and 4 percent. That rate has risen since then, but remains extremely low by American standards (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 2015). University background held constant, judges who passed the exam quickly—again, men and women who could solve hard legal problems quickly and correctly—were more likely to start their careers at the Tokyo District Court, to spend more time in metropolitan centers and in administrative positions, to spend less time in provincial cities and branch offices, to climb the pay scale more rapidly, and to reach more prestigious capstone positions.

University of Tokyo graduates do not succeed because they went to the University of Tokyo, however; they succeed because the intellectual ability that let them pass the entrance exam also enabled them to work more productively (Ramseyer 2011, 2012). This is not a position that public intellectuals take, of course. As in the United States, Japanese intellectuals instead insist that the public focuses on the prestige markers for their own sake, and that those who did attend elite schools help each other out of tribal loyalty.

At least in terms of the University of Tokyo graduates, the public intellectuals are wrong. University of Tokyo graduation does not matter; productivity does. To measure productivity, take the number of opinions a judge publishes during his time on a district court. One might reasonably suppose that the Secretariat focuses not on published opinions but on docket-clearance rates—but docket-clearance rates are not publicly available. The Secretariat probably does focus on these rates, but whatever measure it uses apparently correlates with published opinions.

Of all judges hired between 1959 and 1961 (subject to several qualifications), University of Tokyo graduates constituted 22.7 percent. They were 30.6 percent of the judges who eventually became district court chief judges, 63.6 percent of the judges who became high court presidents, and 28.6 percent of the judges who joined the Supreme Court. They were also, however, more productive. On average, the University of Tokyo graduates published 2.3 opinions per year while on a district court bench. University of Kyoto graduates published 1.61 per year, and all other judges published 1.41 per year.12 Regress Supreme Court appointment on graduation from the University of Tokyo or University of Kyoto, on the number of times a judge failed the LRTI exam, on whether a judge started at the Tokyo District Court, and on a judge’s productivity (published opinions) per year on the district court bench, and the coefficient on productivity is statistically significant. The coefficient on University of Tokyo is not.

Women


Legally trained women disproportionately opt for judicial careers. In 2018, women constituted 26.5 percent of the 2,782 district- and high-court judges.13 The represented 36.4 percent of the judges in the first decade of their careers (in 2016) (Yamanake 2017). Yet they were typically only 20–30 percent of those graduating from the LRTI. Obviously, one cannot tell whether the courts were aggressively recruiting women, or whether women were choosing the courts as a (plausibly) more family-friendly career than private practice. But Table 7.2 gives the percentage of women among the population graduating from the LRTI, followed by the percentage entering the courts. From 2010 to 2014, the fraction entering the courts is notably larger than the fraction graduating from legal training.



Table 7.2 Percentage Women among Those Graduating from Legal Training, and Those Joining the Judiciary


	Percentage of Women among Those

	
	Graduating
	Becoming Judges

	2010
	26.3
	31.4

	2011
	27.7
	33.3

	2012
	23.0
	30.4

	2013
	26.0
	39.6

	2014
	22.5
	28.7


Source: Bengoshi hakusho [Lawyer white paper], 2018, p. 48, https://www.nichibenren.or.jp/library/ja/jfba_info/statistics/data/white_paper/2015/1-3-3_shinro_2015.pdf.



Women were not always such a large fraction of the courts. Of the judges hired from 1960 to 1969, they comprised 5.2 percent (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 2003, 40). They did not have successful careers. With university background and the number of times they failed the LRTI held constitute, they reached sokatsu status 3.5 years later than men. Given that appointment to sokatsu correlates with salary, they were moving up the pay scale substantially less successfully than their male counterparts (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 2003, 41; Wolff 2007).

By the twenty-first century, that pay bias against women may have disappeared (Ramseyer 2008). Take the 281 judges hired between 1978 and 1981, and ask whether they reached sokatsu status by 2003—effectively, whether they were in the top half of their cohort. With school background and LRTI failures held constitute, women were just as likely as their male counterparts to reach sokatsu status. By this visible measure of pay, women no longer did worse than men.

Women in these classes were also as likely as men to be named to the Tokyo District Court at the outset of their careers. They accepted inter-city transfers as readily as men. They did not, however, take on administrative responsibilities as often as men (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 2006). Obviously, this might reflect sex bias on the part of the judges in the Supreme Court Secretariat. Alternatively, it might reflect a greater reluctance among women to accept responsibilities that might entail a greater time commitment.

Political Complications


Among Western observers, the plausibly political complications to this judicial structure have attracted the most attention.14

Punishment


During the 1950s and 1960s, leftist graduates of the LRTI routinely joined the courts. When they tried to implement their personal political preferences, however, the Secretariat began in the 1960s to punish them. In time, it would come to punish them brutally.

Most obviously, consider cases raising the constitutionality of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces or of American military bases. On this question, Ramseyer and Rasmusen (2001a, 2003, 64–68) identified twenty-five district court opinions involving forty-seven judges. They take as a dependent variable the quality of a judge’s postings during the decade after his opinion. They then regress this quality measure on a dummy variable equal to 1 if a judge held the military unconstitutional, together with a variety of controls. They find that the judges who held the military forces unconstitutional received significantly fewer prestigious administrative assignments during the decade after the opinion.

Or consider the electoral apportionment disputes. On this question, Ramseyer and Rasmusen (2001a; 2003, 68–73) locate sixty-nine lower court opinions involving ninety-seven judges. They ask whether the judges who held the apportionment schemes unconstitutional during the period that the LDP leadership relied on the agricultural vote received worse job postings over the ensuing decade. They find that the judges did indeed receive worse postings: more branch office time and fewer administrative positions.

Ramseyer and Rasmusen (2001a, 2003, 73–76) identify a similar dynamic in several other high-profile partisan disputes. Judges who enjoined the national government, for example, suffered in their careers. So did judges who struck down the LDP-favored ban on door-to-door canvassing (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 1997, 2003, 58–60).

On less salient disputes, Ramseyer and Rasmusen (1999, 2001b, 2003, chaps. 5, 6) find less (if any) evidence of punishment. For the most part, the Secretariat does not punish judges simply for being overturned on appeal. It seldom punishes them for opposing the government on less sensitive questions. It does not punish them for ruling against the government in routine tax cases. Neither does it punish them for acquitting defendants in routine criminal cases.

The Young Jurists League


Of the judges who joined the courts from 1960 to 1969, over a quarter were members of the far-left (by some accounts the Communist Party [JCP]–affiliated) Young Jurists League (Seinen Horitsuka Kyokai, or YJL). These judges would not do well in their careers. University and LRTI exam failures held constant, they may have reached sokatsu status a year later than their colleagues.15 They less often found themselves posted to attractive cities, and they less often received the high-status administrative jobs.

This political bias against those who had joined the YJL haunted them in their careers. Even as late as the 1990s, they had less successful careers—they still found themselves less often assigned to administrative work, and more often found themselves assigned to branch offices (Ramseyer & Rasmusen 2006).

The Resulting Selection Bias


Over time, this demonstrated capacity to punish drove selection into the courts. As of the late 1950s and early 1960s, Japanese intellectuals entertained a wide variety of visions of the postwar world. After all, the LDP itself dated only from 1955. Intellectuals working as bureaucrats at the Ministry of Finance joked about voting Communist. Those graduating from the LRTI could rationally hope that Japan would soon transform itself into a democratic socialist regime in the Western European mold. They could join the courts and rationally hope to play a part in the coming socialist transformation.

By the 1980s, young LRTI graduates could no longer realistically entertain these hopes. Japanese voters had made it clear that they wanted a center-right capitalist regime. The LDP fit their bill. And the Secretariat in the 1970s had made it clear that it demanded that its judges adjudicate in that center-right mold.

To a young Marxist graduate of the LRTI, the courts no longer offer an attractive career. To be sure, such graduates can hide their political preferences during the hiring interviews and obtain a job. But once a judge, they can no longer implement those preferences. By contrast, the private bar offers a far more rewarding life. There, they can safely indulge their Marxism. Note the result—judicial administration since the 1970s has shown far less partisanship for a simple reason: fewer far-left LRTI graduates join the courts.

Political Interference


By basic principal-agent theory, what matters is that the prime minister and cabinet have the power to intervene in judicial personnel matters. They can pick the Supreme Court justices that they want. And they can pick justices who will decide cases the way they want, and manage the lower courts in ways that induce lower court judges to do so as well.

Whether the prime minister ever observably intervenes in personnel decisions is beside the point. If the Secretariat knows that he can, it will administer the courts in ways that gives the prime minister no reason to intervene. It will anticipate the possibility of intervention, and administer the courts in ways that forestall that intervention.

This result of this logic appears in the lawyers and law professors appointed to the Supreme Court. For the most part (as noted above), modern prosecutors and judges will probably share the conservative biases of the LDP. Yet both the private bar and the legal professoriate have consistently tilted left. Were the Secretariat simply to nominate the most prominent lawyers and law professors, it would regularly nominate men and women far to the left of the LDP. This it has not done. Instead, it has consistently named people within the center-right mainstream.

John Haley finds this logic unrealistic. He writes that Ramseyer and Rasmusen “do not offer any evidence of direct or indirect intervention by any politician in any decision made by senior judges assigned to the General Secretariat in appointing, assigning or promoting any judge.”16 In fact, however, the prime minister did directly—and shockingly—intervene in 1960.

The incident involved Sakae Wagatsuma, and constitutes part of the oral history among University of Tokyo faculty. A Civil Code professor at the university, Wagatsuma was probably the single most influential law professor of the mid-twentieth century. He had also known Nobusuke Kishi. During their years together at the First Higher School and the Tokyo Imperial University, they had been friends, rivals, and even roommates.

By 1960, Kishi was prime minister. Over vehement public protests, he pushed for the renewal of Japan’s security treaty with the United States. Wagatsuma (1960) believed his friend was making the wrong choice, and on June 5 he published an open letter in the Asahi Shimbun. “You have only one path left to you,” wrote Wagatsuma. “That is to leave the political world, and go fishing.”

In fact, the Secretariat had just (privately) nominated Wagatsuma to be the next Supreme Court Chief Justice. It was not to be, not after the go-fishing letter. Kishi refused to appoint Wagatsuma, and so did his successor, Hayato Ikeda. Ikeda picked University of Tokyo professor Kisaburo Yokota instead. Wagatsuma never joined the court.

Research


Scholars inclined to undertake projects related to the courts should understand the following. The official versions of statutes and regulations are those published in the Horei zensho—a monthly government publication. For most purposes, however, this is an entirely unusable source. Generally, a researcher wants to know the statutory framework in place at any given time. He needs the statute with all amendments as of a given date directly incorporated into it. The Horei zensho will instead provide each amendment to a statute, sorted by the month in which the Diet passed it.

Fortunately, several publishers (e.g., Yuhikaku, Sanseido, Iwanami) offer annual compilations of the major statutes in place. Typically, the publishers hire committees of law professors to edit existing versions of statutes and incorporate all the amendments. Most of these volumes go by some variation on the generic title Roppo zensho (the Complete Six Laws). If there is an industry standard, it would be the two-volume Yuhikaku version. But there is no reason to rely on that particular compilation. Scholars can choose the one with the statutes, formats, and size that they prefer.

Note that a scholar can find many of the principal statutes with amendments incorporated on the Japanese government website.17 The government also provides English translations of the most basic statutes.18 These translations are, of course, nonbinding. Note, however, that for historical reasons there is a separate, official English translation of the constitution.

Judges do not write opinions if the parties settle a case, of course, but they do write opinions in all cases they decide. Most of these opinions are never published, and those that are published will typically appear in either a private or a public “reporter.”

Published three times a month since 1953, Hanrei jiho remains the best-known and most complete of the private reporters. Presumably, the editors simply select the cases that they think will best help sell subscriptions. Scholars will find the case summary that the magazine provides for each opinion helpful. The summaries are unsigned, though scholars sometimes suggest that the judge who wrote the opinion often also writes the summary. The typical summary will not just explain what the writer (whoever he might be) finds most important about the case. It will also put the opinion in the context of prior opinions and commentary (something most opinions do not do).

Hanrei Taimuzu (Times) is the Hanrei jiho’s closest competitor. Since 2013, it has appeared monthly. Prior to that, it appeared twice a month. From time to time, some journals in various legal fields will also publish opinions they think noteworthy for practitioners in the field.

The courts publish several official court reporters. Some cover particular courts; some cover particular fields. Apparently, most courts maintain a committee to decide which opinions to publish. Judges can (and sometimes do) nominate their own cases for publication. This process obviously introduces a bias.

Scholars can search all published cases (including searching by a judge’s name) through both the Westlaw and the Daiichi hoki (also known as Hanrei taikei or Lex DB) databases. Both include roughly the same populations of cases—all of the principal private reporters, together with the official reporters. Both also include roughly the same search functions. Note, of course, that scholar can search in either database only if they (or a library to which they have access) maintain a subscription to the service.

Scholars will find some of the principal cases available through the Supreme Court website. They should understand, however, that the court posts only a subset of that which is available through the Westlaw and Daiichi hoki services. They should also realize that one cannot search this database by a judge’s name.

The Supreme Court also posts English-language translations of selected cases. Scholars should realize that these are most decidedly not a random sample of published cases. They are also translated into only haphazardly fluent English. Forewarned is forewarned.

Research into the workings of the courts turns crucially on the availability of information about judicial postings. The group known as the Nihon Minshu Horitsuka Kyokai (NMHK—the Japanese Democratic Jurists Association) made this research possible in 1987 when it published the first edition of the Zen saibankan keireki soran (ZSKS, or Career History of All Judges). The ZSKS provides complete posting information for every judge who joined the court after the war.

The NMHK compiled the book because it believed that the Secretariat had discriminated against leftist judges. It hoped that scholars would use the book to demonstrate that political bias in judicial administration. The NMHK itself has always been a left-leaning group. Anti-Communist sites on the Internet list it as JCP-affiliated (“Omona kyosanto” n.d.), though when a Kōmeitō politician described it as such, the group protested and demanded an apology (“Kogi to shazai” 2002).

In any event, the ZSKS has done what the NMHK hoped. It has facilitated empirical work showing the political bias in the courts. Since 1987, the NMHK has published several editions. The most recent—the 5th edition—appeared in 2010.
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Notes


1. For examples of essays in English criticizing this Japanese judicial structure, see, e.g., Miyazawa (1991), Law (2009), and Levin (2011). For essays more favorable toward the judicial structure, see those by Haley (2007) and the perceptive discussion of the question by Upham (2005).


2. See generally Ramseyer and Rasmusen (2003), Ramseyer and Rosenbluth (1995), Foote (2007, 2010–2011), Haley (2007), Nishikawa (2008, 2010), Kinoshita (2010).


3. Saibansho ho [Courts Act], Law No. 59 of 1947.


4. Saibansho shokuin teiin ho [Authorized Employees of the Courts Act], Law No. 53 of 1951.


5. Nihon koku kenpo [Japanese Constitution], promulgated May 3, 1947, Art. 7. See Nishikawa (2012).


6. Saibansho ho [Courts Act], Law No. 59 of 1947, Sec. 33.


7. Subject to the binding quotas specified in the Courts Act, Sec. 41.


8. E.g., Asahi Shimbun (1981). Haley acknowledges cases like this, but somewhat oddly writes that “[j]udicial corruption is virtually unknown. Judges do not take bribes.” Bribery does indeed seem to be rare, though it obviously is not zero.


9. See essays collected in Hanrei jiho 2392 (March 1, 2019).


10. Judicial pay is set by statute, Saibankan no hoshuto ni kansuru horitsu [Law Regarding Compensation, etc., of Judges], Law No. 75 of 1948. The pay scale as of January 2018 is available at: http://yamanaka-bengoshi.jp/saibankan/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/.

11. “Saibankan” (n.d.). For incomes for practicing attorneys as of 2004, see Nakazato, Ramseyer, and Rasmusen (2010).


12. See Ramseyer (2011), for details on sample selection.


13. Bengoshi (2018). On selection of women into the very top ranks of court, see Nishikawa (2018).


14. See generally Ramseyer and Rasmusen (2003), Haley (2007), Upham (2005), and Law (2009).


15. Fukumoto and Masuyama (2015) use survival analysis rather than OLS, correct several miscoded entries, and find that the phenomenon disappears.


16. Haley (2007). For a perceptive discussion of the debate between Haley and myself, see Upham (2005).


17. http://elaws.e-gov.go.jp/search/elawsSearch/elaws_search/lsg0100/.


18. http://www.japaneselawtranslation.go.jp/?re=2.





References



Asahi Shimbun. 1981. “Fuhai unda mujikaku” [Unawareness that led to rot]. Asahi Shimbun, July 11, 1981.


Asahi Shimbun. 2001. Shojo baishun de muraki kosai hanji wo romen [Muraki high court judge dismissed for child prostitution]. Asahi Shimbun, November 28, 2001.


Asahi Shimbun. 2009. “Moto hanji yuzai hanketsu” [Former judge convicted]. Asahi Shimbun, July 7, 2009.


Asahi Shimbun. 2012. “Tosatsu no hanji fu wo dangai saiban ni sotsui” [Assistant judge taking secret photos pushed into impeachment trial]. Asahi Shimbun, November 14, 2012.


Bengoshi hakusho [Lawyers white paper]. 2008. Tokyo.


Bengoshi hakusho [Lawyers white paper]. 2018. Tokyo. https://www.nichibenren.or.jp/library/ja/jfba_info/statistics/data/white_paper/2018/1-3-4_tokei_2018.pdf.


“Buriifu hanji ‘kibishi sugiru chokei shobun’ no gen’in ha Abeseiken hihanka?” [Is criticism of the Abe government the reason for the “excessively harsh disciplinary measures” against Judge Underpants?]. Litera, October. 22, 2018. https://lite-ra.com/2018/10/post-4327.html.


Foote, Daniel H. 2007. Na mo nai kaomo nai shiho [A nameless, faceless judiciary]. Tokyo: NTT Shuppan.


Foote, Daniel H. 2010–2011. “The Supreme Court and the Push for Transparency in Lower Court Appointments in Japan.” Washington University Law Review 88: 1745.


Fukumoto, Kentaro, and Mikitaka Masuyama. 2015. “Measuring Judicial Independence Reconsidered: Survival Analysis, Matching, and Average Treatment Effects.” Japanese Journal of Political Science 16: 33–51.


Haley, John O. 2007. “The Japanese Judiciary: Maintaining Integrity, Autonomy and the Public Trust.” In Law in Japan: A Turning Point, edited by Daniel J. Foote. Seattle: University of Washington Press.


Jones, Colin P.A. 2018. “Dog Tale Bites Judge.” Japan Times, September 5, 2018.


Kinoshita, Tomio. 2010. Sengo shiho seido no keizaigakuteki bunseki [An economic analysis of the postwar judicial system]. Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Hyoron Sha.


“Kiokutte ate ni naranai naa” [Memory is unreliable]. Ameba (blog), November 14, 2012. https://ameblo.jp/redsnakecomeon/entry-11403918370.html.


“Kogi to shazai no yokyu” [A protest and demand for an apology]. Internet Archive, November 13, 2002. https://web.archive.org/web/20070312204100/http://homepage3.nifty.com/n-heimoto/nichiminnkyou.html.


Law, David. 2009. “The Anatomy of a Conservative Court: Judicial Review in Japan.” Texas Law Review 87: 1545–1594.


Levin, Mark A. 2011. “Civil Justice and the Constitution: Limits on Instrumental Judicial Administration in Japan.” Pacific Rim Law & Policy Journal 20: 265–318.


Miyazawa, Setsuo. 1991. “Administrative Control over Japanese Judges.” Kobe University Law Review 25: 45–61.


Nakazato, Minoru, J. Mark Ramseyer, and Eric Rasmusen. 2010. “The Industrial Organization of the Japanese Bar.” Journal of Empirical Legal Studies 7: 460.


Nishikawa, Shin’ichi. 2008. “Shiho kanryo no keireki teki shigen” [Career resources of judicial bureaucrats]. Meiji daigaku shakai kagaku kenkyujo kyo 46: 49.


Nishikawa, Shin’ichi. 2010. Saibankan kanbu jinji no kenkyu [Research on personnel management of senior judges]. Tokyo: Gogatsu Shobo.


Nishikawa, Shin’ichi. 2012. Saikosai saibankan kokumin shinsa no jisshoteki kenkyu [An empirical study of public review of Supreme Court justices]. Tokyo: Gogatsu Shobo.


Nishikawa, Shin’ichi. 2012. “Shiho gyosei kara mita saibankan” [Judges from the perspective of judicial administration]. June 1, 2013. http://www.nishikawashin-ichi.net.


Nishikawa, Shin’ichi. 2018. “Saikin no saibankan jinji no keiko” [Recent trends in judicial personnel]. June 17, 2018. http://www.nishikawashin-ichi.net/oral-reports/oralreports-57.pdf.


“Omona kyosanto kei dantai oyobi kanren dantai” [Principal JCP-affiliated groups]. http://www2.odn.ne.jp/~caq10260/kyosantoukei.htm.


Ramseyer, J. Mark. 2008. “Sex Bias in the Japanese Courts.” In Empirical Studies of Judicial Systems, edited by Kuo-Chang Huang. Taibei: Academia Sinica.


Ramseyer, J. Mark. 2011. “Do School Cliques Dominate Japanese Bureaucracies? Evidence from Supreme Court Appointments.” Washington University Law Review 88: 1681.


Ramseyer, J. Mark. 2012. “Talent Matters: Judicial Productivity and Speed in Japan.” International Review of Law and Economics 32: 38–48.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 1997. “Judicial Independence in a Civil Law Regime: The Evidence from Japan.” Journal of Law, Economics & Organization 13: 259–286.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 1999. “Why the Japanese Taxpayer Always Loses.” Southern California Law Review 72: 571–596.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 2001a. “Why Are Japanese Judges so Conservative in Politically Charged Cases?” American Political Science Review 95: 331–344.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 2001b. “Why Is the Japanese Conviction Rate So High.” Journal of Legal Studies 30: 53–88.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 2003. Measuring Judicial Independence: The Political Economy of Judging in Japan. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 2006. “The Case for Managed Judges: Learning from Japan after the Political Upheaval of 1993.” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 154: 1879.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Eric B. Rasmusen. 2015. “Lowering the Bar to Raise the Bar: Licensing Difficulty and Attorney Quality in Japan.” Journal of Japanese Studies 41: 113–142.


Ramseyer, J. Mark, and Frances McCall Rosenbluth. 1995. Japan’s Political Marketplace. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.


“Saibankan (hanji) no heikin nenshu” [Average salary of judges]. n.d. Heikin nenshu.jp. https://heikinnenshu.jp/shi/judge.html#chapter6.


Upham, Frank K. 2005. “Political Lackeys or Faithful Public Servants? Two Views of the Japanese Judiciary.” Law & Social Inquiry 30: 421–455.


Wagatsuma, Sakae. 1960. “Sakae Wagatsuma, Kishi Nobusuke kun ni tsutaeru” [Message to Nobusuke Kishi]. Asahi Shimbun, June 5, 1960.


Wolff, Leon. 2007. “Gender, Justice and the Japanese Judicary.” Tohoku daigaku jendaa ho nempo.


Yamanake, Riji. 2017. “Joseihanji oyobi joseihanjifu no ninzu oyobi wariai no suii” [Trends in the number and proportion of female judges and assistant judges]. Osaka Bar Association (blog), April 27, 2017. http://yamanaka-bengoshi.jp/saibankan/2019/04/27/jyoseisaibankan-suii/.


“Zadankai: Atarashii sanbankan jinji hyoka seido no 15 nen…” [Panel: Fifteen years of the new judge personnel evaluation system…]. Libra, September 2018, at 8, 12–13.















Chapter 8

 Local Government in Japan


Ken Victor Leonard Hijino




Local governments in Japan dwarf the central government in some significant respects. Their combined expenditures are 2.7 times that of national expenditures, and they jointly employ five times as many public servants as there are national bureaucrats. Japan’s 1,788 local governments provide most public services, from registering the births and deaths of residents to almost all other needs in between. There are 48 times more local politicians than national ones, including some governors who are among the most high-profile public figures in the country. Since the mid-1990s, a series of decentralization reforms have expanded local powers and ended the hierarchical relationship between levels of government.

Despite their scale and significance, local governments are also constrained. Most municipalities and prefectures remain heavily dependent financially on central government transfers and subsidies. Comparatively speaking, both in terms of revenue decentralization and discretion over local tax levels, Japan is among the more fiscally decentralized unitary states in the OECD.1 Yet these local autonomy indicators fail to capture serious constraints on the majority of financially weaker municipalities and prefectures. With limited financial flexibility and ability to raise revenues, including bond issuance, the majority of local governments lack the resources to exercise substantial autonomy despite formal decentralization.

Moreover, unlike federal systems, such as Germany or the United States, where regional governments have formal powers and representation through territorially based upper houses, local governments in Japan have limited formal powers to block national initiatives. In recent years, traditional intraparty bottom-up channels to shape national policy have been eroded in Japan. One outcome has been that local governments are more overtly challenging and obstructing, albeit temporarily, national policy—such as agricultural deregulation, postal privatization, and US base policy.

Japanese local governments are also at the front line of various challenges, from hyper-aging to climate change risks, even as competition for resources intensify. Interregional inequality has increased from comparatively low levels for an OECD country2 and has returned as a salient electoral issue. Democratic disaffection is also widespread. In the 2019 local elections, more than half of voters abstained and a record number of seats were filled unelected due to a shortage of candidates.

Disaffection toward local democracy, though common in many democracies, comes with its own peculiar challenges in Japan. These include features such as the severe shortages of candidates due to hyper-aging and the information costs to voters of choosing nonpartisan candidates in at-large districts. Frustrations, however, that Japanese local governments are powerless or that local elections are merely secondary to national elections—frustrations found in more centralized systems (such as among local authorities in England, for example)—are less common.

To understand the complex dynamics and role of local government in Japan’s democracy, three related questions need to be addressed. First, how much capacity and autonomy do local governments have to act? Second, what impact does local government have on national-level elections and policies? And finally, how responsive and accountable are local governments to residents?

This chapter will seek to address these questions by first laying out the institutional framework of Japan’s local government system, including its recent decentralization reforms. In the second section, it illustrates how these institutional features combine with underlying socioeconomic conditions to shape local representation and intergovernmental relations. In the third section we briefly consider two interlinked and key challenges facing local government—combatting depopulation and improving representation. We conclude by briefly considering the dynamics of local autonomy, influence, and democracy in Japan.

Institutional Features


This first section lays out the institutional features of Japan’s postwar local government system: its legal framework, types, sizes, responsibilities, and financial powers. We then briefly describe the dynamics of central-local government relations and a series of decentralization reforms since the mid-1990s.

Legal Framework


A terse four articles (Chapter 8) of the 103 articles in the modern Constitution of Japan refer to local government. Article 92 states that the operations and organization “of local public entities” will be fixed by law according to “principle of local autonomy.” Article 93 provides for the establishment of legislative assemblies as well as the direct election of local legislators and chief executives. Article 94 grants local governments administrative and autonomous legislative powers within the scope of law. And lastly, Article 95 requires referendums for the enactment of national laws applicable only to a specific local government.

Details of the basic operation and organization of Japan’s local government system are fleshed out in the “Local Autonomy Law” (LAL). The LAL, which came into effect concurrently with the Constitution in 1947, enumerates the types and powers of local governments, the role of executives and legislatures, the rights of residents, as well as intergovernmental relations. Besides the LAL, other sets of laws, such as the Local Public Service Law, Local Finance Law, and Public Offices Election Law, cover specific areas of the local government system.

Types and Sizes


There are two levels of local government in Japan: prefectures (todōfuken) and municipalities (shcihōson). Although the 47 wide-area local governments are all rendered as “prefectures” in English, they have different names in Japanese. The Tokyo Metropolitan Government, with special status as the national capital of Japan, is referred to as to. Hokkaido is a dō, and Kyoto and Osaka are fu, while the other 43 prefectures are designated ken. Similarly, the 1,718 municipalities have three types of appellations: shi for cities, chō for towns, and son for villages.

There is considerable diversity in scale among Japanese local governments. The 47 prefectures range in population from 580,000 (Tottori) to 13.4 million (Tokyo), and in size from 2,000 km2 (Kagawa) to 80,000 km2 (Hokkaido). The 1,718 municipalities range in population from 166 (Aogashima) to 3.73 million (Yokohama). Since the establishment of Japan’s modern local government system in the Meiji period, the number of municipalities has fallen from roughly 75,000 to 1,718 currently through three waves of mergers (see Figure 8.1).


[image: display]
Figure 8.1. Number of municipalities, 1888–2014.

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, “Shichōsonsū no hensen to meiji/showa no daigappei no tokuchō.”





Municipalities are classified primarily by population size. Ordinary cities are required to have a minimum of 50,000 residents. The largest cities (with over 700,000 residents) are given the status of designated cities (tokureishi), while those with more than 200,000 that have been designated by the cabinet are known as core cities (chukakushi).

Responsibilities and Finances


Local governments are essentially engaged in the provision of all basic public services apart from those of diplomacy, defense, currency, or justice, which are dealt with exclusively by the national government. Prefectures, as regional governments encompassing municipalities, are responsible for wide-scale affairs (e.g., prefectural roads, harbors, forest and river conservancy, public health centers, vocational training, and police), coordination and communication between municipalities, and supplementing municipal responsibilities (e.g., high schools, museums, hospitals). Municipalities are responsible for a wider range of public services, including resident registration (e.g., family registry), health and safety (e.g., fire service, garbage, water supply, sewage), welfare (e.g., public assistance within cities, nursing insurance, national health insurance), urban development (e.g., urban design, municipal roads, and parks), and establishing and managing public facilities (e.g., public halls, day care, elementary and junior high schools, and libraries) (Council of Local Authorities for International Relations 2017).

The scale of administrative responsibilities for Japanese local government is reflected in the number of local public servants and the size of their public expenditures. Prefectures and municipalities together employ, as of April 2017, 2.74 million public servants, which is 4.7 times the number of central government bureaucrats and public servants.

Local government expenditures (58.5 trillion yen) represent 10.9 percent of nominal GDP, or 2.7 times the size of national government expenditures (22 trillion yen) in FY2016. Local governments spend primarily, in the following descending order, on public welfare, educational expenses, debt servicing, public works, and general administrative expenses. Local expenditures represent 57.8 percent of national and local expenditures combined, whereas local tax revenues represent 40.1 percent of the combined tax revenues of national and local governments. Local and national governments share expenditures on a wide range of public services (see Figure 8.2).
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Figure 8.2. Share of expenditure by national and local government (FY2016 final expenditure–based).

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, White Paper on Local Public Finance, 2018.





The main sources of revenue for local governments are local taxes, local allocation taxes, national treasury disbursements, and local bonds (see Figure 8.3). The amount of local tax revenues varies considerably across local governments depending on their size and tax base. On average, the largest cities generate around 40 percent of their total revenues from local taxes, while smaller cities, towns, and villages generate less than 25 percent from such self-raised revenues (see Figure 8.4).
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Figure 8.3. Composition of local government revenues (FY2016 settlement).

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, White Paper on Local Public Finance, 2018.
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Figure 8.4. Composition of general revenue sources for municipalities (FY2016 settlement).

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, White Paper on Local Public Finance, 2018.





To compensate for the imbalance in local tax revenues and to ensure that all local governments are able to deliver standard public services and basic infrastructure, local allocation taxes (LATs) are provided. The LAT system guarantees that a portion of national tax revenue (on income, corporate, liquor, and consumption), together with all local corporate tax revenue, be set aside as a common financial resource for local governments. The amount of LATs provided to any local government is calculated from a prescribed formula that takes into account its estimated standard revenues and expenditures. As such, LATs cannot be increased through political pressure or lobbying. The use of LATs is up to the discretion of each local government, and, along with its local tax revenues, constitute the bulk of its general revenues.

In contrast, national treasury disbursements are earmarked for specific uses. These include funds for the implementing of mandatory national programs, such as compulsory education, but also subsidies for locally initiated projects promoted by the central government, including various public works projects. As these national subsidies are discretionary, they can, and have been, the target of local government lobbying, as discussed below.

Finally, local governments are permitted to issue debt for restricted usage (e.g., for funding disaster emergency projects, construction of public facilities, and refinancing local bonds). The amount of outstanding local government debts has surged since the 1990s to cover declining local tax revenues as well as to fund public infrastructure projects to stimulate local economies. As of 2017, local government debt was over 200 trillion yen, more than three times that of its total general revenues.

Decentralization Reforms


Despite the US Occupation authority’s efforts to decentralize the prewar system under the Meiji constitution, features of centralization soon crept back into Japan’s postwar local government system. These included a system of delegated functions mandating local executives to carry out a wide range of programs and public services; limited revenue-raising powers of local governments in terms of local taxation and debt-issuance; and the dispatch of national bureaucrats to local governments for supervision, among other mechanisms (Steiner 1965; Tsuji 1976). These features formed the “vertical administrative control” model of local government. Scholars have revised the model by showing how local governments used these mechanisms of centralization to pursue their own policy initiatives, making the relationship more mutually dependent than simply coercive (Muramatsu 1988; Reed 1986; Samuels 1984).

Local autonomy, however, has long been fundamentally constrained by a fiscal centralization that has hindered the initiation of local policies requiring self-raised funds (Reed 1986, 31–32, 149; Sunahara 2011b, 25). Dependency on national government transfers resulted in a fiscally centralized and clientelistic system that underpinned one-party predominance by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in the postwar period (Scheiner 2006). In this system, local politicians and governments, particularly in financially weaker rural areas, were incentivized to maintain links with the ruling party at the national level and support its candidates in order to attract necessary subsidies to their communities. Using both political and bureaucratic channels, local governments competed “horizontally” with one another (Muramatsu 1988) to lobby for these centralized financial resources. Such a clientelistic relationship was, in the long run, costly to the state and atrophied local economies, which became increasingly dependent on central government subsidies.

For long, a “mixed chorus” of local governments, ministries, reformist politicians, and scholars had called for decentralization in the postwar period (Narumi 1994). Steps toward substantial decentralization, however, only began in the context of a slowing Japanese economy and concerns about the mounting costs of funding local public service. During the 1980s, the second Ad Hoc Commission for Administrative Reform (Rinchō), under pressure from business organizations, began calling for decentralization to combat administrative inefficiency (Nishio 2007, 62–62; Sunahara 2011b, 22–23).

Substantial advances toward decentralization measures were implemented around the time of the LDP’s loss of its parliamentary majority in 1993. A resolution to promote decentralization followed in 1993, and the Murayama administration enacted the Decentralization Promotion Act in 1995. This act established a government commission empowered to provide recommendations on decentralization. Decentralization, the commission argued, was necessary to overcome systemic fatigue of a centralized administrative system, free the central government to deal with more volatile international relations, combat over-centralization in Tokyo, promote diversity in regions, and respond to an aging society (Committee for the Promotion of Decentralization 1996).

Since these recommendations, three sets of decentralization reforms have taken place.

First, the Omnibus Decentralization Promotion Act (2000) ended many of the formal administrative features of centralization. Local and national governments were placed on equal footing, with their respective roles and discretionary powers clarified. The system of agency-delegated functions was abolished and the responsibility for a majority of these functions was transferred to local governments. Rules and process for central intervention in local matters were clarified, and in the event of intergovernmental conflict, a central-local dispute-resolving mechanism was put in place.

Second, fiscal decentralization (2002–2006) under the Koizumi administration, known as the “trinity reforms,” transferred tax revenue sources to local governments, reformed the LAT system, and substantially reduced overall subsidies and transfers from central to local governments.

The third set of decentralization reforms began with the enacting of the Promotion of Decentralization Reform Bill (2006) under the first Abe administration. Thus far, the act has resulted in nine separate omnibus laws (2010–2019) that have primarily reduced ministerial guidelines and regulations over local service provisions and devolved authority of different policy areas to lower-level governments.

It is difficult to assess the net impact of these reforms on local autonomy and policy diversification at the local level due to the scale, range, and ongoing nature of reforms. Many scholars and practitioners have emphasized the historical significance of abolishing delegated functions and a formal end to hierarchical relations between levels of government. Yet local governments continue to note obstacles caused by national regulations and guidelines in local policy provision in areas like child care, nursing, and transport, while calling for further decentralization.3 The Cabinet Office, on the other hand, has enumerated more than a hundred cases of successful local policy innovations resulting from decentralization.4 It is unclear whether such “successes” are exceptional or representative across the vast range of services delivered by all local governments. Less disputable is the continued financial constraints facing most local governments despite fiscal decentralization.

In general, self-raised revenues have not increased or become more diversified since the 2000s. On average, local taxes as a proportion of total revenues have not increased for both prefectures and municipalities, staying around 40 percent before and after the trinity reforms, even as LAT and national disbursements have fallen from peak levels (see Figure 8.5). Aside from a few special-purpose taxes and publicized cases of changes to local tax rates (such as lowering local residence taxes in Nagoya city), decentralization reforms have not brought about new local taxes or divergence in local tax rates (Mochida 2013, 155–157; Soga 2019, 208–210). This is in part a result of continuing restrictions on bond issuance for local governments that set their local taxes lower than standard rates and for local governments with weak finances (Fukazawa 2012).
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Figure 8.5. Local allocation tax, national treasury disbursement, and ratio of local tax revenues, 1965–2017 (settlement base).

Source: Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication, “Kuni oyobi chihō no zeizaigen haibun no suii,” for share of local taxes in local revenue; LAT and national treasury disbursement levels from Zaisei Kinyū Tōkei 793, “Kuni oyobi chihō kōkyōdantai no sainyū kōzō no suii.”





Fiscal decentralization also widened fiscal disparity between richer and poorer regions, as the majority of regions with weaker tax bases could not raise enough local revenues to offset reduced LATs and subsidies (Mochida 2008). Compounding these effects, declining particularistic spending (Noble 2010) and privatization policies under the Koizumi administration further impacted rural economies. Growing interregional economic inequality (Yamada 2010) has been accompanied by greater negative public perceptions and heightened salience of the issue of interregional inequality in elections (Chiavacci 2010; Hijino 2016b).

Alongside decentralization, local governments have also been transformed by a wave of municipal mergers between 1999 and 2006. Prompted by national government financial incentives, the number of municipalities declined from 3,223 to 1,820. Municipal mergers reduced turnout and LPD vote shares in national elections (Horiuchi, Saito, and Yamada 2015) as the number of local politicians (assembly members as well as mayors) who campaigned as the “arms and legs” for the party during national elections decreased sharply (see, e.g., Scheiner 2006). These municipal mergers and fiscal decentralization measures are understood to be part of the LDP’s general strategy of shifting its fiscal resources away from rural areas to the more competitive urban areas, which had become electorally more important following the 1994 electoral system reforms (Saito and Yamada 2011, 114).

In spite of mixed results and considerable political backlash for the LDP, decentralization has remained, albeit weakly, on the agenda. The Decentralization Reform Promotion Committee (2007–2009) has recommended, among other things, further transfer of tax revenue sources to local governments, localization of consumption tax and creation of a lateral fiscal adjustment system, abolishing central government regional branches, and reforms to improve the democratic functions of local legislatures (see section 3, “Local Government Challenges and Responses”). Decentralization reforms were also championed by the DPJ administration (2009–2012), including the creation of an official advisory council to promote “regional sovereignty.” Proposals to abolish and merge prefectures into about eight to twelve regions to create a new region-based local government system (dōshusei) also gained salience during this time, with cheerleading from governors of prefectures such as Osaka and Aichi. Since 2012, however, the major parties have toned down their emphasis on decentralization reform in electoral campaigns (Hijino 2016a).

Like many OECD countries, widening disparities across regions—primarily between economically dynamic urban areas and depopulating and aging rural areas—have become a salient issue in Japanese politics. Center-driven redistributive policies during the high-growth era shifted in the 1990s toward decentralization and measures encouraging interregional competition and self-reliance (Winkler and Hijino 2018). The consequent increase of regional inequality has undermined support for political decentralization and market deregulation, once promised to revive local communities and disperse economic activity across the country.

Urban-rural disparities have also generated an electoral backlash in the post-Koizumi period, as rural voters increasingly felt that they were being “left behind” by the LDP’s shift toward urban interests. Later administrations have sought to balance urban and rural interests, trying to “sublate” these inherent tensions between an electorally shrinking, but still important, rural electorate and urban voters critical of traditional clientelistic practices targeted at rural areas (Nakakita 2017). The second Abe administration, for example, restored levels of public works spending to the regions while also pushing for agricultural deregulation and more interregional/municipal competition and self-reliance (see section 3, “Local Government Challenges and Responses”).

Interest Representation and Partisan Dynamics


In this section we look at how the various institutional features of Japan’s local government shape its electoral politics and partisan dynamics. We begin by looking at the role, partisan representation, and interaction of the executive and legislative branches. This is followed by a brief discussion of the multilevel dynamics between national and local arenas: how local politics affects national policy and elections, and vice versa.

Chief Executives and Local Assemblies


All Japanese local governments have separately and directly elected executive and legislative branches, making them “presidential” or “dual representation” (nigen daihyō) systems. The executive, headed by the governor or mayor, carries out policies decided upon by the legislature. Although the executive has autonomy over its internal organization, it must by law appoint deputy governors and mayors. It is also obliged to establish specific administrative committees—such as the Board of Education, Public Safety Commission, and Board of Elections—to carry out responsibilities in their respective fields independently of the chief executive.

The chief executive is elected by a simple plurality rule, serves a four-year term, and faces no legal term limit. The degree of partisan affiliation and involvement of national parties in gubernatorial elections has waxed and waned (see Figure 8.6), but nonpartisan (mutōha) or pan-partisan (ainori) candidates have been most common (Soga 2019, 38–40). From the perspective of the gubernatorial candidate, this electoral strategy reflects a desire to seek support across different partisan voters as well as “floating voters” who do not support any party, and have been the majority of voters since the mid-1990s.
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Figure 8.6. Partisanship of governors, 1959–2018.

Note: Based on recommendations (suisen) or support (shiiji) provided by parties during gubernatorial elections. Centrist = Komeito, Japan Democratic Socialist Party, and other centrist parties; Pan-party = LDP and leading opposition party; Non-LDP Conservative = splinter parties from LDP, including Japan Innovation Party; Progressive = JSP or JCP; Nonpartisan = support from no party.

Source: Data from Soga (2019), 39.





From the party organization perspective, pan-partisan coalitions emerge in contexts like Japan where party organizations are decentralized and competition not party-centric. Attempts by parties’ headquarters to back their own partisan candidates, particularly those seen as “parachuted in” to the region, are often rebuffed by autonomous local party organizations. Local party branches would prefer to back their own preferred “local” candidate or even one nominated by a rival party, usually rallying behind whichever candidate is most likely to win. The underlying logic for assembly members is to secure access to budgetary decisions by aligning themselves to the chief executive (oftentimes particularistic spending, which benefits supporters and constituencies of individual assembly members) rather than risk losing a partisan contest (Hijino 2014).

Exceptions to this tendency emerged during periods of more heightened two-party competition at the national level, which spilled over into local elections—first when major urban areas were under control of socialist or communist-backed governors or mayors (1960s–1970s), and later when partisan gubernatorial contests emerged between the LDP and the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) (2000–2010).

The legislative branch (referred to as prefectural and municipal assemblies) represents, deliberates, and acts as the decision-making body for the community. The number of assembly seats is determined by each local government within a maximum number set by its population size. Local assembly members are elected through an SNTV (single non-transferable vote) system for a four-year term. District magnitudes range between 1 and 17 for prefectures and 2 and 50 at the municipal level. Most municipalities have one at-large district, but some of the larger cities are split into multiple electoral districts.

The degree of partisan representation in local assemblies varies, mainly depending on the population size of the local government. As of 2017, an average 81.1 percent of candidates are partisan candidates at the prefectural level, while this figure is 41.8 percent for all municipalities5 (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 2017). At the prefectural level, the LDP has maintained a dominant position in most prefectures, even in the post-1994 environment of national-level electoral volatility (see Figure 8.7). Opposition parties have only made moderate gains, limited mainly to more urban areas. At the municipal level, local Komeito and JCP have long outnumbered LDP assembly members due to the fact that many LDP-affiliated local politicians do not register themselves as partisans for elections.
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Figure 8.7. Partisanship of prefectural assembly members, 1959–2019.

Source: Data from Asahi Shimbun and Asahi Nenkan, various years.





The prevalence of nonpartisans primarily reflects SNTV dynamics, which pit co-partisans against each other in the same district and encourages the cultivation of personal, rather than party, votes. It also reflects strategies of local politicians to distance themselves from national parties when they become unpopular at the national level (Hijino 2013). Local co-partisans generally do not coordinate effectively either in campaigns or the legislature. Instead of offering a united program for the whole community, as do gubernatorial candidates, local assembly candidates tend to focus on targeting a narrow constituency through particularistic promises (Soga and Machidori 2007; Sunahara and Hijino 2013).

Executive-Legislative Dynamics


Institutionally, the relationship between the two branches, though formally envisioned as one of checks and balances, has institutionally advantaged the executive (Soga and Machidori 2007). First, governors and mayors not only have the power to propose bills, but also exclusive authority to draft and submit budgets. Although assemblies vote to pass budgets and can revise them at the margins, they are constrained from initiating policies requiring new expenditures. Second, the chief executive can block resolutions passed by the assembly by demanding “reconsideration” of a bill. In such a case, the assembly needs to vote in favor of the bill with a two-thirds or more majority to override the executive veto. Additionally, the chief executive can exercise discretionary actions on behalf of the assembly even if it has not been convened or when it fails to act.

The local assembly has institutional powers to check and monitor the executive as well as formulate policy. Its most important ones are those of voting on the budget as well as establishing, amending, and abolishing ordinances. On average, however, more than 90 percent of all local government bills are submitted by the executive. Most of these are passed by the assembly without revisions. The continuing weakness of the assemblies’ policy-making and -revising capacities stems from a lack of resources (including access to policy staff) and limited electoral incentives to focus on policy programs for the whole community (Hijino 2015).

Nevertheless, assemblies do influence outcomes through prior consultation with the executive outside of the formal legislative arena. At the prefectural level, the partisan composition of legislatures and executives have been found to affect expenditure levels and policy content (Soga and Machidori 2007; Sunahara 2011b) as well as generate ideologically driven clashes between the two (Tsuji 2016).

When conflict between the two branches becomes irresolvable, the assembly can pass a vote of no confidence in the chief executive. If successful, the chief executive must either dissolve the assembly, resign, or resign and stand as a candidate in the subsequent election. Although no-confidence votes have been rare, there have a number of high-profile cases leading to resignations and re-elections since the 1990s.

Since the 2000s, increasing intra-branch conflicts have led to the emergence of governors and mayors, primarily in urban areas, who have launched their own parties to wrest control over uncooperative assemblies. These include the governors of Shiga (Yukiko Kada, 2006–2014); Osaka (Tōru Hashimoto, 2008–2011, later Osaka mayor, 2012–2014); Tokyo (Yuriko Koike, 2016~); and the mayor of Nagoya (Takashi Kawamura, 2009~). These executives tended to appeal to floating voters, often in “populist” style (Arima 2017), by promising sharp cuts to what they deemed “wasteful” public works and services benefiting “vested interests.” They would frequently campaign on reducing their own salaries as well as those of assembly members and local public servants. Facing resistance from legislatures controlled by mainstream parties, these chief executives have then launched their own local parties and succeeded in gaining control of local assemblies.

Enjoying considerable national media attention, these chief executives then sought to translate local success onto the national stage by launching national parties. Their fates have varied. Kada’s Tomorrow Party of Japan and Koike’s Hope Party were short-lived, collapsing after the first lower house elections they contested in 2012 and 2017, respectively. In contrast, Hashimoto’s Osaka-based Japan Innovation Party became the third-largest party in the lower house following the 2012 and 2014 elections, establishing itself in the Kansai region at multiple levels of government.

Despite difficulties in expanding beyond their home region and sustaining their initial success, these new regional parties have impacted the national level. For example, the JIP successfully pressured the national government to pass a law enabling Osaka city to be merged into Osaka prefecture to form a new metropolitan region. These “third pole” parties (Pekkanen and Reed 2016) have also had a major fragmenting effect on national-level opposition in the three general elections since 2012, advantaging the ruling coalition party.

Multilevel Dynamics


The influence of local governments on national policy-formation has been a significant one in the postwar period. Most famously, during the “progressive local government era” of the mid-1960s to 1970s (Okada 2016), non-LDP forces captured the chief executive posts of major cities and challenged national government policy, in particular over environmental regulations and welfare. This led to local policy innovation in these areas and eventual diffusion across local governments and co-optation at national level (Calder 1988; Reed 1986; Steiner, Krauss, and Flanagan 1980).

Recent studies have investigated the impact of decentralization reforms and electoral reforms on multilevel dynamics. These include various studies pointing to the weakening of individual client-patron linkage between national and local co-partisans, due to a shift from multi-member to single-member districts in lower house elections (e.g., Yamada 2007; Uekami 2008). The asymmetry in electoral systems between the more majoritarian, party-centric national one and the more personal-vote-based local one is argued to result in diverging party systems across levels (Uekami 2013), decentralized party organizations (Tatebayashi 2013, 2017), and to contribute to the failure of stable two-party competition at the national level (Sunahara 2017). Similarly, decentralization is seen to have reduced the frequency of contact between politicians and bureaucrats across national and local levels (Muramatsu 2010).

With local governments gaining new powers through decentralization and national-level elections becoming more volatile in recent years, the offices of governor and mayor have become more attractive. There is intriguing evidence of an increasing number of former parliamentarians standing for local chief executive posts (Sunahara 2011a), although the traditional career path of moving from local to national levels continues to be important for both newer and older parties.

As links among co-partisans at both levels have weakened, intraparty tensions have also become more visible. These include conflicts between party headquarters and local branches among major parties over gubernatorial candidate selection (Hijino 2014; Tsuji 2010). Local branches have also resisted national-level candidates parachuted into their districts, as was evident against postal privatization “assassin” candidates in the 2005 lower house elections (Asano 2006). Since the 2000s, local branches of major parties have also been found to more frequently resist policies pursued by national headquarters through overt actions (Hijino 2017).

During the same period, local governments have also challenged national policy across a wide range of areas, such as consumption tax, agricultural sector deregulation, trade policy, and NIMBY issues over the local siting of military bases, dams, and nuclear plants. In some cases, such as during the reduction of subsidies and transfers during the trinity reforms, gubernatorial organizations have played a more combative role in negotiating with the central government (Hijino 2017).

Local partisans have put pressure on the national party headquarters by passing local assembly resolutions against these policies, or by threatening to reduce campaign support in national elections. Nonbinding local referendums against nationally backed projects, first conducted in 1996 in Niigata over the siting of a nuclear plant, have also become more common. Four local referendums have been held over military bases in Okinawa, including a prefecture-wide one held in 2019 opposing construction of a new US Marine Corps base in Henoko Bay.

Formal arbitration, including the use of courts, to settle conflicts between government levels are infrequently used, although both sides have resorted to these channels in extremis. So far, only one case (Yokohama city in 2001) has been arbitrated by the Central and Local Government Dispute Management Council, a body set up under the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications as part of the decentralization reforms. The council examines and gives judgment on the legality of national government intervention in local government matters. The Okinawan government applied for arbitration on multiple occasions to the council over US base construction, but the council has dismissed them each time as not subject to its examination. Without recourse, the Okinawan government has sued the national government in courts. The national government in turn has sued the Okinawan government on multiple occasions to compel cooperation over the Henoko base construction. These lawsuits also included the very rare initiation of a mandamus proceeding against the Okinawan government in 2015 to force local governments to carry out administrative duties when they have a legal duty to do so.

Finally, of comparative interest, but less well researched in Japan’s multilevel dynamics, is whether local elections results converge or diverge from national results (i.e., how “second order” they are). Folk theories of local government elections claim that key local elections—particularly the Tokyo metropolitan assembly elections—are “preliminary skirmishes” (zenshōsen) prior to national elections. For example, the DPJ victory over the LDP in the 2007 Tokyo assembly elections was seen as a precursor to its victory in the 2009 general elections.

Another popular theory claims that voter turnout and support for the LDP falls for upper house elections occurring in the same year as unified local elections. During such years, according to the theory, most local politicians have already secured their seats and have “exhausted themselves” in their own campaigns. As a result, incentives and energy to campaign for national co-partisans fall, leading to lower turnout and support, particularly for the LDP. General voter turnout and LDP vote shares have indeed largely fallen for House of Councillors (HC) elections every twelve years during which unified local elections occur, including in 2019 (although turnout jumped sharply in 2007).

Local Government Challenges and Responses


Japanese local governments are at the front line of many of the socioeconomic challenges facing the nation as a whole. These include natural disasters, including climate-change driven ones; maintaining public services in a hyper-aging society; and adapting to a growing influx of foreign labor and a surge of tourists in certain localities. Besides these issues, rural depopulation and democratic dysfunction are some of the most critical problems that have gained attention in recent years and to which we give an overview.

Rural Revitalization Challenges


The question of rural depopulation and overcrowding in cities in Japan is nothing new. The terms kaso (depopulation) and kamitsu (overcrowding) were being used since the late 1960s. Decades of policies have sought to alleviate this demographic imbalance, but the problem has only intensified. In 2014 the publication of the infamous “Masuda Report” calculated that half of Japan’s municipalities would see the portion of childbearing women fall below half of current levels by 2040 and are at a high risk of becoming “extinct” (Masuda 2014, 30).

The report linked the mechanism of rural depopulation to overconcentration in the metropolitan regions. Tokyo, with the lowest fertility rate of all prefectures (1.13 compared to national average of 1.41), was sucking in younger generations like a demographic “black hole,” and on arrival these young people were not bearing children. Compared to other developed economies, Japan is exceedingly concentrated in Tokyo: As of 2014, 30 percent of the country’s population was living in the metropolitan region, compared to between 5 and 15 percent for Paris, London, New York, Rome, and Berlin (Masuda 2014).

In November 2014 the Abe administration enacted a bill on regional development to tackle depopulation and “create regions” (chihō sōsei) with more attractive employment opportunities for younger families. Under the scheme, local governments were responsible for drafting plans to revive their communities through projects that could lead to local employment. The central government in turn was to back up these projects through subsidies as well as personnel and information sharing.

The chihō sōsei measures are similar to past ones of targeted subsidies to generate local economic activity and stem rural depopulation (Winkler and Hijino 2018). They are, however, different in emphasizing local initiative and predicating continued funding on the success of these projects. So too is a more overt emphasis on intergovernmental competition for funds, awarding those local governments that make an “effort” and allowing others to fall behind (Yamashita and Kanai 2015, 177–182).

The central government has also sought to encourage rural revitalization through a unique “hometown tax donation” (furusato nōzei) system, with inadvertent negative effects. The scheme allows taxpayers to donate a deductible portion of their local taxes to local governments of their choice. Recipient local governments send gifts—usually, but not limited, to local products such as agricultural produce and crafts—to the “donor” in return. First introduced in 2007, and expanded through raising deductible amounts in 2015, the scheme has become both increasingly popular (with one in six Japanese taxpayers donating a total of 350 billion JPY in 2018) and problematic. Some local governments have suffered a sharp drop in their local revenues, while others have seen revenues soar by attracting donations through increasingly lavish “gifts.” Critics have claimed, among other things, that wealthy taxpayers disproportionately benefit from the scheme at the expense of a net loss in tax revenues for the state due to costs of administering, advertising, and purchasing return gifts for donors.

Local Democratic Challenges


Turnout, candidacies, and competitiveness in all types of local elections have been steadily declining throughout the postwar period. During the unified local elections that occurred in April 2019, average voter turnout in local elections (legislative and executive elections at prefectural and municipal levels) plumbed new lows, all falling below 50 percent. At the same time, a lack of candidates meant a third of all seats for prefectural assemblies, representing close to 40 percent of all electoral districts, were filled without elections. Nearly a quarter of all seats were uncontested in town and village assemblies (see Figure 8.8).
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Figure 8.8. Percentage of uncontested local assembly elections, 1955–2015.

Source: Data from Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, “Tōitsu chihō senkyo ni okeru kaisenteisū ni shimeru mutōhyō tōsenshasū no wariai no suii.”





Local assemblies have also been criticized as lacking in diversity, dominated by older males with particular backgrounds (such as in agriculture, self-employment, retired, or independently wealthy). With few younger and female members, or regular employees with day jobs, assemblies are seen as being insufficiently representative of the broader community (Nakamura 2016, 26–32).

Aging and shrinking populations have created another critical challenge: a shortage of candidates. In many smaller rural communities, assembly seats are filled without election or with very limited competition, resulting in low turnover and few fresh faces in the assemblies. Some of the smallest villages that face chronic candidate shortages—such as Okawa village in Kōchi prefecture—have contemplated abolishing the elected assembly altogether and replacing it with a general assembly of all registered voters.

In terms of performance, local legislatures are criticized for not adequately monitoring the executive to prevent poor investment decisions and/or corruption. Assemblies and individual members have also been questioned for lacking transparency (see, e.g., Hijino 2015; Waseda Daigaku Manifesto Kenkyujo 2014).

To tackle these issues, assemblies in municipalities and prefectures have undertaken various local-level initiatives to improve their operations, albeit without clear improvements (Hijino 2015, 75–78). The central government has also legislated minor changes to local government law aimed at improving the performance of local assemblies.

More recently, in 2017 and 2018, two substantial government-commissioned proposals on reforming local assemblies were published. These sought to make assemblies more “sustainable” and provide greater “effective representative choice” to voters. Proposals included the option for larger cities and prefectures to adopt proportional representation-based electoral systems to encourage more party-driven and programmatic competition. For smaller-sized municipalities, two options were proposed: (1) professionalize the assembly by reducing the number of elected members to a handful (around five) of full-time politicians, or (2) lower barriers for participation and expand the size of the assembly with part-time members on lower remuneration.

If adopted, the impact on multilevel dynamics and partisan competition is expected to be considerable, with the potential of generating greater partisan and policy competition locally.

Conclusion


What sort of local autonomy, influence, and democracy does Japan’s local government system provide? The chapter’s wide-ranging survey suggests some general propositions.

First, Japanese local government is significant in scale and indispensable to the administration of the Japanese state. Decentralization reforms have further expanded local responsibilities while minimizing interventions from the central government.

Second, Japanese local governments continue to have a significant impact on the national arena, both electorally and policy-wise. The ruling conservative party’s historical predominance and opposition parties’ ongoing weakness have, in large part, been based on the existence (or lack of existence) of a support network of affiliated local politicians. Local policy innovations in a wide range of areas have been co-opted nationally, while local lobbying and opposition pressures have induced central governments to respond to local interests.

Historically, intraparty political channels and local opposition pressures have been effective in reflecting local interests in national policy. Yet these channels have been eroded, at least within the LDP, through a decoupling within the party organization following electoral and decentralization reform. The emergence of national parties representing territorial interests, such as the JIP from Osaka, however, may serve as a new route for local influence on the center.

Third, aside from some exceptional periods and limited regions, local government representation has not been driven by partisan or programmatic competition. Municipalities, aside from the largest cities, are dominated by nonpartisans (often affiliated with the conservatives), while prefectures, once again aside from urban ones, are dominated by the conservatives. Historically, these local politicians played an important role as “pipelines” linking the localities to the central government, but this is decreasingly the case following decentralization and municipal mergers. Local voters are demanding more out of their representatives who have lost their clientelist role. These local assembly members are expected to play a different, more proactive role as communities face increasingly competitive environments, fiscal constraints, and pressures to innovate. As more reform-minded governors and mayors emerge pushing for change, legislatures are seen to be dragging their feet. Momentum for substantial institutional reform of local legislatures, as evidenced by recent government-commissioned reports, is growing, which may lead to more partisan and programmatic competition locally.

Competitive local executive elections and local referenda still generate considerable excitement and national media coverage. In recent years, an increasing number of former parliamentarians and other new talent have chosen to become gubernatorial and mayoral candidates. New regional parties have been launched locally and nationally. These are all sign of growing local political entrepreneurship responding to decentralization, and a potential for change generated at the local level.




Notes


1. OECD Fiscal Decentralization Database, Tax autonomy indicators, 2014 data. https://www.oecd.org/tax/fiscal-decentralisation-database.htm#A_Title.


2. OECD Regions at a Glance 2016. oecd.org/regional/oecd-regions-at-a-glance-19990057.htm.

3. Chihō Rokudantai Chihō Bunken Kaikaku Suishin Hombu, “Gimuzuke/wakuzuke ni kansuru shishō jirei no chōsa kekka gaiyō.” http://www.bunken.nga.gr.jp/data/shishoujirei-chousa/290303-1.pdf. National Governors’ Association, “Chihō bunken kaikaku suishin ni tsuite,” October 2018. http://www.nga.gr.jp/ikkrwebBrowse/material/files/group/2/20181013-04shiryou.pdf.

4. Cabinet Office, “Chihō bunken kaikaku jirei 100,” 2014. https://www.cao.go.jp/bunken-suishin/doc/jirei100_01.pdf.

5. Partisanship in cities varies with population size: 80 percent of candidates for municipalities larger than 500,000 residents, and 22 percent of candidates for municipalities smaller than 50,000, are partisan.
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Chapter 9

 Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party

Changes in Party Organization under Shinzō Abe


Kuniaki Nemoto




This chapter reviews how Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was traditionally organized and how it is transforming itself (or not). In assessing how the old LDP and the new LDP differ, among many factors that could affect party organization, I focus on electoral systems.1 As discussed throughout this volume, the lower house of the Japanese Diet, the House of Representatives (HR), changed its electoral system from single non-transferable voting (SNTV) to a mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) system in 1993–1994. An electoral system least preferred by experts (Bowler et al. 2005), SNTV is notorious for its tendency to generate intraparty fragmentation and personalism (Shugart 2001). The literature abounds with reports of how Japan’s old electoral system was associated with the LDP’s factionalism, clientelism, and corruption (Fukui 1970; Kohno 1997; Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993; Thayer 1969).

A combination of single-member districts on the nominal component and proportional representation on the list component, the new MMM system should in theory eliminate factionalism, clientelism, and corruption. As I comprehensively reviewed the literature elsewhere (Nemoto 2018), the recent literature reaches more or less similar conclusions in general: Japan’s elections are now marked by policy-based competition, and parties are more programmatic than in the past (Carlson and Reed 2018; Krauss and Pekkanen 2010; Noble 2010; Rosenbluth and Thies 2010).

However, studies on the earlier post-reform period tended to emphasize that some old practices within the LDP would die hard (Christensen 1994, 2006; Cox et al. 1999; George Mulgan 2002, 2003; Krauss and Pekkanen 2004; Park 2001; Scheiner 2008). I do NOT suggest the claims and predictions made by the earlier studies were proved wrong. Rather, I DO suggest that a transition from the old LDP to the new LDP may take some time, and I discuss why in this chapter.

This chapter focuses on the proximal and distal effects of electoral systems (Rae 1971). Proximal effects are based on a direct link between electoral systems and their political consequences, such as the mechanical effect of Duverger’s law: small parties have difficulties in winning single-member districts because only parties large enough to win a plurality of the votes can win seats (Duverger 1959). On the other hand, distal effects refer to more indirect effects, such as the psychological effect of Duverger’s law: voters avoid voting for losing candidates, making it more difficult for small parties to mobilize votes. It is more distal and indirect, in that it requires several assumptions, including that voters need to know who is losing before making voting decisions (Cox 1997).

This distinction between proximal and distal effects should be helpful in understanding how a party faces challenges arising from electoral systems and how it tries to overcome those challenges. For instance, SNTV was associated with the LDP’s intraparty fragmentation and personalism, because co-partisan candidates in the same district had to compete with each other. In order to contain these proximal effects of SNTV and maintain party unity, the leadership in the LDP gradually developed internal party rules so that factions would receive equal office benefits and members would enjoy equal access to pork-barrel benefits (Nemoto, Krauss, and Pekkanen 2008; Reed 2011). In other words, the old LDP’s party organization practices—proportional posts allocation to factions and the unanimous policymaking norm—indirectly emerged as the distal effects of SNTV.

Born as the distal effects of SNTV, these rules may not necessarily be incompatible with the new system. However, there should be more efficient ways to organize a party, now that the government’s national-in-scope policymaking performance is more important under the new system. As to posts allocation, rather than listening to factions’ demands for posts, it should be more efficient for the leadership to pick up able and loyal agents. As to policymaking, rather than incorporating backbenchers’ requests for pork-barrel benefits, it should be more efficient for the leadership to impose programmatic policy in a top-down manner. In fact, this is what seemed to be taking place under the Koizumi administration from 2001, and the trend continued through the Abe administration from 2012, as anecdotal evidence suggests.

This article evaluates these predictions by shedding some new light on the LDP after the 2012 election and how it compares to the traditional LDP. In 2012 the LDP was back in power and Shinzō Abe, who had been the prime minister from 2006 to 2007, took office again. Abe in 2012–2020 was remarkably different from Abe in 2006–2007 in that, unlike many other Japanese prime ministers (including himself in the past), his administration appeared to be so stable. Although he chose to voluntarily step down due to health reasons in August 2020, Abe became the country’s longest-serving prime minister on November 20, 2019, having served for a total of 2,887 days. His new LDP won national elections six times (the lower house elections in 2012, 2014, and 2017, and the upper house elections in 2013, 2016, and 2019). Now that more than eight years have passed since Abe’s second administration started, it should be the time to critically assess whether his seeming success can be attributed to his adaptation to the new electoral environment or to his use of traditional, pre-reform governing styles.

This article chooses to focus on two of the LDP’s institutions: factions and the policymaking process through the Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC). This is because, first, these were seen as the most important, entrenched institutions in the LDP (Campbell 1977; Cox and Rosenbluth 1993, 1996; Curtis 1988; Fukui 1970; Kohno 1992, 1997; Krauss and Pekkanen 2004, 2010; Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993; Schoppa 1991; Thayer 1969), but very little attention is paid to the recent developments in Abe’s second administration, except only a few analyses (George Mulgan 2016; Maclachlan and Shimizu 2016; Takenaka 2019; Terada 2015, 2019). The second reason is that there are prominent articles and books on other issues, such as LDP members’ incumbency advantage and personal vote (Adams et al. 2016; McElwain 2012; Reed et al. 2012), the LDP’s emphasis on programmatic policy issues (Catalinac 2016a, 2016b; Noble 2010; Winkler 2014), and the LDP’s candidate selection process (Smith 2018; Smith and Tsutsumi 2016; Yu et al. 2014). In addition, there is a very useful Japan Decides post-election analysis series (Pekkanen, Reed, and Scheiner 2013, 2016; Pekkanen et al. 2018). Interested readers should consult these studies.

The Old LDP


Under SNTV, each district elects more than one candidate, while a voter votes for only one candidate. Thus, a majority-seeking party has to nominate more than one candidate in the same district, but unlike the system used in Australia and Ireland, a vote cannot be transferred to other candidates. The result is intraparty competition among co-partisan candidates. In order to differentiate themselves, candidates have to rely on their own name recognition and thus seek clientelistic benefits for their constituents. Party labels become unreliable, so support from factions becomes crucial. These theoretical expectations are highly consonant with, or probably inductively derived from, the experience of Japan’s LDP. Members resorted to factionalism and clientelism (Fukui 1970; Kohno 1997; Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993; Thayer 1969). Since clientelism and costly competition with co-partisan candidates became the seedbed for corruption (Carlson and Reed 2018; Nyblade and Reed 2008; Reed 1996), a series of corruption scandals ensued from the 1970s, eventually calling for electoral reform (Reed and Thies 2001). Let us look more closely at factions and the policymaking process under the old LDP.

Factions


The LDP was once referred to as a “coalition of factions,” rather than a unified party (Leiserson 1968; Scalapino and Masumi 1962). This is because factions in the LDP were not simply intraparty groups as can be seen in the UK, Germany, or elsewhere, but highly autonomous groups with their own hierarchical organization and offices outside the party headquarters. In contrast to the LDP itself, factions within the LDP were very cohesive with loyal members, since sometimes factions en masse toed the line to support a vote of no confidence against their own prime ministers, as occurred in 1980 and 1993.

Why factions formed and operated as autonomous organizations can be understood in terms of benefits to their members and benefits to their bosses, with benefits to factional members including money, nominations, and posts. First, factional leaders provided monetary and organizational support to candidates, because SNTV made the LDP’s label obsolete, and because maintaining and developing personal vote mobilization networks required the huge sum of money. Although it would be very difficult to know the exact figure, the media reported that junior members annually spent, on average, 110 million yen in the late 1980s and 20 percent of the revenues came from factions (Asahi Shimbun 1989a, 1989b), or tens of millions of yen (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2015c).

The second benefit from factions to their members was nominations. While incumbents were fairly automatically given nominations, whether to give nominations to non-incumbent candidates was always a headache for the party leadership, because the party needed to nominate the optimal number of candidates to avoid the problems of over-nominations (Nemoto, Pekkanen, and Krauss 2014). Thus, the LDP determined nominations for new and non-incumbent candidates based on factional negotiations inside the Electoral Strategy Committee (Senkyo Taisaku Iinkai) (Cox and Rosenbluth 1994). Although conservative independents, or Liberal Democratic Independents (LDIs), routinely ran and won without LDP nominations (Nemoto et al. 2014; Reed 2009), nominations were still said to worth about 10,000 votes (Thayer 1969).

The third benefit from factions to their members pertained to posts in the government and the party. In the 1950s and 1960s, mainstream factions, or factions that supported the LDP presidential election winners, tended to receive valuable posts in the cabinet, such as ministers of finance, trade and industry, agriculture, transportation, and construction (Leiserson 1968). But the factional balance (habatsu kinkō) norm was established gradually by the 1970s; according to this norm, posts should be allocated in proportion to factions’ sizes, in order to contain factions’ revolts and threats to defect (Nemoto et al. 2008). In determining who should assume which positions, factional bosses sent in recommendation lists (suisen risuto) of potential ministers to the prime minister and the secretary-general, and posts were then determined fairly automatically. The norm became so entrenched that the prime minister had discretion over only one or two posts in the cabinet (sōsaiwaku).

Bosses benefited from faction members in the times of presidential elections. Since the LDP almost always had a single-party majority in the HR, winning the party’s presidential elections necessarily meant winning the prime ministership. The LDP’s presidential elections were selected by Diet members and local delegates, but before 2013 only Diet members were able to participate in a majority runoff. Hence prime ministerial aspirants needed to secure as many loyal Diet members as possible (Nemoto et al. 2014), leading to the more and more exclusive, hierarchical, and autonomous organization of factions.

The Policymaking Process


Major policymaking in the LDP took place in its organ, the PARC, which was divided into seventeen subdivisions (bukai), each roughly corresponding to a government ministry. There are three important features of the policymaking process in the PARC under SNTV. First, members tried to specialize in certain policy areas rather than developing their general policy skills, because under SNTV a candidate was able to win a seat by concentrating his or her campaign efforts on only a portion of the constituents.2 Specialization was also useful in dividing the vote, since candidates needed to differentiate themselves from other co-partisan members in the same district. Specialization was achieved through participation in intensive study sessions held in PARC subdivisions (Schoppa 1991), and members in the same district avoided overlaps (McCubbins and Rosenbluth 1995). The three most popular policy areas were agriculture, construction, and industry, because they were associated with particularistic benefits to local districts (Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993). Highly specialized members with significant influence over policy were called “policy tribes” (zoku giin).

The second characteristic was the bottom-up, decentralized policymaking process, bolstered by two norms: first, any decision had to be approved by consensus (zenkai icchi); and second, the government required prior approval from the LDP before submitting its legislation (jizen shinsa sei). Somewhat resembling the practice of “logrolling” in the US Congress, these rules were meant to make sure that co-partisan members in the same district would be able to divide the vote efficiently, by allowing specialized policy tribes to exert their influence over the budget and policy. What emerged was a clientelistic system, whereby politicians in the LDP made use of the centralized fiscal system to bring back particularistic benefits to their districts (Scheiner 2005, 2006).

The third characteristic was the flip side of the second: the policymaking process was fairly decentralized to the extent that the prime minister’s influence was significantly limited. The policymaking process was dominated by exclusive iron triangles of specialized policy tribes, bureaucrats, and interest groups like farmers’ associations and the Japan Medical Association, while the leadership’s influence was set aside. Even though the prime minister was equipped with some formal institutional powers, such as the powers to dissolve the HR and appoint ministers, the prime minister was still reactive (Hayao 1993). For instance, in the 1980s Prime Minister Nakasone had to face obstructionist and confrontational policy tribes inside his own party, who were able to halt many of his education reform proposals. As Schoppa (1991, 105) observed, “the rise in zoku influence has made it particularly difficult for the party to achieve substantial policy change.”

The New LDP under Abe’s Second Administration


Having described the traditional LDP, this section moves on to the new LDP under the new MMM system, particularly under Abe’s second administration (2012–2020). Under the Japanese version of MMM, a voter casts two votes, with one for a candidate running in one of the single-member districts, and the other for closed-list proportional representation. Now a party nominates only one candidate in a district, eliminating intraparty competition and the incentive to personally differentiate from other co-partisan candidates in the same district. Let us look at how these mechanical changes affect factions and the policymaking process more closely.

Factions


To repeat, factions played several roles under the old LDP: they provided money, nominations, and posts to members, while members provided votes in the times of the LDP’s presidential elections. Of these roles, money and nominations should receive direct impact from the electoral reform, because they pertain to the mechanical features of SNTV. No intraparty competition means that dependence on factions for monetary and electoral support should be weaker.3 Meanwhile, the electoral reform might have a more distal impact on factions’ influence over posts. The posts allocation norm only gradually emerged to contain factions’ revolts against the leadership. In addition, regardless of electoral systems, groups in a coalition tend to receive shares proportional to the seats that each contributes to the coalition (Gamson 1961). Thus, the electoral reform should have a weaker impact on posts at first.

The literature on the early post-reform period tended to support this view. Cox et al. (1999, 41) predicted that “Japan’s electoral reform did nothing that directly affects the allocation of posts within parties, so there is no reason to expect any immediate change,” while Krauss and Pekkanen (2004, 17) agreed that “[f]actions have retained their considerable influence over the party and government career paths of their members.” Park (2001, 460) also predicted that “[m]ost Diet seat candidates will join a specific faction before or after a general election,” because of “their continuing importance as pressure groups that can collectively negotiate over and win the candidates posts in the cabinet, the party, and the Diet.” Similarly, Christensen (2006, 511) predicted that “in the post-Koizumi era, party members will gravitate to former or new organizational principles that would bring internal stability and predictability to advancement processes. This desire might lead to a revival of factional affiliations.” Thus, Park (2001, 429) concluded that “factions survive because they not only satisfy the career incentives of individual politicians, but they also contribute to the effective management of the party as an organization.”

But it is also expected that the reform to MMM should eventually have some impact on the posts allocation norm as well. This is because, now that the government’s policymaking performance and the party’s national-in-scope image are more important under the new system than in the past, the prime minister should have a stronger incentive to pick up able and loyal ministers independently from factions’ demands. Listening to factions’ demands for posts and allocating posts in proportion to their seats may not be incompatible with the new system, but should be inefficient.

Although providing systematic evidence is out of the scope of this review chapter, partial evidence seems to be consistent with these theoretical expectations. As to posts allocation in Abe’s second administration, the leadership made it clear that it would not receive factions’ recommendation lists of potential ministers. Instead, it bypassed factions, reached out to individual backbenchers, and let them submit reports about which positions they would like. As many as 93 percent of the members submitted their reports (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013f). In appointing vice ministers, rather than simply rotating posts, the leadership appeared to favor former parliamentary secretaries, so that they could effectively lead ministries and respond to the opposition’s questions in the Diet (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013a).

One side effect, though, is that because ministers are now selected or retained if they are able to show good performance or loyalty, many members are left unpromoted despite their seniority. Under the traditional seniority-based system, a member was fairly automatically promoted to a minister in his or her fifth or sixth term (Kohno 1992, 1997). Before the Koizumi cabinet, after six or more terms, almost all LDP members served at least once as ministers, but under Abe’s second administration, 30 to 40 percent of such members were without ministerial experience (Takenaka 2019).

Data suggest a deviation from the norm of proportional posts allocation has become normal since the electoral reform. Figure 9.1 shows the Gallagher Index of Proportionality between factions’ seat shares in the LDP and in the cabinet over time (Gallagher 1991).4 As shown in this figure, the deviation appears to have started during the Murayama and Hashimoto cabinets, the very first cabinets after the electoral reform bill was enacted. Although there have been some ups and downs, proportionality never returned to the levels of the average pre-reform cabinet after the second Mori cabinet that formed in 2000.
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Figure 9.1. Disproportionality between factions’ seat shares in the LDP and in the cabinet over time.





The flip side is that it appears to be increasingly difficult for factional bosses to maintain the unity of their members, since bosses now have less to offer to their members. Some factional bosses complained about the leadership’s new practice of bypassing their recommendations (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013a) and even told their members not to submit their individual requests to the leadership, but to no avail (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013f). According to some factional bosses, “the cabinet reshuffle season is always the most depressing time” (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2018d).

The above anecdotal evidence suggests that factions should be less attractive now. Figure 9.2 shows the percentage of LDP members associated with none of the factions within the party and the cabinet. The figure suggests that during the pre-reform period relatively fewer members belonged to none of the factions, probably because nonfaction members relatively rarely assumed cabinet posts. This trend seems to have disappeared after the reform, especially after the Koizumi cabinet. Under Abe’s second administration, on average, 20 percent of the members are nonfaction members and 20–30 percent of the ministers are nonfaction members. Thus, joining a faction may not be a huge advantage now, as statistically confirmed by Pekkanen et al. (2014). After the 2012 and 2014 elections, the largest group inside the LDP in fact comprised those affiliated with none of the factions (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2014b).
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Figure 9.2. Nonfaction members in the LDP and in the cabinet over time.





Turning our attention to the other functions of factions—money, nominations, and headcounts in the presidential elections—recent anecdotal evidence on Abe’s second administration confirms the literature’s finding that they got weakened after the reform, and the trend seems to continue. As to money, the party leadership now has more power to mobilize and allocate money, thanks to new legislation enacted in 1994 together with the electoral reform. Firstly, the new legislation in 1994 requires the government to allocate taxpayers’ money to parties as subsidies (seito josei kin).5 Except for the Japan Communist Party, parties are heavily dependent on the subsidies. In 2015, 2016, and 2017, for instance, 66.2 percent, 72.3 percent, and 68.1 percent of the LDP’s revenues, respectively, came from the subsidies (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2016a, 2017e, 2018b). Secondly, the new legislation requires the disclosure of the names of all donors who contribute more than 50,000 yen and bans private companies’ and interest groups’ donations to individual politicians (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2017c). Factions’ informal fundraising capacities were thus curtailed by these measures. For instance, the Abe faction in the 1980s—a faction led by the father of Shinzō Abe, Shintarō Abe—used to control 2.5 billion yen in its heyday, but its lineage faction, the Hosoda faction, now only controls 200 million yen (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2015a). The money members now receive from factions is only 10 percent of what they received in the past (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2015c).

As to nominations, anecdotal evidence suggests that the powers to (de)nominate candidates are increasingly concentrated in the hands of the leadership. The media reports that in the 2014 HR election, the leadership did not nominate three incumbents because they showed weak performance (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2015a). “Out of the mouth comes evil” (mono ieba kuchibiru samushi) was a shared feeling among LDP members, when it was rumored that the leadership would not give a nomination to one of its veteran members who questioned the leadership’s plans to increase the consumption tax and dissolve the HR (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2016d, 2016d). Some members lament that diversity within the party is gone as a consequence of these changes (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2014c), although LDP members widely recognize that it is still better to have an authoritarian but popular leader, who would improve the possibility of maintaining their seats at any rate (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2017a).6

The way the LDP’s president is selected has changed since the inauguration of Abe’s second administration, so that factions’ influence can be limited. Traditionally, to repeat, Diet members, and thus factions, had more say in selecting the party president: in the first round, Diet members and local delegates cast votes, with Diet members having more voting powers; and if there was no majority winner in the first round, a second runoff round was held, in which only Diet members participated. But now, some modifications to the leadership selection rules have been added, so that a leader who is widely popular among citizens can be selected and retained, independently from factional influence. First, local delegates’ voting powers were gradually expanded in the post-reform period, from 47 to 141 in 2001, to 300 in 2009, and then to 405 in 2018 (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013e). Second, in 2013 the party’s Headquarters for Party and Political System Reform Implementation (To Seiji Seido Kaikaku Jikko Honbu) decided to allow grass-roots party members to participate in the runoff stage (Yomiuri Shimbun 2013). Third, the voting age of local delegates was reduced from twenty to eighteen in 2018 (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2018a). Fourth, in 2016 the term limit of the party president was changed from six years over two terms to nine years over three terms (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2016b), with Secretary-General Toshishiro Nikai even talking about a further change to twelve years over four terms (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2019), although the change was never implemented before Abe resigned.

All in all, at least partial evidence presented in this subsection tentatively suggests that the traditional functions of factions in the LDP were further undermined during the era of Abe’s second administration. At first, some literature on the earlier post-reform period predicted that the electoral reform might affect only the election-related functions—money and nominations—while factions would survive with their posts-related function kept somehow intact. But even in the areas of posts allocation, factions’ influence now appears to be weaker. This time lag in the electoral reform’s effect might be, I argue, explained in terms of the proximal and distal effects of electoral systems. Originally born as the distal effect of SNTV, the posts-related function of factions was not necessarily incompatible with the new MMM system, but it turned out to be inefficient.

Before concluding this subsection, it is important to note that this is still a tentative conclusion. Factions still exist. They try to invite newcomers to the Diet after every election (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013b). One of the LDP presidential aspirants, Shigeru Ishiba, launched his faction in 2015 with twenty members, with an eye toward running in the presidential election (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2015b). In the LDP presidential elections held in 2015 and 2018, Abe tried to forge the image of an invincible leader supported by a wide range of factions, collecting endorsing signatures from all or most of the factions (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2015d, 2018c).7 As Abe announced his retirement in August 2020, factions started to engage in backroom wheeling and dealing, while the leadership decided that voting in the presidential election will be limited to Diet members, effectively denying rank-and-file members the chance to choose a publicly popular leader (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2020). These look a little puzzling in light of the declining importance of factions during the era of Abe’s second administration, so, as mentioned in the concluding section, more empirical research on why still factions exist is now needed.

The Policymaking Process


To repeat, the policymaking process within the old LDP through PARC featured three characteristics: specialization, consensus and clientelism, and the weak leadership. Of these features, the incentive to specialize should be the most proximal effect of the previous electoral system. As Krauss and Pekkanen (2004) corroborated with interviews, concentrating on only a portion of the constituents would be harmful, because now a candidate needs to win 50 percent of the votes to guarantee his or her own electoral victory. Rather, an incumbent would like to be a policy generalist, widely covering various policy issues, including some public-policy issue areas like security and welfare. Meanwhile, the electoral reform may not eliminate the other old practices overnight. To repeat, these practices gradually formed as the distal effects of SNTV: the LDP had to offer tools for members to efficiently divide the vote in the same district. In addition, theoretically, they may not be incompatible with the new MMM system. How legislators logroll their different particularistic interests and bring back pork-barrel benefits to their districts is a recurrent theme in a single-member district system like that in the US at any rate.

Thus, the literature predicted that the unanimity norm, clientelism, and the weak policymaking leadership would not disappear soon. Looking at the Koizumi administration, George Mulgan (2002, 137) observed that “individual LDP Diet members acting on behalf of supporting interests block those reform proposals that directly attack the vested interests of their supporters before they even reach the Diet or can be submitted for Cabinet approval.” Scheiner (2008, 171) stated that “many critics of SNTV/MMD in Japan sought to replace the system in the hopes of eliminating the clientelistic system that led to wasteful spending and corruption, but there was reason to think that change was not likely,” thanks to the centralized fiscal system. Christensen (2006, 511) concurred: “The government will still make allocations for infrastructure projects. The possibilities will remain for directing that spending in partisan or district-specific directions.” This consensus-based clientelistic system was called “Un-Westminster”: “The role of the Japanese prime minister in this system has not been to lead and impose his will on the party and the government, but to articulate the agreed consensus reached in party-bureaucratic negotiations. He has exercised weak powers of policy direction and leadership” (George Mulgan 2003, 85).

However, now that there is no intraparty competition and voters vote for a party across the country, the economy of scale suggests that resorting to clientelism to win seats should be inefficient. Rather, it would be reasonable to expect the kind of reform that took place in England, where a shift to geographically larger single-member districts eventually called for the centralization of the agenda-setting powers in the cabinet, which would determine national-in-scope public policy that would affect a large swath of the public (Cox 1987). In fact, as of 2004, Krauss and Pekkanen (2004) suggested that even though a stylized, idealistic Westminster system had not emerged in Japan, conflicts were taking place between the LDP’s vested interests and reform-minded leaders.

Still, it may be premature to answer the question of whether the shift to a Westminster-like policymaking system is over, or still ongoing, or ever existed. But partial anecdotal evidence from newspaper articles suggests that under Abe’s second administration, the PARC is now more or less a “rubber-stumping organization for the cabinet” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019). A buzzword in newspaper articles is now seikō tōtei—literally meaning “government high, party low”—suggesting the ever-increasing influence of the cabinet over the policymaking process. The emergence of this new seikō tōtei policymaking process seems to be based on several trends: the sidelining of PARC subdivisions, the changing behavior of policy tribes, and the leadership’s strong grip over party personnel.

First of all, the leadership appears to sideline policy inputs from the PARC’s subdivisions and research committees (chōsakai), while imposing its pet policy initiatives in a top-down manner. In doing so, the Prime Minister’s Office (Kantei) and the Cabinet Office have been expanded, with various types of special councils newly established under the prime minister’s direct control (Takenaka 2019). Of particular importance is the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization (Nihon Keizai Saisei Honbu), which was established based on Abe’s manifesto for the LDP presidential election and the HR election in 2012 (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2012a, 2012b). The Headquarters and its various subcommittees within it, such as the Council for Regulatory Reform (Kisei Kaikaku Kaigi) and the Council for Industrial Competitiveness (Sangyō Kyōsōryoku Kaigi), were intended to formulate policy for Abe’s third arrow of Abenomics, a series of structural reforms designed to boost Japan’s international competitiveness through deregulation. In such policy areas as agriculture, once considered as a sacred area for the LDP, the Headquarters recommended bold reform measures, putting policy tribes on the defensive (George Mulgan 2016; Honma and George Mulgan 2018; Maclachlan and Shimizu 2016; Terada 2015, 2019). PARC subdivisions are not given enough time for discussions (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013c) and backbenchers complain that their discussions in subdivisions are not incorporated into the budget (Yomiuri Shimbun 2018d), suggesting that the PARC’s inputs on policy may be now quite limited. Sometimes the leadership simply bypasses the party, even though traditionally any government bill had to receive prior approval from the party (Asahi Shimbun 2013c). Some junior backbenchers create their own informal team outside PARC subdivisions to discuss their own policy ideas and to pressure ministers (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019, 4), suggesting that participation in PARC subdivisions may be now considered relatively useless.

Second, policy tribes’ behavioral styles seem to have changed. In the past, to repeat, their typical behavioral styles included pressuring and confronting the cabinet and the party leadership to protect the established status quo in their policy sectors. But policy tribes now avoid conflicts with the leadership and instead help the government to promote its regulatory reforms in a more collaborative manner (Yomiuri Shimbun 2014). This change should be caused by the leadership’s effective threat to use its centralized powers for money allocation and candidate nominations. As one veteran LDP member, Seiichirō Murakami, admits, “if an ordinary LDP member defects, he or she will be forced into tough situations within the party in terms of money, nominations, and proportional representation list rankings…all the powers including elections and personnel management are now concentrated into the hands of the prime minister. It is very easy to exclude in the elections anyone who does not obey the leadership” (Murakami 2016, 40). Members are well aware of the consequences of defection: Hiroshi Moriyama, an agricultural policy tribe who led the controversial Trans-Pacific Partnership negotiations, said he wanted to avoid conflicts with the leadership, since he still remembered an event in 2005, when defectors, including Moriyama himself, were expelled from the party and had to compete with the party’s official candidates (Asahi Shimbun 2014).

Third, somewhat relatedly, the cabinet now also seems to use its exclusive personnel management powers as carrots. In the past, to repeat, the leadership had little say in personnel management, as it had to succumb to factions’ requests for posts. But now the leadership can select and deselect members for policymaking positions, such as PARC subdivision chairs and ministers, fairly freely from factions’ influence. This means that the leadership can promote those loyal party agents who work hard for the party to get the reform done, even if such agents may or may not be policy tribes with much experience in given policy areas. For instance, Ken Saito, a former bureaucrat from the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, was appointed to the agricultural subdivision chair in 2013, even though he had very little experience with agricultural policy and some policy tribes opposed this appointment (Asahi Shimbun 2013b). He was appointed because he was considered reform-minded and loyal to the cabinet (Asahi Shimbun 2013a; Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2013d). Later, he was appointed as the agricultural minister in 2017, even though he was unusually junior for a minister—he was only in his third term. Another example is Kōya Nishikawa, who was promoted to be agricultural minister in 2014. Even though he was a veteran agricultural policy tribe, he contributed to the smooth dealmaking of the TPP, despite harsh opposition from farmers (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2014a).

In sum, the discussions above lead to a tentative conclusion that the policymaking process in Abe’s second administration was different from the past. The PARC now appears to be a “rubber-stumping organization for the cabinet.” The cabinet, with its powers to set the agenda for bold reform packages, appears to bypass the PARC. Instead of confronting and pressuring the cabinet, policy tribes look more collaborative with the government, partly because of the party leadership’s exclusive powers to allocate money and nominations. The career ladder inside the LDP is also different from the SNTV period, when members accumulated policy knowledge through participation in PARC subdivisions. Now even junior members without substantive policy expertise in given areas may be assigned as PARC subdivision chairs and ministers, as long as they are able to show their loyalty to the leadership.

Note that these are still tentative conclusions based on partial anecdotal evidence. One thing that needs noting is that, like factions, the PARC still exists, and it recently stepped up efforts to reform itself, in order to strengthen its policymaking capacities and eventually overcome the seikō tōtei trend.8 Therefore, even though the unanimity norm and clientelism might have been significantly weakened by the leadership, the PARC may still matter somehow. But, unfortunately, very little systematic empirical research has been done on what the PARC really does now.

Conclusion


This article has two main purposes. First, it offers a critical meta-review of the literature on the recent evolution of the LDP’s party organization, focusing on two of the LDP’s most entrenched institutions: factionalism and the policymaking process through the PARC. Although some scholars tended to predict that some of their functions not directly related to the electoral reform—such as the posts allocation norm and the decentralized policymaking norm—may not disappear at least for a while, some partial evidence suggests that they seem to be significantly weaker now. I argue that these norms developed to overcome challenges arising from the previous SNTV system, such as factions’ revolts against the leadership and the need to share government spoils. These distal effects of the old system may not be necessarily incompatible with the new party-centered system, but in theory they should be inefficient, since the cabinet now needs to appoint able and loyal agents free from factions, and to formulate and implement programmatic public policy in a top-down manner.

Second, in light of the theoretical predictions above, it offers a critical evaluation of the LDP under Abe’s second administration, which is still very much understudied in terms of party organization. A tentative conclusion that can be drawn from anecdotal evidence is that the LDP now looks different from the old LDP before the 1990s. Rather than using traditional, pre-reform governing styles, Abe’s second administration appeared to be adept at adapting to the new institutional environment. Factions appeared to wield weaker influence over posts allocation. Abe controlled the concentrated powers to give money and nominations to members. With these powers and the newly expanded cabinet, he proposed bold reform measures in a top-down manner and appointed loyal agents as ministers to get things done, while sidelining the PARC. It is true that his seeming success as the longest-serving prime minister should be attributed to many other factors, such as the administrative reform that expanded the Prime Minister’s Office and the Cabinet Office (Shinoda 2005; Takenaka 2002, 2019) and opposition fragmentation that contributed to the LDP’s electoral victories (Pekkanen et al. 2013, 2016, 2018). However, Abe’s adaptation to the new electoral environment may be added as one of the key variables to explain the longevity of his rule.

Note that changes may still be ongoing. As noted, factions and the PARC still exist. Factional bosses are ambitiously seeking new members. Abe himself consciously built up broad support from a range of factions, perhaps in order to portray himself as an invincible leader. The PARC did not seem to completely give up its role as a monitor over the cabinet. It is still possible that Abe’s second administration is an anomaly, and that the LDP may be back to the traditional LDP, with the return of factions and the PARC.

Therefore, what is needed is a systematic empirical analysis of what these organizations really do, what the real incentives for individual backbenchers to join factions are, and how the LDP as a whole gets involved in the policymaking process. A large-scale data set that comprehensively covers all the members is a very welcome development to the field in that aspect (Smith and Reed 2018). There should be more and more publicly available data sets on cabinet portfolios, committee assignments, and factional affiliations, and scholars need to update them collaboratively after every election as public goods.
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Notes


1. Other factors should include a series of the administrative reform measures taken in the 1990s and the early 2000s, such as the restructuring of government ministries, the expansion of the Cabinet Office, and the introduction of the British-style Question Time to the Diet (Shinoda 2005; Takenaka 2002, 2019). There is no doubt these measures significantly expanded the powers of the prime minister, who has usually been the LDP president, compared to the party. However, I still focus on electoral systems in this chapter, partly because much of the existing literature associates the LDP’s party organization with Japan’s old and new electoral systems and partly because the call for the administrative reform could be endogenous to the electoral reform, which was originally meant to bring in a Westminster system.


2. For instance, simple math suggests that 16.7 percent of the vote guarantees a seat where district magnitude is five.


3. Some actually predicted that factions would even retain these features: “It is quite possible that faction leaders will disburse nominations and funds in the name of the party just as they have in the past” (Christensen 1994, 604).


4. Intended to capture the proportionality of an electoral system, the index is usually calculated as [image: inline], where [image: inline] and [image: inline] are a given party’s [image: inline] vote share and seat share.


5. The total amount is 250 yen per person times the total population, and allocation to each party is based on how many Diet members they have (Carlson 2012).


6. Another innovation bypassing factional influence in terms of fielding candidates is the introduction of open-recruitment contests (kobo) (Smith 2018; Smith and Tsutsumi 2016; Yu, et al. 2014). After its crashing defeat in 2009, the LDP uses open-recruitment contests as more systematic requirements in filling up vacant seats. Note that there are some skeptics about open-recruitment contests. In many cases, contests tend to pick up candidates that look “good”—in other words, candidates with a high level of education, experience of studying abroad, and skilled jobs. But some complain that “candidates elected as such do not meet local politicians, greet supporters, or engage in constituency services” (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2017b). Some of the open-recruited candidates had to leave the party or even resign from the HR, because of scandals related to extramarital affairs and improper speeches. The media now depicts a group of junior members first elected to the HR in 2012 as “evil second- or third-graders” (ma no nikaisei or ma no sankaisei) since they worsen the image of the party (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2017b, 2017d). Thus, in 2018 the leadership announced its plan to revise the open-recruitment process, so that potential candidates’ skills will be more comprehensively evaluated by policy discussions and speech contests, primaries, and opinion polls (Yomiuri Shimbun 2018a).


7. One of the requirements for presidential candidacy is to collect twenty endorsements from LDP members in the Diet.


8. First, it newly launched a committee dedicated to evaluating the party’s manifestos, so that backbenchers’ voices would be incorporated into manifestos for the next elections. Second, attendance to PARC subdivisions was to be made mandatory, in order to train policy experts who would be able to lead policy proposals (Yomiuri Shimbun 2018b, 2018c). But some LDP members admit the effects will be negligible (Yomiuri Shimbun 2019).
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Chapter 10

 The Era of Coalition Government in Japan

The Institutional Logic of Surplus Majorities and Strange Bedfellows


Michael F. Thies




When most people think about Japanese politics, they understandably focus on the dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). From its founding in 1955 through 1993, the LDP governed continuously with single-party majorities.1 Since August 1993, however, nearly every Japanese government has featured a coalition of at least two parties, and as many as eight. After 38 years of single-party rule in Japan, the ensuing 27 years have been the era of coalition governments (see Table 10.1 for a list of cabinets). The LDP has continued to play the starring role for most of the coalition era, but it has fallen into opposition twice (1993–1994 and 2009–2012) and has served as junior partner in one other government.2
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Bookending the era of LDP dominance, Japanese coalitions in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1990s were either minimal winning coalitions or minority governments. But starting in 1999, every governing coalition has been “oversized”—that is, each has included at least one party whose seats were not needed to fend off motions of no-confidence, or indeed to pass legislation. In fact, every one of these governments has featured a single party that held a majority of lower house seats on its own—making any coalition at all seemingly unnecessary. Why?

I will argue here that the story of coalition governments in Japan turns on two features of the country’s political institutions that are often overlooked in studies of parliamentary coalitions. The first is strong bicameralism. Although this fact was obscured by the LDP’s bicameral majorities until 1989, Japan’s upper chamber is actually among the strongest in the parliamentary world. Formally, governments need the support of only the lower house to stay in office, but the upper chamber can wield a potent enough legislative veto to thwart any government that does not control it. Second, the mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) electoral system used since 1996 for the lower house has induced the establishment and long-term maintenance of a pre-electoral coalition between the LDP and a small partner party, Kōmeitō. To date, this partnership has endured for two decades, despite the LDP’s single-party majorities for most of that time, and also surviving a stint in opposition between 2009 and 2012. Moreover, the partnership has continued even though the two parties are often at odds over policy priorities and policy content (see Klein and McLaughlin, this volume). Coalitions of strange bedfellows are not unheard of around the world, but in Japan, the LDP-Kōmeitō pairing has morphed into something more like codependence.

Coalition Theories


The dependence of the executive on the legislature for its investiture and maintenance in office is the defining feature of parliamentarism (Lijphart 1984; Shugart and Carey 1992). When a single political party controls the parliament, the relationship is straightforward: the majority party invests its own leaders as prime minister and cabinet, and may change those selections at any time without the need for a general election. In a system that tends to produce single-party majorities, then general elections become, de facto, choices by voters about which party will run the government, as parliaments effectively devolve to electoral colleges (Cox 1987; Powell 2000).3

But most parliamentary systems do not feature majority parties. Most see several political parties elected to parliament, with none large enough to take sole control. Starting with Riker (1962), political scientists have studied what happens when there is no majority party. Nearly all legislatures still require majorities to legislate, and all parliamentary systems oblige governments to maintain at least the toleration of a majority of members to stay in office. Riker therefore predicted that governments would take the form of “minimal winning coalitions” (MWCs). That is, in the absence of a single majority party, a coalition of two or more parties controlling at least 50 percent of the parliamentary seats would form (hence “winning”) but such a coalition would not include any party whose contribution to the team’s seat total was unnecessary (hence “minimal”). Riker’s logic was based on the assumption that politicians cared most about the power and perquisites of office, which they would be loath to share any more widely than necessary.

In reality, however, most governments in parliaments that lack a majority party are not MWCs. Roughly one-third are “minority governments,” governments whose constituent parties (i.e., party or parties with cabinet seats) control less than a majority of parliamentary seats (Strøm 1990). Many minority governments enjoy the external support of “shadow partners” that choose not to accept any cabinet positions but vote with the government much of the time. For others, that pledge of external support is limited to “confidence and supply,” which means that the government can count on the vote support it needs to defeat any motions of no confidence and to pass its annual budget, but it must find support for other bills on an ad hoc basis, likely striking deals with different “opposition” parties on different issues.4

Finally, another third or so of parliamentary governments are “oversized coalitions,” which means that they include at least one party whose departure would not deprive the remaining coalition of a parliamentary majority—a “surplus” party or parties. These are in some ways the most puzzling—why invite a party whose votes are not needed either for survival or for legislation?

Volden and Carrubba (2004) assess five prominent explanations for oversized coalitions. All start from the premise that, contra Riker, parties are motivated primarily by policy rather than office (de Swaan 1973; Leiserson 1966). Space constraints preclude a full summary of their findings, but briefly, they find no systematic effect of the size or ideological extremeness of the formateur party in a coalition (Crombez 1996),5 of the ideological extremeness of the status quo policy (Baron and Diermeier 2001),6 or of the desire to build ideologically “connected” coalitions that may contain one or more numerically surplus parties (Axelrod 1970). They also test their own model (Carrubba and Volden 2000), which characterizes coalition formation as a repeated game of legislating.7 They find that oversized coalitions are associated with more challenging bargaining circumstances due to the presence of more parties, or of a more polarized party system.

It is important to note that all of the literature discussed thus far assumes a unicameral legislature. Coalitions are categorized as MWC, minority, or oversized according to the total share of seats held by the parties in the cabinet with respect to a single parliamentary chamber. Even in bicameral systems, only the lower house is considered. Might considering bicameralism help us to explain more? Both Lijphart (1984) and Sjölin (1993) speculate that oversized coalitions might form when an MWC in the lower house of a bicameral parliament must add another party or parties to the cabinet in order to control an upper house majority as well. That is, to be “bicameral winning,” a coalition might have to be oversized in the lower house. Druckman, Martin, and Thies (2005) found that this circumstance is rare, but showed that in bicameral settings, prospective coalitions that would not be bicameral-winning are less likely to form, other things equal. Druckman and Thies (2002) had earlier shown that among coalitions that do take office, those that lack upper house control collapse sooner. However, Volden and Carrubba find that, for their full data set, oversized coalitions are actually less likely when no prospective lower house MWC would be bicameral winning. But they also show that oversized coalitions are more likely when the largest party in the lower house is different from the largest party in the upper house, which they claim as support for their own “logrolling” theory.

Coalition Governments in Postwar Japan


The end of the LDP’s long run of single-party governments came in 1993 as the result of a party split, a successful vote of no confidence, and the forging of an anti-LDP coalition following the LDP’s failure to regain a majority in the ensuing general election. At the time, the advent of coalition government was a shock to the system. Observers were suddenly presented with the spectacle of interparty bargaining and coalitional dysfunction spilling out into public view, whereas most such arduous consensus-building had remained behind the closed doors of LDP party headquarters for two generations. But those with the longest memories knew that coalition governments were not unprecedented.

Japan’s postwar constitution was promulgated on May 3, 1947. For the next eight-plus years, shifting coalitions of parties governed Japan. Parties came and went, and split and merged, until late 1955 (Kohno 1997). In the autumn of 1955, the estranged Left Socialists and Right Socialists reunited to form the Japan Socialist Party (JSP), and just a month later the Liberals and the Democrats merged to establish the LDP. Thus was born what became known as the 1955 system.8 The most important feature of the 1955 system was that the LDP maintained majorities in both houses of the National Diet (parliament) and formed single-party governments. The JSP started out roughly half the size of the LDP in 1955, but its support declined over time. Its right wing defected to form the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) in 1959–1960, and the new centrist party Kōmeitō emerged as the political arm of the lay Buddhist organization Sōka Gakkai a few years later (see Klein and McLaughlin, this volume). Although the LDP’s majorities shrank to almost zero in the mid-late 1970s, the JSP never posed a credible threat to lead a government opposed to the LDP, alone or in coalition with smaller parties.

“Normal” Coalition Governments


In 1993 a significant party split finally cost the LDP its lower house majority, and briefly its hold on government as well. The defectors, as well as former LDP local politicians, established new parties that joined forces with the JSP, the DSP, Kōmeitō, and the small Social Democratic Federation to form an anti-LDP coalition headed by Morihiro Hosokawa. Thus began the modern era of coalition governments in Japan. The signature accomplishment of this first unwieldy coalition was to pass laws to change the lower-house electoral system9 to the current mixed system, combining a first tier of single-member districts with a second tier using closed-list proportional representation.10 The shift to MMM has had profound effects on the party system, on the internal workings of political parties, on governance (Reed and Thies 2001b; Rosenbluth and Thies 2010), and on campaign strategies and coalition building (Liff and Maeda 2019).

After Hosokawa resigned in April 1994 over a campaign finance scandal, the JSP and NPH left the anti-LDP coalition. The resulting minority coalition government stumbled on for two more months. The LDP then seized the chance to return to power, but it needed partners. In June 1994, it forged a coalition with the JSP and the NPH, and installed Socialist Tomiichi Murayama as prime minister.

Back in opposition again, the rest of the parties (save the JCP) forged a single, broad-based party to challenge the LDP, especially in the single-member districts that would choose 60 percent of the lower house at the next election. The result was the New Frontier Party (NFP), inaugurated in December 1994. The NFP performed well in the 1995 HC half-election, winning more votes and seats than the LDP in the PR (proportional representation) tier. The NFP also won more district votes nationwide, but fell far short of the LDP’s seat total, because its support was not distributed optimally. In January 1996, the new LDP leader Ryūtarō Hashimoto took over from the JSP’s Murayama as prime minister, continuing the three-party coalition. In September, only a few weeks before the first lower house election under the new rules, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) was founded by a coalition of JSP and NFP defectors. Predictably, a divided opposition vote once again contributed to LDP success in the October general election. After the election, the JSP and NFP ended their formal coalition with the LDP, choosing instead to support an LDP minority government from the backbenches. The NFP led the opposition, but its internal disarray caused more and more defections. By September 1997 enough NFP refugees had returned to the LDP to restore the LDP’s lower house majority. The NFP disbanded in December 1997.

The immediate consequence of the NFP’s demise was an explosion of new parties. Many switched to the DPJ, which took over as the biggest opposition party. Kōmeitō re-emerged as an independent party. Its lower house majority re-established but still in need of outside help in the upper house, the LDP government maintained its working alliance with the JSP (now renamed the Social Democratic Party, or SDP) and NPH. After a poor showing in the July 1998 upper house election, Hashimoto resigned.

To this point, the coalition building that followed the LDP’s loss of majority status in 1993 resembles the world described by political science theory—the cobbling together of coalitions after elections have left every party short of a majority, and shifts from one coalition to another as individual parties changed teams now and again. The LDP minority government of 1996, with external support from shadow partners, is also par for the course of government formation in many European parliamentary democracies. But what followed, and what has continued ever since, would appear on its face to be somewhat puzzling.

The Turn to Majority-Party-Led Oversized Coalitions


In January 1999, despite his party’s renewed majority, LDP leader Keizō Obuchi invited the small Liberal Party to join the LDP in coalition. In October of that same year, Kōmeitō joined the coalition as well. The Obuchi government now contained not one but two parties that were surplus to requirements vis-à-vis the lower house. The LDP-LP-Kōmeitō coalition continued through March 2000. The LP then split, with one faction leaving the coalition, and the other being reabsorbed by the LDP after the 2003 election. The LDP-Kōmeitō alliance has persisted ever since. To date, the pair have governed together under six different LDP prime ministers, and remained steadfast even after a 2009 landslide DPJ victory threw them into opposition for three years.

After the DPJ won that historic lower house majority, it too forged an oversized coalition with two small parties (the SDP and the People’s New Party), inviting the leader of each into its first cabinet. The SDP left that government in May 2010 over a policy dispute (BBC News 2010), but the DPJ-PNP government held on, running through three prime ministers in three years. In the lower house election of December 2012, the LDP and Kōmeitō roared back into power, together winning a two-thirds supermajority of seats. Subsequent lower house elections in 2014 and 2017 have maintained the status quo.11

To summarize, nearly all Japanese governments since late 1993 have featured multiparty coalitions. Unusually, every government since January 1999 has featured a party with a majority of seats in the Diet’s lower house on its own that has nonetheless enticed another party or two into coalition. A review of the political science literature on coalition formation, and on oversized coalitions specifically, reveals this Japanese pattern to be highly unusual. The explicit reason for these majority-party-led oversized coalitions has been to secure upper house majorities, but this is not the usual response to a situation in which a lower house MWC lacks an upper house majority (Volden and Carrubba 2004). Usually a government in such a situation will use its lower house majority to pass bills and then find the additional support it needs in the upper house on an ad hoc basis, effectively acting like a minority government in the upper house. Why did Japanese majority parties choose instead to build oversized coalitions (George Mulgan 2000a, 70)?

Strong Bicameralism and Coalition Formation


Article 41 of the Constitution of Japan stipulates that “The Diet shall be the highest organ of state power, and shall be the sole law-making organ of the State.” The Japanese Diet is bicameral, but as in most bicameral parliamentary systems,12 the government is responsible only to the lower house (the House of Representatives, HR).13 Once the government is in place, however, the supremacy of the HR is much more limited. All ordinary legislation (i.e., other than budgets and treaties, but including bills needed to implement budgets and treaties), must be approved in identical form by each house unless the HR can muster a two-thirds supermajority to override a veto by the upper house (House of Councillors, HC) (Thies and Yanai 2014).14 For this reason, although a government that lacks majority support in the upper house is not at risk of a formal vote of no-confidence that would expel it from office, it may find it very difficult to legislative and govern without bicameral support.15

Until 1989, the power of the HC was difficult to observe because the LDP continuously held single-party majorities in both chambers. Once the party lost its HC majority that year, however, the problem for the government was easy to see. Suddenly, the LDP was obliged to bargain publicly in order to garner the extra votes it needed to pass bills.16 Still, building upper house coalitions bill by bill, while tedious, was at least feasible.

The powers of the upper house came into full view in 2007. That year, not only did the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition lose its upper house majority, but the DPJ gained enough seats to become the number one party and, with the cooperation of its own allies, chose the speaker and took control of the HC. For the first time, a Japanese government faced a united, hostile HC majority determined to frustrate its efforts to legislate. This state of affairs became known in Japan as nejire kokkai, the “Twisted Diet.”

Shinzō Abe resigned as LDP leader and prime minister to take responsibility for the 2007 HC election loss,17 but neither of his successors, each of whom lasted only a year on the job, found much success trying to negotiate with the Twisted Diet (Thies and Yanai 2014).18 The DPJ’s obstructionism seemed to pay off, as it won a dominant lower house majority in the 2009 general election, temporarily halting the bicameral gridlock. Following the LDP-Kōmeitō example, it invited its upper house allies, the SDP and PNP, to join it in coalition in order to secure bicameral majorities. Just nine months later, the LDP exacted its revenge by winning the 2010 HC half-election and re-twisting the Diet. Now two consecutive DPJ prime ministers found themselves unable to govern in the face of an obstructionist upper house. The LDP-Kōmeitō team retook the HR in December 2012 and strengthened its hold on the HC in July 2013, and they have managed to sustain bicameral majorities ever since.

It is important to note that there is no way for a Japanese government to dissolve the upper house and call an early election in the hope of “untwisting” the Diet.19 The HC is a continuous body in which members serve six-year terms with half elected every three years.20 During the Twisted Diet period, when frustrated governments of first the LDP and then the DPJ would plead for compromise and even offer to form grand coalitions, the opposition party (the DPJ, then the LDP), secure in its HC control at least until the next regularly scheduled half-election, would instead demand that the only solution was for the government to resign and call new lower house elections. This detail of election schedules perversely placed the party in control of the supposedly weaker chamber in the stronger bargaining position.

The key insight here is that while recent Japanese governing coalitions have been “oversized” from the perspective of the lower house alone, they have been “minimal winning” with respect to both houses of the Diet simultaneously. The Japanese Constitution, like nearly all parliamentary constitutions, requires a government to maintain the confidence of only the lower house, so a hostile upper house cannot “fire” the government. But the constitution also endows the upper house with a powerful veto on legislation, so an uncompromising opposition majority can use the upper house to stop the government dead in its tracks, eventually obliging it to resign out of sheer ineffectiveness. Twisted Diets, with opposition-controlled HCs, appeared only briefly between 2007 and 2012. But the construction of bicameral winning coalitions began as early as 2000 and have continued for twenty years at this point.

The Electoral Logic of the LDP-Kōmeitō Coalition


When the lower house–majority LDP first invited Kōmeitō to join it in coalition in 1999, coalition theorists were surprised. Since then, fifteen consecutive cabinets under nine different prime ministers have chosen this configuration, including the cabinets led by the DPJ. Why didn’t these majority parties chose to govern alone, as the LDP did for most of the 1989–1999 period, ramming bills through the lower house and then simply bargaining for the extra support needed to secure upper house passage? Why forge permanent coalitions and share cabinet portfolios?

Theory aside, the LDP-Kōmeitō partnership was surprising to Japan hands as well. It is an odd pairing for several reasons. First, the two parties were adversaries for thirty-five years prior to teaming up in 1999 (Metraux 1999). Their only real point of agreement during that time was a shared antipathy to communism. Kōmeitō built its brand around pacifist opposition to LDP foreign and security policies,21 and by championing the interests of those left behind by the postwar “economic miracle” overseen by the LDP. “Kōmeitō was, and remains, closer to the DPJ on most policies than to the LDP” (Klein and Reed 2014, 226). It is an urban party, whereas the LDP continues to dominate rural Japan (George Mulgan 2000b; Scheiner 2006).22

Prior to joining with Kōmeitō, the LDP had long relied on the support of other, rival, organized religious groups, and on their behalf made a practice of antagonizing Sōka Gakkai, the lay Buddhist organization that founded Kōmeitō and still provides much of its electoral support and all of the candidates (Ehrhardt 2009; Klein and Reed 2014).23 When Kōmeitō was engaged as a constituent part of the New Frontier Party, the LDP used the excuse of the 1995 sarin-gas terrorist attack in the Tokyo subway system by the Aum Shinrikyō cult to revise the law on religious organizations to require regular financial reporting to the government. This was recognized as a thinly veiled effort to harass Sōka Gakkai (Metraux 1999, 929–930). Not surprisingly, Kōmeitō’s elopement with the LDP just a few years later was met with dissension among some Sōka Gakkai supporters, who saw it as a cynical betrayal in pursuit of power (Metraux 1999, 936–937).

Second, this is a coalition of unequals. Currently, the LDP enjoys a 10:1 seat advantage in the lower house, a 5:1 ratio in the upper house and a 20:1 domination of the cabinet. When the alliance first began, the LDP was explicit that Kōmeitō’s modest contingent was necessary only to regain control over the upper house. But that logic alone cannot explain the current situation; indeed, after the 2016 HC half-election, the LDP alone held exactly half the upper house seats and a huge lower house majority, and easily could have governed without Kōmeitō as a formal, cabinet-level partner. Nor can it explain how the coalition survived three years out of power. If the coalitional arithmetic now renders Kōmeitō redundant, why does the LDP keep it as a partner? And if Kōmeitō is vastly outnumbered in the Diet, and even more so in the cabinet (Hasunuma and Klein 2014), what exactly does Kōmeitō get out of the marriage?

Third, to this day, although the two parties’ manifestos have converged somewhat during their long partnership (Magyar 2017), Kōmeitō remains a vocal skeptic of many LDP aspirations.24 The most important of these is to amend the constitution, a particular priority for Prime Minister Abe (2006–2007 and 2012–2020), the most hawkish LDP leader for decades. Although the fact that constitutional amendments require two-thirds majorities might seem to explain the oversized coalition,25 it is not at all clear that Kōmeitō would support initiating such a move.

So why does this odd coalition persist? The answer appears to lie in the logic of the mixed-member electoral system. What began as a marriage of arithmetic convenience has blossomed into full-blown codependency, in which the vast differences in the two parties’ support bases and sizes turn out to be not bugs, but features. Back in the days of the multi-seat constituencies and the SNTV electoral rule, Kōmeitō won nearly all of its seats by finishing in third or fourth place in four or five-member urban districts. They supported the 1994 switch to single-member districts only because they were planning to become part of the NFP, a big party that could challenge the LDP head to head in first-past-the-post elections. After the NFP fell apart and Kōmeitō was set adrift, it was too small to win any SMDs on its own. Either it would have to restrict its electoral ambitions to the PR tier, or, if it hoped to win any SMDs, it would need a partner.26

The LDP is a nationalized party that is viable in every part of the country, but its strongest base is in the countryside. Kōmeitō is an urban party, and while it could not hope to defeat the LDP head to head, it could certainly draw enough votes to make the difference in many urban districts. With its fiercely loyal voter base (as compared with the organizationally weak LDP), Kōmeitō runs the most potent and reliable electoral machine in the country. The LDP soon saw the value of Kōmeitō mobilization efforts to swing competitive urban districts to its column. Thus, a pre-electoral coalition took shape that has refined its cooperation more and more over time. In most districts, Kōmeitō has agreed not to run candidates of its own, and to mobilize in support of LDP candidates instead. In return, the LDP has stood down in a few urban districts and endorsed Kōmeitō candidates. The mutual stand-down arrangements have worked just as the parties had hoped. Whereas the combined opposition often compiles more votes than the LDP-Kōmeitō candidate, its failure to coordinate on a single candidate gifts many seats to the LDP-Kōmeitō team (Scheiner, Smith, and Thies 2016, 2018). Thus, a big part of the reason that the LDP wins as many seats as it does, especially in urban areas, is that Kōmeitō’s supporters push LDP candidates over the line. If the pair were to divorce, not only would the LDP lose Kōmeitō’s support in the Diet, but each party would also lose much of its own parliamentary strength.

The LDP-Kōmeitō alliance has been perfected over seven general elections, starting in 2000. Of course, due to the secrecy of the ballot, it is impossible to know if all Kōmeitō supporters follow party instructions to support LDP candidates, and the counterfactual scenarios (e.g., what would have happened had a Kōmeitō candidate entered the race) are unobservable. To estimate the importance of the alliance, Liff and Maeda (2019) provide a reasonable simulation. They start with Kōmeitō’s PR-tier vote in each SMD as an indication of how many Kōmeitō voters participated in each SMD. With support from voter survey results, they assume that 80 percent of Kōmeitō PR voters supported LDP candidates in the SMD tier, but that LDP ticket-splitters provided no meaningful improvement of Kōmeitō’s PR vote.27 This allows them to estimate that between 16 percent (in 2012) and 53 percent (in 2009) of LDP SMD wins were due to support by Kōmeitō voters. As it is highly unlikely that Kōmeitō’s own candidates, had they competed against LDP candidates, would have won many or even any of those seats, the coalition’s majority, let alone supermajority, clearly depends on the two parties’ electoral cooperation.

Several scholars argue that the Kōmeitō also “punches above its weight” (Liff and Maeda 2019, 64) in terms of its influence over the coalition’s policy outputs (Hasunuma and Klein 2014; Klein and McLaughlin, this volume). Despite its small numbers and its single cabinet post, Kōmeitō nevertheless provides an effective brake on LDP policy initiatives with which it does not agree. The most important examples concern LDP efforts to “transform the role of the JSDF within and beyond the U.S.-Japan alliance,” and its “years-long push to revise Article 9” (Liff & Maeda 2019, 24–29). In both cases, Kōmeitō has obliged the LDP to water down its proposals to the point that they amount to only the smallest of changes from the status quo.

Japan’s mixed-member electoral system is not unique. A growing number of countries have adopted mixed systems over the past thirty or so years (Shugart and Wattenberg 2001). Importantly, however, Japan’s electoral rule is of the mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) variety, not the mixed-member proportional (MMP) type used in, for example, Germany and New Zealand. The key difference between the two subtypes is that under MMM a party earns its proportional share of the PR seats plus as many district seats as its candidates win; every district seat adds to a party’s total. Under MMP the PR vote determines a party’s overall seat share in the parliament, and district seats count against that total—fewer district wins just means more winners from the party list. If the Japanese system were MMP, the incentive for the LDP and Kōmeitō, or indeed any two parties, to form a pre-electoral coalition would be much weaker.

Another important point about the LDP-Kōmeitō arrangement is that neither party would seem to have a potential alternative partner. Each party is strong (geographically) where the other is weak. Had Kōmeitō been tempted to collaborate instead with the DPJ, it would have found itself unable to help much in rural districts (where the DPJ needs help), and in urban districts, where the DPJ was relatively strong, it would have a harder time convincing the DPJ to stand down on its behalf. Likewise, it is not clear that the LDP could find a different partner as compatible as Kōmeitō. While most other parties are also strongest where the LDP is weakest—in urban districts—no other party commands as formidable an electoral mobilization operation as Kōmeitō, and so the promise to throw its support the LDP’s way would be less reliable.

Conclusions


Coalition government somehow still seems unusual in Japan, after one party so thoroughly dominated politics for nearly two generations. Has the shift to coalition governments, and in particular to oversized coalitions, impacted the quality of democracy in Japan? Normatively, we demand a lot from our systems of government, and some of the qualities that we value must be traded off against others. For example, more centralized power improves accountability and efficiency, but reduces representativeness and protections for minorities. More dispersed power (checks and balances) protects better against tyranny of the majority and expands participation, but can also produce policy gridlock and dysfunction.

Coalition governments necessarily bring together parties that represent different interests within the electorate. Whether via multi-issue logrolls or issue-by-issue compromises, the policy package produced by a coalition should reflect a broader array of interests than would be the case if one party were to govern alone. Japan’s era of coalition government has seen all of the above: logrolls, compromises, and some gridlock (Klein and McLaughlin, this volume). Accordingly, observers who want government to move more boldly in various policy areas might see coalitions as a problem for Japanese democracy. But for those who would oppose those same bold changes, this new era should constitute an improvement.

That most Japanese coalitions have been oversized, and have featured a single party with a lower house majority might cause one to expect that the small party’s effect on governance is marginal at best. But because Japan’s oversized coalitions stem from its stronger-than-typical bicameralism as well as the fact that the usual majority party owes its majority to the electoral efforts of its partner, the smaller partner enjoys considerably more leverage than its numbers would suggest. In the absence of this coalition, the LDP would remain the largest party, but probably short of a majority in both chambers. Some other coalition would have to form, or the LDP might govern as a minority, striking deals with whatever party would “charge” the least in terms of compromises or side payments. From the perspective of citizen welfare, a permanent pre-electoral coalition that makes Kōmeitō a veto player may prevent the LDP from finding alternative partners when Kōmeitō won’t play ball. This may leave some potential welfare-enhancing policy changes unrealized. Whether those opportunity costs outweigh the extra transactions costs and uncertainty that minority government might entail is unknowable.

At present, the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition looks unassailable. It is possible that they could perform poorly enough to alienate some voters in favor of another alternative, but the vote swing would have to be large indeed to overcome their electoral synergy in the single-member districts. Opponents might manage to find an issue that drives a wedge between the two partners wide enough to outweigh the electoral benefits of cooperating. Importantly, in local elections, where the MMM logic is absent, Kōmeitō has no qualms about teaming up with other parties to oppose the LDP (Liff and Maeda 2019, 18). Another possibility would be another LDP party split. It is not difficult to imagine that further market liberalization could upset the LDP’s ability to appeal to both rural and urban interests. Similarly, opening the country to immigration at the magnitude needed to address Japan’s dire shortage of workers could upend party politics in the same way that it has in the United States and Western Europe. If any of these scenarios were to come to pass, we would be certain to see ripple effects in the logic of coalition politics in Japan.




Notes


1. The technical exception was the second Nakasone (December 1983–June 1986) in which the LDP gave a single cabinet post to the New Liberal Club, a party formed by LDP defectors in 1976, which was re-absorbed after the LDP’s landslide electoral victory in 1986.


2. From June 1994 to January 1996, Socialist Tomiichi Murayama served as prime minister, although the LDP held fifteen cabinet posts to the Socialists’ six, with the remaining two going to a third partner, the New Party Harbinger.


3. During the LDP’s period of dominance between 1955 and 1993, the party produced fifteen successive prime ministers, and normalized a personnel system that reshuffled the cabinet annually affording nearly every LDP Diet member a turn in the cabinet by his or her sixth term in office (Satō and Matsuzaki 1986).


4. Other times, a congenial party might remain outside government because the party in government does not have to offer a formal partnership to garner the support it needs to stay in office and legislate (Laver and Shepsle 1996) An example might be a near-majority and somewhat centrist party (e.g., Sweden’s Social Democratic Party) that must be included in any coalition because any coalition excluding it would require, say, far-left parties to join forces with far-right parties. Such a party could insist on going it alone as a minority government.


5. Crombez (1996) predicts that when the formateur is small and extreme, there are more potential alternative governments that could form without it. Accordingly, such a party would bring on surplus partners to reduce the chance than any one partner could credibly threaten to bring down the government by defecting.


6. Baron and Diermeier (2001) argue that when status quo is more extreme more parties will be willing to offer side payments to the formateur in order to join the government and avoid the worst possible policy outcomes.


7. They focus on the fragility over time of policy logrolls among parties with different preferences. Parties that receive their preferred policies early in the life of the government will have an incentive to defect to avoid the passage of the policies favored by their partners. Accordingly, it makes sense to include surplus partners so that any individual party’s incentive to defect is weakened (because doing so would not bring down the government but might subject them to exclusion from future logrolls).This logic is reminiscent of Crombez (1996) and of earlier work by Luebbert (1986), Weingast (1979), and Weingast and Marshall (1988). It might also apply to concerns about internal party discipline. If parties are worried about defections by dissenting members, they might welcome the inclusion of a surplus party as a sort of insurance (Dodd 1976).


8. The Japanese Communist Party (JCP), newly legalized during the Occupation, began this period with only two lower house seats.


9. During the period of LDP dominance (1955–1993), the electoral rule for the HR was the single non-transferable vote (SNTV), with the country divided into three-to-five-seat districts (511 seats from 129 districts for the last SNTV election, in 1993).


10. In the event, the JSP defected in the upper house, almost killing the bill, but the LDP supported the final bill in exchange for a greater majoritarian component (Christensen 1994, Reed and Thies 2001a).


11. A number of new parties have appeared (and mostly disappeared) over the last decade, but none ever entered a governing coalition, so I do not discuss them here.


12. Italy is exceptional; governments must maintain the confidence of both houses, voting separately. In Romania, the full bicameral parliament invests and may dismiss the government, but for these votes the two houses sit jointly, and the lower house outnumbers the upper house 329 to 136.


13. Article 67 of the Constitution of Japan stipulates that if the two houses disagree on the choice of prime minister, “the decision of the House of Representatives shall be the decision of the Diet.”


14. Constitution of Japan, Article 59. Per Articles 60 and 61 of the constitution, the HC may delay votes on budgets or treaties for up to thirty days before the HR may consider a nondecision by the HC to constitute a rejection, in which case the HR’s decision prevails.


15. Ganghof (2018) makes the case that the combination of strong bicameralism and parliamentarism in Japan and Australia (as well as in Australian state governments) constitutes a different regime type, which he calls “semi-parliamentarism.” “A semi-parliamentary system divides the assembly into two equally legitimate parts, only one of which possesses the power to dismiss the prime minister in a no-confidence vote. Such a system establishes a formal separation of power between the executive and one part of the assembly. Semi-parliamentary government is a distinct, but neglected executive-legislative system: (261).


16. The best-known early example was a drawn-out debate in 1991–1992 about bills that would allow Japan’s SDF to participate in United Nations–sponsored peacekeeping operations. Citing the prohibition in Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution against the threat or use of military force, all other parties objected to what would be the first dispatch of Japanese troops abroad since World War II. Eventually Kōmeitō agreed to support the bills after laborious negotiations over rules for engagement, weaponry, and even how many bullets they could carry (Purrington 1992).


17. Abe also cited health problems, a recurrence of which caused his resignation from his second, much-longer stint as prime minister, in September 2020.


18. Coincidentally, Japan’s first-ever experience with this rare parliamentary version of divided government happened at the same time as its first experience of a government with the two-thirds supermajority in the lower house needed to override an upper house veto. Thus, LDP governments did manage to pass seventeen bills over this period by overriding HC vetoes. This was a power that it used reluctantly and carefully, lest the public disapprove of what might appear to be tyranny of the majority.


19. In contrast, the even more powerful Australian and Italian Senates do run the risk of dissolution for snap elections if they cause the government too much trouble.


20. Members of the HR are elected to four-year terms, but as in most parliamentary systems, the government may dissolve the chamber and call an early election at any time. Only twice (in 1980 and 1986) have governments scheduled “double elections,” timing the HR’s dissolution for a general election on the same day as the pre-scheduled HC election.


21. Kōmeitō did come to support the US-Japan Mutual Security Treaty by the early 1990s (Metraux 1999).


22. The DPJ won in 2007 and 2009 by breaking the LDP’s rural monopoly, only to see it restored in 2010 (Reed, Scheiner and Thies 2012).


23. When the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition formed, those rival religious organizations began to abandon the LDP and support the DPJ instead (Klein and Reed 2014:230-231).


24. See Hasunuma and Klein (2014) and Klein and McLaughlin (this volume) for a more comprehensive look at dynamics of the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition.


25. A constitutional amendment requires a two-thirds vote in each house of the Diet (voting separately), as well as a referendum garnering majority support among voters. In the seventy-four years since the constitution was promulgated, this process has never even been initiated, let alone completed.


26. Part of Kōmeitō’s initial motivation for accepting the LDP’s offer to join the cabinet was to ward off an attempt by the LDP and the Liberals to reduce the number of PR seats by fifty. In the event, the partners compromised on a twenty-seat reduction (Metraux 1999, 934–935).


27. The LDP is not able to order its supporters around in the same way as Kōmeitō can with its supporters.
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Chapter 11

 Kōmeitō

The Party and Its Place in Japanese Politics


Axel Klein and Levi McLaughlin




Kōmeitō is like many smaller parties in liberal democracies outside Japan: although they are relevant and sometimes even pivotal actors in their political systems, they remain in the shadow of larger competitors, and they receive comparatively little academic attention. In the 1960s, and again in the 1990s, Kōmeitō played a crucial part in transforming Japanese politics. In 1993 the party joined the coalition that forced the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) onto the opposition benches after thirty-eight years of uninterrupted reign. Kōmeitō co-created the short-lived New Frontier Party (NFP) in 1995, drawing much ire from the rival LDP. In spite of this, Kōmeitō joined the LDP in 1999 as a junior coalition partner in the national government, enabling both parties to stabilize their grip on power. In addition to deserving attention for its pivotal role in Japanese politics, Kōmeitō is also useful for comparative studies in political science. Research on the party provides data on electoral mobilization of latent interest groups, the relationship between religion and politics, the significance of local networks, and the role ideologies play in policymaking and setting political agendas. Analysis of Kōmeitō cooperation with the LDP illuminates how coalitions work by shedding light on formal and informal power distributions. While this brief chapter cannot address all of these topics fully, it explains the relevance of Kōmeitō for theoretical endeavors. Primarily, it confirms that one cannot understand politics in Japan without studying Kōmeitō.

Typologies, Party Structure, and Comparative Possibilities


Labels such as liberal, conservative, socialist, or social democrat, which emerge from late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European categorization (Decker 2011), do not represent Kōmeitō’s policies, operations, or support base and in fact obscure essential characteristics. Kōmeitō also eludes more recent categorizing attempts (Gunter and Diamond 2003), though classifications such as “mass party,” “social movement party,” or “clientele party” do point to some key features. The same may also be true of the label “religious party,” which we used in an earlier monograph (Ehrhardt et al. 2014a). We defined this category to include all parties for which “primary organizational and voting support comes from a religious group” (Klein and Reed 2014b, 26). We are aware that this definition does not satisfy political scientists who expect party platforms to promote explicitly doctrinal objectives. Richard Gunther and Larry Diamond, for example, suggest that religious parties “differ in one important respect from parties based on secular ideologies: since the basis of the party’s programmes is a set of religious beliefs that are determined by a combination of tradition and interpretation by clerics and/or a religious institution outside of the party itself, the party is not in full control of its core ideological precepts whenever they are directly linked to religious values (such as those relating to abortion, divorce, sexual preference or some manifestations of artistic expression)” (Gunther and Diamond 2003, 182). In this respect, given its policy shifts, Kōmeitō has arguably been a nonreligious party since the 1970s. However, given also that Kōmeitō depends on electioneering by members of the lay Buddhist organization Sōka Gakkai, who treat vote-gathering for Kōmeitō and its allies as a component of their practice, the party can be characterized as a religious undertaking. Indeed, the Gakkai/Kōmeitō connection demonstrates that religious identity remains an influential aspect of Japanese politics. While survey respondents in Japan routinely rank among the world’s least religious, with fewer than one-quarter of people in Japan today likely to respond in the affirmative to the question “Do you have religious faith?,” Kōmeitō confounds efforts to characterize Japan as a secular country, given that both parties in the Diet’s ruling coalition rely on Kōmeitō’s religiously motivated activists to retain their seats.1

A label such as Maurice Duverger’s “mass-based party” potentially fits Kōmeitō, because it was originally meant to describe parties with regular membership and organizational structures that appeal to voters by contrasting with elite-based parties (Duverger 1954). It is surely a question of definition whether or not “mass” voter support for Kōmeitō exists. In 1964, the year it was founded, Kōmeitō’s representatives referred to their organization as a “party of the masses” (taishū seitō). The book-length Taishū fukushi o mezashite: Kōmeitō no seisaku (Toward welfare for the masses: Kōmeitō policies) indicates how the party sought mass appeal from its outset (Kōmeitō Seisakukyoku 1964), and Fukushi keizai e no michi (The path to social welfare economics) from 1965, the first volume in an early series of books on party policy, set out Kōmeitō’s “third way” between capitalism and Marxism as a means of establishing economic policy for taishū fukushi, or “the social welfare of the masses” (Kōmeitō Seisakukyoku 1965). It is useful to follow Daniel Smith, who suggests that Kōmeitō may be a “small mass party” (Smith 2014, 142). Unlike other competitors that came into being after 1964, it is also relevant that Kōmeitō was created by and for a mass constituency outside of parliament (Lucardie 2018). All of the other approximately two dozen new political parties that have gained Diet seats since the 1960s were the result of secessions from, or fusions of, existing parties. The few remaining parties that were created outside parliament never attained legislative relevance.

In terms of party organization, any effort to identify an established category for Kōmeitō faces the challenge of drawing a clear line between the party and Sōka Gakkai. This is not an easy endeavor. With very few exceptions, Kōmeitō politicians at all governmental levels have all been Sōka Gakkai members. Even though Kōmeitō maintains a separate party organization, its subnational bureaucracy parallels Sōka Gakkai’s administrative structure by dividing Japan into the same thirteen geographical regions (hōmen) maintained by the religion.2 Electoral campaigns are Gakkai mainstays. When an election is announced, most regular Gakkai activities are suspended and adherents go to work gathering votes. Kōmeitō politicians are guaranteed support from Gakkai members, principally its Married Women’s Division (fujinbu), who meet at member’s homes, at events in Gakkai facilities, and in other venues to drum up votes for Kōmeitō and its allies and to encourage fellow members to solicit votes from nonmembers (Ehrhardt 2009; McLaughlin 2015). The party’s voting and membership must be understood in terms of Gakkai adherence. In short, Kōmeitō remains defined by its relationship with Sōka Gakkai—a connection that was not severed when the party and religion ended formal ties in 1970.

Ideology and party organization dominate most party typologies. In terms of ideology, Kōmeitō at its founding ran on a platform that bore some resemblance to those of left-leaning European parties. Supporting social welfare, representing the “common people” (minshū or taishū), and advancing pacifism took center stage. Socially and economically marginalized citizens, particularly those who were displaced after moving to urban centers in the postwar decades, were Kōmeitō’s main target group (Asayama 2017; Nakano 2010; Suzuki 1970; Tsukada 2015; White 1970). Consequently, Japanese parties on the left, especially the Japanese Communist Party (JCP), quickly identified Kōmeitō as a principal rival. The newly founded party surged as the latest force in the Left’s already raging battle with Sōka Gakkai. Kōmeitō supporters, who had been battling socialists in elections since the mid-1950s, not only solicited votes but also targeted JCP members and others leftists for religious conversion. After 1970, when the party platform was purged of religious content, Kōmeitō continued to run on left-wing policies, such as protesting the legality of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) and helping to re-establish diplomatic ties with the People’s Republic of China.3 From the 1980s, the party shifted to the center, emphasizing its position as a path between socialism and capitalism. Kōmeitō as a “third way,” and Sōka Gakkai as a “third civilization” (daisan bunmei), are labels the party and religion initially invoked in the mid-1960s, when Kōmeitō distinguished itself from the LDP, the “spokespeople of finance and big companies,” and the Socialist Party of Japan (SPJ), the “labor union-centered party.”4 Kōmeitō recognized the JSDF as constitutionally defensible from 1978 and has since steadily compromised on its founding pacifism (Ehrhardt et al. 2014a; Lindgren 2016). Party representatives nonetheless continue to this day to sing the praises of world peace, along with education and humanism—all principles central to Sōka Gakkai.

Given its platform, Kōmeitō could be taken at face value as a left-leaning clientele party. It does not, however, frame itself as participating in ideological conflict or targeting structural causes of socioeconomic inequality.5 Kōmeitō mostly advances modest adjustments to social benefits and characterizes its accomplishments in pragmatic terms that are easily understood by its constituents. Its supporters are closely attended to by the party’s approximately three thousand representatives in subnational legislatures, who adjust policy dependent on their constituents’ local-level priorities. Other characteristics that differentiate Kōmeitō from parties on the left in other democracies are its social conservatism and a selective emphasis on social welfare needs. While single parents, housewives, senior citizens, and the chronically ill benefit from Kōmeitō policies, most unemployed do not.6 The party tends to not challenge the social convention that men act as primary breadwinners and women serve in the home as caregivers for children and the elderly. Additionally, while individual Kōmeitō politicians will express support for accepting greater numbers of refugees or for recognizing marriage and other equal rights for LGBT+ citizens, the party has not pushed forward legislation that improves legal statuses for these minorities. And, in spite of having claimed to be in favor of giving foreign permanent residents (particularly those of Korean descent) voting rights, the party has never initiated a Diet bill to make this a legal reality.7

Kōmeitō’s stances on two contentious security-related issues receive the most scholarly and media attention: the shifting role of the JSDF, and attempts to revise Article 9 of the 1947 Constitution, Japan’s famed “peace clause,” to expand JSDF operations and aid the country’s military allies. Differences in security policy between Kōmeitō and the LDP have often led critical observers—a category that is increasingly likely to include Sōka Gakkai members—to assume that the coalition persists to retain power, no matter the cost to Kōmeitō’s founding pacifism. Kōmeitō leaders argue that it is only by staying part of the ruling coalition that the party can act as a brake on hawkish LDP objectives and negotiate compensatory policies that benefit grass-roots communities. The party’s willingness to vote in favor of security positions advanced by its LDP coalition ally also complicates comparisons between Kōmeitō and left-wing parties outside Japan.

Buddhist Origins, Explosive Growth



We hold the firm conviction that it is only through the singular path of the Buddhist philosophy of absolute pacifism—that is, the superior path of a harmonious fusion of government and Buddhism (ōbutsu myōgō)—that the world will attain salvation from the horror of war. Kōmeitō, through the founding ideals of a harmonious fusion of government and Buddhism and Buddhist democracy (buppō minshūshugi), will fundamentally cleanse Japan’s political world, confirm the basis of government by parliamentary democracy, put down deep roots in the masses, and realize the well-being of the common people. Furthermore, from the broad position of world nationalism (wārudo nashonarizumu), we solemnly pledge to the people of the nation that it is our ultimate ambition to fight bravely to establish an institution for eternal peace in the world.8

So reads (in part) Kōmeitō’s founding statement of November 17, 1964. Already active in electoral politics for a decade, the Sōka Gakkai adherents who founded the party clearly regarded political engagement as a component of their larger Buddhist mission and as a means of achieving the utopian aim of world peace. At present, there are no obviously religious referents in Kōmeitō’s platform. Understanding Kōmeitō’s origins, however, means taking seriously the doctrinal commitments held dear by its Gakkai founders. It also requires attention to the now generations-old member custom of treating electioneering on behalf of Kōmeitō and its allies as a component of a religious mission.

One way to make sense of the modern humanist references in Kōmeitō’s founding statement is to consider that Sōka Gakkai began not as a religion but as an educational reform movement.9 The Gakkai’s founding is celebrated as November 18, 1930, when its first president, Tsunesaburō Makiguchi (1871–1944), published the first volume of his Sōka kyōikugaku taikei (System of value creation educational study). Two years before this, Makiguchi and his fellow schoolteacher and disciple Jōsei Toda (1900–1958) converted to lay adherence under the temple Buddhist sect Nichiren Shōshū, a minority lineage that follows the teachings of the Japanese reformer Nichiren (1222–1282). By the end of the 1930s, Makiguchi and Toda had transformed their small collective into a Nichiren Shōshū lay society that promoted a hardline defense of Nichiren Buddhist principles, which included intolerance of all teachings save the Lotus Sūtra, understood to be the historical Buddha Śākyamuni’s final sermon. Their orthodox stance led them afoul of Japan’s wartime government, which demanded that all religious organizations enshrine kamifuda (deity talismans) from the Grand Shrine at Ise. Makiguchi steadfastly refused this demand, and in July 1943 he and Toda were arrested for violating the 1925 Public Security Preservation Law. On November 18, 1944, Makiguchi died of malnutrition in Tokyo’s Sugamo Prison.

Toda, released from prison in July 1945, set about re-establishing the Gakkai. Occupation-era guarantees of religious freedom encouraged Toda in his efforts to reformulate the group as a mass movement centered on a particularly hard-sell interpretation of shakubuku (literally “break and subdue”), a conversion technique advocated by Nichiren for lands, such as Japan, that slander the Lotus. From May 3, 1951, the day he took the title of second Gakkai president, Toda declared the start of the “Great March of Shakubuku,” a conversion campaign that drove the religion’s membership from a few thousand families to over one million adherent households by his death in April 1958. Shakubuku was a hugely successful conversion practice. However, because it targeted rival religions as “false sects” (jashū) and otherwise relied on aggressive missionizing, it also earned Sōka Gakkai a high level of public antipathy. Negative reactions to Sōka Gakkai, and by association to Kōmeitō, remain standard in Japan today.

A major reason why Sōka Gakkai gained a massive following during the Great March of Shakubuku was its appeal to disenfranchised people. For converts, the religion was an attractive means of achieving personal power through commitment to legitimacy-granting institution-building endeavors. One of the most important of these was success in electoral politics. Sōka Gakkai entered politics in order to realize a millenarian objective: the construction of a kokuritsu kaidan, or “national ordination platform,” a temple facility to be built at the Nichiren Shōshū headquarters near Mount Fuji to commemorate the conversion of the populace to exclusive embrace of the Lotus Sūtra. Following Nichiren Buddhist dictates, this facility was to be constructed by governmental decree, an imperative that Nichiren followers in modern Japan interpreted as requiring Diet support (Stone 2003). On August 1, 1956, Toda issued an essay titled Ōbutsu myōgōron (On the harmonious union of government and Buddhism), in which he stated that “the only purpose of our going into politics is to erect the kokuritsu kaidan” (Toda 1956, 204). By this point, Gakkai members were running in local elections as independent candidates. In November 1954, Sōka Gakkai established a Culture Division (bunkabu) that mobilized members to gather votes for Gakkai administrators who ran for local races in 1955. “It is only by placing Gakkai members in the Diet that the government will reach a consensus to construct a national ordination platform,” an article in Sōka Gakkai’s newspaper Seikyō Shimbun urged.10 Six Gakkai members ran as independent candidates for Upper House races in 1956, three of whom were elected (see Figure 11.1).
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Figure 11.1. Early electoral results: seats in upper and lower house elections (1956–1969).





Gakkai supporters violated election laws in their first national-level campaigns. Members first faced indictment in June 1956, when several were charged with soliciting support through “house-to-house campaigning” (kobetsu hōmon), an activity prohibited by Japanese elections law. Election law violations are common in Japan due to draconian legislation that outlaws almost every effective campaign practice, most notably house-to-house canvassing, which is standard practice in democracies around the world (Carlson and Reed 2018, chapter 7). In 1957, in an event Sōka Gakkai would come to eulogize as their leader’s “sacrifice for the dharma” (hōnan), then-Youth Division chief of staff Daisaku Ikeda (1928–) and another Young Men’s Division leader were arrested for directing Division adherents in Osaka to distribute cigarettes and caramels in exchange for votes. Ikeda was arrested in July 1957 and jailed for two weeks. He was ultimately cleared of all charges in January 1962. Since then, the “Osaka incident,” as it is known within the religion, has been treated as confirmation that Ikeda—and not Sōka Gakkai’s bitter rival, Nichiren Shōshū—is the rightful inheritor of Nichiren’s dharma.

After Ikeda took the post of third Gakkai president on May 3, 1960, Gakkai politicians increased their electoral gains. To counter an image advanced by the Japanese press of Sōka Gakkai as a dangerous “newly arisen sect” (shinkō shūkyō) that was taking advantage of Japan’s fledgling postwar democracy to advance a constitution-violating religious aim, the Gakkai administration urged its members to embrace an ethic of “clean elections” (kōmei senkyo). The adjective “clean” was retained when Sōka Gakkai organized its upper house members into the Kōmei Seiji Renmei (League for Just and Fair Politics) in November 1961. In May 1964, Ikeda announced the “separation of religion and politics” (shukyo to seiji no bunri), meaning that henceforth the Gakkai should be a purely religious organization and all political activities were to be outsourced to a new political party called “Kōmeitō,” or the “Clean Government Party” (Kōmeitōshi Hensa Iinkai 2014, 35). After Kōmeitō was founded on November 17 of that year, it prepared to run candidates in both the upper and lower houses. By June 1969, Kōmeitō had 2,088 members in regional legislatures.

During the 1960s, it was unclear if the fast rise of the party that pushed for a “Buddhist Democracy” would ever peak. However, the 1970s proved to be a high-water mark. Taichi Asayama (2017, 21–27) convincingly tracks Gakkai membership growth alongside the economic rise and concomitant urbanizing of postwar Japan, noting that adherent numbers and Kōmeitō popular vote percentages plateaued at almost the same time that the Japanese economy stagnated following the oil shocks of the early 1970s.11 Another important reason for Kōmeitō’s stagnation, overlying socioeconomic factors, was a scandal that came to be labeled the genron shuppan bōgai mondai, or “problem over obstructing freedom of expression and the press.” It was revealed that Kōmeitō politicians had recruited LDP assistance in 1969 to quash the publication of a forthcoming book titled I Denounce Sōka Gakkai (Sōka gakkai o kiru). Following the revelation of this attempted intervention, Sōka Gakkai and Kōmeitō officially disaggregated. On May 3, 1970, Ikeda declared that both the religion and the party renounced plans to construct a national ordination platform. New internal regulations for Kōmeitō eliminated Buddhist language and replaced it with a pledge to uphold the 1947 Constitution.

Having lost its raison d’être as a means of realizing a religious objective, and now required to operate as an administratively distinct political party, Kōmeitō struggled after its separation from Sōka Gakkai, both in terms of policy formation and voter mobilization. It first positioned itself closer to left-leaning parties in the 1970s, and ultimately responded to the growing affluence of its support base by branding itself as a centrist “third way,” starting in the 1980s. Until it joined coalitions in the 1990s, Kōmeitō remained a comparatively marginal opposition party in the national Diet.

Kōmeitō in Coalition


Following years of mounting conflict between Daisaku Ikeda and the Shōshū priesthood, Sōka Gakkai and Nichiren Shōshū underwent an acrimonious schism. In November 1991, the sect excommunicated in excess of 90 percent of its parishioners when it barred Gakkai members from its facilities. Sōka Gakkai was still reverberating from the split’s immediate aftereffects when Kōmeitō politicians began partnering with other parties.

Kōmeitō participated in an anti-LDP/anti-Communist multiparty coalition that formed in August 1993. The new coalition pushed the LDP out of power for the first time since its founding in 1955.12 This first-ever ascendance of a party founded by a religion to the ranks of government offered ample ammunition for its political rivals. While four Kōmeitō politicians filled cabinet positions under Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa, the LDP mobilized religious rivals of Sōka Gakkai, like-minded politicians, journalists, and others to fight what they decried as a breach of Article 20 of Japan’s constitution, which asserts that “no religious organization shall receive any privileges from the State, nor exercise any political authority.” For the first time in postwar history, Kōmeitō’s critics claimed, a religious group now had direct access to governmental power. Kōmeitō argued that it was not a religious party, had not once pushed policy on religion, and that political opponents were seeking to violate constitutional guarantees of freedom of expression and association to suppress a religious organization (Klein and Reed 2014a, 219–222).13

Kōmeitō also found itself on the defensive on another front. As part of a comprehensive legislative package to reform political competition, Kōmeitō voted in favor of a new electoral system initiated by the Hosokawa government that ultimately worked to the party’s significant disadvantage. On the one hand, the proportional representation (PR) tier (200 seats) of the new system created the option to vote Kōmeitō everywhere in the country, whereas previously voters in districts without a Kōmeitō candidate did not have this choice; based on an average of 6.6 million votes, Kōmeitō could expect to win an average of twenty PR seats under the new system.14 This, however, did not compensate for the losses accrued by the newly introduced three hundred single-member districts (SMDs); Kōmeitō could not hope to win a single one of these on its own as a small party. The reform package was passed by the Diet in early 1994 and foreshadowed a future with fewer Kōmeitō lower house seats.

In April 1994, Prime Minister Hosokawa resigned, making way for his successor Tsutomu Hata, who could only lead a minority government after the SPJ and the New Harbinger Party (NHP) left the coalition. Kōmeitō stayed on, this time filling seven cabinet positions, albeit for only two months. Hata resigned in late June 1994, allowing an LDP-SPJ-NHP coalition to take over. After its short stint as a ruling coalition member, Kōmeitō attempted to cooperate with other opposition forces in order to adapt to the new electoral system and possibly defeat the new LDP-led coalition to return to government. All of Kōmeitō’s fifty-two lower house members joined Ichirō Ozawa and other parties in late 1994 to create the NFP, an alliance that ran joint candidates in most of the single-member districts. As it maintained its independence on the subnational level and in the upper house, Kōmeitō improved its electoral chances considerably through this lower house alliance.

As a potentially strong new rival, the NFP was attacked by Liberal Democrats and their allies. Their attacks on the party Kōmeitō joined were aided by calamitous events. In March 1995, the apocalyptic sect Aum Shinrikyō assaulted the Tokyo subways with sarin gas, murdering at least a dozen people, injuring thousands more, and triggering an intense moral panic in Japan over fears of religious activism. Panic about Aum blurred with animosity for all so-called “new religions,” and indeed inspired popular suspicion of religion in general. The LDP capitalized on this anti-religious surge to run a massive campaign against Sōka Gakkai and, by extension, Kōmeitō (Hardacre 2007; Yuki 1997). In the midst of high-pitched public outcry against “nefarious” religious organizations, the LDP not only threatened to reform the legal framework for religious organizations, including rolling back tax relief for religious activities guaranteed by the 1951 Religious Juridical Persons Law, but to also subpoena Sōka Gakkai’s Honorary President Ikeda for questioning in the Diet. This provoked fierce resistance from Kōmeitō and Sōka Gakkai and led to a tense stand-off in which Kōmeitō House of Councillors members linked arms to prevent politicians from carrying out a vote that would have granted the subpoena. While the LDP did not ultimately follow through on its threat to the Gakkai leader, its political onslaught ensured that the religion and its affiliated party were made keenly aware of their vulnerability to governmental authority.15

The NFP failed to win a majority in the 1996 general elections, and ten of fifty-two former Kōmeitō Diet members lost their seats. The attempt to establish a strong competitor to the LDP came to an end when the NFP dissolved in late 1997, leaving Kōmeitō without allies in an electoral system averse to small parties. Grim electoral prospects, recent direct threats to Sōka Gakkai’s Honorary President, and a chance to return to government appear to have been major motivations for Kōmeitō to consider the LDP’s offer to form a coalition.16 At first, Kōmeitō’s Gakkai voter base was largely opposed to this proposed arrangement. Efforts by Kōmeitō politicians to persuade Gakkai members relied to a significant extent on appeals to “common conservative ideals” and the prospect of “running the country.”17 It took local Kōmeitō and Sōka Gakkai branches years to muster broad member cooperation with the LDP, a party they had denigrated for decades as the epitome of dirty politics. Thanks to Liberal Democratic support in elections, Kōmeitō was able to maintain a stronger presence in the lower house than it would have on its own, though it still did not reach pre-1994 reform levels (see Figure 11.2). As part of the ruling coalition, Kōmeitō has pushed for electoral reform but has never overcome LDP resistance to revise the system in its favor.
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Figure 11.2. Number of Kōmeitō seats in the lower house (1967–2017).

Note: In 1996, Kōmeitō candidates ran under the NFP party label. This year also marked the first time the post-1994 reforms electoral system went into effect.





Since the mid-1980s, Sōka Gakkai has claimed a membership of just over 8.2 million adherent households, and it has maintained a steady membership claim of 8.27 million households in Japan since the early 2000s. This figure is highly exaggerated; it is certainly not equal to the number of politically active members, and it is unclear how many non-Gakkai members vote for Kōmeitō in any given election.18 We do know that, since 2000, LDP candidates have encouraged their supporters to vote for Kōmeitō candidates either in the PR tier or in SMDs. As Figure 11.3 shows, party support since 2000 increased for five years but then dropped considerably, falling to approximately 6.5 million votes in 2019, the lowest number in national elections during the coalition era with the LDP. We discuss potential reasons for this drop in the next section.19
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Figure 11.3. Number of total votes in PR for Kōmeitō (lower and upper houses, 2000–2019).

Grey: Lower House. Black: Upper House.

Note: Every twelve years, in the year of the inoshishi, or boar, in the Chinese zodiac, nationwide local elections (tōitsu chihō senkyo) and upper house elections are held within a few months of each other, leading to Kōmeitō supporter fatigue that contributes to lower turnout. The 2007 and 2019 results should be viewed with this in mind.





Coalition theory points to two common motivations for coalition participants: office-seeking and policy promotion (Bucur 2016; Budge and Laver 1986). Kōmeitō seems to be an office-seeking outlier. Hasunuma and Klein (2014) demonstrate that Kōmeitō has consistently filled only one cabinet position, even though its share of parliamentary seats and Gamson’s Law would warrant two.20 This discrepancy is not taken up in media reporting or in open discussion between the coalition partners.

Secondly, coalition theory assumes that parties join ruling coalitions to push their policies. This is demonstrably true for Kōmeitō. Its platforms have consisted largely of proposals intended to support low- and middle-income household budgets, access to social welfare, and affordable education. In stark contrast to the LDP, Kōmeitō consistently pushes numerous small-scale policies that originate from Kōmeitō’s continued communication with local voters, small- and medium-sized enterprises, and interest groups. Over the course of 2019, for example, the party’s micropolicies were framed as the result of Kōmeitō’s “power to listen to small voices” (chisana koe o kiku chikara). They included the installation of air conditioning in public schools, reducing food waste, relief measures for allergy and other disease sufferers, and increasing the availability of baby formula, to name just a few. In previous years, Kōmeitō ran on its “power to realize” (jitsugen ryoku) comparably modest policies.

When it comes to narrating reasons for perpetuating their coalition with the LDP, Kōmeitō leaders regularly justify their party’s alliance as the only way to realize policies that affect the lives of its constituents, and they stress that Kōmeitō serves as the only buffer against the LDP’s most hawkish and socially unjust impulses. Judging from its capacity to modulate the national security laws that passed the Diet in 2015 and its role in maintaining a reduced national consumption tax on daily necessities, Kōmeitō’s claim to function as a “brake” (hadome) on the LDP is not baseless. In spite of early skepticism about the coalition regarding stark policy differences between the partners, Kōmeitō and the LDP have been able to pursue most of their objectives and achieve considerable policy gains with a high degree of complementarity. Both are able to spin legislative initiatives in different ways to appeal to their contrasting clienteles, making the coalition a viable political instrument in electoral and policy arenas. The glaring exceptions to smooth interparty cooperation are security issues and concerns about constitutional revision.

Mobilization Strategies, Organized Votes, and Constitutional Concerns


Research on voting behavior in Japan points to the significance of soshikihyō, or “organized votes” (Reed 2011; Shinoda 2013). These are votes gathered by latent interest groups such as labor unions, agricultural cooperatives, industry associations, and religious organizations that otherwise pursue objectives outside electoral politics when they are not mobilizing for a candidate, party, or legislative goal. For decades, Sōka Gakkai has served as the biggest and most influential discrete organized voting bloc in Japan, an electoral force upon which both Kōmeitō and LDP candidates depend.

The governing coalition divides the lower house SMDs between the LDP and Kōmeitō to avoid direct competition between their candidates. While Kōmeitō runs nine or ten candidates in most general elections, the LDP fields approximately 280, almost all of whom are recommended early in electoral campaigns by Kōmeitō representatives to local Sōka Gakkai branches. In exchange for the LDP’s promise to ask its voters to choose Kōmeitō in the PR tier, Sōka Gakkai provides the votes Liberal Democrats often need to put their candidates ahead of their rivals. Common wisdom credits the religion with adding an average of 20,000 votes to endorsed LDP candidates running in each SMD, making support from Sōka Gakkai vital to Liberal Democrats fighting close electoral races.21

Kōmeitō’s highly organized voter base increases its relative value when overall turnout decreases. This negative correlation has made Kōmeitō valuable to the LDP, given that Kōmeitō supporters have historically contrasted markedly with the overall trend in Japan toward political disinterest, frustration, and electoral absenteeism. Figure 11.4 illustrates the relationship between lower overall voter turnout and higher vote share for Kōmeitō for all lower house elections of the coalition period until 2017.
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Figure 11.4. Voter turnout and Kōmeitō vote share (lower house elections, 2000–2017).





Election data do not fully explain Sōka Gakkai’s relationship with Kōmeitō. It is well known that the religion serves as Kōmeitō’s core electoral machinery, but research into how Sōka Gakkai and Kōmeitō communicate about electioneering and policymaking is hampered by scarce data and a lack of transparency.22 We do know that vote-gathering by Sōka Gakkai is based on member understanding that elections are a ritual undertaking as significant as chanting the Lotus Sūtra, proselytizing, or soliciting subscriptions for the Seikyō Shimbun. Married Women’s Division members are the most energetic campaigners for Kōmeitō and are without question the engine that powers the party (Ehrhardt 2014).

Persuading nonmembers to vote for Kōmeitō is known within Sōka Gakkai as f-tori or f-hyō, “friend-getting” or “friend votes.” Those in the religion who are responsible for leading political activities understand that messaging and talking points have to be kept simple. Kōmeitō’s aversion to closely timed elections indicates the extent to which Gakkai leaders seek to carefully manage members’ time and energy resources. They are also concerned that simultaneously competing against the LDP in subnational elections while they join forces with the LDP in national elections is liable to confuse voters; since 2017, for example, Kōmeitō has allied against the LDP with the local party Tomin Fāsuto no Kai in the Metropolitan Tokyo assembly while it has allied with the LDP in the national Diet. Of particular importance are “year of the boar” elections, or Chinese zodiacal years when nationwide local elections and upper house elections coincide within a few months of each other (see Figure 11.3); this occurred most recently in 2019. Whenever the dissolution of the lower house and snap elections are discussed, the coalition considers Sōka Gakkai’s electoral power reserves; the more advanced knowledge about an election date the religion receives, the more effective is its campaigning and f-tori. During every electoral campaign, for the smallest municipality up to the national Diet, Gakkai meetings, which are typically attended mostly by Married Women’s Division members, are used to get out the vote. F-tori and exclusive access to Gakkai meetings provide Kōmeitō with a large pool of highly motivated campaigners. Because Sōka Gakkai maintains careful records of its local-level membership, Kōmeitō can predict with higher precision than any other Japanese party how many votes each candidate can expect to receive, and therefore how many candidates to run (Smith 2014). These voter resources are finite, and they require careful maintenance.

Sōka Gakkai’s well-known electoral strength now appears to be facing daunting challenges. Socio-demographic change and shifts in the religion’s leadership have affected Gakkai members’ electoral behavior. Compared to the first decades after World War II, when members were largely less educated than the national average and tended to be employed in lower-paid jobs, newer generations have diversified to reflect Japanese society as a whole (Asayama 2017; Ehrhardt et al. 2014a; Nakano 2010; Suzuki 1970; White 1970). One consequence of upward social mobility has been a diversification of political opinions. The religion’s membership is also subject to the rapid aging of Japan’s overall population, a condition that affects Gakkai mobilization and campaigning. Additionally, younger members have only experienced Kōmeitō as part of the national government, and consequently do not share their parents’ memories of an adversarial LDP in the Diet. Diverse expectations of Kōmeitō among members are amplified by the rise of new social media (NSM). While the older generations are accustomed to receiving political information from traditional media and Gakkai meetings, younger members are, like their nonmember contemporaries, using NSM to create their own echo chambers, cooperate with others, and ramp up political interest. NSM open up communication channels to opinions outside of the organization. Kōmeitō staffers must therefore invest an ever-increasing amount of time and energy into driving talking points home and controlling narratives.

These shifts underline the fact that Sōka Gakkai has never been a monolithic voting bloc whose members trade critical thinking for adherence. Based on electoral data and ethnographic engagement with local-level Gakkai communities, we can postulate that member discontent with policy shifts has reduced member party support at different points in Kōmeitō’s history (Fisker-Nielsen 2012; Klein and McLaughlin 2018; McLaughlin 2015). Member conflict with Kōmeitō has flared up most obviously in matters pertaining to the JSDF and Article 9. Since it joined the ruling coalition, Kōmeitō, like junior coalition partners in other democracies, has been forced to navigate between incommensurate demands of its voter base and those of its senior coalition partner. While the LDP has sought to radically overhaul Japan’s defense policy, Kōmeitō’s voter base has included outspoken idealists who call on their party to retain its pacifist commitments. During the tenure of Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi (2001–2006), Kōmeitō was criticized by Gakkai members when it supported the 2001 PKO law, which led to the 2002 Persian Gulf and 2004 Iraq JSDF dispatches. Each of these incidents triggered small but widely publicized adherent protests (Fisker-Nielsen 2012; Lindgren 2016). From the second Abe administration, Kōmeitō again faced security-related policy demands from the LDP. In September 2015, Kōmeitō voted for eleven LDP-drafted laws that effectively allow the Japanese government to dispatch the JSDF in aid of military allies, based on shūdanteki jieiken, or the “right of collective self-defense.” According to critics, this legislation marked a clear departure from constitutional interpretation that had been in place since 1972. Kōmeitō pointed out to its supporters that it had negotiated preconditions into these new “security laws” (anpo kanren hōan) that required direct threats to “the existence of Japan” before the Diet can approve a JSDF dispatch. While Kōmeitō’s party leadership argued that “so-called collective self-defense…is neither recognized now nor in the future,” Prime Minister Abe’s interpretation differed (Klein 2015).

Kōmeitō’s recent shifts in its defense of Article 9 have resulted in correspondingly fluid campaign promises. During the 2013 upper house election, the party manifesto called for two potential additions to Article 9, one acknowledging the JSDF as the smallest military organization necessary for defending the country, and the other demanding that the country’s foreign policy be based on pacifist ideals (Kōmeitō 2013, 33). By contrast, in its platform for the 2017 lower house election the party remained noncommittal on changing Article 9 (Kōmeitō 2017), and during the campaign for the upper house election in 2019 its manifesto only stated that constitutional revision “should be discussed carefully from now on” (Kōmeitō 2019).23 The party has consistently responded to its Gakkai critics by reemphasizing its self-declared role as an “opposition within the coalition” (renritsu no naka no yatō) that holds back the LDP’s most egregious intentions, and by pointing to ways its concessions on security matters have earned LDP support for its social welfare legislation.24 Critics who question Kōmeitō’s alliance with the LDP, and even if Sōka Gakkai should be engaged in politics at all, raise doubts about whether Sōka Gakkai still needs Kōmeitō to protect the religion from unfriendly state intervention. Targeting it endured in the mid-1990s raised fear within Sōka Gakkai that it may lose its status as a religious juridical person (shūkyō hōjin), and with it a favorable tax status crucial to the religion’s financial base (Carlson 2014; McLaughlin 2020). However, after Daisaku Ikeda disappeared from public life, fear of political threats to Sōka Gakkai may have declined. Rumors about the status of Ikeda’s health, and about whether or not he is still alive, have swirled through the tabloid press and among Gakkai members since he was last seen in public on May 13, 2010 (McLaughlin 2019). Ikeda is revered as Kōmeitō’s founder, and support for the party is conceived by adherents as ongaeshi, or a “return of obligation” (Nakano 2016) to their mentor. In Ikeda’s absence, competing visions of what it means to follow Ikeda’s teachings have flourished, and rival interpretations of how best to protect the Honorary President’s intentions have seen the Gakkai membership divide into competing constituencies (Klein and McLaughlin 2018).

Jun Nakano (2016, 280) reported that the idea of reducing engagement in the political arena to refocus the group on its religious priorities has been under consideration by Gakkai leaders for some time. Political activities may become increasingly unattractive propositions to potential converts and long-time members alike. Diverging political opinions, discontent with LDP policies, a power vacuum at the top of the Gakkai, and a decline in strength of the Married Women’s Division driven by demographic shifts are liable to make it increasingly challenging for the religion to maintain its historically unmatched voter mobilization levels (Asayama 2017; Nakano 2016, 282).

Conclusion: Religion, Politics, and Democracy


In a political system plagued by low voter turnout and political disinterest, Kōmeitō has consistently moved millions of citizens to vote and raised political participation and awareness. Its politicians on the national and subnational levels have displayed a political responsiveness that is crucial for the health of a democracy. And, in Japan’s volatile party system, Kōmeitō is one of very few stable actors. While it began as a component of an eschatological religious mission, it has developed into a “normal” party, one that seeks power to push voter-friendly policies and win elections.

While its close relationship with Sōka Gakkai remains part of the public perception of Kōmeitō, the party’s image has nonetheless changed. The administrative split between the religion and the party in 1970 has most likely contributed less to perception shifts than Kōmeitō’s work in government since 1999. As junior coalition partner, Kōmeitō has shown no ambition to privilege Sōka Gakkai in Japanese politics, and a considerable portion of Japanese voters today may not be aware that Kōmeitō was created to achieve a Nichiren Buddhist objective. Popular unease persists about cooperation between a highly mobilized lay religion and a ruling coalition party, but there is no evidence that Kōmeitō pursues a religious agenda. For more than two decades, Kōmeitō politicians have appeared alongside their LDP colleagues at public functions, where they have addressed policy issues unrelated to religious organizations or doctrinal teachings. Kōmeitō-initiated aid for the tsunami-stricken region in Japan’s northeast in 2011 improved the party’s public image; disaster victims appreciated the assistance, and some perceived the party, and volunteers from Sōka Gakkai, as allies (Ushio Henshūbu 2011). An increasing number of interest groups have grown accustomed to Kōmeitō as a partner to approach with demands and initiatives, sometimes to the extent that LDP politicians consider their junior coalition partner as a competitor for organized votes (Yomiuri Shimbun, October 11, 2019).

The fading image of Kōmeitō as a religious party may be one reason why it is not a priority for those who research postwar constitutional issues that pertain to religion. Students of the tense relationship between religion and politics in Japan instead tend to focus on national and international furor triggered by Yasukuni Shrine, imperial rites, the phenomenon controversially labeled “State Shinto,” and the postwar constitutional consequences of religion-proximate ideology that was formulated in imperial Japan (Rots and Teeuwen 2017; Thomas 2018). Kōmeitō nonetheless deserves more attention than it has received as a religion-affiliated actor that continues to shape Japanese politics at all levels.

Persistent descriptions of Sōka Gakkai as a stable group of believers whose voting behavior is controlled by Kōmeitō, or summaries of Kōmeitō as the political wing of a religion, are inaccurate. Given the extent to which both Kōmeitō and the LDP rely on Sōka Gakkai votes, the coalition’s future depends on understanding the evolving, and diversifying, expectations of Gakkai members and Kōmeitō politicians. Should Sōka Gakkai pull back from political engagement, tensions that inevitably emerge when a utopian religious worldview meets the compromise-laden world of politics would decline. However, so too would the power of Gakkai members to shape elections. And should the new Gakkai generation not take up their parents’ political zeal, Kōmeitō’s key role in ensuring the coalition’s dominant presence will certainly undergo a profound transformation. The future of both parties in the national coalition will be determined to a significant extent by the actions of the generation of Gakkai adherents who will come of age after the death of their charismatic leader.




Notes


1. For a summary of quantitative research on religious affiliation in Japan, see Roemer (2009) and NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute (2015). Recent survey data that pertain to Sōka Gakkai and Kōmeitō are cited in McLaughlin (2019).


2. Information on Kōmeitō committees and other party bodies can be found at www.komei.or.jp/about/board/. Its regional structure is laid out in chapter 7 of the Kōmeitō party statute at www.komei.or.jp/about/agreement/. For information on Sōka Gakkai’s administrative structure, see https://www.sokanet.jp/info/soshiki_kikou/ and McLaughlin (2019).


3. Daisaku Ikeda, as third Sōka Gakkai president, also made diplomatic inroads by forging a personal relationship with Chinese premiere Zhou Enlai through two visits to Beijing in 1974; he had called for diplomatic normalization at Gakkai meetings from 1968. See Nankai University Zhou Enlai Research Center (2002) and Sōka Gakkai Nenpyō Hensan Iinkai (1976). When Premiere Hu Jintao visited Tokyo in 2008, he took time to meet with Ikeda, by then the Gakkai’s Honorary President, indicating long-term good relations maintained between the religion’s leadership and the Chinese government. Ikeda clashed with Kōmeitō politician Yoshikatsu Takeiri in the early 1970s on how best to push for normalization, and who should take credit for it, and this conflict contributed to Takeiri’s ultimate ouster from both Kōmeitō and Sōka Gakkai. See Shimada and Yano (2010) and Nakano (2016). This clash soon after the administrative separation of the religion and party indicates that the administrative split between Sōka Gakkai and Kōmeitō was not simply a pro forma separation.


4. Kōmeitōshi hensa iinkai (2014, 39). See also Dator (1969).


5. See Kōmeitō’s “New Declaration” (shinsengen), which affirms the “spirit of the party’s founding” as its “identity,” at www.komei.or.jp/about/declaration/ (November 2019). See also Kōmeitōshi hensa iinkai (2014).


6. See, for example, pledges in the Kōmeitō manifesto for the July 2019 upper house campaign: https://www.komei.or.jp/campaign/sanin2019/_assets/pdf/manifesto2019.pdf.


7. The 2007 Kōmeitō manifesto called for granting long-term residents the right to vote in local elections: https://www.komei.or.jp/policy/policy/pdf/jutenseisaku2007.pdf. Party leaders announced that they intended to propose legislation in this regard after the Democratic Party of Japan took office in 2009, but shelved this plan that October (Yomiuri Shimbun, October 31, 2009). Kōmeitō manifestos since the party returned to the national government in 2012 have not focused on this policy.


8. Kōmeitō 1964. See also McLaughlin (2014, 67–68) for a more complete translation of the founding statement. Ōbutsu is most clearly translated as “government and Buddhism” in this context, but a literal translation could be “king/sovereign and Buddha.”


9. For treatments of Kōmeitō and Sōka Gakkai history, see Asayama (2017), Ehrhardt et al. (2014a), Fisker-Nielsen (2012), McLaughlin (2019), Nakano (2010, 2016), Takahashi (2018), Tamano (2008), Tōkyō Daigaku Hokkekyō Kenkyūkai (1962), Tsukada (2015), White (1970), and other sources cited below.


10. Seikyō Shimbun, April 3, 1955. See also Hori (1999).


11. See also Suzuki (1970), Tamano (2008), and White (1970).


12. For a detailed explanation of the series of coalitions and other alliances Kōmeitō joined at the national level before entering into partnership with the LDP in 1999, see Klein and Reed (2014a). See also Christensen (2000), Reed (2003), and Shirakawa (2000).


13. For discussions of the “April Society,” a veritable who’s who of political and religious powerbrokers that coalesced in reaction to Komeitō’s presence in government, see Klein (2012), Klein and Reed (2014a), and McLaughlin (2012). See also Christensen (2000) for analysis of party cooperation in the 1990s.


14. We assume the average number of total votes won by Kōmeitō in the PR tier of the eight upper house elections since the official separation from Sōka Gakkai in 1970 to be an acceptable proxy for this calculation.


15. The 1996 revisions to the 1951 Religious Juridical Persons Law, dubbed the “Aum laws” and ostensibly drafted in response to Aum Shinrikyō, were in fact aimed at Sōka Gakkai. See Klein (2012), LoBreglio (1997), McLaughlin (2012), and Yuki (1997).


16. According to Akiko Shimizu, writing for NHK’s Seiji magajin in October 2019, it was former prime minister Noboru Takeshita who in 1998 initiated talks regarding a possible coalition with Kōmeitō’s then-leader Takenori Kanzaki (www.nhk.or.jp/politics/?utm_int=detail_contents_news-link_001).


17. Klein interview with former Kōmeitō Diet member Chikara Sakaguchi, Tokyo, January 31, 2011.


18. The number of people in Japan who self-describe as Sōka Gakkai members in Japan most likely comprise ~2% of the population. See Roemer (2009) and McLaughlin (2019).


19. For comprehensive analyses of general elections in Japan, consult the Japan Decides series edited by Robert Pekkanen, Steven R. Reed, Ethan Scheiner, and Daniel M. Smith. See in particular Pekkanen et al. (2018).


20. Kōmeitō does fill vice-ministerial positions equivalent to its coalition seat share.


21. Katsuei Hirasawa, member of the lower house for the LDP since 1996, estimated Sōka Gakkai’s support for Liberal Democrats on average to be around 20,000 votes (Klein interview, November 11, 2010, Tokyo). Newspapers and magazines cite similar numbers (Shūkan asahi, December 12, 2014, 18; Asahi Shimbun, December 21, 2019; Japan Times, December 29, 2019). See also Liff and Maeda (2019) for analysis of the LDP’s deep reliance on Gakkai voters to retain the party’s majority—not only its super-majority—in both Diet houses.


22. Sōka Gakkai does not allow access to its surveys of members’ political opinions. However, as the Yomiuri Shimbun (May 4, 2018) reported, such surveys are being conducted within the religion. See also Nakano (2016).


23. In June 2017, Kōmeitō voted in favor of a controversial anti-conspiracy law that lacked precise provisions of criminal liability and consequently granted considerable governmental discretionary power. Critical Gakkai members pointed to the irony of Kōmeitō consenting to this legislation, noting its resemblance to the 1925 Public Security Preservation Law that was used to imprison the Gakkai’s first president, Tsunesaburō Makiguchi. See Ryūkyū Shinpō, July 23, 2019, and McLaughlin (forthcoming).


24. For example, when Kōmeitō voted for the JSDF troop dispatch to Iraq in 2003, the LDP agreed to extend the recipient group of families entitled to child allowance. The introduction of a reduced consumption tax for daily necessities in 2019 was reportedly a concession by Prime Minister Abe to gain Kōmeitō’s consent to the security laws passed in 2015 (Asahi Shimbun, December 22, 2019).
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Chapter 12

 The Political Opposition in Japan


Ethan Scheiner and Michael F. Thies




In a parliamentary system, “the government”—the executive—is created by and responsible to the parliament. The government could be formed by one party or by a coalition of parties, but in either case, all parties not represented in the cabinet are referred to collectively as “the opposition.” The role of the opposition is to keep the government honest, possibly to extract legislative concessions when the government seeks extra votes, and, at least for some opposition parties, to plot a path that will propel them into government at the expense of some or all of the incumbent governing parties.

Thus, in a healthy parliamentary democracy, oppositions oppose, interrogate, bargain, and make the case to voters that they should replace the incumbent government at the next general election (Mochizuki 1982, 24–25). If the government is a coalition or held by a fragile party, the opposition may also seek to sow discord that causes a governmental collapse, in the hopes of stepping into power even without benefit of an election. Over time, then, parties might alternate between government and opposition, as electoral fortunes change, and as parliamentary coalitions shift. “The opposition” describes a party or set of parties at a point in time. Indeed, just as observers sometimes refer to “the government of the day,” so might they also refer to “the opposition of the day.”

But what if a single party (or stable coalition) wins election after election, remains in power for decades, and seems unlikely ever to lose its grip? In such a dominant party system, “the opposition” comes to embody not a credible alternative government, but rather the permanent losers in parliament. Opposition parties have little near-term hope of affecting policy very much, let alone of taking over the government. The country might still hold free and fair elections and protect a full slate of political and civil liberties, but political accountability might be compromised in the de facto absence of any electoral jeopardy for the party in power (Mochizuki 1982, 28).

Between 1955 and 1989, Japan was just such a “democracy without competition” (Scheiner 2006). The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) maintained majorities in both houses of the National Diet and (with one minor exception) formed every government alone. And “the opposition” simply became a synonym for “all parties other than the LDP.” But in 1989 the LDP lost its upper house majority, and in 1993, the party split and lost the lower house, too. It fell out of power, displaced by a seven-party coalition of nearly everyone else.1 After just ten months, however, the LDP returned to government for the next fifteen years, albeit almost always in coalitions.2 Then, in 2009, it crashed back out of power as the result of a landslide victory by a new majority party, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ). Finally, after three years of mostly unsuccessful DPJ rule, the LDP returned yet again in December 2012, and it has remained in power ever since, while the opposition now looks as fragmented and possibly hopeless as it did before 1989.

Thus, for all but four of the sixty-four years between 1955 and 2019, the LDP has governed Japan. The question of how one party has stayed on top for so long in a democracy has dominated the literature on postwar Japanese politics (Thayer 1969; Baerwald 1986; Hrebenar 1992; Sato and Matsuzaki 1986; Curtis 1988; Krauss and Pekkanen 2011), but in this chapter, we consider the other side of the same coin: the failure of the opposition to put up much of a fight for most of that time. Since the establishment of the LDP in 1955, we see three distinct periods. The first, opposition as protest, lasted until 1989, and contained several sub-periods during which the opposition splintered and diversified its tactics. As we argue in detail below, Japan’s clientelistic elections and centralized institutions created massive disadvantages for parties out of power, thus preventing the opposition from truly challenging the LDP. The second period, opposition as alternative government, stretched from 1989 through 2012, nearly a quarter century, and included those four years of non-LDP governments. Although the anti-LDP forces began to consolidate, the structural disadvantages for the opposition continued during the initial years of this period. However, significant changes over time altered these conditions and helped the opposition win the 2009 lower house election and gain control of the government. The third period, which began with the LDP’s return to power in December 2012, is ongoing, and at the time of writing might best be called opposition as irrelevance. The causes of opposition irrelevance in this period are very different from those that produced fifty-four years of nearly uninterrupted opposition failure prior to 2009.

Irrespective of the causes, theory and experience alike teach us the importance of genuine party competition and the potential for alternation in power to promote democratic accountability. Thirty years ago, the feebleness of the opposition in Japan led Pempel (1990, 7) to remind us that “[a] democracy predicated on the ability to ‘throw the rascals out’ is far less convincing when it exists only in the abstract than when it is backed up by periodic examples of rascals actually flying through the doors.” A generation of more meaningful party competition commenced soon after he wrote that, but since 2012, Pempel’s reminder seems once again to be apposite.

Period 1: Opposition as Protest (1955–1989)


The first postwar decade in Japan, most of it under the auspices of the Allied Occupation (1945–1952), saw multiple parties contest elections and a kaleidoscope of governing coalitions (Kohno 1997; Christensen 2000, 131–136). Helped in part by purges of leading conservative politicians by the postwar Occupation authorities, one government in 1947–1948 even featured a Socialist Party prime minister. However, the norm in these years was dominance by conservative parties, which a divided left had limited capacity to challenge.

The most significant realignment of the party system occurred in 1955. After years of acrimony, the Right and Left Socialist Parties merged to form the Japan Socialist Party (JSP), and a month later the conservative forces united to form the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). The JSP represented labor, especially the public sector union Sōhyō, and explicitly campaigned on class lines, fighting for the working class against big business. In contrast, the LDP’s support base was agriculture and small and big business. At birth, the LDP was roughly twice the size of the JSP, and essentially unrestrained in its exercise of legislative and executive power.

Scholars of this period, often referred to as the 1955 System, demarcate several sub-periods, each of which featured a variation on the theme of LDP dominance. Different observers offer different periodicities,3 but most agree that the first several years were characterized by “intense” (Krauss 1984) and “unrelenting” (Mochizuki 1982) bipolar conflict and “deep ideological polarization” (Curtis 1988, 17) between the LDP and the Marxist opposition (see also Baerwald 1974). “Snap votes” on controversial matters became quite normal in the Diet, as LDP governments would summarily end debate and use the party’s large majority to legislate over the fruitless objections of the JSP and the tiny Japanese Communist Party (JCP). Aware of their impotence in the Diet, the JSP and JCP denounced LDP heavy-handedness as “tyranny of the majority,” and framed their objections as existential struggles for democracy. They frequently resorted to hopeless motions of “no confidence,” as well as sit-ins, boycotts, and delaying maneuvers such as “cow-walking” to slow down legislative votes (Pempel 1975; Krauss 1984). Precisely because they knew that they could not stop a determined LDP government, the opposition parties’ favored course was to draw media attention and hope to win the battle for public opinion.

The opposition-as-protest phase peaked in its intensity in 1960, when the LDP used a snap vote in the middle of the night to ratify the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty in the face of vehement opposition throughout the country (Scalapino and Masumi 1962, 136; Mochizuki 1982, 404–405). Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi resigned to take responsibility for the unrest, and his successor, Hayato Ikeda, indicated an accommodative shift in tone (and in LDP priorities) away from controversial issues of foreign and security policy in favor of a focus on rapid economic growth, hallmarked by his famous “income-doubling plan” (Mochizuki 1982, 39).

The Security Treaty Crisis also marked a second stage of opposition party development, characterized by a progressive weakening of the JSP’s exclusive claim to be “the opposition.” Partly this change was due to gains by the JCP, but even more important was the establishment of two new centrist parties. First, JSP moderates representing private-sector unions and those who favored the treaty renewal split off from the JSP to form the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) in late 1959 (Curtis 1988); the 1960 general election was the DSP’s first. With no base outside of cities that maintained a significant private-sector union presence, the DSP never exceeded single digits in terms of vote or seat percentages won in lower house elections. Nonetheless, by amputating the JSP’s more moderate wing, the DSP’s emergence weakened and radicalized the JSP, pushing it further to the left and away from the voters who might be looking for a credible governing alternative to the LDP (Stockwin 1975). Second, in 1964, the lay Buddhist organization Sōka Gakkai entered the electoral arena under the banner of its political party, Kōmeitō. The party began contesting elections in the House of Representatives (HR) in 1967. Beginning in 1969, Kōmeitō regularly garnered roughly 10 percent of all votes and seats, appealing primarily to the lower-middle-income urban residents who made up the bulk of Sōka Gakkai adherents. Kōmeitō sold itself as an ideologically centrist party, rejecting both the Marxist ideologies of the JSP and JCP, and the corruption and elitism of the LDP (Stockwin 1975; Baerwald 1986; Curtis 1988; Hrebenar 1992).

Thus, much of the growth and diversification of Japan’s opposition emerged in cities, where citizens were less tied to the LDP’s clientelistic networks and where, especially in the late 1960s and early 1970s, progressive mayors and governors initiated social welfare and anti-pollution policies to combat demographic change. The DSP and Kōmeitō focused on issues related to city residents and cut into the urban success of both the JSP and LDP (Scheiner 1999). Similarly, the Communists gained greater traction with their appeals to the urban working class. Stuck in the low single digits in electoral success over the initial elections under the 1955 System, starting in 1972 the JCP typically won roughly 10 percent of the vote and 5–7 percent of the HR seats.4

By the close of the 1960s, then, Japan’s “one-and-a-half party system” (Scalapino and Masumi 1962) had evolved into a multiparty system, with the LDP’s somewhat smaller legislative majority now challenged by an array of ideologically distinct opponents. The JSP remained by far the largest opposition party, but any aspirations to power faded with each successive election. Its numerical strength peaked in 1958 at 36 percent of lower house seats; by 1969, it held only 19 percent. And so, rather than a description of any credible sort of competition for Japan’s ruling party, any strong possibility of alternation in power, or any consistent capacity to affect policy, “the opposition” became merely a shortcut reference to the fragmented grab-bag of non-LDP parties.

Krauss (1984) characterizes government-opposition relations in the 1960s and 1970s as a period of “accommodation,” with new norms of opposition participation and influence through Diet committees (see also Baerwald 1986, 123ff). The JSP and JCP continued to use extra-parliamentary protests to garner attention, but these increasingly became “theatrical” (Mochizuki 1982, 413) ritualistic performances—“like stage plays” (Krauss 1984, 252). Seeking to lay the foundation for future coalition governments that might include them, the DSP and Kōmeitō eschewed these tactics and instead began to work with the government on legislation (Christensen 2000, 126–127). Overall, opposition support of government bills actually increased during this period.5

The end of the 1970s was characterized by near parity between the LDP and the combined opposition (see also Baerwald 1986; Curtis 1988; Hrebenar 1992). Among other reasons, a steady drumbeat of corruption scandals within the ruling party appeared increasingly to turn voters off. In the summer of 1976, a group of ruling party members defected from the LDP to form the New Liberal Club (NLC) (Pharr 1982). The NLC, pledging to create cleaner politics, earned only 4.2 percent of the vote and 3.3 percent of the seats in the December 1976 election, but nonetheless contributed to the LDP’s failure to win a majority of HR seats in 1976 for the first time since its founding. As was common throughout the period, a handful of conservative independents joined the LDP immediately after the election in 1976, thus restoring the party’s majority,6 but after more than twenty years of opposition hopelessness, the prospect that the LDP could be toppled now seemed less remote.

Temporarily at least, the LDP was able to weather this storm. After the 1983 election, it invited the NLC to join a formal coalition, as a precursor to reabsorbing it a few years later. Riding the coattails of its popular prime minister, Yasuhiro Nakasone, as well as the beginning of the expansion of stock and land-price bubbles that briefly propelled Japan’s per capita income to the top of the world rankings, the LDP won its greatest electoral victory for a quarter-century in the 1986 general election. As Curtis (1988, 35–37) argues, however, many things had in fact changed. First, the opposition was now ideologically and numerically fragmented and “demoralized.” Second, Japanese parties were considerably less polarized. Not only had the opposition parties spread themselves out over a much more heterogeneous set of policy positions, but the LDP too had broadened its support base to include a “diverse social coalition.”

Why Opposition Failure during the Opposition as Protest Period?


The longtime success of the LDP and the inability of Japan’s opposition to perform the typical role of “opposition as alternative government” were the hallmarks of Japanese party politics in the 1955 System, and weakened democratic accountability in Japan. But what produced this unusual arrangement?

Prior to the 1990s, much of the analysis of the opposition failure focused on explaining reasons for LDP popularity. Most prominently, observers correctly highlighted how decades of economic success helped maintain support for the party (e.g., Pempel 1998). Others emphasized Japanese culture, arguing, for example, that a conservative, change-resistant culture helped maintain voters’ ties to the LDP (e.g., Hrebenar 1992). From a different perspective, some scholars argued that the LDP was able to enact policies flexibly, thus responding in a skillful manner to changing public preferences (e.g., Calder 1988; Pempel 1990; Thies 1998). Many (e.g., Curtis 1988; Otake 1990) argued that the LDP benefitted from its opponents’ fecklessness, pointing especially to the JSP’s internal ideological purity tests that produced inflexible left-wing policy appeals and turned off millions of Japanese voters. However, all of these arguments can only go so far in explaining LDP success and opposition failure, given that after 1963 the LDP never managed to win a majority of the lower house vote. That is, the LDP was losing support despite the “economic miracle,” but it nonetheless managed to sustain perennial legislative majorities. How?

To answer this question, scholars implicate Japan’s electoral system, in two ways. The first was increasing pro-rural malapportionment. Early in the postwar period, Japan allocated seats proportionally to districts according to their population. Over time, millions of Japanese moved from rural to urban areas, but little reapportionment accompanied such moves. As a result, urban areas held many fewer seats than their growing populations merited, and rural districts were grossly overrepresented. The LDP, with its base in Japan’s countryside, could win many rural seats with a relatively small number of votes. But malapportionment isn’t the whole story. There is no question that it benefited the LDP and hurt the centrist parties and the JCP,7 but the effect was pivotal for LDP legislative majorities in only a very small number of elections (Christensen and Johnson 1995; Baker and Scheiner 2007).

Second, many scholars highlight the strategic challenges that the single non-transferable vote (SNTV) electoral system created, especially for opposition parties. Under SNTV, most Japanese electoral districts elected three to five members, so to win a legislative majority, a party needed to win an average of roughly two seats per district. Each voter could cast only a single vote for an individual candidate, so majority-seeking parties faced a strategic imperative: run multiple candidates per district and find a way to induce a division of the vote even enough to elect as many of these rival candidates as possible. Some scholars argue that while the centrifugal forces of intraparty competition caused the opposition to fragment, power (and especially access to resources) was the glue that held the LDP together (Reed and Scheiner 2003). All LDP candidates toed the party line, and then used pork, patronage, and countless gifts and favors to differentiate themselves from one another. This allowed the party to run multiple candidates without confusing voters about what the party stood for (Hrebenar 1992; McCubbins and Rosenbluth 1995; Cox and Thies 1998).

Scheiner (2005, 2006) emphasizes the failure of the opposition at the subnational level as central to the story of the parties’ failure in national-level races. Whereas non-LDP parties tended to control 40–45 percent of the seats in the House of Representatives under the 1955 System, their success in prefectural assembly races tended to hover around 30 percent. Scheiner attributes this to the combination of clientelistic policies and institutional centralization. First, he argues that clientelism is even more important in local elections than in national elections.8 Second, in Japan’s highly centralized constitutional structure, the party that controls the national budget, the source of pork-barrel spending, can enjoy a virtuous central-local feedback loop, as local politicians face strong incentives to affiliate with the national-level ruling party. This pro-LDP bias of the centralized, clientelistic system is particularly strong in rural areas that rely more heavily on the central government for support. The effect of this opposition weakness at the local level weakens the opposition’s challenge to the LDP at the national level, Scheiner argues. Subnational politicians tended to be the most effective campaigners for national-level candidates and to form a pool of well-qualified candidates for national office (Horiuchi, Saito, and Yamada 2015). With a weaker bench of subnational politicians, therefore, the opposition faced great disadvantage in national elections.

Period 2: Opposition as Alternative Government (1989–2012)


The changes of the late 1980s created the underpinnings for a transformation of the party system in Japan. Splits within the LDP led briefly to a multiparty, anti-LDP government. The anti-LDP coalition proved unable to stay together, but it established a pattern of coalition governments that has continued to the present. The anti-LDP government’s one major legislative achievement, electoral reform, promoted a more consolidated opposition force, but initially did not undercut the structural disadvantages faced by the opposition. However, over time, even these underlying conditions weakened, ultimately producing genuine party alternation in power,

The Opposition Consolidates, but the LDP Keeps Winning (1990–2003)


After the LDP’s dominating win in the 1986 general election, and Nakasone’s decision to step down a year later, a more serious series of threats to the party’s rule emerged. A vast insider trading scandal and the ruling party’s decision to introduce a consumption tax took down Nakasone’s successor as prime minister, and a sex scandal quickly toppled the next one. This put the LDP on shaky ground going into the 1989 House of Councillors (HC, the upper house) race (Christensen 2000, 111–117), and the JSP pulled off an unprecedented upset, undoing the LDP’s majority control of the upper house for the first time since 1955–1956. The LDP remained alone in government, but moving forward it would have to work with other parties to pass legislation.

The LDP won the February 1990 general election, but with a much-reduced majority. That year also saw the bursting of Japan’s stock- and land-price bubbles, a crash that initiated two-plus decades of stagnation, recession, and deflation. To add insult to injury, in 1992 another spectacular bribery scandal dominated the headlines. Public outrage grew over LDP corruption (Reed and Thies 2001). In June 1993, several dozen members of the ruling party, led by Ichirō Ozawa, supported a vote of no confidence against the LDP government and defected to form new party alternatives. The House of Representatives (the lower house) was dissolved and new elections were held in July.

The first period of LDP dominance officially ended with the results of the 1993 general election. The rump of the LDP finished first, but well short of a legislative majority, and the parties formed by the LDP defectors pieced together a coalition with every other party save the JCP to push the LDP out of power. Suddenly, the long-suffering opposition was in power and the natural party of government, the LDP, was now the opposition.9

The LDP did not stay in opposition for long, however. The unwieldy new coalition splintered in April 1994, and collapsed altogether in June. In a surprising development, the LDP co-opted its traditional enemy, the JSP, to form a new government. But this was not a simple return to LDP dominance. Two important changes had occurred that would define the next two decades. First, there had been actual partisan turnover in government, however fleeting, and this demonstrated that turnover was achievable and something the LDP’s opponents could aspire to repeat. Second, since 1993 every Japanese government but one has featured a coalition of at least two parties, a clear departure from thirty-eight years of single-party governments. The advent of coalition governments opened the possibility of more fluid transit between government and opposition, as big parties might see fit to swap some partners for others, to suit changing circumstances or changing electoral calculations.

As mentioned above, the short-lived coalition that followed the 1993 election produced one singular achievement: a major restructuring of the electoral system for the House of Representatives. The existing SNTV electoral system engendered personalistic and money-oriented politics, and many observers and politicians held SNTV responsible for much of the corruption in Japanese politics (see, e.g., Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993; Reed and Thies 2001). For many years before he led the 1993 rebellion that temporarily toppled the LDP, Ichirō Ozawa had called for a switch to single-member districts and a first-past-the-post electoral system, in order to eliminate intraparty competition and promote the establishment of a unified opposition party that could aspire to alternate in government with the LDP (Ozawa 1994; Reed and Scheiner 2003; George Mulgan 2015).

The anti-LDP coalition government replaced the SNTV rules with a mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) system combining (initially) three hundred single-member districts to be contested by first-past-the-post rules and two hundred seats elected across eleven regions via proportional representation. The addition of the proportional representation (PR) tier represented a compromise to gain support for the reform by smaller parties that could not realistically hope to win single-member districts (SMDs) (Christensen 1994; Reed and Thies 2001).

The expected big-party rival appeared very soon after the passage of the reform. In December 1994, Ozawa founded the New Frontier Party (NFP), merging most of the small parties that appeared in 1993 with the long-standing centrist parties Kōmeitō and the DSP. The NFP’s first electoral test was an upper house half-election in summer 1995, and it won forty seats to the LDP’s forty-nine, actually amassing 1.5 million more votes than the LDP. In the first lower house election held under the new MMM rules, the NFP again showed well. It won 28 percent of the votes in both the SMD and PR tiers (compared with 39 and 33 percent, respectively, for the LDP), although its seat take (156 seats to the LDP’s 239) suffered from an eleventh-hour split.

That split produced the Democratic Party of Japan, led by defectors from the NFP and the JSP (now called the Social Democratic Party—SDP) (Scheiner 2006; Weiner 2011). The DPJ won 11 percent of the SMD vote and seventeen seats, and 16 percent of the PR vote, good for thirty-five seats. Together, then, the opposition (NFP + DPJ + JCP) trounced the LDP in terms of votes (53 to 42 percent in SMDs, 60 to 40 percent in PR) but the LDP and its shadow coalition partners secured a majority of seats nonetheless. Due in part to policy disagreements among its component parties-cum-factions (especially, the poor fit of those who joined from Kōmeitō) and in part to dissent against the leadership of Ozawa, the NFP disbanded in late 1997, with its members scattering in several different directions (Curtis 2000,192–193). A small but important group joined the DPJ, thus cementing that party’s status as the clear leader of the opposition. The NFP’s former Kōmeitō members reemerged en bloc as the “New Kōmeitō.” Ozawa himself created the small Liberal Party. Finally, some NFP refugees rejoined the LDP.

In January 1999, Ozawa brought his Liberal Party into coalition with the LDP, which had meanwhile crept back over the majority threshold. The two were soon joined by Kōmeitō, specifically to retake control of the upper house (Druckman and Thies 2002). The Liberals split in 2000 over disagreements between Ozawa and the LDP, with Ozawa’s group rejoining the opposition and the rest eventually absorbed by the LDP. Just prior to the 2003 general election, Ozawa merged his Liberal Party with the DPJ, and began plotting the DPJ’s takeover of government in earnest (George Mulgan 2015). The DPJ did quite well in the 2003 election, improving its lower house standing by forty seats, while the LDP, now led by Junichirō Koizumi, lost ten. The DPJ bested the LDP by three seats in the PR tier, but fell sixty-three seats short of the LDP in the SMD tier. The latter failure was due in part to the spoiler role played by the JCP, and in part to the enhanced electoral cooperation between the LDP and Kōmeitō in fielding joint candidates in SMDs and producing many more urban-seat victories than the LDP could have mustered on its own (Liff and Maeda 2019).

As expected, the change in the electoral system had helped to promote an opposition force that was more consolidated around a single party, but many of the same structural factors that harmed the opposition prior to electoral reform persisted. The electoral reform had not eliminated clientelism, especially in local politics, and had done nothing to alter Japan’s highly centralized institutional structure, and so the LDP continued to dominate subnational elections by nearly the same margins as prior to reform. With a paucity of local politicians to campaign on its behalf and run for office in national elections, the DPJ found itself unable to win many SMDs. Controlling for political experience, LDP candidates were no more likely to win lower house district races than DPJ candidates in 2000 and 2003. But, thanks to its large pool of subnational office holders, the LDP had many more experienced candidates, and candidates with experience of that sort were much more likely to win, whichever party they represented (Scheiner 2006; Reed, Scheiner, and Thies 2012). By the 2003 lower house race, the third under the new electoral system, the DPJ’s 37 percent of the seats made it the most successful opposition party ever (Scheiner 2006). Nevertheless, the LDP won those first three elections under the new rules convincingly.

Opposition en route to Government (2004–2010)


In the next general election, in September 2005, Prime Minister Koizumi led the LDP to its largest landslide victory to date. Together with Kōmeitō, it won a two-thirds majority for the first time. It was easy to believe that the election augured a new era of even greater dominance by the LDP. But Koizumi’s core strategy, in conjunction with structural changes in Japan, would help produce the first true voter-induced victory for the opposition.

Koizumi had long called for the LDP to remake its support base, in particular by appealing to urban voters. He pushed for a wide-ranging liberalization of the economy, even if it were to alienate many of the party’s most loyal supporters in heavily protected sectors of the economy. Lost in the headlines of the LDP’s 2005 election landslide win was evidence that something very fundamental had changed. At its root, the 1994 electoral reform was intended by its strongest advocates to move Japan toward a Westminsterian form of government (Ozawa 1994; George Mulgan 2015), That is, many hoped it would induce a competition that regularized alternation in government between two large, programmatic parties with opposing visions for government. Accordingly, elections could center on party manifestos and public goods rather than personal appeals and clientelist handouts. As already discussed, the impetus to establish a big-party alternative to the LDP commenced straightaway, and although the NFP foundered after three years, the DPJ replaced it and became a viable competitor. But the downstream effects on campaigns and pork-barrel politics were more gradual, clientelism began to decline in the late 1990s (Noble 2010; Rosenbluth and Thies 2010), and party politics shifted from the district-by-district focus under SNTV to a more nationalized competition under the new rules (Reed, Scheiner, and Thies 2012). With the elimination of intraparty competition, parties began in the 2000s to produce election manifestos to advertise their party policy platforms. But the 2005 contest was the first in which individual HR candidates’ likelihood of victory depended more on their partisan affiliation (Reed, Scheiner, and Thies 2012) than their personal qualities or experience (Scheiner 2006).

Koizumi’s central strategies helped weaken the importance of individual candidacies. The 2005 snap election was a direct response to defiance within the LDP to Koizumi’s anti-clientelistic policy reforms. When faced with intraparty obstruction of his reform efforts, Koizumi expelled the rebels, dissolved the Diet, and framed the ensuing election campaign as a referendum on himself and his reform plans. Although the DPJ opposed Koizumi’s reform plans because they did not go far enough, Koizumi was able lump it together with the expelled rebels as “anti-reform” and steamroll it at the polls.

The DPJ’s 2005 setback was only temporary. Koizumi retired at the height of his popularity in 2006, and his successor, Shinzō Abe, put economic reform on the back burner in favor of nationalist appeals for patriotism, constitutional revision, and a more vigorous foreign policy. The unpopularity of these moves, along with a scandal involving millions of lost pension records, gave the DPJ an opening, In July 2007, the DPJ won the upper house half-election outright and (with its small-party allies) took majority control over that chamber. This was momentous—it produced the first post-1955 case of a “Twisted Diet” in which the two houses of the bicameral parliament were controlled by opposing political coalitions.

The DPJ’s success in 2007 can be traced to the ways that Koizumi had repositioned the LDP for the 2005 general election. Koizumi’s liberalizing reforms explicitly sought to undercut the government’s (and, by extension, the LDP’s) clientelistic practices, something that raised the hackles of many in the countryside. Opportunistically, the DPJ made overtures to rural Japan, offering welfare-state-type policies10 designed to help farmers and small businesses who felt abandoned by the LDP. With these moves, the electoral foundations of the parties shifted. While winning its largest majority ever, the LDP actually lost seats in rural districts. At the same time, although the DPJ had a poor election overall, it enjoyed roughly equal levels of support across all types of districts (Reed, Scheiner, and Thies 2012).

The growing competition between the two parties proved to be important for democratic accountability. To some degree, the LDP and DPJ tried to have their cake and eat it too, by simultaneously promoting both urban and rural interests. However, both parties also paid significant attention to economic liberalization, explicitly discussing it and the balance of urban and rural interests in campaigns. In short, greater party competition appeared to inject a level of serious economic discussion that had been lacking in the period of “Opposition as Protest.”

With these shifts in the foundations of Japanese party politics, the DPJ continued to rise. Abe resigned to take responsibility for the 2007 HC electoral loss, and the DPJ, led now by Ozawa, used its upper house perch to bedevil the administrations of his successors, Yasuo Fukuda and then Tarō Asō. The DPJ-controlled HC censured LDP cabinet ministers as well as Fukuda himself, and rejected appointments to the central bank and the continuation of Japan’s refueling mission in support of NATO efforts in Afghanistan. Ozawa publicly demanded that the government resign and call a general election. Of course, because the DPJ-controlled upper house was not subject to early dissolution, voters in a general election could “untwist” the Diet only by delivering a lower house victory to the DPJ.

By 2007 the structures underlying Japanese politics looked markedly different from those of the pre-1989 period. With the decline in clientelism and in the significance of individual candidacies, as well as the rise of more nationalized elections, the DPJ was in a position to win a general election and take control of the government. Finally, having held out for as long as constitutionally allowed, LDP Prime Minister Asō called an election for September 2009, and sure enough, the DPJ won its historic landslide victory. It won nearly 90 percent of all urban and semi-urban district seats, but, perhaps most startlingly, the party also won a plurality of rural seats and 308 seats overall, as compared to only 119 for the LDP. For the second time since 1993, but now with a single-party anti-LDP majority rather than an unwieldy seven-party coalition, the opposition became the government.

Briefly, Japan politics resembled the canonical Westminster model (Lijphart 1999; Powell 2000), whereby two large parties alternate in power. However, bipartism would not last long, and the ascendance of the opposition would prove to be fleeting.

Opposition as Obstruction (2010–2012)


For nine months, the DPJ controlled both houses of the Diet, but infighting between Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama and de facto party leader Ozawa soon spoiled the broth. A series of minor scandals and policy flubs, particularly regarding promises made to rural voters to convince them to give the DPJ a chance, opened the door for an LDP comeback. This was manifested in the LDP’s recapturing the upper house in July 2010. Now the Diet was twisted in the other direction, with a DPJ-dominated lower house and government, and an LDP-led upper house. The LDP relentlessly followed the DPJ’s 2007–2009 obstructionist example. As Endo, Pekkanen, and Reed (2013, 57) note, the LDP “scrupulously did not miss a single good opportunity to initiate a censure motion against any minister with a whiff of incompetence or corruption” (see also Carlson 2013). Sometimes, the LDP used this upper house leverage to force the DPJ to amend its proposed legislation, making the novice DPJ government appear weak. The LDP was also more than willing to obstruct outright. Among many infamous examples (see Thies and Yanai 2013), the LDP even refused to countenance emergency relief spending for victims of the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown until DPJ Prime Minister Naoto Kan promised to resign.

Yoshihiko Noda replaced Kan as prime minister in September 2011, but the DPJ’s problems only increased (Kushida and Lipscy 2013). As Noda set in motion a plan to raise the consumption tax, eight DPJ members (with two more joining them later) left the party in November 2011 in protest. By February 2012, the DPJ’s intraparty battles grew even more heated. Ozawa attacked the party’s leaders, notably opposing the consumption tax increase. Facing opposition from within his own party, in June 2012 Noda worked with the LDP and Kōmeitō to pass the tax hike in exchange for a promise to hold a new lower house election soon.

After the consumption tax increase passed, Ozawa and forty-nine of his Diet followers left the DPJ to create a new party (Kushida and Lipscy 2013; Pekkanen and Reed 2013). In the following months, other Diet members followed suit. In November Noda paid the price demanded by the LDP, and called a general election for December 16, 2012. The DPJ had won 308 lower house seats in 2009, but thanks primarily to defections from the party, only 230 DPJ incumbents remained heading into the 2012 race (Nyblade 2013).

The DPJ faced an array of new opponents in the election—not only the LDP, Kōmeitō, and the Communists, but also a group of “Third Force” parties that sought to challenge both the LDP and DPJ. Ozawa’s group formed the core of one such party (the Tomorrow Party of Japan). A second, the Japan Restoration Party (JRP), founded in the Osaka area, sought to become a national force. A third party (Your Party) had been quite small in 2009 but had then gained strength (Reed 2013; Reed et al. 2013).

The result was a fragmented assortment of alternatives to the LDP, signaling an end to the brief period of two-party competition in Japan. The LDP won the election with more than 60 percent of all seats. Combined with the seat total of its coalition partner Kōmeitō, the new government held a two-thirds majority in the lower house. The DPJ, meanwhile, crashed hard, winning only fifty-seven seats.

However, the election was far closer than the final seat totals suggested. Indeed, the anti-LDP forces may have squandered an opportunity to keep the LDP out of power. Although the LDP won a stunning number of seats, it took just 28 percent of the proportional representation vote, and its partner Kōmeitō won under 12 percent. The LDP won 79 percent of the single-member district seats, but only 43 percent of the vote for its candidates. Together, the LDP and Kōmeitō took 246 out of the 300 SMDs in 2012 but won vote majorities in fewer than 100 of those. The familiar problem for the anti-LDP forces was that they divided a potentially winning sum of votes among too many candidates. This failure to coordinate around a single candidate in each district may very well have handed the LDP the election.11

In the event, the actual result was a total defeat for the DPJ. Voters had given it a chance to govern, and through a combination of blunders, factional infighting, and bad luck, it had failed. Due to the realities of the Twisted Diet, it had had to turn to the LDP for external support for its most important policy bills, which bolstered the LDP’s claim to be the natural party of government. With the LDP’s return to power, this period of two-bloc politics and alternation in government closed. Shinzō Abe, who had been given a second chance to lead the LDP after his 2006 failure, immediately set his sights on winning the July 2013 upper house election, to restore unified bicameral control, an aspiration he duly realized.

Period 3: Opposition as Irrelevance (2012–)?


After its 2012 humiliation, it briefly appeared that the opposition might be able to reignite the competitive party system, but Abe snuffed out the threat with clever tactics. In 2014 the opposition began to develop a strategy to contest the next lower house election as a unified force (Ikeda and Reed 2016; Pekkanen and Reed 2016). Without warning, Abe dissolved the lower house and called a snap election, giving the opposition no time to put a plan into place. The result was a bloodbath, as the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition renewed its two-thirds majority. The DPJ recovered a bit from 2012, gaining sixteen seats. Unlike 2012, in which they fought over 211 district seats, the DPJ and the Third Force parties competed with each other in only fifty-six SMDs. In part as a result, the governing coalition’s SMD “seat bonus” from opposition coordination failure was only twenty-one (Scheiner, Smith, and Thies 2016).

Having learned that the opposition had not yet found a way to inspire Japanese voters and could not put together an election strategy on the fly, Abe reprised his snap election gambit to great effect in 2017. This time, the DPJ chose not to contest the election at all, urging its voters to support new opposition parties. Two new parties emerged, and unlike most previous party developments of recent decades, the new parties presented sharply distinct ideological stances. One, the Party of Hope, holds very conservative policy positions, including support for constitutional revision. The other, the Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP), advocates a much more left-wing position, hearkening back to the old JSP’s obsession with preserving the Article 9 “Peace Clause” of the constitution. Despite the arrival of these new parties, the results of the election changed little from 2014. Hope and the CDP mostly avoided competing directly with one another in the SMDs, but collectively took only 104 seats, whereas the governing coalition again secured a two-thirds supermajority.

As of 2019, the opposition appears to have squandered an opportunity to consolidate the more competitive party system that had emerged in the years after 1993. After a mere three years in government, battles among the anti-LDP parties cost the group a 2012 election that they could have won. In the next two general elections (2014 and 2017), the main opposition parties avoided making as many coordination errors, but often because they failed to nominate any candidate at all. The results were three consecutive LDP landslides. The LDP’s share of the proportional representation vote (a reasonable proxy for its true popularity relative to other parties) rose from only 28 percent in 2012 to 33 percent in both 2014 and 2017. So while poor opposition tactics handed fewer “unearned” seats to the LDP in the latter two elections, the bigger problem was that opposition parties failed to persuade enough voters to give them a second chance to govern. Today’s “opposition,” a heterogeneous smattering of small and medium-sized parties, resembles the latter years of the 1955 System much more than what Japan experienced between 1993 and 2012.

The post-2012 period of LDP-Kōmeitō rule in the absence of any real electoral challenge highlights the important part played in democratic governance by a “true” opposition—i.e., one that competes with the ruling parties as an “opposition as alternative government.” Beginning in 2014, in numerous districts the LDP offered the only viable candidate, with “challengers” who were never seen as having any chance of winning. The continued disarray of the opposition left it unable to provide a genuine challenge to the LDP on policy grounds. The opposition never offered a real alternative to the LDP’s “Abenomics” approach to reinvigorate the Japanese economy, and made little effort at taking on the LDP for ignoring other major policy issues. What emerged were “no choice” elections (Pekkanen, Reed, and Smith 2016), in which the LDP campaigned on a narrow range of economic policy issues. Then, upon winning, Prime Minister Abe claimed the results demonstrated a mandate for his entire policy agenda, even though most of it had not even been a significant part of the campaign.

Why (Renewed) Opposition Failure?


Given the elimination of many of the LDP’s long-held structural advantages, the failure of the opposition to mount a credible challenge after 2012 is somewhat puzzling. The nationalization of party politics and the decline in the significance of individual candidacies (Reed, Scheiner, and Thies 2012) imply that a lack of control of the central government should be much less of a disadvantage than in previous years. Moreover, there appeared to be ample opportunity for the opposition to make inroads with Japan’s voters. The LDP—and in particular its policies—are not especially popular with Japan’s voters (Pekkanen, Reed, and Scheiner 2016a, 2016b; Pekkanen and Reed 2018; Pekkanen, et al. 2018). In fact, Horiuchi, Smith, and Yamamoto (2018) provide compelling evidence that in the 2017 campaign, the LDP’s platform was the least popular among Japanese voters.

Nevertheless, there were many reasons for the opposition’s failure during this time, most of which point to evaluations of competence. To begin with, it was under the DPJ’s watch that Japan was hit by one of the worst disasters in world history in March 2011. Despite the fact that many of the problems that emerged could be pinned on bureaucratic failings that longtime LDP rule had permitted, the DPJ took a significant share of the blame for the slow governmental response in the aftermath of the disaster and failings in the country’s recovery over the following year. In addition, the DPJ simply did not implement much of its manifesto while in office. The LDP helped to undermine DPJ governments by using the Twisted Diet to obstruct all important legislation, but many DPJ injuries were self-inflicted. From a different perspective, the DPJ’s collapse was undoubtedly partly a result of the party’s internal ideological heterogeneity and the personal ambitions of Ichirō Ozawa. The party had always been a big tent of ideas, but these differing positions became much more difficult to satisfy once the party actually had to pass legislation and govern. The LDP has always contained multitudes as well, but, somehow, power has proved enough to hold it together, even after Koizumi’s painful reboot of the party brand. This last point highlights the significance of Ozawa’s destruction of the DPJ in 2012 (George Mulgan 2015). A longer stint in power might have allowed the party to become more institutionalized and find a way to maintain itself despite internal disagreements about policy, but Ozawa made that impossible when he chose to burn the house down on his way out the door.

It is important to note that rapidly declining voter turnout has also played a significant role in the failure of the post-2012 opposition. In 2009 turnout reached a high (69 percent) not achieved since 1990, as habitual abstainers sought to cast a ballot for something new. However, turnout dropped to 59 percent in 2012, as many of these less committed voters decided to return to the sidelines (Reed et al. 2013). This set a postwar record low for turnout, which was then eclipsed in 2014 (53 percent) and 2017 (54 percent). The LDP and Kōmeitō rely upon a well-organized and reliable group of voters, thus providing a boost to those parties when overall turnout is low. As 2009 illustrated, the anti-LDP forces relied heavily upon an influx of new voters, and later years highlighted the difficulty they faced challenging the LDP when turnout remained low.12 Of course, this also provides grounds for optimism that the 1990–2009 promise of competitive partisan politics might be reprised. Nearly half the eligible electorate abstains, but 2009 showed that a great many of those potential voters are open to new, exciting appeals. Especially with the LDP’s platform so unpopular, the potential exists for a yet another big-party alternative to appear.

Conclusion


After briefly fulfilling its full potential, Japan’s “opposition” today seems to have returned to its pre-1993 state of “parties other than the LDP.” Even more than during the 1955 System, the LDP dominates all areas of the country, including urban districts (Scheiner, Smith, and Thies 2016, 2018). The governing coalition’s urban support is much more fragile than in rural areas, so a return to a more competitive party system must start with an opposition upsurge in these areas of opportunity. However, due to the permanent over-representation of rural Japan in the upper house, any successful opposition must find a way to make inroads in rural Japan as well, lest it only win government in the shadow of a Twisted Diet.

It remains unclear what would need to happen for the opposition to gain such ground. A focus on mobilizing casual voters might be more successful than persuading habitual LDP voters. But at this time, no new general conceptual framework exists for understanding the post-2012 failure of Japan’s opposition. Developing a clearer sense of the factors at work behind this continued failure will be important to understanding the functioning of Japan’s democracy moving forward.




Notes


1. The government was made up of every non-LDP party except the Japanese Communist Party. Some observers count eight parties, but the eighth (RENGO) did not receive a cabinet position.


2. Between 1996 and 1998, there was one LDP minority government, led by Ryūtarō Hashimoto, but it enjoyed the explicit outside support of its erstwhile coalition partners, the JSP and the New Party Harbinger.


3. For example, Krauss (1984) sees four distinct stages between 1955 and 1980, whereas Curtis (1988) counts two.


4. That the JCP’s national vote share was so much higher than its seat share was a function of the party’s practice of running a candidate in every electoral district even when that candidate had no chance of winning a seat. This produced a lot of wasted votes in hopeless districts. By contrast, the DSP and Kōmeitō were much more selective about where they nominated candidates.


5. The opposition parties intermittently sought new ways to strengthen their hand. DSP leaders tried unsuccessfully to attract high-level LDP politicians to join them in the creation of a centrist coalition. The DSP, Kōmeitō, and the JSP even discussed a party merger, but could not pull that off either. Interestingly, parties—especially the DSP and Kōmeitō—found substantial success in coordinating at the district level. They often forged mutual stand-down agreements whereby they would avoid competing with each other and splitting the anti-LDP vote (Christensen 2000).


6. This scenario repeated itself in 1979 and 1983. In between, the 1980 election produced a large LDP victory that is usually attributed to a sympathy vote following the death of Prime Minister Masayoshi Ōhira during the campaign.


7. Much of the JSP’s core base of support was in the countryside as well. The typical rural three-seat electoral district chose two LDP winners and one JSP winner.


8. In national politics, the principal policy cleavage between the LDP and JSP was foreign policy (see, e.g., Proksch, Slapin, and Thies 2011), thus drawing many voters to the Socialists for policy reasons. But with foreign policy playing little part in local politics (outside of Okinawa), clientelistic arrangements held even greater sway at the subnational level.


9. A decade earlier, Krauss had foreshadowed just this sort of lexical weirdness, writing of “the prospect of a future ‘all opposition’ coalition government” (Krauss 1984, 256, emphasis added).


10. That is, the DPJ offered a compensatory safety net, not a simple restoration of the regulatory protections and subsidies that Koizumi had withdrawn.


11. Scheiner, Smith, and Thies (2016) calculate that opposition coordination failure may have handed the LDP and Kōmeitō as many as 112 extra seats. If the non-Communist opposition parties had been able to channel all their votes to a single joint candidate, they would have won a total of 250 seats (out of 500 total), compared to just 213 for the LDP/Kōmeitō team. Of course, it is unrealistic to imagine perfect coordination in every district, but it is clear that a cohesive anti-LDP force might have contained the LDP’s resurgence and possibly prolonged the period of non-LDP government.


12. Interestingly, the LDP actually won fewer votes in its 2012 triumph than it had in its 2009 humiliation (Reed et al. 2013).
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Chapter 13

 The Policymaking Process in Japan


Tomohito Shinoda


 
Among Japan scholars, there has been an ongoing debate since the 1990s about whether or not Japanese politics was really changing. Scholars following traditional thought, which emphasized the political culture, saw changes in Japanese politics throughout the postwar period as not very significant, given the backdrop of the continuing reign of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) (Nakane 1972; Richardson and Flanagan 1984; Curtis 1988). On the other hand, with the introduction of single-member districts (SMDs) after the 1994 electoral reform, institutionalist scholars predicted that the political dynamics would change. In particular, it was believed that LDP factionalism and LDP politicians’ personal support groups (kōenkai), which were developed rationally for their re-election under the multi-member district system, would phase out (Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993; Kohno 1997). In the end, however, both LDP factionalism and kōenkai survived, though their influence was weakened. Whether these changes were viewed as more or less significant depends on the perspective of those experts involved in the discussion, like the debate over the glass being half full or half empty.

Another prediction the institutionalists made relates to policymaking in the Japanese government. As the general elections became more party-centered, it was believed, there would be more centralized authority exercised by the leaders within the government party as well as the prime minister. Although the degree of the centralization of power depends on the individual prime minister, the Japanese policymaking process has undoubtedly changed.

This chapter observes the transition of Japanese policymaking. First, it looks into the postwar institutional arrangements, and how political developments changed the power balance between the bureaucracy and the Diet, the government and the LDP, and within the LDP and the government. This traditional structure faced drastic changes due to the institutional changes that occurred in the 1990s, the 1994 electoral changes, and the administrative reform under the Ryūtarō Hashimoto government. These institutional changes were taken full advantage of by Prime Minister Junichirō Koizumi, who introduced top-down decision-making. The government under the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) attempted to introduce more institutional changes to strengthen political leadership, but it could not effectively utilize them. Under his second term as prime minister, Shinzō Abe demonstrated the centralized policymaking process.

Institutional Arrangements and Bureaucratic Supremacy


The current Japanese Constitution created institutional arrangements by which the Diet is defined as the highest institution of national authority. The prime minister must be a Diet member who is chosen by his or her peers in the Diet, and must select at least one-half of the cabinet members from among Diet members. In running the government, the cabinet is collectively responsible to the Diet.

The prime minister is the head of the cabinet, and has authority to appoint and dismiss cabinet members and protect them from legal actions during their tenure. But the prime minister’s role in policymaking is ambiguous in the constitution. According to Article 72, “[t]he Prime Minister, representing the cabinet, submits bills, reports on general national affairs and foreign relations to the Diet and exercises control and supervision over various administrative branches.” The original draft by the Occupation authorities intended that the prime minister would represent the cabinet only in submitting bills, and can control the ministries independently from the cabinet. However, Cabinet Legal Bureau officials insisted that the cabinet’s collective responsibility does not allow the prime minister to control the executive branch independently from the cabinet.1

These officials wrote the Cabinet Law of 1947 to further limit the prime minister’s policymaking power. Article 3 states that the executive power is divided among cabinet members, providing direct authority over administrative operations to the relevant minister. Therefore as Gotōda (1988) explains, the prime minister must instruct the ministries through the minister, except for the agencies under the Prime Minister’s Office. Article 6 also requires that the prime minister control and supervise the administrative offices only to the extent the cabinet decision authorized. In addition, Cabinet Legal Bureau officials interpreted the cabinet’s collective responsibility so narrowly that cabinet decisions had to be unanimously agreed to by the cabinet members. In the policymaking process, therefore, the prime minister needed to build a consensus among different groups within the ruling party to assure a cabinet approval.

Although the Occupation authorities intended to introduce legislative supremacy when drafting the constitution, bureaucratic supremacy developed during and after the Occupation, as a classic study by Tsuji (1969) explained. The ministries were staffed by competent elite bureaucrats who were graduates of top universities. Throughout their careers, elite bureaucrats learned how to design, draft, and implement legislation in the jurisdiction of their ministries. Their major interest was to protect the ministry’s interest and expand its authority by empowering it through various laws. Although ministries were technically subordinate to the cabinet, bureaucrats were responsible only to their minister, as the Cabinet Law divided executive authority. This also strengthened sectionalism within the bureaucracy.

Johnson (1982, 20–21) portrayed high-level bureaucrats as “the most prestigious in the society,” and described the bureaucratic supremacy in this way: “[T]he elite bureaucracy of Japan makes most major decisions, drafts virtually all legislation, controls national budgets, and is the source of all major policy innovation in the system.” Pempel and Tsunekawa (1979) emphasized the central role of the powerful bureaucracy in policymaking, with key organizations such as Keidanren (Federation of Economic Organizations) and the National Association of Agricultural Cooperatives playing significant roles, and classified the Japanese policymaking process as a corporatist model. Earlier, Abegglen (1970) explained the intimate relationship among the top elites in the government and the business community in Business Strategy for Japan, and based on his theory a US government document (Kaplan 1972) that described the structure as “Japan Inc.”

In this power elite model, there are characteristically three actors: bureaucrats, LDP politicians, and businesses, along with other interest groups who form “the iron triangle.” Van Wolferen (1989) described the Japanese power elite model as “the system,” with a submissive middle class and a group of elites in the bureaucratic, political, and business communities that rule the nation and try to preserve the system. In the power elite model, the bureaucracy plays a pivotal role in policymaking.

The bureaucrats developed a highly decentralized, bottom-up policy process. In this process, the main working-level officers were deputy directors of section, according to Nobuo Ishihara, who served as administrative deputy chief cabinet secretary for seven-and-a-half years. Their original proposals were discussed within the section, and if accepted they were brought to a working-level meeting with other sections within the same bureau. Before finalized at a bureau meeting with all the directors of the sections, the proposals were coordinated with officials from other ministry bureaus, related ministries, and politicians who were interested in the policy field (Ishihara 2001, 82).

After this bureau meeting, official meetings occurred at higher levels: ministry meetings with all the bureau chiefs, administrative vice-ministers’ meetings, and finally cabinet meetings. But Ishihara emphasized that the bureau meeting was “the actual decision-making organ within the bureaucracy,” and that the bureau chief was “expected to be able to finalize the policy.” As Ishihara stated, “If he cannot, he is no longer qualified in his position” (90).

Mulgan (2003, 80) labeled such a bottom-up process the “Un-Westminster” system. In British Westminster systems, the “cabinet under the prime minister conducts substantive policy debate and takes charge of policymaking. Ministers both collectively in cabinet and individually as heads of ministries are the source and authority of all major government policies.” In contrast, in Japan’s Un-Westminster system, the bureaucracy had “formidable control over the function of policy advice, initiation, formulation and implementation.”

Decentralization within the LDP


A bottom-up policymaking system also existed in the LDP. From its 1955 origins, the LDP had a policymaking organ, the Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC). The PARC had seventeen subcommittees (bukai) and more than thirty research commissions. The commissions were designed to deal with broader issues. On the other hand, the subcommittees were set up corresponding to the administrative ministries to influence specific legislation and budget making. After the approval at the subcommittee level, the policy issues were discussed by the full PARC and the General Council, the LDP’s highest decision-making organ, to build a party consensus. In the case of coalition governments, agreements were required from coalition partners. This was the typical bottom-up policymaking process (see Figure 13.1).


[image: display]
Figure 13.1. Traditional bottom-up policy process.

Reproduced with permission from Tomohito Shinoda, Koizumi Diplomacy: Japan’s Kantei Approach to Foreign and Defense Affairs (Seattle: University of Washington Press), 24. © Tomohito Shinoda, 2007.





In the 1950s the PARC played a limited role, as the bureaucracy was dominant in the policymaking process. In 1952 some LDP members boycotted the deliberations on a cabinet-sponsored bill in the Diet, embarrassing Prime Minister Hayato Ikeda as well as the LDP General Council. After this incident, General Council Chairman Munenori Akagi wrote a memo to Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS) Masayoshi Ōhira requesting party approval of cabinet-sponsored bills before the cabinet approval (Akagi 1962). As prior approval by the party would avoid turmoil at the Diet, Ōhira accepted this request, setting this prior party approval as a political tradition in the LDP.

According to Inoguchi and Iwai (1987), the power shift from the bureaucracy to the LDP policy committees became evident after the two oil shocks in the 1970s. In the rapid economic growth period of the 1950s and the 1960s, government revenue significantly increased, and major policy decisions involved the allocation of extra revenue to new programs. As the economy slowed down, however, the government revenue increase also slowed down. This made the bureaucratic officials rely on the political mediations of LDP members for the relocations of funds among government programs.

Under the old multi-member electoral district system for the lower house, the LDP Diet members in the same electoral district intentionally chose different policy areas in order to divide votes of LDP supporters (Tatebayashi 2004). In both houses, each LDP member was assigned to up to four PARC subcommittees. The three most popular subcommittees were Construction, Agriculture and Forestry, and Commerce and Industry, to which nearly half of the LDP members belonged. The first two subcommittees were involved with the most political pork in the form of public works and subsidies. The affiliation of the Commerce and Industry Subcommittee helped them to build ties with the business community, which would provide political funds.2

The tradition of prior party approval and the budget constraint made the LDP members in the policy subcommittees very powerful. They accumulated knowledge and experience in specific policy areas by attending the subcommittee meetings, and were identified as zoku, or policy tribes. It became part of the official process for the bureaucracy to first seek approval from the relevant subcommittee before submitting budget proposals and making other policy decisions at bureau meetings. According to Ishihara (2001, 85), these policy subcommittees dominated the policymaking in the legislative branch: “Since the LDP controlled the government for a long time after the war, an approval at the subcommittees level was virtually the same to the bureaucrats as a de facto approval in the Diet.”

The emergence of zoku members and the decentralized policymaking process in the LDP changed Japan’s political structure to be more pluralistic. Many specific policies were handled by zoku members, ministry bureaucrats, and related interest groups, not only outside the Diet but also beyond the reach of the cabinet. These three groups formed a small, issue-specific “iron triangle” in each policy area. In the policymaking process of a broader issue that involved several ministries, these triangles competed with each other for their sectoral interest, showing pluralistic natures. Former CCS Masaharu Gotōda stated, “Defeating the sectionalism of the bureaucracy and their patron LDP members is the biggest challenge the prime minister faces” (Gotōda, interview by author, Tokyo, December 18, 1992).

The old multi-member district system created another type of decentralization within the LDP: factionalism. As more than one LDP candidate ran from the same district, the LDP prefectural branches could not support individual candidates. As a result, LDP candidates relied on their factions for electoral and financial support. During the long reign of the LDP, the functions of factions became very strong, and served as a channel for allocating important positions in the government, the Diet, and the LDP. When the prime minister formed a cabinet, he had to consult with the faction leaders for their recommendation. As a result, cabinet members were more grateful to their faction leaders than to the prime minister for their positions, lowering their loyalty to the cabinet. Competition among LDP candidates under the old electoral system also made LDP factions actively seek financial resources, causing the problem of money politics.

The 1994 Electoral Change


As the old multi-member district was seen as a main cause of money politics in the LDP, Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa (in office 1993–1994) passed the electoral reform bill to introduce three hundred single-seat electoral districts and two hundred seats allocated for proportional representation in the lower house. The new electoral system impacted the power structure within the LDP. In the old electoral system, constituents brought case work and requests to the more politically powerful, senior LDP politicians. Under the new single-seat electoral system, even young LDP members had to receive virtually all the requests from their district, giving them more equal footing within the party elders and destroying the hierarchical structure within the LDP.

As a result, all the lower-house legislators were pressured to become policy generalists rather than issue-specific specialist zoku members. Under the non-LDP Hosokawa government, the LDP as an opposition party had much less policymaking activities at the PARC subcommittees, and changed its internal rule of PARC membership, allowing its Diet members to participate in any policy subcommittees. Even after the LDP regained control of the government, the PARC and its zoku members did not fully recover their political influence in the government policymaking process.

The fact that the LDP has had to form coalition governments since 1994 also weakened the influence of the PARC. Policy coordination with the coalition partners became more important than building consensus within the LDP. Under the coalition government with the Socialist Party and Sakigake, policy-specific project teams were formed with the representatives from the three coalition parties to make policy decisions.

Under the Koizumi cabinet, the LDP National Strategy Headquarters announced its final report on the New Decision-Making System, which called for the abolition of the prior party approval in the PARC (LDP National Strategy Headquarters 2002). Although this report was not officially approved by the party, Prime Minister Koizumi used its conceptual framework. In the policymaking process of major national security legislation, such as the 2001 Anti-Terrorism and the 2003 Iraq Special Measures Laws, Koizumi made agreements with the coalition partners, ignoring the consultation step with the PARC. In the case of the 2005 Postal Reform legislation, the prime minister pursued his policy against objections from the PARC subcommittees. Koizumi set a precedent that the prime minister could avoid prior approval by the PARC.

Hashimoto’s Reform to Strengthen the Cabinet


Another reform in the 1990s that impacted Japan’s policymaking was Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto’s administrative reform. In addition to the reorganization of the central ministries, the reform efforts were devoted to strengthen the power of the prime minister and his cabinet.

The Cabinet Law was revised to clearly define the role of the prime minister and the Cabinet Secretariat, the Japanese equivalence of the American White House, in initiating policies. The revised Article 4 explicitly defines the prime minister’s authority to “propose the items including the basic principles concerning the important policies of the Cabinet.” Article 12 details the authorities of the Cabinet Secretariat, which include “planning and framing related to the basic principles concerning the important policies of the Cabinet.” Prior to the revision, the Cabinet Secretariat did not have the authority to draft legislation. This was the point that the bureaucrats had strongly resisted during the deliberation of Hashimoto’s Administrative Reform Council. The existing ministries did not want the Cabinet Secretariat to draft legislation that covered their jurisdiction. Prime Minister Hashimoto made the final decision against the bureaucrats (Shinoda 2013, 101).

The Cabinet Decision in May 2000 further reinforced the authority of the Cabinet Secretariat. It states that the Cabinet Secretariat’s role is “to present policy direction for the government as a whole, and coordinate policy strategically and proactively,” and instructs other ministries to recognize that “the Cabinet Secretariat is the highest and final organ for policy coordination under the Cabinet” (Cabinet Secretariat 2000). These arrangements allow the prime minister and the Cabinet Secretariat to initiate and proceed with policies independent of the relevant ministry, and to settle interagency conflicts among the ministries.

In order to further coordinate policy among different ministries, Hashimoto’s administrative reforms allowed the Cabinet Secretariat to create ad hoc offices for specific policy areas. This arrangement was meant to provide institutional flexibility by not assigning important policy issues to specific ministries. Under the Koizumi administration, thirteen to fifteen ad hoc policy offices were established.3 These ad hoc offices significantly expanded the size of the Kantei (the prime minister’s office). The number of officials at the Cabinet Secretariat in 2006 was 655, over three times more than prior to 2001.

The power balance between the Cabinet Secretariat and the ministries significantly changed, as Hashimoto’s administrative reform strengthened the authority of the cabinet to screen bureaucrats for two hundred high official positions (bureau chiefs and above) for all the ministries. Prior to the reform, the authority to appoint bureaucrats simply belonged to the relevant minister, and the minister only needed to seek cabinet “understanding.” After the reform, the appointments required cabinet approval, effectively giving a veto power to the cabinet on the appointment of high officials.

As a result of these changes, the Cabinet Secretariat became powerful in the policymaking process, and its head, the CCS, began playing a pivotal role. The CCS is directly involved in the policymaking process for virtually all the important issues. Even when he or she is not directly involved, the CCS must vet the decisions. The fact that two former chief cabinet secretaries, Shinzō Abe and Yasuo Fukuda, became prime minister without any other cabinet experience symbolized the elevated status of the position.

According to Teijirō Furukawa, who served as the Deputy CCS for eight-and-a-half years, Prime Minister Junichirō Koizumi (in office 2001–2006) took advantage of the strengthened authority of the cabinet, and introduced the top-down policymaking process (Shinoda 2007, 78–79). Koizumi frequently instructed CCS Fukuda to initiate policies. Fukuda ordered Deputy CCS Furukawa to take action, and the latter announced at the subcabinet meeting where all the administrative vice-ministers gathered the prime minister’s intention to let the entire bureaucracy know about the policy directions. Furukawa then assigned officers in the policy unit of the Cabinet Secretariat to the task. The assigned officers consulted and coordinated with the related ministries and reported back to Furukawa. Furukawa consulted policy implementation to CCS Fukuda, and reported to Prime Minister Koizumi (see Figure 13.2).
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Figure 13.2. The conceptual line of policymaking.

Reproduced from Tomohito Shinoda, Koizumi Diplomacy: Japan’s Kantei Approach to Foreign and Defense Affairs (Seattle: University of Washington Press), 78. © Tomohito Shinoda, 2007.





Top-Down Fiscal Policymaking under Koizumi


Further improving the supporting organ of the cabinet was the establishment of the Cabinet Office. This office is headed by the prime minister, and organizationally located in the cabinet. Therefore, the office ranks higher than other ministries. The prime minister can appoint cabinet ministers for special missions at the Cabinet Office to assist the cabinet.

Prime Minister Koizumi became the first national leader who took advantage of the new office. In the area of fiscal and budget policies, his predecessor, Yoshirō Mori, established the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policies (CEFP) in January 2001. However, Prime Minister Mori had no intention of taking advantage of the new council during his tenure. Koizumi appointed Heizō Takenaka, an economics professor at Keio University, as minister of financial affairs (later, minister of economic and fiscal affairs) at the Cabinet Office to take charge of the CEFP.

Economic Minister Takenaka came up with an idea of introducing the Basic Policies (honebuto no hōshin) for the budget. According to the Public Finance Act, the national budget-making authority belongs to the finance minister. In the traditional budget making, the Ministry of Finance (MOF) announced the budget ceiling for each fiscal year. Then the budget examiners in the MOF’s Budget Bureau formed a budget based on the budget proposal of each ministry. As a result, the budget-making process was compartmentalized ministry by ministry, and budget reallocation among ministries was impossible. The new top-down fiscal policymaking changed this situation.

At the June 2001 CEFP meeting, Takenaka introduced the outline of the Basic Policies, including the major items of Koizumi’s reform—the privatization of postal services and special public corporations, and the thirty-trillion-yen ceiling on debt-financing bonds. The Basic Policies were approved by the cabinet without going through the administrative vice ministers’ meeting. According to Deputy CCS Furukawa, this process symbolized the political initiative of the new fiscal policymaking (Furukawa, interview by author, October 30, 2003). Throughout the process, Takenaka did not consult with the LDP PARC policy subcommittees. Prime Minister Koizumi instructed him to ignore the traditional log-rolling process and not to contact zoku members even if demanded to do so. Koizumi told Takenaka to give an explanation only to the chair of the PARC, who would bear the responsibility to persuade fellow LDP members (Iijima 2006, 62).

At the July 2001 CEFP meeting, the MOF budget bureau chief reported that the government needed to reduce spending by three trillion yen in order to achieve Koizumi’s thirty-trillion-yen limit on debt-financing bonds. Koizumi made the decision to drastically reallocate the budget across the board in the entire government by cutting five trillion yen in nonpriority programs and increasing two trillion yen in the priority policy areas. The following morning, senior MOF officials visited the Kantei) to express their concern about the drastic budget reallocation, and suggested consulting with the LDP. Koizumi flatly refused their suggestion and instructed them to draw up a detailed proposal that followed the CEFP decision. Koizumi’s assistant, Isao Iijima, wrote in his memoir that “[t]his was a historic moment when the budget formation initiative shifted from the MOF to the Kantei” (2006, 67).

MOF officials presented the budget outlines, with a two-trillion-yen increase in seven prioritized policy areas and a 10 percent cut in all other areas. Koizumi then instructed cabinet ministers to come up with a reform plan to meet the budget cut. According to Iijima, “One minister stated that this was ‘the evaluation’ of each minister by the prime minister. Ministers were judged by their reform plans to see how much power they have over the bureaucracy and the vested interested group” (2006, 67). The ministers competed with each other in cutting their budgets. As a result, the budget for public works, which often became a source of pork barrel for LDP politicians, was cut by 10.1 percent. Fiscal expenditure for the special public corporations were cut by 21.1 percent, creating strong pressure for the forthcoming privatization of many of them, including the postal service.

Koizumi and Takenaka effectively used the CEFP as a forum to tackle economic structural reform through budget outlines. In the spring of 2002, spending ministries and industry representatives began to lobby CEFP members for the FY2003 budget, rather than MOFA officials or the LDP PARC subcommittee members. Deputy CCS Furukawa stated, “It was at this time that I realized the budget-making power had truly shifted from the MOF into the hands of the Kantei” (Furukawa, interview by author, October 30, 2003).

Koizumi took advantage of the new institutional arrangements brought by Hashimoto’s administrative reform, including the CEFP, to introduce new fiscal policymaking practices and postal privatization. But after the postal reform legislation was enacted, Koizumi appointed Kaoru Yosano, a former PARC chairman known as a pro-MOF member, as economic minister in charge of the CEFP, which soon came under the strong control of the PARC and bureaucrats. In order to reform government financial institutions, Koizumi could no longer rely on the CEFP. Under the consecutive administrations of Shinzō Abe, Yasuo Fukuda, and Tarō Asō, the CEFP never played an instrumental role in fiscal policymaking or major economic reform. The CEFP was abolished under the Democratic Party of Japan government (2009–2012), and reinstalled under the second Abe government in January 2013.

Failed Attempts by the DPJ Governments


In September 2009, the DPJ overthrew the LDP to seize power over the government, and Yukio Hatoyama became the prime minister. Hatoyama portrayed the past LDP governments as being controlled by the bureaucracy, and declared that the DPJ would promote political leadership within the government. On the day he assumed office, he introduced “the Basic Policy,” which outlined the DPJ’s policy to strengthen political leadership. Three principles were included in the document: (1) to strengthen political leadership within the ministries, (2) to centralize policymaking in the hands of the cabinet, and (3) to strengthen political leadership on interagency policy coordination (Cabinet Secretariat 2009).

Political Leadership in the Ministries


The Basic Policy stated that “the operation of the national government must be shifted from bureaucratic initiative or reliance on bureaucrats to political initiative or people’s initiative” (Cabinet Secretariat 2009, paragraph 3). In order to achieve this goal, the document asserted the establishment of a “three-political-appointees’ conference” (seimu sanyaku kaigi) in each ministry, to “plan and coordinate policies from a people’s point of view” (Cabinet Secretariat 2009, paragraph 4). In each conference, the minister, the senior vice minister, and the parliamentary secretaries were to make policy decisions.

Under the DPJ government, the ministers regularly held meetings with their subcabinet members, were briefed along with the bureaucrats, and collectively made decisions. In some of the ministries, they held exclusive meetings, not allowing any bureaucratic officials to attend. Some of them micromanaged administrative tasks and did not allow bureaucrats to make any important decisions. For example, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology changed an internal rule to shift the decision-making authority for many ministerial tasks from the administrative vice minister to the senior vice minister. Official letters, which were previously sent from the office of the top bureaucrat, were now signed by the senior vice minister (Asahi Shimbun 2010a). The decision-making authority of the bureaucrats was drastically reduced, therefore.

As a result, the chain of command within the ministries was destroyed. As the political appointees directly asked division directors about policy information and gave them instructions, there were many cases where the administrative vice minister and the bureau chief did not know the policy outcomes. There were many concerns about the lowered morale of the bureaucrats now out of the policy loop (Asahi Shimbun 2010b).

Centralization of Policymaking


Hatoyama’s Basic Policy also declared that “the decision of the government would be made by the cabinet, not by the party” (Cabinet Secretariat 2009, paragraph 4). The DPJ had the Policy Research Committee (PRC), similar to LDP’s PARC. DPJ Secretary General Ichirō Ozawa abolished the PRC and announced that all PRC functions would be shifted to the government in order to completely centralize policymaking.

Then, a question arouse regarding how to handle petitions from local governments and interest groups. Under the LDP government, they lobbied zoku members in the PARC subcommittee through their parliamentary representatives. Ozawa decided to form the Office of the Secretary General to serve as the sole window for these petitions for screening requests and delivery to the political appointees of the related ministries. This significantly strengthened the political power of Ozawa (Asahi Shimbun 2009).

Political Leadership on Interagency Policy Coordination


In the Basic Policy, Hatoyama declared that he and his chief cabinet secretary would organize British-style cabinet meetings with related cabinet ministers to coordinate policies. Under the LDP government, cabinet meetings were more ceremonial. Policy decisions had already been coordinated and formed by the bureaucrats prior to the meetings. Hatoyama also announced the abolishment of the administrative vice-ministers’ meeting, which the DPJ leaders portrayed as a symbol of Japan’s bureaucratic supremacy, because almost all cabinet decisions were preapproved by this meeting under the LDP government.

The abolition of the subcabinet meeting weakened the power of the prime minister, the chief cabinet secretary, and especially the administrative deputy CCS who chaired the meeting. As all the policy issues had to be finalized at the subcabinet meeting, ministry officials usually had frequent prior consultation with the CCS and the deputy CCS under the LDP government. This process had provided important sources of information from the government agencies. When there were conflicts among different agencies, consultations and negotiations took place at the different bureaucratic levels—among the deputy directors, the directors, the bureau chiefs, and the vice ministers. When the conflicts were not solved by the bureaucrats, the CCS and the deputy CCS stepped in for policy coordination. Hatoyama’s principle for the DPJ political appointees to take over the interagency policy coordination among the ministries destroyed the bureaucratic networks and weakened the policy coordination power of the Kantei.

The Hatoyama cabinet introduced institutional changes in order to strengthen political leadership vis-à-vis bureaucrats. These changes did not create strong political leadership within the government, but instead created a weak bureaucracy due to lowered moral. The successive DPJ governments under Naoto Kan and Yoshihiko Noda tried to improve relations with the bureaucrats, but they could not fully recover them to effectively receive policy expertise from the bureaucrats.

Developments under the Second Abe Government


As a result of the LDP’s landslide victory in the general election, Shinzō Abe again became the prime minister on December 26, 2012. Abe quickly moved to reinstate the administrative vice ministerial meeting, which the DPJ government had abolished. The subcabinet panel began its weekly meeting on the third day of the new administration. Prime Minister Abe attended its first meeting and stated, “In order to tackle the crises our country faces, it is necessary to promote real political leadership based on mutual trust between political leaders and bureaucrats” (Kantei 2012).

The subcabinet meeting reestablished important sources of power for the prime minister, the CCS, and especially the administrative deputy CCS. The panel helped promote the prime minister’s policy initiatives within the ministries. As all government policies would be reported at the subcabinet meeting, the bureaucratic leaders would have prior consultation with the CCS and the deputy CCS, and would frequently ask for their coordination when conflicts existed among different agencies. Under the subcabinet panel, a multilayered network of interagency policy coordination among bureau chiefs, directors, and their deputies to promote the cabinet’s initiative was reestablished.

The Cabinet Secretariat under the second Abe administration expanded significantly. The number of ad hoc policy offices rose from 13–15 under the Koizumi administration to 18 under the DPJ government. This number increased to 26–35 between 2012 and 2018, boosting the number of officials at the Cabinet Secretariat to more than 1,100.

In his policy speech on January 22, 2013, Abe outlined his policies, with the highest priority on economic revival, and reinstated the CEFP as a control tower for a broad range of economic policies. Abe’s economic plan was soon labeled “Abenomics” by the media. Abenomics consisted of “three arrows”: a monetary easing policy, an expansive fiscal policy, and economic growth strategies to encourage private investment.

At the first CEFP meeting in January 2013, Prime Minister Abe set a 2 percent inflation target as the first arrow, and pressured the Bank of Japan (BOJ) to drastically ease monetary policy to overcome chronic deflation and the strong yen that troubled many export-oriented corporations. BOJ governor Masaaki Shirakawa, however, was hesitant to comply with the government’s desire for more aggressive measures to fight against deflation, and was forced to step down on March 19. To replace him, Abe picked former MOF vice minister and Asian Development Bank president Haruhiko Kuroda, who had been a vocal critic of the BOJ policies. The market reacted positively to Abe’s economic initiatives as the yen weakened to over 95 yen per dollar and the Nikkei Stock Average returned to the level of the fall 2008 pre-Lehman shock era.

In order to shoot the second arrow of Abenomics, the Abe cabinet formed a 13.1 trillion yen supplementary budget plan, the second-biggest of its kind, close to the record high of 14.7 trillion yen set by the Aso cabinet in spring 2009. Ten trillion yen would be used for “emergency economic measures,” and about half of that amount was spent on public works projects, revitalizing the traditional LDP “pork politics.” This was different from the CEFP under the Koizumi cabinet, which set a tight ceiling on fiscal deficits to force the structural reform of the existing government programs. The CEFP, however, set important policy goals for the government by annually announcing the Basic Policy.

On the national security policy front, there were two agenda items that Abe failed to achieve during his first premiership, and that he was eager to push through during his second cabinet: the establishment of a Japanese version of the US-style National Security Council (NSC) and the reinterpretation of the constitution to allow Japan to exercise the right of collective self-defense.

In order to establish the NSC, Abe used the tactic of using advisory councils of experts. In January 2013, a hostage crisis developed when al-Qaeda–linked terrorists took more than eight hundred people hostage at a gas facility in Algeria, which resulted in the death of ten Japanese nationals. To Abe, this incident reconfirmed the need for the establishment of an NSC, which would gather and analyze information to deal with such crisis situations. On February 15, Abe held the first meeting of a government panel of expert to consider the creation of an NSC. The panel held six meetings by the end of May. Based on the discussions at the panel, the Abe cabinet formed and approved the NSC legislation on July 6. The legislation was enacted on November 27, and the NSC was formally inaugurated on December 4. On January 7, 2014, the National Security Secretariat (NSS) was formed to assist the NSC, with nearly seventy staff seconded from the central ministries, mostly from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defense. The NSC became an important forum for the prime minister, the CCS, and the foreign and defense ministers to meet to share common views on international events, and to quickly respond to crisis situations such as the March 2014 Ukraine crisis and the shooting down of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 in July 2014.4

To discuss Japan’s right to collective self-defense, Prime Minister Abe also formed the Advisory Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security in February 2014. This panel was first established under Abe’s first cabinet, but its report was never implemented due to his sudden resignation. In mid-May, after seven meetings, the panel introduced a final report to recommend a reinterpretation of the constitution to enable Japan to exercise the right of collective self-defense (Kantei 2014).

Based on the advisory panel’s report, Abe prepared the negotiation with the LDP’s coalition partner, Kōmeito. Abe appointed LDP vice president and former foreign minister Masahiko Kōmura to negotiate with his Kōmeito counterpart, Kazuo Kitagawa. The interparty negotiation process was supported by the senior staff of the NSS. After the negotiation, a very strict limitation was imposed to make it possible for collective self-defense to be activated. The condition was that there must be “a clear danger that the survival of Japan is threatened and the right of the Japanese people to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness could be overthrown.” This was not much different from parameters given for the exercise of the right of individual self-defense. But in any light, based on this agreement, the Abe cabinet made a decision to make the reinterpretation official on July 1, 2014 (Cabinet Office 2014).

After the cabinet decision was made, Abe formed a thirty-member team within the NSS to draft new national security legislation. This team was headed by two deputy secretaries general of the NSS, and consisted of two teams—one to handle interagency coordination and the other to work on revision of the existing laws. The Ministry of Defense established the Study Committee on the Development of Security Legislations (Ministry of Defense 2016). The NSS team identified ten laws that needed to be revised under the jurisdiction of the Cabinet Office, the Ministry of Defense, and the Cabinet Secretariat, and prepared their revisions.

As the preparation by the NSS team progressed in February 2015, the LDP and Kōmeito formed “the Government Parties’ Council on the Development on National Security Legislations.” The council was held twenty-five times. Among the heated debates in the council was the coverage of the permanent security law, along with prior Diet approval for the overseas dispatch of the Self-Defense Forces (SDF). The LDP wanted to make a comprehensive security law to include both international contribution activities, such as peacekeeping operations, and activities related to Japan’s self-defense. Kōmeito argued for a division into two laws, and prior Diet approval for the overseas dispatch of the SDF. On both of these points, the LDP compromised.

As the LDP made many other compromises in order to acquire approval from its coalition partner, there was no room to make adjustments to meet requests from the other LDP members. The negotiation process was merely reported to them, stating the results of negotiation with Kōmeito at the LDP headquarters. After the legislation was submitted to the Diet on May 15, the opposition parties had difficulty drawing any compromises from the government, and strongly opposed the legislation in the Diet. During the deliberation in the upper house, three small opposition parties—the Party for Future Generation, the Assembly to Energize Japan, and the New Renaissance Party—expressed their support on the condition that Diet involvement for the SDF dispatch be strengthened. As a result, the legislation was enacted on September 19.

In national security policymaking, the prime minister first asked the advisory councils of experts to provide theoretical support for policy directions. Based on their recommendations, Abe established the NSC, reinterpreted the constitution, and enacted new security legislation. The newly established NSC played an instrumental role in the last three cases of national security policymaking. In the process of the reinterpreting the constitution and creating new security legislation, the coalition partner, Kōmeito, was influential. In the process of all the above-mentioned national security policies, the LDP PARC’s influence was very limited.

Conclusion


In the traditional policymaking process under the LDP government, the bureaucracy played a central role in planning, drafting, and log-rolling policies vis-à-vis other ministries, the LDP, and the opposition parties. As the LDP PARC became influential, its zoku members induced the government to modify government policies, and were reluctant to delegate power to the cabinet. The prime minister, constrained by complex political forces, such as sectorialism in the government and factionalism within the LDP, played a cautious role in many of the policy areas. Most of the important policymaking exchanges took place between the bureaucracy and the LDP zoku members, while the role of the prime minister and the Diet was very limited, as illustrated by the figure on the left in Figure 13.3 (Tanaka 2019, 27).
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Figure 13.3. Changes in Japanese decision-making.

Reproduced with permission from Hideaki Tanaka, 2019, Kanryotachi no Fuyu [Winter for the bureaucrats] (Tokyo: Shogakkan Shinsho), 28. © Hideaki Tanaka, 2019.





This situation transformed under the Koizumi and the second Abe cabinets. The 1994 electoral system reform drastically changed power within the LDP. It strengthened the prime minister as a party leader, while weakening the influence of factions and zoku members. Furthermore, the administrative reform under the Hashimoto cabinet strengthened the authority of the prime minister and the Cabinet Secretariat. Koizumi took advantage of these institutional changes and introduced the top-down policymaking process through the CEFP in the fiscal policy formation and the post office privatization, intentionally ignoring the influence of the LDP and its PARC. The second Abe cabinet also reinstated the CEFP and the top-down policy process to promote “Abenomics,” although the prime minister did not take the confrontational approach against the LDP that Koizumi had used. On the other hand, in the national security arena, Abe was willing to ignore the influence of the LDP while securing support from Kōmeito. Under Koizumi and the second Abe cabinet, the policymaking system transformed to a cabinet-led government, as illustrated by the figure on the right in Figure 13.3. This centralized policymaking process under Koizumi and Abe was made possible by their strong determination and the administration’s stability. Whether or not future prime minister will be able to maintain it remains uncertain.




Notes


1. Article 46 of the Government Section draft reads: “The Prime Minister introduces bills on behalf of the cabinet, reports to the Diet on general affairs of State and the status of foreign relations, exercises control and supervision over the several executive departments and agencies” (http://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/shiryo/03/076a_e/076a_etx.html). On the role of the Cabinet Legal Bureau officials, see “Naikakuhō Kankei Kaidan Yōshi (Dai 3kai)” [The summary of conversation on the cabinet law No.3], November 19, 1946, the MOFA diplomatic record, A’-0091, 230–231.


2. In 1986 there were 183 LDP Diet members on the Construction Subcommittee, 178 on the Agriculture and Forestry Subcommittee, and 154 on the Commerce and Industry Subcommittee (Inoguchi and Iwai 1987, 133).


3. As of May 2005, there were policy offices on fifteen policy areas: (1) Information Security, (2) Information and Technology, (3) Administrative Reform Promotion, (4) Treatment of Abandoned Chemical Weapon, (5) Urban Renaissance, (6) Special Zones for Structural Reform, (7) Supporting Abductees and Their Families, (8) Intellectual Property Strategy Promotion, (9) Supporting Iraqi Reconstruction, (10) Regional Renewal, (11) Continental Shelf Research, (12) Port and Airport Crisis Management, (13) Privatization of the Postal Service, (14) Decentralization of Government Authority, and (15) Judicial Reform.


4. For evaluation of the NSC, see PHP Sōken 2015.
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Chapter 14

 The Effect of Changing Political Contexts on Public Opinion in Japan, 1945–2020


Yukio Maeda




The history of elections in Japan started under the Meiji Constitution. Public opinion was not a primary source of legitimacy for the government in prewar Japan because the Meiji Constitution depended upon “a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal” (Article 1) for justification. The only constitutional clause that guaranteed the expression of popular will in politics was Article 35, which prescribed that members of the House of Representatives (HR) be elected. But all details on elections and campaigning were left to legislation. The constitution itself placed some limits; for example, freedom of speech could be legally restricted (Article 29). Indeed, during the last few years of the Meiji Constitution, the news media were censored, and dissent was blatantly suppressed as a part of wartime efforts. Public opinion had no chance to influence public affairs in such an authoritarian political environment. It was only under the 1947 Constitution of Japan that public opinion could begin to play a role in democratic politics. “We, the Japanese people, acting through our duly elected representatives in the National Diet…do proclaim that sovereign power resides with the people and do firmly establish this Constitution” (preamble).

Research on public opinion in Japan began only after democratic institutions were introduced following Japan’s defeat in World War II. However, it is not easy to define what public opinion is, because its definition changes according to the historical context and the political phenomenon under study (Herbst 1995). This essay focuses on the decades after survey research became the standard method for measuring public opinion in Japan. I will focus on specific aspects of public opinion that are important in understanding the public affairs of the time, including their political contexts. The time periods covered in this review fall roughly into three phases, based on the prevailing pattern of party politics in the Diet. It is necessary to pay attention to party politics to understand public opinion because the dynamics of elite political discourses largely determine how the public responds to political issues (Zaller 1992).

Public opinion during the first ten years after the end of the World War II was assessed using published newspaper poll results and local election surveys. In this period, severe living conditions kept the public mostly concerned about the economy, but the early 1950s also prepared the foundation for the next three decades. Secondly, public opinion under the 1955 party system will be outlined. Early in the 1960s, the confrontation between two ideological positions—“conservative” (hoshu) and “progressive” (kakushin)—became institutionalized as a competition between the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the Japan Socialist Party (JSP). Ordinary Japanese people also started understanding politics through the lens of this ideological battle, which is abbreviated as the “hokaku ideologies” in Japanese. However, the pattern of bipolar political competition gradually dissipated over time. Third, after the end of the Cold War and two major institutional reforms, the nature of competition between political parties changed dramatically and their policies provided less clear signals for understanding politics than before. Consequently, people started elastically responding to the short-term performance of the incumbent government.

Public Opinion in the Early Postwar Years: 1945–1955


It is possible to trace the origins of survey research in Japan to the prewar period.1 However, it is fair to say that opinion research based on probability sampling started under the supervision of the US Occupation as a part of its democratization effort. The first sample survey in Japan was the American military’s effort to examine the impact of strategic bombing on the psyche of the Japanese public (George 1947). Then, in order to better assess the state of the economy, the Statistics Bureau of the Japanese government used probability sampling in its household economic and labor force surveys. Major newspapers such as Asahi, Mainichi, and Yomiuri started opinion polling with probability sampling as early as 1948 (for details, please see Maeda 2019).2

Public opinion polling by the national newspapers provides a snapshot of how ordinary people responded to the politics of the day. Media opinion polls until the end of 1949 asked many questions on a variety of topics related to the postwar political situation and reforms, such as the status of the emperor, economic hardship and food shortages, tax burden, national police system, newspapers, and new education systems. Jun’ichi Kyogoku, one of the pioneers of public opinion research in Japan, assembled and examined newspaper polling results published during the Occupation period. He explains that as ultranationalism and brutal militarism became things of the past, but expressions of leftist radicalism were stifled under orders from the US Occupation, people turned their attention away from public life and focused on their personal economic lives. This preoccupation with personal and family life, somewhat ironically, formed a strong base for antiwar and anti-militarist sentiment for the next few decades (Kyogoku 1968, 155–171). However, international security was not a concern for the Japanese public at all, presumably because it was not at the forefront of policy debates.

Though no social scientist had the resources to conduct nationwide surveys early in the postwar years, a few political scientists approached public opinion and voting behavior by gathering probability samples from local communities. Masamichi Royama and his colleagues conducted the first election survey, though local, for the first general election under the new constitution (Royama 1949). One urban community and one rural community in Tokyo were selected and respondents were drawn randomly for face-to-face interviews. The title of the report, The Anatomy of Political Beliefs, implies that the primary purpose of the study was to examine whether people were qualified as “democratic citizens” under the newly introduced democratic institutions. The report documented how people responded to public affairs. The dominant issues of concern among the public were “taxes” and “inflation.” People then were simply preoccupied with keeping body and soul together. Issues such as constitutional reform and rearmament, which later dominated political controversies, were not primary concerns in the first few years of US Occupation.3

The party system was also very unstable in the first postwar years. The political parties can be roughly divided into the three blocs: “conservative,” “middle,” and “progressive.” Short-lived coalition governments between the “middle” and “progressive” parties were formed twice, in 1947 and 1948. Politician turnover was very high. Political parties split and merged within a short period of time. The frequent changes in party labels and numerous defections of Diet members from one party to another made partisan conflict unclear (Reed 1988). The instability of the party system made public opinion in the early postwar years more difficult to comprehend than in later years.

However, antiwar sentiment among ordinary people, reinforced by their preoccupation with personal and family life, was clear and unmistakable. People viewed the issue of self-defense idealistically, not in light of the realities of world politics. In one Yomiuri opinion poll, 88.3 percent of people hoped for no involvement in another war (Yomiuri, August 15, 1949). The establishment of the People’s Republic of China in October 1949 and the subsequent outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 dramatically changed the international environment for Japan. The issues of rearmament, the US-Japan Security Treaty, and constitutional revision moved to the forefront of political battles (Sakaiya 2017, 72–102).

Around the same time, newspaper opinion surveys started asking questions on how people felt about rearmament, whether a constitutional revision was needed for rearmament, and whether Japan should form an alliance with the United States or take a neutral position between the United States and the Soviet Union. The turmoil in the Korean peninsula propelled people to think about how, in practice, Japan could be protected from foreign invasion. In a Mainichi poll conducted in August 1950, only 7.4 percent of respondents answered “Japan should defend itself alone.” The most popular answer, selected by 32.7 percent, was “Increase the power of self-defense while relying on the United States” (Mainichi, September 3, 1950). The public was equally divided between the 41.2 percent who were willing to have US troops stationed in Japan and the 38.4 percent who were unwilling to do so (Mainichi, January 3, 1951).

The policy positions of “conservative” and “progressive” regarding international security issues, which later defined partisan confrontation at the elite level, emerged in response to shifting international environment in East Asia. More specifically, through the process of concluding the Treaty of San Francisco in September 1951 and the controversies over Japan’s rearmament—from the creation of the National Police Reserve in August 1950 to the establishment of the Self-Defense Forces in July 1954—the political parties were gradually splitting into the two clearly opposing camps. The policy position of the “middle of the road” became politically unsustainable (Takenaka 1994). Two general elections held within six months (October 1952 and April 1953) were critical in accelerating this bifurcation. The two camps’ responses to the rapidly changing international environment helped consolidate their public images as “war-prone conservatives in favor of rearmament” and “progressives against rearmament and for peace” (Miyazaki 1988).

Looking at the micro level, we can verify that those policy opinions and party choices formed strong linkages. Royama and his colleagues conducted the second local election survey for the 1952 general election. Again, they picked an urban community and a rural community in Tokyo. Questions about five issues were asked in face-to-face interviews. Though each issue contributed to voting decisions in one way or another, the most important issue that explained people’s voting choice in the urban community was rearmament (Royama 1955, 112–114). The issue of rearmament is also directly linked to the US-Japan Security Treaty and to debates over how to interpret Article 9 of the Constitution of Japan.

Through these two elections, Japan’s party system started rapidly taking the form of a bipolar partisan competition between the conservative and progressive groups, forcing the former “middle” (or liberal) parties to move closer to the conservative parties (Miyazaki 1988). The Japanese public was also in favor of clear-cut, two-party-style competition (Kyogoku 1968, 114–132). The merger of the two socialist parties into the Japan Socialist Party (JSP) and the formation of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in 1955 marked an important watershed in public opinion in Japan as well as party politics. The pattern of party competition that emerged is called the “party system of 1955” (Scalapino and Masumi 1962), in which the dominant LDP always won more than half of the seats in the Diet but the opposition parties secured more than one third of the seats, enough to block proposed constitutional revisions.

The Hokaku Ideologies and 1955 Party System Era: 1955 to the mid-1990s


The most important political changes after World War II were completed before political scientists could administer a nationwide election survey. After 1955, political scientists continued to conduct local election surveys. For example, researchers at Waseda University conducted a series of local surveys from 1958 to 1969 (Tanifuji 2000). Miyake Ichiro and his colleagues endeavored to field a five-wave panel survey between 1961 and 1962 in the city of Uji, Kyoto (Miyake et al. 1967). Researchers at Hokkaido University also conducted local election surveys repeatedly in Sapporo from 1971 to 1986 (Kawato 1988; Araki 1994). The main purpose of the pioneers of Japanese public opinion research was to discover how ordinary people understood and were responding to the new political environment and their new role as voters. However, after 1955, researchers were more interested in theoretical explanations.

Also, as the 1955 party system gradually gained stability, media pollsters started repeating the same question wordings for party support and cabinet approval. We can reliably trace Japanese people’s support for political parties and approval of the incumbent cabinet starting in the early 1960s (Maeda 2019). The longest continuous time series of public opinion data is provided by Jiji Press, which started polling with its current format and methodology in June 1960. The time series of support for the LDP and approval for the cabinet headed by the LDP prime ministers is shown in Figure 14.1. The vertical lines are drawn to indicate the major changes of government during the past fifty-nine years. The first line from the left is drawn at August 1993, when the LDP lost power for the first time since 1955. The second line is at January 1996, when the LDP regained the post of prime minister after two years of being part of a coalition government with the JSP. The third line is drawn at the time when the LDP lost power to the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) after its defeat in the 2009 general election. And the fourth line is drawn at the time when the LDP regained power again after the general election of 2012.
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Figure 14.1. LDP support and PM approval, June 1960 through March 2020.

Source: Data from Jiji Monthly Poll.





Looking at Figure 14.1, the dynamics of public opinion, expressed through support for the LDP and approval for LDP cabinets, can be clearly divided into the two periods. In the first period, from 1960 to the mid-1990s, LDP support is stable, averaging 32.5 percent (Standard Deviation [SD] is 4.7 percent), while approval for the LDP prime ministers averaged 34.6 percent (SD is 9.4 percent). During this period, LDP support and cabinet approvals moved in tandem, and people’s responses to public affairs appear more stable than in the later period. The second period, from 1996 until today, exhibits volatility. Excluding the tenures of non-LDP prime ministers, on average, support for the LDP is 24.0 percent (SD is 3.0 percent) while approval for LDP prime ministers is 40.6 percent (SD is 11.9 percent). Since 1996, LDP support and cabinet approval levels have diverged widely, and the latter shows much larger fluctuations than the former. The first period corresponds to the party system of 1955. Short-term ebbs and flows in public opinion did not have much impact on the day-to-day operations of the government. Public opinion was anchored in the stable conservative and progressive ideologies. On the other hand, in the current period, the ups and downs in public opinion expressed in the fluctuations in cabinet approval exercise a large influence on public affairs. Public opinion seems to have lost its hokaku anchor and is now floating on the stream of news on political affairs.

Ideology and Partisanship under the 1955 Party System


In prior research on Japanese public opinion, attention has rarely been given to the micro foundations of public opinion, such as race and ethnicity, group, gender, personality, emotion, and religion, that are typically listed in textbooks (e.g., Erikson and Tedin 2011; Berinsky 2016). Social cleavages, which structure the party system in industrial democracies (Lipset and Rokkan 1967), are barely related to the way people think about politics in Japan. The only topic that has been examined repeatedly for the past several decades is ideology. Ideology, or belief system, is a structural interrelationship between ideas and opinions on politics constrained by logical, psychological, and social forces (Converse 1964).

Political ideologies in any country reflect specific political and historical contexts. In the case of Japan, the ideologies mentioned in the literature are similar to left and right ideologies in Europe or to conservative and liberal ideologies in the United States, but in a slightly different form. As mentioned earlier, the ideologies in Japan are understood as a conflict between conservative and the progressive ideologies—which are diametrically opposed over international security and the US-Japan Security Treaty.

The two ideologies were shouldered by the “conservative” party and the “progressive” parties. The former was the LDP and the latter was the JSP and a few other opposition parties under the 1955 system. The words hoshu and kakushin are sometimes treated as synonyms for the political parties on the two sides (Miyake 1985, 216–219). The close correspondence between the ideologies and the adversarial relationship in the legislature is a main characteristic of this period, which is not seen before or after.4

The most important work in grasping the overall picture of Japanese public opinion through the hokaku ideologies is Joji Watanuki’s research that emphasizes the differences in culture between generations (Watanuki 1967). Based on a few local surveys and the published tabulations of media polls, Watanuki points out that the pattern of voting choice across socioeconomic groups in Japan is very different from those found in Western countries. The relationship between income and partisanship is very weak. White-collar workers support the progressive parties, and those who are highly educated also tend to vote for the progressive parties. However, the pattern of young voters being inclined toward the progressive parties and old voters’ favoring the conservative party was similar to the pattern found in Western countries. Describing it from a slightly different angle, highly educated white-collar workers supported leftist progressive parties, while self-employed, older voters with only compulsory education supported the conservative parties.

Watanuki attributes this generational divide to the very different experiences people went through in the prewar and postwar educational systems. Those who were more exposed to modern Western values accepted the ideas championed by the progressive parties, while those whose education was completed under the prewar regime were inclined to accept the ideas advanced by the conservative parties. Watanuki argues that the differences in cultural norms and values are more critical to understanding how people comprehend public affairs than differences in economic or social status. The dividing line is not drawn between the haves and the have-nots, but between those who adhere to the old authoritarian cultural values embodied in the Meiji Constitution and those who embrace the more modern cultural values expressed in the Constitution of Japan (for a similar argument, see Kyogoku 1969, 223–231). His interpretation also implies that age is the most important factor in explaining attitudinal difference among the public.

It is important to realize that support for the progressive parties was not an endorsement of socialist economic policies. People were drawn to progressive parties because of their opposition to war and remilitarization. The intensity of the conflict between conservatives and progressives varied directly with the level of Cold War tensions and American military involvement in Southeast Asia, especially the Vietnam War. If the specter of Japan becoming involved in another war could be raised, the pacifist stance of the progressive parties attracted enough votes to keep their seats in the Diet. Though the progressive parties failed to present themselves as an attractive alternative to the LDP as a governing party, during the Cold War they could count on a reliable block of antiwar voters to keep them politically alive.

The Changing Nature of the Hokaku Ideologies from the Mid-1960s through the 1990s


We can examine the structure of ordinary people’s policy opinions using national election surveys dating back to the mid-1960s. The first nationwide academic survey in political science was conducted in 1966 as a part of a comparative civic participation study (Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978), and the first nationwide election survey was conducted for the general election of 1967 by Ward and Kubota (1970). Miyake, Watanuki, and others carried out the nationwide election survey for the general election of 1976 (Flanagan et al. 1991), after which at least one or two national election surveys are available for each decade.5

As many studies demonstrated, the main driving force structuring political thinking was attitudes toward foreign policy and the security alliance with the United States (Jou and Endo 2016, 9–27). Kabashima and Takenaka (1994) analyzed how the conservative and progressive ideologies related to the policy opinions of ordinary Japanese people over three decades. The results from factor analysis of the 1967 election data suggest that policy opinions were closely correlated with the hokaku ideologies.6 A similar attitudinal structure is found in the local community surveys conducted in 1960 (Tanaka 2000).7 The strength of the conservative and progressive ideologies is exemplified by Kōmeitō, whose policies are based on the beliefs of one denomination of Buddhism. As a religiously affiliated party, Kōmeitō did not fit neatly into either the conservative or progressive categories. However, gradually, Kōmeitō took a position on the prevalent ideologies, which led people to commonly identify it as a “middle-of-the-road progressive” party on the ideology scale (Miyake 1985, 201).

As a common understanding of politics as a dichotomous or bipolar competition between the two ideas, the hokaku ideologies were widely accepted among the public. A question asking for self-placement on the hokaku ideologies scale induced 9.2 percent of “Don’t Know or No Answer” (DK/NA) in the 1976 general election study, and 3.7 percent in the 1983 study (Miyake 1985, 216–219). In later years, DK/NA was around 10 to 15 percent in the post-election surveys conducted by the Clean Election Promotion League between 1986 and 2009 (Kabashima and Takenaka 2012, 142–147). The hokaku heuristic was effective and ubiquitous. Political parties advertised their positions through symbolic usage of the words “conservative” and “progressive,” which helped ordinary people to locate them on the hokaku scale. It was also closely linked to partisanship (Kabashima and Takenaka 1996, 297–308).

The results of factor analysis using the 1976 election data again indicate that the hokaku ideologies were closely correlated with people’s attitudes towards the US-Japan Security Treaty and strengthening defense capability (Miyake 1985, 236–238). At the same time, in the 1970s, public interest in social welfare and environmental policy surged, and these issues began to dominate the political scene. International security was not at the forefront of political battles after the mid-1970s. Accordingly, though most issues appeared on a unidimensional structure through factor analysis, new issues started forming a different dimension (Kabashima and Takenaka 1994). Since the way issues are discussed and debated in the national political scene influences how people understand the political world (cf. Carmines and Stimson 1989), these changes weakened the relationship between the ideologies and policy positions on various issues. The hokaku effect on voting choice declined as well (Miyake 1985, 223–235).

The data from the 1983 Japanese Election Study indicates that the ideologies of “conservative” and “progressive” were still closely related to the issue of international security and the US-Japan Security Treaty. However, their relationship with various policy opinions, expressed through correlation coefficients, is weaker than the results from the 1976 data.

Over the years, both the conservative and progressivecamps lost the power to frame political issues through their customary rhetoric as new policy agendas emerged. The conservative side could maintain their stance toward international security and the US-Japan Security Treaty but could not keep traditional values at the forefront of their political arguments for fear of alienating younger voters. Their support base gradually shifted away from people who adhered to traditional cultural values and toward those who subscribed to the conservatives’ ideas to receive more tangible benefits (Murakami 1982). On the other hand, progressive ideology no longer appealed to the younger generation as the policy positions of the progressive parties no longer appeared persuasive to them (Araki 1994, 27–59).

The Era of Dominant Prime Ministers and Short-Term Performance: Mid-1990s to Today


International security remains one of the most important issues, but, over the years, most of the Japanese public have come to believe the US-Japan Security Treaty is necessary. It is difficult to closely trace how the Japanese public responded to the US-Japan Security Treaty over time, as the wording of questions on various opinion polls is inconsistent, but it is fair to say that people were evenly split between pros and cons from the late 1960s till the early 1970s (Nihon Hoso Kyokai Hoso Seron Chousajo 1975, 168–169). However, the tide of public opinion shifted toward accepting the treaty in the mid-1970s, triggered by significant international events that had a major impact on Japan’s diplomacy. The return of Okinawa and the normalization of China-Japan relations made it possible to view the US-Japan Security Treaty in a more favorable light (Nishihira 1987, 318–319; Nakashima 2012). The end of the Vietnam War also reduced the public’s fear of the security treaty leading to Japan’s involvement in another war, and attention shifted toward the threat from the Soviet Union. All these factors contributed to increasing support for the treaty among the public (Nihon Hoso Kyokai Hoso Seron Chousajo 1982, 168–169).

The End of the Cold War and the Collapse of the Hokaku Ideologies


After the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the breakdown of the Soviet Union in 1991, the international environment that defined and structured the hokaku ideologies finally disappeared. On the domestic front, a significant number of Diet members quit the LDP and formed splinter parties before the 1993 general election, after which the LDP lost power. The LDP soon got back into power by forming a coalition with the JSP, a marriage between sworn enemies unimaginable under the 1955 system. The changing alliances and ruptures between political parties made it clear that the differences between conservative and progressive ideas no longer provide useful clues for understanding the policy positions of political parties.8 Policy debates are no longer framed as a conflict between the two ideologies.

In the realm of survey research, the labels “conservative” and “progressive” are still widely used today, partly because this pairing induces fewer DK/NAs in responses than questions using “conservative” versus “liberal” or “right” versus “left” in measuring people’s political positions. The distribution of responses on the scale of “conservative” and “progressive” ideologies has been stable over time at the aggregate level (Kabashima and Takenaka 2012, 152–158). However, these concepts no longer have the power to structure people’s thinking about politics. Comparing nationwide survey data over time, it is also clear that the ideological distance between the major political parties, as perceived by survey respondents, shrank over time (Kabashima and Takenaka 2012, 142–168). The ideologies’ impact on individual voting decisions also declined considerably (Jou and Endo 2016, 53–81).

The collapse of the hokaku frame was mainly caused by the disappearance of progressive ideas and the party that promoted those ideas in the political world. However, the meaning of conservative remains the same. It is still clearly related to support for the LDP and the US-Japan Security Treaty. In contrast, the meaning of “progressive” has been lost over the course of changes in the international security environment and realignment in the party system. In survey responses, it now seems a politically empty word, as respondents interpret “progressive” as a word in a Japanese dictionary rather than a specific term for understanding the political world (Jou and Endo 2016, 83–103).

After the power of the hokaku ideologies declined, no alternative guiding principle defining the way political elites take positions over issues has emerged. Rather, any issue that happens to be on the political agenda can greatly influence people’s political opinions. Instead of competing policy stances, election campaigns center on which party has the greater capacity to govern.

After losing its connection to the stable ideologies, partisanship itself started to indicate instability. The number of independent voters increased dramatically after the formation of the LDP-JSP coalition government in 1994. Based on opinion polls conducted by Yomiuri, the share of independent voters averaged 29 percent during the five years (1988–1992) preceding the change of government in 1993. However, independents rose to an average of 48 percent of voters in the first five years (1995–1999) after the JSP leader, Tomiichi Murayama, took the premiership under the LDP-JSP coalition.9 Partisanship after the reforms is driven far more by contemporary political affairs than by the deep-rooted cultural attitudes formed through one’s life experience. Thus, the relationship between age and partisanship eroded gradually.

These changes prepared the way for the rise and fall of the Democratic Party of Japan (Maeda 2013). Figure 14.2 shows the rise of the DPJ from its inception in 1996 to its disappearance by merger in 2016. DPJ partisanship experienced a few abrupt step-like increases. The first increase took place when the DPJ won more than 140 seats in the 2003 HR election after its merger with, or absorption of, the Liberal Party. The second one was in 2007, after its victory in the upper house election. Unlike the previous short-term spikes, the increased level of support from the public stayed the same after these elections. The larger number of seats made it possible for the DPJ to effectively counter the LDP in legislative bargaining and policymaking, which increased its visibility to the public. The increased visibility generated higher support. The change of government in 2009 further increased DPJ support in the opinion polls. However, after a series of political failures and much confusion, its support among the public quickly deteriorated. After losing power to the LDP in the general election of 2012, the DPJ barely maintained 3 to 6 percent support from the public until it finally disappeared. This rapid rise and fall of DPJ partisanship was only possible because support for political parties is not linked to deep-rooted psychological values among the Japanese people.
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Figure 14.2. The Rise and Fall of DPJ partisanship, October 1996 to March 2016.

Source: Data from Jiji Monthly Poll.





It is in this political context that approval ratings of prime ministers have become very important in both public affairs and individual voting decisions (Krauss and Nyblade 2005).

Cabinet Approval as a Main Indicator of Public Opinion


The decline of the power of the hokaku ideologies did not automatically make the approval rating of the cabinet a significant factor in public affairs. The two institutional reforms in the 1990s—the introduction of single member districts in lower house elections and the administrative reform that restructured government ministries—dramatically enhanced the power of the prime minister within the government (Estévez-Abe 2006; Iio 2007). Furthermore, the increasing frequency of media opinion polls accelerated the political impact of prime ministerial approval on political affairs (Maeda 2019).

Before the electoral and administrative reforms, it was assumed that approval ratings of prime ministers have little influence on individual voting decisions. It was even not considered in the literature. It is fair to say that very few political scientists paid attention to the impact of leader evaluations (Miyake 1989, 73–78). It is only after the premiership of Junichiro Koizumi, who enjoyed exceptionally high approval ratings and demonstrated very strong leadership, that both academics and journalists became interested in the approval ratings of prime ministers in media polls (Krauss and Nyblade 2005). A question on whether respondents approve or disapprove of the incumbent prime minister, which is typically included in media polls, was first included in a nationwide election survey in 2001, just after Koizumi took the premiership.

We cannot know if the impact of prime minister approval was minimal under the 1955 party system, given the lack of nationwide survey data. However, the local surveys conducted in Sapporo during the 1970s and the 1980s contain batteries of questions on the image of party leaders, which provide some evidence on the impact of prime minister support on voting decisions. In contrast to the impact of party identification, the impact of Prime Minister Masayoshi Ōhira’s popularity on voting behavior was very weak in the general elections of 1979 and 1980 (Araki et al. 1983, 138–155). Analysis of the Sapporo data from the general election of 1986 demonstrates that the image of Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone had no direct influence on voting choice after controlling for partisanship (Kawato 1988).

For the elections after the electoral and administrative reforms, several studies based on nationwide election surveys reported on the large impact of people’s evaluation of prime ministers on their voting decision. A few studies point out that the evaluation of Prime Minister Koizumi, who is known for his telegenic leadership style, had considerable influence on individual voting choice even after controlling for partisanship (Ikeda 2004; Hirano 2008). Compiling survey data over time from 1976 to 2010 for both the lower and upper house elections, Jou and Endo (2015) find that evaluations of prime ministers, measured with feeling thermometers, have much greater influence on voting decisions after the electoral reform than in the pre-reform era.

No longer anchored by the stable ideologies of conservative and progressive ideas, public opinion, expressed through cabinet approval and partisanship, shows larger fluctuations than it did before 1993. Cabinet approval has become the critical indicator for the survival of administrations (Masuyama 2007), which was unimaginable before the two political reforms in the 1990s. For example, very low approval ratings did not harm the premierships of Takeo Fukuda or Masayoshi Ōhira in the late 1970s. The public remained unimpressed by both men throughout their tenures—Fukuda’s approval rating moved only between 22.7 percent and 34.3 percent, and Ōhira’s ranged from 20.9 percent and 35.0 percent. They lost power not because of their approval ratings but because of factional struggles within the LDP.

While a few scandals, such as Lockheed and Recruit, had a large impact on public affairs through people’s reaction in media opinion polls, it is fair to say that the impact of cabinet approval ratings was very limited under the party system of 1955. One good example is the resignation of Prime Minister Toshiki Kaifu, who was essentially kicked out of office by the LDP’s mainstream factions, due to his position on electoral reform, even though his approval rating was unusually high, around 50 percent, a month before, according to a Jiji opinion poll. In the post-political reform era of twenty-first-century Japan, it is inconceivable that a prime minister with a 50 percent approval rating would be forced to resign due to a power struggle within the governing parties.

Conclusion


In this chapter, I have provided a bird’s-eye view of public opinion in Japan over seventy years. In order to cover such a long time span, details and nuances of public opinion must be glossed over. Part of the difficulty in writing about the history of the field is that the definition of “public opinion” is unclear even among specialists. It is easy to focus on public opinion polling in Japan. Then one can detail the history of media opinion polls, the summary statistics for the approval ratings for each prime minister, and the relationship between opinion polls and public affairs. This itself is an important perspective. However, “public opinion” in this sense has political significance only after the mid-1990s in Japan.

During the first few years of the postwar period, the main issues in Japanese politics were to achieve and maintain political, economic, and social stability. Japanese people were totally preoccupied with day-to-day survival. Public opinion was, if communicated at all, expressed as a desire for stable and peaceful lives. Only after international relations in East Asia changed drastically did amending the constitution and the security treaty with the United States emerge as significant policy issues. The struggle over these issues gradually forced political parties into the two opposing groups during the early half of the1950s.

The opposing ideologies of “conservative” and “progressive” dominated political discourse at the elite level and structured the competition between political parties in the 1955 party system. Ordinary people therefore understood public affairs through the rhetoric of the unidimensional hokaku ideologies. Though the power of the hokaku ideologies gradually decayed over the years as new types of issues arose in the political scene, it provided the language with which people understood public affairs and their own political stance. Public opinion during the heyday of the 1955 party system essentially reflected shifts in the public’s support between the two ideologies.

In the post–Cold War and the post-reform era, the structural conditions that sustained the conflict between the conservative and progressive ideologies disappeared. Public opinion has become detached from the hokaku ideologies but has not been reconnected to any other dominant principle or idea. Having lost the clear-cut principle that divided political parties into different policy positions, the parties now differ mostly in the fact that one group is in government and the other is in opposition. As a result, public opinion is only linked to the short-term performance of the incumbent.

Observing Japanese politics during the first two decades of the 21st century, it seems that people form their political opinions not from the direction toward which political leaders try to lead the country, but from how well these leaders manage policymaking and respond to political events regardless of their political visions. People’s impressions of government performance can be driven by images produced by the government itself, and disseminated by the mass media, as well as by real social and economic conditions. Conflicts based on principles or ideology may look rigid and unproductive, but the disappearance of ideology from the political scene does not necessarily guarantee that productive policy debates will inform the public and help it to form sound judgments. Rather, it may have paved the way for a politics that is vulnerable to manipulation through both traditional media and new social media and dominated by short-term considerations.
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Notes


1. Eizo Koyama, one of the founders of postwar public opinion research, developed his career as a survey researcher through his wartime research on propaganda and on race and ethnicity (Morris-Suzuki 2000).


2. Their sampling method was, counterintuitively, more advanced than public opinion polling in the US. Though there is a debate regarding the cause of Gallup’s forecasting failure in the 1948 presidential election, one of the reasons was attributed to its quota sampling (Fried 2012).


3. In this 1947 survey, many interviewers, most of whom were college students, were perceived by survey respondents as employees dispatched from the tax bureau (Royama 1949, 217–219).


4. Jiji’s opinion poll has a sub-question after the question of party support, asking those who did not indicate support for any individual party to choose from a “conservative party” and a “progressive party.” However, both “conservative party” and “progressive party” were hypotheticals that did not exist in real politics.


5. The largest collection of nationwide election survey datasets available for secondary analysis can be accessed through the Social Science Japan Data Archive at the University of Tokyo (https://csrda.iss.u-tokyo.ac.jp/).


6. The question for measuring survey respondents’ position on the ideological scale used in the 1967 survey was different from the one used in later surveys. In the 1967 version, the “left-right” scale was used. In addition, the filter question before the main question generated many DK/NA responses. Miyake points out that the use of the words “right” and “left” in the survey was a mistake (Miyake 1985, 211).


7. When the data from the two communities are combined, the unidimensional structure of “conservative” and “progressive” ideology and its relationship with the US-Japan Security Treaty is clear.


8. One of the media pollsters immediately responded by changing its survey question for partisanship. Jiji opinion polls stopped asking the follow-up question on whether respondents prefer hoshu or kakushin parties if they supported no parties in the main question. This sub-question was dropped from the polling for July 1994, just after the coalition government between the LDP and the JSP formed and JSP leader Tomiichi Murayama became prime minister.


9. Rather than using Jiji opinion polls, here I relied on the monthly poll from Yomiuri, which used the same question format for partisanship before and after the Murayama cabinet. As the Jiji poll changed the way it allows respondents to choose independents in July 1994, it is difficult to assess the differences before and after that time.
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Chapter 15

 Gender and Politics in Japan


Gill Steel and Sherry Martin




The singer and actress Agnes Chan took her baby to work at a TV studio in the late 1980s. This created a national scandal, because most women in Japan quit their jobs when they married or had their first child. In the intervening decades, it has been increasingly common for Japanese women to continue working after childbirth. Even so, Kumamoto Municipal Assembly member Yuka Ogata made national news when she took her seven-month-old baby to a meeting in assembly chambers in 2017. These incidents were separated by a thirty-year time span, but both women inspired very similar public debates. Conservative men and women criticized their decisions to bring their children to work as unprofessional and inappropriate, while feminists praised them for underscoring the importance of blurring the divide between private lives and public roles to building a culture of workplace inclusivity.1

In 2018, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern—New Zealand’s third female prime minister—gave birth within a year of assuming the premiership. She was only the second sitting world leader to give birth, after Pakistan’s Benazir Bhutto did so in 1990. She took six weeks of parental leave and, as a breast-feeding mother, she took her baby to the UN General Assembly meeting. Ardern quipped in an interview, “I’m just perhaps amongst some of the first who are doing something that hasn’t been done very often, but one day it will be normal.” The following year, another New Zealand lawmaker brought his one-month old son to parliament, and the speaker cradled and bottled-fed the baby during general debate. All of these instances received positive press coverage in New Zealand.

Why can women leaders transgress gender role norms in New Zealand and be praised for doing so, while women who dare to do the same in Japan face censure? New Zealand has a history of women premiers and left-wing political leadership, and women hold 41 percent of national legislative seats, earning it a rank of 15 out of 193 countries globally for women’s representation in national parliaments (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2019). In contrast, Japan has been led by the same conservative party—the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)—for most of the postwar period, and women hold only 10.2 percent of seats in the House of Representatives. In 2019, Japan placed 164th of the 193 countries on the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s list of women in national parliaments (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2019).

Feminist research on gender and politics suggests that Japan’s conservative government and lawmakers value, promote, and preserve norms and policies that support gender roles that are incompatible with women’s participation in elite politics. Measures of gender equality confirm that Japan is highly unequal. Japan ranked 121 of the 153 countries in the World Economic Forum’s (2020) Global Gender Gap Index, and 19th of the 188 countries on the United Nations Development Program’s (2018) Gender Inequality Index.2 In contrast, New Zealand under progressive Labour governments has taken affirmative steps to foster gender equality, and the World Economic Forum ranks it among the top 10 (it is number 6), and it is 14th on the UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index. While progressives view conservatism as inherently antithetical to women’s empowerment, conservatives view progressive politics as an assault on motherhood and caretaking.

Globally, even where “modern gender gaps” exist in which, on average, women are more likely to be progressive than men, large proportions of women have conservative values, so focusing on progressive women means that we understand only part of the picture. As Leanne Banaszak (2008) points out in her study of women’s movements in the United States, if we do not understand conservative women and their concerns, we do not fully understand women.

Japan, a wealthy, secular country with a highly educated population, thus provides an extremely important counterweight to assumptions about modernization and gender. The cross-national focus on progressive women and why more women are becoming progressive obscures our understanding of the range of women’s political interests and ideologies to such an extent that, for many, the term “women’s issues” has become synonymous with “feminist issues.” Examining the ways in which women’s interests are perceived and translate into political behavior cross-nationally helps us rethink our assumptions about gender and politics.

In this chapter we ask whether Japan—where women are as likely as men to vote for the conservative and long-ruling Liberal Democratic Party—can help us to think productively about differences among women and how citizens translate their interests into political choice. Japan has been sidelined as anachronistic—an advanced, industrialized democracy where gender norms are out of step—and empirical work tends toward a prescriptive focus on what Japan can learn from other democracies that rank higher on gender equality indices. While women leaders who bring their babies to work in Japan and New Zealand face very different reactions, we are struck by the similarity in their fundamental concerns. Most women—regardless of political affiliation—work, have children, and care for aging relatives, and they are all concerned about how they will strike a balance between their public roles and private lives. The personal is as political for conservative women as it is for progressive women.

This chapter uses the familiar construct of public/private to discuss the concrete political consequences of this artificial divide in Japan. We first outline how Japan operationalized this construct—delineating a very distinct separation between public and private life—before examining how the divide is manifested in women’s and men’s political attitudes and behavior in a self-reinforcing loop.

Economic Development and the Promotion of Separate Gendered Spheres


The leaders of Meiji Era Japan (1868–1912) carried out an ambitious, wide-ranging program of reform, modernization, and industrialization. Officials’ particular vision of modernity embraced the “male breadwinner/female caregiver” model of family life in order to maximize workers’ efficiency (as described in more detail in Steel 2019a). This family model has never been the norm, but these policies left a lasting imprint on family life.3 This vision was promoted, for instance, through the education system, and by the end of the nineteenth century, women were trained to become “good wives and wise mothers,” a role that encompassed supporting their husbands’ roles in the public sphere while nurturing the next generation who would continue to build the strong nation-state (Bullock 2019, 3).

In the postwar era, the state prioritized economic growth and reconstruction, and continued to rely on separate gendered spheres as a cornerstone of its developmental path. A strong national consensus developed around privileging big business as the engine of economic growth. Company preferences were equated with individual preferences in what became known as “companyism” or “company-first-ism.” Predominantly male employees, their values deeply shaped by this consensus (and state policy), disseminated the values of the corporate world throughout society. National ideology connected the requirements of rapid economic growth with the interests of the individual and were thus difficult to contest (Gordon 1997; Takeda 2005). Having said this, some individuals and groups did resist (Takeda 2006), but this fusing of individual values with company priorities conflated corporate and national goals, and muted public resistance.

Firms and the state established a slew of programs called the New Life Movement that defined productive public roles for male workers epitomized by the iconic “salaryman” and reproductive private roles for women caregivers, enshrined in the image of the “professional housewife” (Gordon 1997; Takeda 2005). Andrew Gordon (1997) describes these wide-ranging postwar initiatives, which included family planning, promoting frugality, and rationalizing domestic life. Officials were dispatched to survey conditions in villages, convene study groups, and organize lectures around the country. Local activities aimed at women and the family involved cooperation with women’s associations and home economics teachers in public schools.

This web of interconnected political, economic, and social policies reinforced a prescribed family model that excluded other family types, such as single-parent families (Hertog 2009). This made it imperative for couples to work together to raise their children as a unit, by delineating separate, but mutually reinforcing, roles performed in different spheres (Takeda 2005). This web came to include public policies, laws, and formal and informal working practices such as discrimination in hiring, assignment, and promotion practices; inflexible work environments (including long working hours and disparities between regular and nonregular workers); a lack of paid parental leave; a non-neutral taxation system; and uneven provision of high-quality day care (Steel 2019b). “The long economic boom that began in the 1950s was a national priority which left little room for questioning traditional roles in the home or workplace,” claims Chizuko Ueno (The Economist 2014).

The high-growth era lasted until the early 1970s and was premised upon men and women playing different public and private roles, and this had consequences for the organization of civil society and the venues available to men and women to articulate their political interests. Japanese civil society is organized under peak associations closely linked to their bureaucratic and political correlates. For example, management and labor are organized under the same enterprise union, which belongs to an industry-wide federation that falls under the broader umbrella of RENGO (Japanese Trade Union Confederation). Local women’s groups (fujinkai) are organized under Chifuren (National Federation of Regional Women’s Organizations). In theory, these organizations can represent a broad range of interests, but membership in many declined over the postwar period. Many women, particularly progressive women and those who do not embrace the housewife identity, worried that membership in peak associations made them susceptible to political co-optation (Kobayashi 2004; Murase 2006). Societal interests that exist outside of these formalized structures of interest articulation are not well represented, and this creates other forms of vulnerability vis-à-vis the state and corporations.

Firms have long treated women workers, who as a group were educated and moderately skilled, as a low-paid, flexible workforce (Brinton 1993) that could pick up the slack in boom periods and be laid off easily during a downturn—a “buffer” for the male permanent, lifelong, core employees. The state benefited by being able to spend less on social provision, while corporations saved on benefits and salaries. The contributions of women taking care of their children and elderly relatives, or “housewife welfare,” and the contributions of employers (Schoppa 2006) and (more recently) the work of nonprofit organizations (NPOs), bolster the Japanese state’s fairly stingy social provisions. As recently as 2017, an Internal Affairs Ministry labor force survey found 69 percent of working-age women (15–64 years old) were employed (up 5 points from 2012), but among those with part-time positions, one in three kept their hours low enough to qualify for the special tax deduction for housewives. The deduction declines as income increases beyond the 1.03 million yen cap for eligibility. In 2018 the government increased the cap to 1.5 million yen, but the Nikkei Asian Review noted that many companies did not give the spousal allowance to employees with wives earning incomes more than 1.03 million yen.

As a testament to the efficacy and long-lasting impact of social care policies with roots in the prewar era, in Jiji Press polls conducted in recent decades (2002–2019), roughly two out of three women and men have consistently said that the reason men participate less than women in child care is that men do not have any time remaining after work. Thirty-nine percent of Japanese said lack of support from supervisors and colleagues in encouraging men to take the leave is a reason for fathers’ low rate of participation in child care. Both reasons lay blame on Japan’s corporate practices. Three decades after Japan instituted a 1992 child-care leave policy, only 6 percent of Japanese men take the year-long leave, one of the most generous in the world.4 Fewer (36 percent in 2019) have blamed men’s views that childrearing is women’s work as a reason for why women shoulder the burden,5 and only 27 percent of men and women point to a dearth of public policies that encourage men’s participation in child care as a reason for the limited role that fathers play—though corporate culture and state-sponsored policies are inextricably related.

This heteronormative system still confers common benefits on married women and men and on couples with families. When companies provide family benefits for regular workers, this cements family identities, in effect leaving a narrow path to politics for women and crowding out identity politics based around different conceptions of gender and gender roles. Within this system of constrained preference, many Japanese housewives’ identity is derived not from egalitarian values but from managing their homes and families. Many of these earlier employment policies and practices persist today (although they vary somewhat across firms). Some women keenly defend these preferences and have built their lives around caring for their families and homes. Norms that strengthened this concept of family only began to fray as the average age for marriage increased toward the end of the twentieth century.

During Japan’s “two lost decades” of repeated recessions and stagnation following the early 1990s collapse of the bubble economy, the system still protected average families from many of the downsides of the recession, even with fairly limited neoliberal reforms. While nonregular employment rates have risen, employment practices and public policies still protect regular workers, who are predominantly male. Women are the majority of irregular employees without the benefits that regular employment brings, so despite entering the workforce, many married women still rely on the family benefits that their husbands’ employment brings.

During his second stint as LDP leader (2012–2020), Prime Minister Shinzō Abe caught the nation’s attention with a set of policies to kick start the economy under the “Abenomics” slogan. He enjoyed sustained, unusually high (albeit declining slightly over time) support throughout his tenure in office, according to the Jiji Press monthly polls (Maeda 2018; Steel 2020).6 Abe announced his “womenomics” policies in 2013.7 This set of policies was highly controversial among conservative lawmakers, and aimed to increase the number of women in the workplace (including in higher-level positions) by expanding child-care provision and providing companies with targets.8 The proposals set a target of filling 30 percent of senior-level positions in national and local government, the bureaucracy, shingikai (advisory councils), and other organizations with women by 2020. In 2016 the government revised the target downward to 7 percent of senior-level public sector positions and 15 percent of private sector positions, one of the many ways the plans progressed in an uneven way (Takeda 2018). At the same time that the government lowered its goal for the proportion of women in senior government roles, more women joined the bureaucracies (Noble 2019). Women’s employment rates continued to increase (a trend that started long before Abe became prime minister), but women mainly entered nonregular employment, which makes fewer demands and offers lower salaries and virtually no chance of promotion (Steel 2019b).

By some measures, the economic outlook improved after 2015, with corporate profits rising, and the employment “ice age” thawed (MEXT 2015). These trends may have profound implications for women’s employment and occupational upgrades. At the time of writing, in May 2020, the world is bracing for a post-coronavirus economic downturn. A global depression is likely to see firms increasing their use of nonregular employees, with women continuing to enter the labor force in these positions. These expected trends will probably stifle women’s occupational advances because nonregular employment is generally not a stepping stone to regular employment or promotion.

Separate Spheres, One Political Choice


The LDP dominated politics between 1955 and 1993 and presided over Japan’s stunning postwar economic recovery and growth. By treating gendered roles as functionally equal, the LDP successfully mobilized male and female voters at the ballot box in equal proportions. Men and women were equally likely to vote for the LDP (see Figure 15.1), even as the party created and normalized conditions that define elite politics as a male domain, sustained the chronic under-representation of women in elected office, and solidified its dominant position in the political system, because these were not issues on which people based their votes.
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Figure 15.1. Women’s and men’s voting preferences during the 1955 system.
“Which party did the person you voted for belong to?”

Note: Missing, don’t knows, inappropriate answer, and refused excluded. Other parties were included in the tabulation but are not shown in the figure.

Source: Data from ASSK.





Even though the broader “system” limits women’s lives, most women have not voiced opposition to it, in part because many people—not least women—still rely on and find value in it, because it places values and confers benefits to the prescribed family type. Despite the widely acknowledged constraints of both the family type and the employment and social security systems, supporters of Japan’s particular developmental arrangements assume that they helped the country to avoid the social inequality found elsewhere. Instead, it yielded social stability and low rates of unemployment, fostering relative income egalitarianism and comparatively low rates of poverty. These characteristics still benefit broad swaths of society. Within this system, many women and men support the LDP.

During the mid-2000s, political funds scandals, the massive mishandling of pension records, gaffes by politicians and ministers, and the LDP’s growing reputation for being unresponsive to voters all compounded the party’s long-term loss of support. Junichiro Koizumi, as LDP leader and prime minister from 2001 to 2006, delivered a temporary respite from this downward trend. After decades of similar voting patterns irrespective of gender, more women than men preferred the LDP under Koizumi in 2005: 55 percent of women voted for the LDP compared to 49 percent of men, according to the 2005 Akarui Suishin Senkyo Kyokai (ASSK, Association for Promoting Fair Elections) survey. The LDP did not have a similar advantage in 2003, so journalists’ claims of his popularity among women have been exaggerated, but some commentators suggested that young, urban women opposed wasteful spending and supported Koizumi’s reformist approach (Figure 15.2).
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Figure 15.2. Japanese women’s and men’s voting preferences in the post-1955 system.
“Which party did you vote for in the proportional representation section?”

Note: Missing, don’t knows, inappropriate answer, and refused excluded. Other parties were included in the tabulation but are not shown in the figure.

Source: Data from ASSK.





Many political commentators thought that a gender gap in votes for the now defunct Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) emerged, but in fact no gender gap in voting existed until 2003, when women became slightly less likely than men to vote for the DPJ, the more progressive of the two parties (Figure 15.2).9 The DPJ won increasing numbers of votes from women and men over the course of these elections, but the rate of growth among men was higher. The DPJ made history by taking control of the upper house in 2007 and the lower house two years later, beginning a brief period of non-LDP rule. By the 2012 election, the DPJ had lost the confidence of voters due to the 3/11 disaster, its policy failures, mismanagement of the US-Japan alliance, and party disunity. The party’s support collapsed and the LDP returned to power. The opposition remains in disarray, with existing parties repeatedly splitting and merging as new parties form, but without any one being able to build a stable base of support founded on a clearly articulated policy platform. And as new parties, they struggle to compete with the LDP’s grass-roots organization.

Women have been more likely than men to vote for the LDP’s junior coalition partner Kōmeitō in some general elections, but it is by no means the strong, consistent gender difference that some commentators assume. Soka Gakkai, a Buddhist religious movement, established Kōmeitō as its political arm. Although the two have been institutionally separate legal entities since 1970, when they severed formal ties after a scandal, this separation is largely a technicality and the party still maintains close ties to its founders. Although analysts assume women’s higher levels of religiosity explain their greater support for Kōmeitō, data from the ASSK surveys in fact show that women are not more likely than men to affiliate with a religious group. Across the years, when differences have emerged, a combination of religious affiliation, some sociodemographic attributes, and some policy preferences explain women’s greater likelihood to vote for Kōmeitō.

Gender and Policy Preferences at the Ballot Box


Commentators in some countries assume that women will prefer more spending on social policy and less on defense than do men (labeled issues of “compassion” and “force”). In Japan, similarly, commentators often describe social policies as “women’s issues,” but in fact, on many issues, women and men generally share similar policy concerns, while on some issues, differences emerge and then fade over time (Steel 2020). The ASSK surveys provide respondents with a list of issues they might consider when deciding their vote, allowing them to select multiple issues from the list.

In 2017, women and men were more similar than different in the issues they considered important ahead of voting. Both could agree that nursing care, pensions, and defense were more important than education and constitutional revision, despite some gender differences. Slightly more men than women cared about defense and constitutional revision, while more women selected health and nursing care as issues they would consider when deciding how to vote.

Not only have all of these issues been salient in recent elections, they arguably have been simultaneously important. Better work-life balance is central to the success of womenomics and overall economic growth, and to the long-term feasibility of the nation’s social welfare system. Security and defense—and the constraints imposed by Article 9 of the constitution on Japan’s ability to exercise offensive capabilities—have become more important with an increase in provocations from the DPRK, Chinese incursions in the waters around the Senkaku Islands, tensions in bilateral relations with South Korea, and questions about the future of the US-Japan security alliance. However, it has been clear since as early as 2005 that while women and men are likely to agree that bread-and-butter issues are top priority, gender differences on traditionally less salient security and defense issues can matter at the ballot box. More importantly, the differences between conservative and progressive women can matter more at the ballot box than the differences between men and women as groups, underscoring the importance of keeping the intersection of gender, ideology, and other identities in clear sight. The reason that we do not see stark gender differences in vote choice is probably because there are not two or more viable parties for voters to choose between, and we do not have a good grasp of the differences within the increasing number of nonpartisans in the Japanese electorate.

The definition of the modern gender gap in politics that focuses on the relationship between commonly measured attitudes such as support for gender equality and observable behaviors such as vote choice obscure the fact that in Japan one of the largest and most enduring differences between men and women’s political participation is in rates of nonpartisanship. Overall nonpartisanship rates have been trending upward, but women are more likely than men to say that there is no political party in the system that they support. This trend has been evident since at least 1960, rose in the three decades that preceded electoral reforms in the early 1990s, and has remained an enduring feature of Japanese politics since.

The Democratic Party of Japan was a viable alternative for voters in national elections between 2003 and 2009. By 2005 a gender gap had opened up between nonpartisan women and nonpartisan men in which nonpartisan women were more likely to support the DPJ while nonpartisan men were more likely to cast ballots for the LDP (Martin 2008a). Gender differences in attitudes about security and defense increased the likelihood of women and men voting for different parties. Then as now, fewer women than men supported strengthening defense forces, and in 2005 women who opposed stronger defense policies not only were more likely than men overall to support the DPJ, but were also more likely to support the DPJ than men who held similar attitudes. In contrast, women who supported strengthening defense forces were as likely to vote for the LDP as men who held the same view. Majorities of women and men agreed that welfare should be for everyone, but while this was not a predictor of vote choice among men, it did distinguish conservative women from their progressive counterparts. Women who agreed with the statement that everyone—aside from the elderly and disabled—should live without relying on welfare were more likely to say they cast a vote for the LDP than women who disagreed (Martin 2008a).

One stark exception to the overall similarity between men and women is that more women than men now select welfare or health/nursing care (iryo/kaigo) as an issue that they consider at the ballot box (Figure 15.3). Japan introduced a fairly generous Long-Term Care Insurance (LTCI) program in 2000, but eligibility is narrow and limited to people over sixty-five years old with medical or mental disabilities (Campbell and Ikegami 2000). Women’s greater support for these programs may be rational self-interest, since women may be responsible for caring for aging parents or parents-in-law and they live longer (and recognize that they may need nursing care for themselves). Although incongruously, the concern does not extend to pensions—since women and men are similarly concerned about them (Figure 15.3). This is not to say that women and men have identical attitudes. Newspaper polls tend to highlight any differences they find. Some newspaper polls, for example, have highlighted women’s greater concern about and opposition to nuclear power. Yet the ASSK surveys found it was a relatively low priority for men and women voters in 2017. On other issues, such as whether women will eventually have the same rights as men, almost 20 percent fewer women than men agreed they would (Horowitz and Fetterolf 2020).
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Figure 15.3. Policies as voting issues by gender, 2017.
“In the 2017 general election, which policy issues did you consider? Choose as many as you like.”

Source: Data from ASSK.





The similarity in Japanese women’s and men’s preferences challenges the concept of “women’s interests,” which is widespread and highly controversial in feminist theory. It has become commonplace to acknowledge that women and men have “complex sets of interests that both diverge and overlap, and that women as a group are far from monolithic” (Lovenduski and Norris 2003, p. 87). Even so, this variety does not refute the claim that interests are gendered. Lovenduski and Norris note that if women are divided by social class, region, ethnicity or religion, and ideology, “then these factors may over-ride any common or shared interests associated with gender.” This may play out in any number of ways. A middle-class woman with a part-time job may favor expanded social provision and vote for a progressive party, but, as a low earner, she may prefer lower taxes and vote for the LDP (particularly since the LDP does not favor limiting social provision). Either of these preferences is rational and could be a “modern” choice, but the choices are not clear-cut, since the party platforms overlap. Moreover, LDP dominance and a fragmented opposition has often undercut the importance of party competition based on platforms with well-articulated and opposed issue positions that present voters with distinct choices at the ballot box.

The overlap in party platforms between the LDP and opposition parties further mitigates against the development of gender-based political identities. This makes it hard for the opposition to coalesce around an opposing set of policies. In many countries, women’s greater support for social provision contributes to their greater likelihood to vote for progressive parties. In Japan, however, the cross-party support for provision mitigates against this. Overall levels of provision undercut any alternative platform that non-LDP parties could have offered. In addition, social provision has been expanded by specific programs such as Long-Term Care Insurance (LTCI) for the elderly and public spending on a variety of family provision areas has increased since the mid-1990s.

All in all, the LDP resists party “modernization.” Party modernization in some countries includes increasing female representation and incorporating some feminist concerns into party platforms, such that some scholars even describe party modernization as “feminization” (see Campbell 2016; Webb and Childs 2012). The LDP has done little to increase female representation and explicitly rejects some feminist concerns—issues that are endorsed by some opposition parties—such as ending discrimination, not obliging women to change their name when they marry, penalizing workplace harassment, further criminalizing nonconsensual sex crimes, prohibiting discrimination against LGBTQ communities, and reforming the labor market to improve working conditions for nonregular workers (Miura 2019). Even though the LDP’s position on a number of these issues is out of step with the general public and with their own supporters, the party maintains these positions due to the veto power of conservative LDP lawmakers, and because these are not issues on which citizens base their vote choice.

Despite the systemic incentives for individuals to stick with the conventional family model, many individuals are turning their backs on this model: times and expectations have changed. Individuals are increasingly opting out or “exiting” from the system; one such strategy is to forego marriage and/or children. Some women opt out through working and progressing at work. Indeed, the proportion of dual-income households outstripped the proportion of single-income households in the early 1990s (Cabinet Office for Gender Equality 2016). At the same time, other people—not least women—still rely on, and find value in, the conventional roles. Overall, though, people’s gender values are becoming increasingly egalitarian (Steel 2019b). Individuals who exit this “system” are not doing so through voting for opposition parties in large numbers, since these arrangements are not framed as political choices.

Women Representatives versus Representing Women


Japan’s male breadwinner–female caregiver social welfare state has left a lasting legacy on its representative democracy by delineating elite politics as a male enterprise. It has depressed the number of women in office and set the terms for when, why, and how women run for office. Fewer women in Japan have access to money, name recognition, and a geographic or associational support base—resources that most successful male politicians have (Ogai 2001)—and gendered systems of work and family care are a barrier to acquiring these skills. This lack of descriptive representation undermines the quality of Japanese democracy because it may impede the production of policies that are substantively responsive to, and fails to affirmatively incorporate, groups that are categorically underrepresented, such as women, LGBTQ communities, ethnic minorities, and youth (Martin 2020).

Conventional gender norms are inscribed within the dominant strategies by which women win political office in Japan and, consequently, underscore the implicit understanding that women are outsiders in a male world. Like men, women benefit from a norm of inherited seats when a relative occupies a seat upon the death or retirement of the incumbent. In the absence of a male successor, it is not unusual for wives and daughters to hold national and local assembly seats until an acceptable male appears (Taniguchi 2008). Parties from both the political left and right field women candidates as political outsiders who embody reform, though parties on the left have generally been more likely to run larger numbers of women (Ogai 2001; Murphy 2012). Finally, women have won on municipal housekeeping platforms, capitalizing on their perceived “expertise” with issues rooted in their everyday experiences as housewives and mothers attentive to sanitation and public health, roads and traffic safety, environmentalism, food safety, and fair pricing. At the local level, some women disrupt the public-private divide by running as housewives, striving to bring an ethic of care to the political sphere (LeBlanc 1999), even though framing activities as an extension of gendered roles is a limiting route into politics for women.

Despite the comparative underrepresentation of women in national political office in Japan, women are making inroads in local politics. There are approximately 4,078 women currently holding offices across all of Japan’s subnational assemblies. An uptick in the numbers of Japanese women running for and winning seats on prefectural, city, town, and village assemblies that emerged over two decades ago has become a trend (Martin 2008b, 2019). In Unified Local Elections, held every four years, voters have elected a record number of women to local offices across Japan in each electoral cycle; following the 2019 elections, women held 18 percent of subnational assembly seats, a proportion lower than the upper house (23 percent) but higher than in the lower house of the National Diet (10 percent). Women achieve higher rates of representation in urban districts than in rural ones at all levels of Japanese government but numerically, most elected women in Japan serve at the town and village level. There has been a dramatic decline in the proportion of subnational assemblies with no women elected to them. In 1991, about one-quarter of prefectural and city assemblies had no women, and this figure rose to three-quarters (77 percent) of village and town councils with no women among their ranks. Now all prefectural assemblies have elected women, the proportion of city assemblies with women is nearing 100 percent, and two-thirds of village and town councils have at least one woman.

A combination of factors—institutional, structural, and cultural (see Martin 2019)—explain why more Japanese women are running for and winning political office. As the size of the electorate increases, women’s chances of securing enough votes to win a seat also increases (Rule 1994). Institutionally, municipal mergers and rural-urban migration in Japan have increased district sizes and tax bases while disrupting traditional social networks; these changes increase incentives for nontraditional candidates to run for office and for voters to cast ballots for them. Structurally—both cross-nationally and in Japan—women are more likely to win local seats because they are less prestigious, noncareer, and part-time positions that enable women to combine politics with their other roles, and local politics deal with issues women primary confront in their daily lives (e.g., social welfare, education, public safety) (Iwanaga 2008). Women’s activism has been crucial in helping women overcome resource gaps between themselves and their male competitors at all levels of politics in Japan. Culturally, polls show equal numbers of men and women say they see women as qualified candidates and would vote for them. Most importantly, when women run for office—nationally or locally—they win at higher rates than men (Murphy 2012).

Social scientists concerned with diversity and inclusion in top decision-making positions have stressed the importance of having role models from underrepresented and marginalized groups in those positions whose path to power can inspire and provide a road map for others seeking to follow in their footsteps. Yuriko Koike, the conservative governor of Tokyo, spearheaded the capital’s COVID-19 response and raised the visibility of women in politics. Her crisis management stood in sharp contrast to the national government’s less coordinated response and fueled speculation that she could become Japan’s first woman prime minister. Koike’s political acumen and success serve as a conservative model for women aspiring to political office in a nation were there have been few role models.

Change on the Horizon


In December 2019, Environmental Minister Shinjiro Koizumi—son to former prime minister Junichiro Koizumi—became the first incumbent cabinet minister to take paternity leave in Japan. At the time, he expressed hope that his actions could help to shift systems and norms to enable everyone to strike a better balance between work and family life. However, like women politicians who transgressed the divide between public and private life, the younger Koizumi encountered public backlash. Some accused him of staging a stunt to curry favor with voters and deflect public attention from a personal scandal. Others suspected that he would take paternity leave but not actually participate in childrearing, a common practice among working men who take time off from work after the birth of a child. Moreover, his attempt to set an example for Japanese fathers was deaf to the fact that, unlike most working couples in Japan, he and his wife have the financial resources to take paternity or maternity leave without having to worry about income loss.

At the beginning of this chapter, we said that most women—regardless of political affiliation—work, have children, and care for aging relatives, and they are all concerned about how they will strike a balance between their public roles and private lives. Japan makes clear that private social care provision is a universal public concern, even as dominant narratives in politics and research cross-nationally continue to frame social care policies as progressive initiatives that disrupt traditional gender norms. The COVID-19 pandemic drives home this point.

The Abe administration asked schools to shut nationwide and urged companies to encourage telework to support social distancing measures to slow the transmission of the novel coronavirus. In disrupting major social institutions, the COVID-19 crisis highlighted the artificiality of the sharp division between the public roles of male breadwinners and the private roles of female caregivers, and the negative impacts of men who work too little at home and women who lack the support to work more outside of the home. Telework while caring for school-aged children exposed gender disparities in the division of household labor across Japan (Rich 2020). Nurses in Japan, mostly women, expose the social costs of inadequate child care, and COVID highlighted their already often poor working conditions (Katanuma and Reynolds 2020). When schools initially closed, nurses and other frontline women workers wondered how they would be able to continue working with children at home. Nurses with child care lost access due to discrimination rooted in public fears that their work with COVID-19 patients increased the risks that they and their children would transmit the virus. Many nurses—already in short supply prior to the public health crisis—stayed home, and this placed further strain on Japan’s healthcare system. When the crisis abates, Japanese women potentially could have more male allies in shouldering a fair share of increasingly heavy and universal care-taking responsibilities, and in overturning the myriad public policies that assign men and women to different roles in the public and private spheres.

Author Note


The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author, and do not necessarily reflect those of the US Department of State or the US Government.

Data Sets


The ASSK House of Representative Election Datasets (Akarui Senkyo Suishin Kyokai Chosa, 1972–1993). Accessed through the Leviathan Data Bank.

The ASSK House of Representative Election Datasets 2013–2017. The data for this secondary analysis were provided by the Social Science Japan Data Archive, Center for Social Research and Data Archives, Institute of Social Science, The University of Tokyo.




Notes


1. Japanese companies with on-site crèches gain much media attention, but they are few and far between.


2. Japan ranks higher in the GGI since this includes maternal mortality, adolescent birth rate, and education, areas in which Japan performs well.


3. A wealth of scholarship demonstrates that, prior to this, women’s social and economic roles, relations between genders, and women’s access to education varied according to the era, social class, local customs, and region (Bernstein 1991).


4. Many may find that it is not economically feasible to take advantage of the leave, which guarantees 50 percent pay or more.


5. This question offered multiple response options; respondents could choose as many as represented their views.


6. At the time of writing, in March 2020, 39 percent of the public supported the cabinet (JiJi 2020).


7. Liv Coleman (2019) describes the second Abe government’s projection of itself as a leader on women’s rights as an attempt to redeem its tarnished international image, and not a policy that is motivated by any commitment to gender equality.


8. They were controversial because conservative politicians warned that promoting equality would damage Japanese culture and lead to the destruction of society—as Shinzō Abe himself put it in 2005. Specifically, Abe’s conservative ideas on gender roles, expressed at an LDP symposium to critique sex education and gender free education, can be viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dY738_awLe0.


9. Some caution is necessary: compared with the population, the sample overrepresents female voters and underrepresents male voters; but it overrepresents men who report voting (the ministry publishes the actual voting rates broken down by gender). A 2009 post-election survey of four metropolitan areas showed a similar gap in the DPJ vote.
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Chapter 16

 Civil Society in Japan


Akihiro Ogawa




Civil society is one of the most rapidly expanding sectors in contemporary Japan. It can be defined as a public sphere that broadly refers to nonstate institutions and associations that are critical to sustaining modern democratic participation. Over the past three decades, civil society has gained significant attention internationally, not limited to the academic circle but also among policymakers. Inspired by democratic movements in Eastern Europe and the fall of the Berlin Wall, the concept of civil society has experienced a theoretical rebirth (Arato 1993; Hann and Dunn 1996). To describe such grassroots dynamism, Lester Salamon (1994) coined the term “global associational revolution”—referring to the massive upsurge of organized private voluntary activity and of structured citizen action outside the boundaries of the market and the state. Salamon further argued that “the appropriate paradigm for the 21st century is one of partnership and a politics of collaboration—i.e., a ‘new governance’ that emphasizes collaboration,…by the different sectors as the best hope for achieving meaningful progress” (Salamon 2001, 37).

In relation to this view, Japan is no exception. Originally a product of Western thinking and socioeconomic development, civil society, or shimin shakai, is now deeply rooted in Japan. The dynamism and hybridity of Japan’s civil society (see Figure 16.1) have been well researched and documented, and our contemporary understanding relies on interdisciplinary social science literature. Many scholars have contributed to the current discussions on varieties of civic actors and practices (e.g., Aldrich 2010; Carver et al. 2000; Chan 2008; Chan-Tiberghien 2004; Hasegawa 2004; Haddad 2007; Hirata 2002; Kingston 2004; Nakano 2005; Ogawa 2009; Pekkanen 2006; Reimann 2010; Shipper 2008; see also Ogawa 2011 and Ogawa 2019 for an overview).
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Figure 16.1. Macro landscape of Japanese Society.





Theoretically, the scholarship on Japanese civil society was triggered following two important publications in the early 2000s. One was The State of Civil Society in Japan, edited by Frank Schwartz and Susan Pharr (2003), and the other was Civil Society and Political Change in Asia, edited by Muthiah Alagappa (2004). In the former book, Susan Pharr proposes a powerful explanatory model called the “activist state” (Pharr 2003, 324) to understand the relationship between the state and civil society in Japan. She claims that the Japanese state has successfully institutionalized specific kinds of civil society groups to promote state ideology through funding and tax incentives. Meanwhile, Alagappa argues for the importance of freeing Japan from the Eurocentric framework of civil society: “Throughout much of Asia, organizations and individuals, self-consciously identifying themselves as belonging to civil society, seek to affect the identity and structure of their respective states, as well as government policy on such matters of political and civil rights, minority and women’s rights, the environment and socioeconomic conditions…[C]ivil society’s meaning, nature, and composition will vary with circumstances, not only across countries, but also over time in a country” (Alagappa 2004, 150).

In line with the key arguments made by Pharr and Alagappa, this chapter aims to capture the dynamism of civil society in contemporary Japan. Firstly, it focuses on nonprofit organizations (NPOs)—a new civic sector, addressing Pharr’s activist state argument. NPOs were strategically generated as a political project to deregulate the public space and thus to galvanize civil society in Japan. The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of January 17, 1995, triggered disaster volunteerism, with approximately 1.3 million volunteers acting to aid disaster victims. The government bureaucracy’s ineffective efforts to deal with the tragic situation paled in comparison to the impressive work of volunteers, whose contributions dramatized the need for a social structure that would bolster a voluntary third sector, resulting in the passage of the NPO Law (formally, the Law to Promote Specified Nonprofit Activities) in 1998. This was a momentous Japanese civil society project that gave rise to nearly 70,000 NPOs over the past two decades (as of September 2019) (Cabinet Office 2019). These NPOs have increasingly taken on major responsibility for local communities’ social welfare delivery, including elderly care and lifelong learning, which was traditionally regarded as a task for the state.

Secondly, this chapter examines social movements, particularly anti-nuclear social movements—a continuing form of activism in Japanese society that was reignited following the March 11 Fukushima Daiichi disaster. Social movements are change-orientated political formations, often using tactics such as direct action, with loose and informal organizational structures. They are organized around ideas, which give the individuals who adhere to the movement new forms of social and political identity. Throughout post–World War II history, there was a seamless continuity in Japanese social movements (see Chiavacci et al. 2018), with people adopting new strategies, repertoires, and organizational forms and presentations to effect changes in social and political life. Through anti-nuclear activism, Japanese people have explored new ways of peaceful and sustainable life and are generating a new political culture, with new ideologies and strategies. Such activism has also been expanding to Asian countries beyond the national border, and has led to the establishment of a transnational civil society with the aim of a nuclear-free Asia. This reflects Alagappa’s vision of civil society cited earlier.

NPOs


Japanese NPOs are one of the major actors in Japanese civil society, and the number of NPOs being incorporated has been increasing over the past two decades. Here I provide a brief overview of the major scholarship with an updated account from my own research.

Two Studies


Both Pekkanen (2006) and Ogawa (2009) examined NPOs in the early 2000s, but each employed a different approach. In his Japan’s Dual Civil Society: Members without Advocates, Pekkanen examines NPOs through the lens of political institutions, while in The Failure of Civil Society? The Third Sector and the State in Contemporary Japan, Ogawa applies an ethnographic gaze to his argument that micro-level relations developed between NPOs and the state. As a starting point, both Pekkanen and Ogawa employ an “activist state” model—as espoused by Susan Pharr in The State of Civil Society in Japan (Schwartz and Pharr 2003). Pharr’s argument is that a sharp distinction between the state and society contributes to a misunderstanding of Japanese civil society. Instead, Pharr proposes the activist state model, and both Pekkanen and Ogawa begin with the same assumption: that the state shapes civil society. Thus, as Pekkanen notes, what is necessary is “an ‘unpacking’ of civil society” (Pekkanen 2006, 7), which, he argues, “would allow us to fine-tune our analysis of the relationship between the state and civil society…we could look at the patterns that the state creates in civil society and the patterns of state-civil society relations that emerge” (7). Meanwhile, Ogawa claims to “document in detail the transition that Japanese society has undergone since the epoch-making NPO Law was implemented,” which he does by analyzing “the dynamic micro-politics of everyday interactions between the state and ordinary individuals in the creation and ongoing activities of an NPO,” particularly with regard to how “different levels of the Japanese government try to shape the NPO or ‘civil society,’ into an existing social and political structure that actually supports the state’s specific goals” (Ogawa 2009, 6). Ogawa also claims that his book has “important policy implications…for any state seeking to mold its society in a specific way” (7). In fact, these two projects were complementary in their analysis of Japanese NPOs, together providing a comprehensive understanding of civil society in contemporary Japan.

Pekkanen’s research captures the dual structure of Japanese civil society between “a plethora of small, local groups (such as nearly 300,000 neighborhood associations) and a dearth of large, professionalized, independent organizations (such as Greenpeace)” (Pekkanen 2006, 2). He explains that this dual structure was largely influenced by political institutions, arguing that “[t]he political institutional explanation does not claim that civil society is a product of what state agencies or politicians want to happen, but rather that institutions have effects through structuring action” (16). Pekkanen notes that the dual structure phenomenon can primarily be attributed to the regulatory framework articulated by Article 34 of the Civil Code, which dates back to the Meiji era in 1898 and that hardly changed until 1998. The permitting system, which combines a discretionary screening function, close supervision of operations, and sanctioning power, has “a chilling effect” (17) in shaping Japanese civil society. In line with the activist state model, for example, civic groups whose objectives and styles differ from the permitting ministry face operational difficulties. Thus, this lobby-type of civil society is not active and is less likely to influence public debates or shape public policy. Policymaking techniques on the civil society side therefore remain underdeveloped, while environmental and consumer advocacy and philanthropic groups have received little state support. Meanwhile, bureaucrats, who are major actors in Japanese politics, prefer small-scale civic groups to facilitate efficient governance of low-cost social welfare delivery in local communities. To describe the latter type of civil society, Pekkanen coined the term “members without advocates” by turning on its head Theda Skocpol’s terminology of American civic life, “advocates without members” (Skocpol 1999). In Japan, meanwhile, there is participatory contribution but not policy advocacy, which Pekkanen attributes to the Japanese state’s desire “to nurture social capital-type civil society groups while discouraging lobby-type civil society groups” (Pekkanen 2006, 10).

The 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake destabilized this dual structure, liberalizing nonprofit incorporation requirements and opening up a space for NPOs, a new civic group in Japanese society. Before the 1998 NPO Law, access to legal status as a public interest legal person was extremely restricted under the Civil Code. The NPO Law was indeed regarded as a special case legislation under Article 34 of the Civil Code, and the process of creating this law was distinguished by the very first instance of dialogues catalyzed by the Coalition for Legislation to Support Citizens’ Organizations, popularly known as C’s, and political parties (see Pekkanen 2000 on the legislation process). The enactment of the 1998 NPO Law followed by the Intermediary Legal Person Law in 2001, tax reforms in 2001–2002 that authorized tax deduction status or nintei for NPO legal persons, and public interest legal person (kōeki hōjin) reform (completed in 2008) can all be located as “part of self-perpetuating changes that will alter the regulatory framework in Japan” (Pekkanen 2006, 184). The 1998 NPO Law has indeed made it easier for civic groups to obtain legal status without undergoing bureaucratic screening, and the law thereafter became a stepping stone for civic groups to contribute to dynamic policymaking debates. However, Pekkanen warns, “unless entrenched attitudes regarding the importance of the state in defining the public and the prominence of bureaucrats in the political economy change, administrative guidance and restrictive interpretation of statutes will also continue to be a feature of the regulatory framework” (Pekkanen 2006, 185).

Ogawa examines how states seek to shape their relations with their populations, and how effective those policies are likely to be, documenting “people, places, and meanings as well as the concrete manifestations of civil society” (Ogawa 2009, 15). He illuminates “strong disagreements from below combined with grassroots resistance and frustration regarding the state’s deliberate effort to construct such ‘civil society’” (15), and argues that the institutionalization of NPOs was implemented by the Japanese neoliberal state to mold its population or the state-individual relationship in a specific manner under the name of civil society. In fact, Ogawa coined the term “volunteer subjectivity” (93)—a Foucauldian, coercive, self-disciplined subjectivity, which is intentionally produced and reproduced under the name of volunteerism. In tandem with the NPO Law in the late 1990s, a national campaign was launched calling for volunteerism, with a television commercial of the time coining the novel phrase—You can volunteer with a single finger! (Yubi ippon de dekiru borantia). This commercial was made by AC Japan, a public interest corporation that promotes serving the common good through public service campaigns, and the phrase came to permeate the Japanese psyche.

The state was also an agent in mobilizing such volunteer subjectivity. In 2006 the Japanese government revised the Fundamental Law of Education, a basic charter defining the direction of education, to situate hōshi katsudō (service activity) in the Japanese school system. For example, since 2007, the Tokyo Metropolitan government has made the subject hōshi, or service (1 credit, 35 hours), compulsory in high school. Meanwhile, Ogawa documented how local governments, mostly at municipal levels, invited local residents to volunteer in social service provision under the aegis of NPOs, which replaced the government in providing these services (Ogawa 2008, 2009). NPOs are indeed key forms of agency in neoliberalism, a dominant political ideology in Japan since the 1980s. The institutionalization of NPOs was a calculated reorganization of the Japanese public sphere, designed to establish a small or neoliberal government in the post-welfare state through shared responsibility for social services originally delivered by the state with volunteer-driven NPOs. Thus, Japanese society would probably have NPOs even without the impetus of the great earthquake.

Co-production in New Public Governance


Neoliberal politics has created a space for civil society organizations to be active in policy processes, and much public management thinking treats “co-production” (Alford 2009) in this fashion. Co-production, first argued in the 1970s by Elinor Ostrom, the 2009 Nobel Laureate for Economics, and her colleagues at Indiana University, is currently attracting renewed academic interest worldwide. Originally, the term “co-production” suggested a relationship between regular producers (policymakers and practitioners) and clients (service users) (Ostrom 1999), specifically where the client acts not only as a consumer of services, but as a co-producer thereof (Ostrom 1999, 1073). This was linked with the idea of using combinations of state and nonstate actors to inform public service delivery.

Co-production can be seen nowadays as a substantive policy tool utilized by governments with a preference for collaborative governance to implement policy goals. Japanese NPOs have increasingly taken on responsibility for local communities’ social welfare delivery, including elderly care and lifelong learning—the two most popular areas of NPO activities registered via “co-production” with local governments. These preferences follow visions of New Public Governance (Pestoff et al. 2012), including enhanced effectiveness, flexibility, and democratic quality of public services. In fact, a neoliberal state employing the practice of co-production offers ordinary citizens new opportunities to participate in various arenas of action, “to resolve the kind of issues hitherto held to be the responsibility of authorized government agencies” (Burchell 1996, 29). For citizens, co-production is a participative tool, actively involving them in public affairs.

New Public Governance indeed provides a promising and relatively well-described alternative to either a continued reliance on New Public Management or a return to Classical Public Bureaucracy (Torfing and Triantafillou 2013). The notion of co-production, with its emphasis on collaborative interaction in networks and partnership, captures core aspects of New Public Governance in Japan, particularly at the local level, where there is an urgent need to mobilize additional resources to offset the cross-pressure between growing problems and expectations and the scarcity of public funds. Such practices have shifted between traditional preferences for hierarchical or government-based governance practices, toward a New Public Management–inspired market-based orientation, and finally, in the present era, toward New Public Governance civil society reforms (see Howlett et al. 2017). After the promulgation of the 1998 NPO Law, along with the Long-Term Care Insurance Program in 2000, the patterns of nonstate provision of welfare services in the Japan changed dramatically. The Japanese government transformed social welfare service delivery through privatization and decentralization policies, thus expanding existing and largely informal organizations and activities, and fostering the rapid development of a more privatized and decentralized nonprofit sector dedicated to the delivery of social welfare services.

SLG (a pseudonym), which Ogawa (2009, 2015) documented as a case NPO, was a leading example of the co-production of social service delivery. Ogawa has been conducting field research in an eastern Tokyo ward since 2001. SLG delivered social services—a range of lifelong learning opportunities, originally provided by the municipal government. Incorporated as an NPO in 2000, it was one of the largest civil society organizations in terms of membership and budget to promote lifelong learning in Japan. Over nearly two decades, it successfully offered more than one hundred courses per year to the local community in an innovative way. Volunteers created courses for local residents, reflecting the spirit of community development—they decided what the local community wanted to study and which community members would be teachers.

SLG was well tailored to the innovative provision of new social needs; as a result, it created a rich diversity of locally embedded social services. Local volunteers created educational content and mobilized their local knowledge and networks. The state, meanwhile, funded these citizen-based activities. In fact, the municipal government supported this community-oriented lifelong learning project by providing generous funding, injecting a total of 1 billion yen (9 million USD) over the eighteen years (2000–2017) of its existence. Government funding has been a major source of income for many Japanese NPOs that play a significant role in providing social services. This type of NPO is categorized as a “GONGO” (government-organized nongovernmental organization) in the international third-sector scholarship. GONGOs are organizations created by the political process but operate quasi-independently of their establishing agencies, as well as of the organizations that implement government oversight of their economic or professional activity (Salamon and Sokolowski 2016, 1534). Meanwhile, Asahi Shimbun (2009), a Japanese daily, was dubbed a “GONPO” (government-organized NPO) in the Japanese context. Because of GONGOs’ ability to mobilize local volunteers, the costs of creating lifelong learning courses in the municipality where SLG was located were almost halved, compared to the cost of government provision of the same service.

This development in Japan can be located in the global New Public Governance scholarship. The SLG project appeared successful, with one tangible result being that lifelong learning activities took root in its area of operation and 260,000 local residents studied at SLG from the time of its establishment. Simplistically calculated, this means that in a ward with nearly 260,000 people, each resident enrolled in one course at SLG. SLG changed the traditional style of state-led learning, and provided a model for community-oriented learning. It even contributed to local efforts to delegate power to citizens in a participatory governance structure for a pluralistic democracy. However, in 2018, after eighteen years of operation, SLG finally dissolved.

A Failed Case


More than a decade ago, in his book The Failure of Civil Society?, Ogawa noted the possible failure of Japanese civil society due to NPO activity, based on his research in the early 2000s (Ogawa 2009). He observed that NPOs might effectively facilitate the practice of a neoliberal state but were not conducive to encouraging independent, citizen-oriented activities. NPOs were being exploited by the government as an administrative tool to implement public policies.

The year 2018 marked the twentieth anniversary of the NPO Law, and one observable indication of its failure is the ever-increasing number of NPO dissolutions. The most recent statistic (as of September 2009) is that 17,000 NPOs have been dissolved, for reasons such as depleted funding, missions completed, and aging of participants. One distinctive case of dissolution was that observed by Ogawa at his field site, SLG, which was dissolved in March 2018 (Ogawa 2020), mainly due to cuts in municipal government’s funding. The government’s logic for so doing was as follows: The local Lifelong Learning Center, the public building in which SLG was housed, was to commence a renovation in April 2018. During that time, SLG would be unable to continue its work, so the government would withdraw funding from fiscal year 2018. The government announcement was made in a top-down manner, however, without consulting SLG. Some initiatives to continue SLG activities were made by citizens, but they failed to continue the operation, probably because they were not sufficiently empowered to operate a business with costs running to more than 100 million yen per year.

Ogawa (2020) also explains the dissolution by saying that SLG had completed its mission. The promotion of lifelong learning activities in the local municipality was clearly articulated in the government’s policy document on lifelong learning in the 1990s (SWG 1999). The aim was to disseminate lifelong learning practices in the local community, and SLG was created as part of this framework. Two decades later, the government had attained one tangible result: the learning style invented by SLG had been recognized as a model, and copied by other public facilities in the local community, such as the library, museum, and women’s center, which mobilized local resident-volunteers to create courses on topics such as gender, recycling, and local history. The course offerings became more focused and detailed, reflecting the specific interests of each center. The delivery quality of lifelong learning opportunities was being enhanced.

In April 2019, Ogawa saw a new development. The municipal government took back lifelong learning service delivery, using a public administration technique called shitei kanrisha seido, or the designated administration system (DAS). This is a form of concession agreement between a government and private company (the “concessionaire”), in which the government transfers to the company the right to maintain, produce, or provide a good or service for a limited period, but the government retains ultimate ownership of the right (OECD 2007). In Japan, the DAS came to public administration due to a major revision of the administration and management of public facilities, articulated under the revised Local Autonomy Law (2003). Until that point, public facilities were either administered directly or through a local public body, including incorporated foundations, incorporated associations, and NPOs. The DAS stipulates that the local government can choose whether to run public facilities directly or open them up to public tender, a technique that was further promoted in 2011 by the so-called PFI Act (Act on Promotion of Private Finance Initiative) to improve the social infrastructure and ensure the provision of affordable and good services to citizens by taking measures to promote provision, etc., of public facilities using private finance, management abilities, and technical capabilities, and thereby contributing to the healthy development of the national economy.

The local Lifelong Learning Center, the public building in which SLG was originally housed, went to public tender in August 2018. The municipal government prepared a package to manage the center; the designated management business requirements, written up as a twenty-page document (SWG 2018), contains detailed explanations regarding the government requirements. The designated business tasks for the Lifelong Learning Center include, but are not limited to, the building maintenance task (cleaning, inspection work, utilities bill payment, etc.) as well as content operation. This includes offering at least thirty lifelong learning courses per year, which should not overlap with the offerings of private lifelong learning providers: eight courses related to the Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics; eight courses created by local volunteers; seven courses on local history and culture, four of which should be offered as a series over a year; seven free courses primarily for students in grades 4 to 6; and a free course for kindergarteners. Furthermore, the tasks include offering presentation opportunities of learning results for four consecutive days, setting up a lifelong learning consultation desk, maintaining a home page, and publishing a four-page B4-size information paper (68,000 copies each time, every other month).

In the tendering process, five legally recognized nonpublic bodies (e.g., profit-making private companies, incorporated associations, NPOs) submitted proposals to run a facility for five years, and one of the entities with DAS experience in other municipalities won the bid. This entity comprised a joint business unit of two private companies—a marketing and advertising company and a major realtor. Obviously, these companies had no experience of community-oriented lifelong learning operation; however, the proposed cost was cheaper than government expectations, primarily because fewer staff members were hired than expected, which contributed to this joint unit being selected. By employing the DAS technique, lifelong learning service delivery came under the direct supervision of the municipal government, and all course offerings had to be identical to what was articulated in the contract. Otherwise, the DAS status would be promptly withdrawn. Citizens’ collaborative efforts for social service delivery thus came to be provided by a further cheaper option, and the lifelong learning course offering is now under government control. Local grassroots efforts to build up such innovative community-oriented lifelong learning practices were fading away.

Social Movements


Social movements are another major actor in Japanese civil society, and the have a variety of focuses for their actions. Here I discuss anti-nuclear activism, one of the most active social movements in Japanese post World War II history.

Anti-Nuclear Activism


Japan has a rich historical tradition of social movements, which Tilly (1999, 257) defines as “a sustained challenge to power holders in the name of a population living under the jurisdiction of those power holders by means of repeated public displays of that populations’ worthiness, unity, and commitment.” These social movements are organized around issues society continues to confront, including ethnicity, the environment, human rights, gender, sexuality, and peace. Social movements may also become laboratories for testing alternative means of socialization, intercultural communication, and reflexive identity formation (Salvatore et al. 2013, 7). Anti-nuclear activism is one of the most important social movements. It has figured strongly since World War II in Japan, mainly in response to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Further, the triple disaster of the Great East Japan Earthquake, its related tsunami, and the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant accident on March 11, 2011, reignited anti-nuclear sentiment in Japan.

Japan’s anti-nuclear activism engendered a set of theoretical ideas known as the “new social movement” (NSM)—a European tradition of exploring social movements from a cultural turn in social theory in the 1980s, with a framing approach to movements (e.g., Castells 1983; Habermas 1987; Melucci 1996; Offe 1985; Touraine 1981). Instead of just representing the interests of the working class (e.g., Dworking 1997; Thompson [1963] 1991), which is understood as the old paradigm of social movements, NSMs bring together independent individuals in spontaneous, free activities. From the logic of refusals to consensus-building, the formulation of alternative proposals, and the formation of partnerships with public administrations and businesses, NSMs take many forms. In Japan, as Kurihara (1999, 14–15) points out, beginning in the late 1980s, citizens’ movements have learned from American NPOs, and have moved to strengthen their organizations while working to have a nonprofit organization law, which, as discussed earlier in this chapter, was eventually passed in 1998.

Examining the early postwar history, anti-nuclear weapon movements gained momentum in the wake of the Lucky Dragon incident in 1954, where Japanese tuna fishing boat Lucky Dragon 5 (Daigo Fukuryū Maru) was exposed to nuclear fallout by a US hydrogen bomb test on Bikini Atoll in the South Pacific, resulting in the death of one crew member from acute radiation syndrome. More than half a century later, scholars still write about this incident. For example, Yamazaki (2009) argues that even after the incident, the US did not stop nuclear tests, which continued to radioactively contaminate fish and rainwater in Japan. As a result, the petition movement for the banning of nuclear trials spread countrywide. Higuchi (2008) maintains that by the summer of 1955, the number of signatures had grown to more than one-third of Japan’s then population. Housewives were at the center of the movement, as radioactive pollution during the Bikini incident triggered a consumerist and materialist turn in the peace movement. Coupled with the Hiroshima and Nagasaki experiences, this anti-nuclear sentiment culminated in the establishment of Gensuikyō—the Japan Council against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs—in the same year. This council has federated youth, women, labor, and medical associations.

The 1986 Chernobyl nuclear disaster in the USSR generated new anti-nuclear activism across Japan. In a retrospective writing on thirty years since Chernobyl, the Citizens’ Nuclear Information Centre (2016), a Japanese NGO providing information related to nuclear issues, documented that the Chernobyl disaster spread the anti-nuke movement among urban residents but took approximately two years to become visible or for people to begin rallies against nuclear energy. One event that triggered the expansion of anti-nuke sentiment was the repeated media coverage of the imported foodstuffs that were sent back due to emissions contamination from Chernobyl. This food had been found to include radioactive cesium in excess of Japan’s provisional standards. Another event that helped spread the anti-nuke sentiment was the output adjustment test performed at Unit 2 of the Ikata Nuclear Power Station, located in Ehime Prefecture on Shikoku Island. On February 11 and 12, 1988, a rally demanding the cancellation of the test, organized in front of the Shikoku Electric Power head office, in Takamatsu City, Kagawa Prefecture, drew more than three thousand people. Most of the protesters, primarily educated housewives, were unrelated to the conventional anti-nuclear weapons movement like Gensuikyō. They were dubbed the “New Wave” (see Nakajima and Sumino 1988). Further, as Ando (2019) documents, some activists concerned with nuclear energy issues actively began exploring alternative lifestyles, as part of anti-nuclear movement history in postwar Japan. They migrated to rural areas to practice self-sufficient lives, and engaged in organic agriculture and renewable energy production.

The March 11 disaster became an important reflecting point. Many Japanese people realized the unsustainable nature of nuclear energy and its incompatibility with human beings. One of the distinctive observations was that youth returned to the forefront of Japanese social movements and became an energizing agent for social change in contemporary Japan. Just one week later, on March 18, 2011, a thirty-year-old man, Ryota Sono, stood in front of the headquarters of Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO), owner of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, and shouted, “Genpatsu iranai!” (No more nuclear plants!) (see Ogawa 2013). Sono’s action ignited the anti-nuclear sentiment that has occurred countrywide since then. Demanding a no-nuclear, safer tomorrow, the Friday anti-nuclear demonstration in front of the prime minister’s office commenced in March 2012, and is still continuing today (as of November 2020). Scholarly interest in the social movements has also been growing (e.g., Brown 2018; Manabe 2015; Tamura 2018). The anti-nuclear movement has been mobilized by a diverse collection of people, encompassing women and men of all ages from all different social classes and across cultural barriers. No particular type of individual or group has controlled this social movement. Following suit, although not directly related to anti-nuclear activism, another emergence of youth activism occurred in 2015, primarily led by a students’ group called SEALDs (Students Emergency Action for Liberal Democracy) in response to the proposed security legislation that would allow Japan to broaden its defense options under Prime Minister Shinzō Abe (see Ogawa 2018). People are continuing to take direct action against the government whenever incendiary issues emerge. In particular, demonstrations in front of the prime minister’s residence (Kantei-mae) have been established as a protest style for contemporary social movements in Japan since the March 11 disaster.

No Nukes Asia Forum


Not limited to locals, Japan’s anti-nuclear movements have been transnational in nature. One movement is the No Nukes Asia Forum (NNAF), but this did not start suddenly after the March 11 disaster. Following the anti-nuclear or “New Wave” sentiment in the late 1980s, the NNAF was established in 1993 in Japan with the main objective of creating a nuclear-free Asia. It comprises a network of anti-nuclear activists spanning Asian countries. In the field of international relations, the increasingly transnational nature of civil society has led to new interest in the democratic possibilities of transnational public spheres (e.g., Eckersley 2007; Nash 2014;). The social infrastructure of these public spheres is constituted by transnational networks of domestic or local-based civil society organizations. In particular, the NNAF is an important case of Asian transnational efforts informing and even transforming global nuclear politics through “grassroots regionalization,” which Avenell (2017) refers to not only as a conglomeration of disparate national civil societies, but also, and more significantly, as an interconnected, networked regional sphere of activity, drawing together Asian activists at the grassroots level (see also Avenell and Ogawa, n.d.).

A year before the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, Kim Wong-Shik, a South Korean anti-nuclear activist at the Korea Anti-nuclear Information Center, proposed an anti-nuclear forum in Asia. During the pre–Earth Summit in Yokohama, Kim noted, “There are no national boundaries for nuclear disaster; to survive, we need citizens’ solidarity” (NNAF 2015, 5–6). In compliance with Kim’s remark, Daisuke Sato, a Japanese anti-nuclear activist and the current NNAF secretariat, led an initiative to organize the conference and procured consent from 1,354 individuals and 177 groups. In 1993 the first conference was held in Osaka, including a series of onsite meetings at nuclear power plants countrywide, with 30 overseas participants, primarily from Asian countries, including South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, and India. Since then, the Japan-generated transnational activism, NNAF, has held annual meetings in various countries in Asia.

The year 2018 marked the 15th anniversary of the NNAF. Reflecting upon his actions over the previous decade, Daisuke Sato described nuclear power plants as “a symbol of developmental dictatorship” (author’s interview on September 27, 2018). Having seen nuclear power plants develop under authoritarian regimes in South Korea and Taiwan in the 1980s, Japanese manufacturers began looking to Southeast Asian countries, including Indonesia and Thailand, in the following decade. The sales continued in the 2000s—India and Vietnam became Japan’s target countries for the export of nuclear power plants. In fact, the major agenda for the NNAF is objecting against Japan’s export or transfer of knowledge regarding nuclear power generation technology to Asia. Sato told me that the NNAF actually began as an action against the pro-nuclear International Conference for Nuclear Cooperation in Asia, which has since changed its name to the Forum for Nuclear Cooperation in Asia (FNCA). Japan’s MEXT (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology) leads this cooperative framework for the peaceful use of nuclear technology in Asia, aiming to promote “cooperation in the field of nuclear energy with neighboring Asian countries more efficiently” (FNCA 2019). This cooperation consists of annual meetings and project activities for participants, including Australia, Bangladesh, China, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Korea, Malaysia, Mongolia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. NNAF activists originally raised serious concerns regarding this pro-nuclear group’s particular initiative of inviting engineers from Asian countries to Japan to study nuclear technology. In fact, the NNAF has been establishing what Nancy Fraser (1990) calls “counter publics,” who challenge established rules and norms of nuclear energy governance. These are formed in response to the exclusion of the dominant publics and with the view that their existence better promotes the ideal of inclusiveness and “participatory parity” (Fraser 1990, 63). In the interview, Sato actually emphasized the important of grassroots solidarity with ordinary people—mostly non-elite voiceless locals, including farmers, fishermen, factory workers, the elderly, and women, in the export-targeted countries in Asia. Indeed, during the annual meeting, the NNAF always holds a dialogue session with local people and accompanies them to visit the planning sites of nuclear power plants, to understand their reality. The gathering aims to provide a support mechanism for local grassroots campaigns in the different countries involved and a concrete face of the opposition to nuclear power proliferation in the region. In so doing, solidarity would be enhanced as a value and emphasized as a key factor in the process of resource sharing among anti-nuclear activists. This strategy even resonates what Fraser calls “subaltern counter publics” (67), as they represent parallel discursive entities where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter discourses, “which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs” (67).

Several tangible results have been generated through NNAF activism, including a case in the Philippines. The Bataan Nuclear Power Plant (BNPP) was built under the repressive Ferdinand Marcos dictatorship and was the first nuclear power plant to be built in Southeast Asia; however, the plant was never fueled after its establishment in 1984. Its intended operation faced a strong, persistent anti-nuclear sentiment at the grassroots level of local citizens collaborating with NNAF activists. Another tangible case is in Vietnam, where Japan planned to export nuclear power plants under the Democratic Party of Japan administration in the late 2000s. Reuters (2016) reported that Vietnam’s National Assembly voted to abandon plans to build two multibillion-dollar nuclear power plants with Japan as well as Russia, after officials cited lower demand forecasts, rising costs, and safety concerns. According to Michiko Yoshii (2018), Japanese citizens along with local activists were actively lobbying high-ranking Communist officials in Vietnam to change the nuclear policy. These citizens were actually NNAF activists. In Turkey, where Japan actively explored an opportunity to export a nuclear power plant in the early 2010s under Prime Minister Shinzō Abe of the Liberal Democratic Party, Nikkei (2018) reported that a Japan-led public-private consortium was set to abandon a Turkish nuclear power project that had been touted as a model for Tokyo’s export of infrastructure. NNAF activists were strongly engaged in anti-nuclear movements with local residents in Sinop, where Japan planned to build a nuclear power plant. Meanwhile, Japanese manufacturers primarily attributed this decision to the unexpected ballooning of financial costs related to nuclear power plant construction. For all of these failed export cases, however, we should remember that NNAF activists were always behind these nuclear politics. Aiming to create a nuclear-free society, they had a solid impact on policy change. The NNAF should be considered a successful case in Japanese social movement history, and their actions are continuing in other targeted countries like India.

Conclusion


This chapter provides an updated account of civil society in contemporary Japan, shedding light on two important actors—NPOs and social movements—both of which demonstrate dynamism at grassroots levels. Since 1998, NPOs have become a major institution in Japanese society; in particular, these new civic organizations play a significant role in the co-production of social service delivery with the local government in the field of elderly care and lifelong learning. NPOs appear to work well within the framework of New Public Governance. The chapter presented a failed case of an NPO, which was documented over the previous two decades (Ogawa 2009, 2015, 2020). There is a need to examine exclusively the cases of failure or dissolution in a more comprehensive manner, and in so doing, Japanese cases will likely provide significant insights into the international literature on the study of civil society and co-production policy. Social movements are also examined, focusing on anti-nuclear activism—one of the most consistent activisms in Japan—which has been reignited since the nuclear disaster of March 11, 2011. Japan has a rich tradition of social movements in the post–World War II period: they include labor movements such as the strike at the Miike Coal Mines; peace movements like the Anpo demonstrations against the US-Japan Security Treaty; protests against the Vietnam War led by Beheiren (Betonamu ni heiwa wo! Shimin rengō, or Peace for Vietnam! Citizens’ Committee); and environment movements such as the protests over Minamata disease, which also led to a national awareness about environmental pollution. Following anti-nuclear activism, this chapter concisely introduces a transnational social movement that originated in Japan—a particular feature that is relatively understudied in social movements studies in Japan. Further studies on this type of phenomenon will enrich the scope for Japanese civil society scholarship. The essence of transnational civil society studies will be captured by face-to-face, multisited studies of how individuals in specific localities react to particular forces, how they create transnational connections to those living in other countries, and how grassroots transnationalization enhances their imagination for a better, sustainable future.
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Chapter 17

 Populism in Japan


Robert A. Fahey, Airo Hino, and Robert J. Pekkanen




In the years since Ivan Krastev (2011) declared the advent of an “Age of Populism” across Europe, his description has turned out to be startlingly prophetic. The concerning portents Krastev saw in opinion polls and the burgeoning revival of far-right politics in Western Europe have crystallized into a new populist movement that has had major consequences for political systems across the developed world. New challenger political parties (Hino 2012) have wielded populist rhetoric with varying degrees of success, with some, such as Italy’s Five Star Movement (M5s) and Northern League (LN), even entering government. In other countries, populist forces have instead arguably been incubated within existing political parties, such as the UK’s Conservative Party, Hungary’s Fidesz, and the United States’ Republican Party, while political figures such as the Netherlands’ Geert Wilders, France’s Marine Le Pen, Britain’s Nigel Farage, and the United States’ Donald Trump have risen to national and global prominence thanks in no small part to a populist rhetorical style that emphasizes perceived grievances and exploits social divisions. These events have raised attention and indeed alarm across both the political science field and the broader public realm, resulting in a minor flood of books and articles (both academic and journalistic in nature) as well as entire conferences devoted to the trend; at the time of writing, the American Political Science Association has had some variation on populism and its challenge to democracy as a theme for its annual conference for the past three years running. While data on the use of populist rhetoric by national leaders suggest that the rising trend is largely a product of Western Europe and North America (Hawkins et al. 2019, 5–6)—implying that the common description of this populist trend as “global” may be a Eurocentric exaggeration—other researchers have highlighted the use of populism by key figures in Asian politics over the same period, including the agrarian populism of Thailand’s Thaksin Shinawatra (Hellmann 2017; Pasuk and Baker 2012), the Hinduvta populism of India’s Narendra Modi (Chacko 2018; Jaffrelot and Tillin 2017) and the blunt, authoritarian populism of the Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte (Curato 2016, 2017).

The absence of Japan and its political leaders from the above narrative has not gone unnoticed. Speaking at a conference at Tokyo’s Meiji University in October 2019, Yascha Mounk described Japan as being the first country he had visited where he saw no signs of an emerging populist movement—a claim that drew a raised eyebrow from a subsequent editorial in the center-left Asahi Shimbun (2019). The idea that Japan and its politicians have been untouched by the wave of populism is a common one, however, at least in the overseas discourse on the country. Ian Buruma (2018) described Japan as “immune” to the rise of populist demagogues; Tina Burrett (2019) suggested that the country has a “firewall against populism.” Yoichi Funabashi (2017) argued that Japan’s confidence in its political mainstream remains strong, unlike the West, where it has been eroded, while Jennifer Lind (2018) contrasted Japan’s “calm” to the populism-driven “tumult” in other industrialized nations. Even those concerned that populism is actually rising in Japan often treat this as a very new phenomenon; writing about the populist overtones of the 2019-founded opposition party Reiwa Shinsengumi, for example, Daisuke Minami (2019) implicitly accepts the idea that populism had not existed within the Japanese polity up to this point. These researchers are primarily concerned with the reasons for Japan’s posited lack of populism—attributed variously to factors including, though not limited to, social cohesion, strict immigration policies, and low levels of perceived inequality—rather than to an in-depth interrogation of the assertion itself, with the claim of low or no populism generally being accepted on the face-value basis that since Japan lacks both obvious populist demagogues like Le Pen or Wilders and major populist challenger parties like Alternative for Germany (AfD) or Italy’s M5S, it can be said to have avoided the rising tide of populism.

A slightly different picture emerges, however, from another strand of literature on Japanese populism, which focuses on the populist rhetoric and strategies of local political leaders in Japan’s cities and prefectures and on the adoption of those strategies by national politicians in established parties, most notably the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). The genesis of much of this literature lies in Hideo Ōtake’s work on “Japanese-style populism” (Ōtake 2003) which established a definition of Japanese populism heavily centered around theatricality and “outsider” status. Ōtake specifically identified then-prime minister Junichiro Koizumi as an example of a neoliberal populist politician, an argument that has been developed further in subsequent work by Ōtake and others (Lindgren 2015; Ōtake 2006; Yoshida 2020). The formulation of populism devised by Ōtake was subsequently used by a number of authors who applied its criteria to local, rather than national, political figures in Japan—most notably to former Osaka mayor Toru Hashimoto (Arima 2017; Kobori 2013; Yoshida 2020), Tokyo governor Yuriko Koike (Hieda, Zenkyo, and Nishikawa 2019; Kobori 2013; Yoshida 2020), and Nagoya mayor Takashi Kawamura (Kobori 2013; Matsutani 2011; Yoshida 2020). Even those who argue that Japan has escaped the populist wave acknowledge that these local political figures are wielding populist rhetoric—but they note that politicians such as Hashimoto “never managed to break into national politics” (Buruma 2018). This is not for want of trying; Hashimoto created and briefly led a national political party, the Japan Restoration Party, which aligned itself with various far-right fringe groups in an attempt to gain a foothold outside Osaka (it would later rebrand as the Japan Innovation Party following a split with far-right groups and a merger with the Unity Party, a moderate faction of the Democratic Party of Japan), while Yuriko Koike’s Party of Hope was briefly seen as a serious challenger in national elections in 2017. The failure of such efforts can be seen in part as validation of the idea that there is little appetite for populism at a national level in Japanese politics, though some authors have hinted that this was at least partially a consequence of populist appetites being sated by a kind of “populist-lite” rhetoric employed by former prime minister Shinzō Abe, whom Buruma (2018) described as “[sharing] right-wing populists’ hostility to liberal academics, journalists and intellectuals.” Former British Ambassador to Japan Sir David Warren, meanwhile, noted that populism in Japan “is neutralised by Abe himself, who is, in his own way, a populist” (Warren 2019).

The gap in the understanding of Japanese populism represented by these two types of literature is largely down to the definitions being employed. Where Ōtake and the researchers who have followed in his tradition seek to define a “Japanese-style” populism—drawing on populism literature from overseas but granting themselves the flexibility to create a local definition which includes features that may be unique to populism in Japan—the other commentators have stuck more strictly to a comparativist framework, judging the populism of Japanese political actors according to rigid definitions developed in Europe, North America, and elsewhere. There is arguably merit to each of these approaches, though major questions remain to which neither camp provides fully satisfactory answers; the question of how Japanese voters respond to populist rhetoric and messaging, and to what extent they hold populist views of their own, for example, has been explored far less thoroughly than the rhetoric of political leaders.1 As in other countries around the world, current events also threaten to overtake any research on Japanese populism, which lends a certain urgency to the task of understanding the form and nature of populism in the country, that we might better be able to interpret future developments and emerging political forces in the coming years. It is also important to understand that populism is not only an analytical concept, but also an idea and a frame that has shaped politics in Japan since the 1990s. We will discuss below how populism is understood by the media and the general public, after reviewing how it is defined in overseas and Japanese contexts. We will then examine the extent to which each politician described as a populist in the media or in prior literature deserves such a label.

Defining Populism


As with any topic in political science, a rational discussion requires a working and agreed-upon definition of the core concept—but in the case of populism, this has often proved elusive. This is in part because populism as a historical phenomenon has arisen in a number of radically different contexts, from agrarian populism in late nineteenth-century America and Russia through to nationalist populism in Latin America in the 1950s, before becoming associated from the late 1990s onward with both the right wing in the developed world (Taggart 2004) and the left wing in the developing world, especially Latin America (Roberts 2006; Weyland 2001). The fact that populism is a term commonly applied to leaders as diverse as Hugo Chávez, Evo Morales, Viktor Orbán, Marine Le Pen and Donald Trump leads, perhaps, to a sense that its definition is a free-for-all—and indeed, it is not uncommon to see journalists and scholars alike effectively inventing their own definitions of “populism” to fit with the characteristics of whichever politicians to whom they wish to apply the label. This tendency undermines efforts at international comparison, of course, but also betrays a lack of awareness of research into the characteristics of populism over the past two decades. It is reasonable and even welcome, of course, for authors to challenge the definitions of populism that have emerged from this literature, but far less so for them to ignore this body of work entirely and assume carte blanche to create their own homespun definitions. In this section, therefore, we introduce the most broadly accepted definitions of populism that have been used both internationally and within Japan, and consider the key differences between them.

International Definitions


The most influential and internationally accepted definition in the existing literature, at least in terms of examining the current wave of populism, is the conceptual structure proposed by Cas Mudde (2004), who defines populism as “an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite,’ and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.” This deceptively simple definition actually demands careful consideration and further definition of a number of concepts, most notably “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite”—both of which are concepts that are open to broad interpretation and redefinition by political actors who employ populist rhetoric. As well as differing between national contexts, those definitions may even change over time within a single context (Castanho Silva 2019). The question of how the popular will is expressed is also important to consider—in this regard populism is most often connected to a narrow, majoritarian conception of democracy, in which electoral victories are exalted while democratic checks and balances are reviled (Grzymala-Busse 2019; Mudde 2013; Sozen 2019).

Subsequent attempts to construct functional definitions of populism (such as might be employed in an empirical fashion as a content analysis rubric for coding populist rhetoric in the speech of politicians) have largely built upon Mudde’s definition, often creating tripartite definitions in which a failure to satisfy any of the three criteria means a politician cannot really be labeled a populist. One example of such a tripartite rubric is “people-centrism” (justifying itself as being the will of the people), “anti-elitism” (setting itself in opposition to corrupt elites) and “exclusion” (defining “the people” in a homogeneous manner that deliberately excludes certain groups) (Jagers and Walgrave 2007); another example, more rooted in discourse analysis, is “Manichaeism” (viewing politics as a moral struggle between forces of good and evil, rather than a technocratic process), “people vs. elites” (establishing a romanticized view of the common people in opposition to a demonized view of corrupt elites), and “systemic change” (arguing that existing systems and institutions have been corrupted by elites and thus must be overturned, while the corruption of the elites also justifies the use of undemocratic means to challenge them) (Hawkins 2009). While these tripartite rubrics emphasize slightly different aspects of populism, they broadly agree as to its essential components, and almost every notable attempt to measure populism either in political rhetoric or in public attitudes employs some variation on these basic structures (Hawkins et al. 2019; Schulz et al. 2018; Silva et al. 2018).

“Japanese-Style Populism”


The framework for “Japanese-style populism” introduced by Ōtake and employed subsequently by several other researchers (Arima 2017; Lindgren 2015; Matsutani 2018; Ōtake 2003; Yoshida 2020) has developed in parallel to the discourse on defining populism described above, and while the resulting definition shares several key features with the commonly used international definitions, it also differs in key ways. Following the lead of Kazin (1995), who studied populism in the United States, Ōtake’s definition, like those used internationally, is tripartite; he states that Japanese populists (a) present themselves as outsiders and ‘ordinary people,’ versus ‘elites,’ (b) reduce politics to a fight between the morally good and bad and between ‘friends’ and ‘enemies,’ and (c) exploit mass media through a ‘theatrical style’ (Ōtake 2003, 118–119; see also Lindgren 2015, 578).2 A variation on this definition is later employed by Matsutani and by Yoshida, whose tripartite criteria are “the ideological dualism of ‘the good people and evil elites’; (…) praising ‘the people’ in their general public discourse; and (…) adopting a ‘theatrical’ way of communicating” (Yoshida 2020, 3; see also Matsutani 2018). While most of these criteria match well with those found in international definitions, the consistent focus on “theatricality” is unique to the Japanese discourse on populism and is a core factor both in Ōtake’s assessment of Koizumi’s populism (Ōtake 2003, 2006) and in Arima’s study of the populism of Toru Hashimoto, which he specifically denotes as “theatre-style populism” (gekijyō-teki popyurizumu) (Arima 2017). Both authors are particularly concerned with how their respective subjects use television media, emphasizing the role played by “soft news” programs such as “wide shows” in giving them a platform for their theatrical presentation of politics as a morality play between their “good” crusade and the “evil” entrenched forces who oppose their reforms. Tanifuji (2000) was the first to describe this “theatricalisation” of modern politics in Japan, and this concept paved the way for subsequent narratives of populist politics. Yoshida (2011, 56) even explicitly describes this characteristic of populist politics as “the politics of making enemies” (teki-zukuri no seiji).

This concept of politics as morality play does appear in other definitions of populism—most clearly in Hawkins’s rubric, which describes the Manichaean nature of populist rhetoric as a worldview that is “moral (every issue has a strong moral imension) and dualistic (everything is in one category or the other, ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, ‘good’ or ‘evil).…This leads to the use of highly charged, even bellicose language,” and also mentions that populist rhetoric tends to ascribe “cosmic proportions” to the moral conflicts it presents (Hawkins 2009, 1063). This is not dissimilar on a conceptual level from the “theatricality” dimension of Ōtake’s Japanese-style populism, but there is a major gap in terms of specificity; where the Hawkins rubric defines quite a narrow range of political speech, the concept of “theatricality” is so broadly defined that almost any politician who engages effectively with the wider public through mass media (or “through specific TV programs preferred by the common class” [Yoshida 2020, 3]) can arguably meet this criteria. Comparing the broadness of this criteria to the specificity of Hawkins’s criteria creates doubt over whether Koizumi can really be considered a populist, or simply a good public communicator and an effective retail politician. This is only compounded by a second “specification” problem, namely the close association drawn by Ōtake and Yoshida, among others, between contemporary populism and neoliberalism. Koizumi’s specific brand of politics, which combined neoliberal ideas about the structure of government and privatization with a confrontational, “outsider” style of political communication, is explicitly labeled as “neoliberal populism”—a definition Ōtake uses to divide Koizumi and his successors from what he views as an earlier generation of Japanese populists, namely “pork-barrel” (rieki-yūdō) populists such as former prime minister Kakuei Tanaka, who leveraged some degree of outsider status for political purposes but built their popularity on redistribution and pork-barrel spending rather than on neoliberal reforms (Ōtake 2006). Yoshida goes further, actually making “neoliberalism” into one of the main characteristics he claims are definitional for contemporary Japanese populism (Yoshida 2011, 31–33).

The fact that the definitions of populism being used by these Japan-focused scholars are different from those employed by comparativists does not, of course, mean that either party is necessarily incorrect. While claims of national exceptionalism should always be considered critically, it is not unreasonable to note that Japan’s political and social circumstances are different from the mostly Western and Latin American nations in which existing definitions of populism have been developed and tested—and indeed that the lack of input from other global contexts, including Asia and Africa, is an ongoing blind spot of comparativist literature on populism more broadly.3 While the project of bringing Japan’s definition of populism and the internationally accepted definitions in line with one another is important, especially if the Japanese case truly does hold valuable hints at how Western nations can avoid or deal with the rising tide of populism, this process must be a two-way street—simply applying standards developed without reference to Asian nations to the Japanese case and declaring the country populism-free on that basis is not sufficient.4

Understanding What Populism Means in Japanese Politics


While the above definitions clarify populism as an analytical concept, it is also important to understand populism as a substantive concept. Terms such as “populism” and “populist” have been used, often as pejoratives, in the political discourses of Japanese politicians, media, and citizens since the 1990s—and the meanings of these terms to these “real” political actors can differ quite significantly from the academic definitions presented above.

Populism as “Pandering to the People” (taishū-geigō)


In common usage, populism has often referred to ideas or policies that pander to the electorate, focusing on satisfying constituents with short-term benefits. Major newspapers have used taishū-geigō (lit. “pandering to the masses”) as a translation for populism ever since the mid-1990s,5 and terms such as “populism” and “populist” have been generally understood as a political style that makes politicians popular by means of handing out short-term benefits to the people. Hence these terms have negative and pejorative connotations in Japan, and politicians rarely wish to identify themselves as populist. Junichiro Koizumi, considered to be a prototype of “populist” politicians in terms of an analytical concepts discussed above, rejected labeling as a “populist” (Ōtake 2006, 4).6 This is because Koizumi himself understood the term “populist” in the sense of taishū-geigō—appealing to the electorate with short-term benefits and handouts—when, in fact, Koizumi’s neoliberal reforms forced people to bear reduced public services. This is contrary to the concept of “pork-barrel” (rieki-yūdō) populism, coined by Ōtake to refer to the pork-barrel politics of Kakuei Tanaka, or “popular-ism.” Koizumi deliberately targeted old-fashioned pork-barrel politics as something to be abolished, labeling his opponent in the 2001 LDP presidential election (which Koizumi won, becoming prime minister as a result), Ryutaro Hashimoto (a former prime minister belonging to the faction derived from Kakuei Tanaka), as an “enemy within” the party and a representative of this old-fashioned style of politics.

Populism as an Element of “Political Reforms”


Figure 17.1 illustrates the number of articles mentioning “populism” or “populist” found in major newspapers (Yomiuri, Asahi, Mainichi, Nikkei, and Sankei) and in academic journals and periodicals since the 1980s. While some newspaper articles started to feature this term in the 1990s, it was mostly related to populism in other countries. One of the first articles to use it in the context of Japanese politics was on the Tokyo gubernatorial election in 1995 when Yukio Aoshima, a TV celebrity and long-term upper house member, defeated Nobuo Ishihara, a veteran bureaucrat candidate endorsed by the LDP and other established parties. The label of “populist” became further established in Japanese politics in a quarrel between the former LDP prime minister Kiichi Miyazawa and Yoshito Sengoku, a Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) politician, in a Budget Committee session in January 1997, following an article published in Asahi Shimbun in which Miyazawa criticized the newly created DPJ as “populist” in a dialogue with Ichiro Ozawa, the leader of the New Frontier Party at the time.7 Ozawa’s party likewise described the DPJ as pursuing frivolous populism aimed at egoistic citizens. Yasuhiro Nakasone, a prime minister in the 1980s, also called the DPJ “urban Tokyo (yamanote) bourgeois.” The terms “populism” or “populist,” then, were initially introduced to Japanese politics in association with urban citizens’ movements. Looking back at politics in the 1990s, Saito (2003) similarly characterized the Japan New Party and its leader Morihiro Hosokawa (prime minister 1993–1994) as a new populist party and leader, a label echoed by Ōtake’s (2003, i–ii) list of past populist leaders. This reflects the perspective that political changes in the 1990s were driven by a “populist” turn in Japanese politics.
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Figure 17.1. The number of newspaper articles and journal/periodical articles, 1984–2019.

Notes: Newspapers include Yomiuri, Asahi, Mainichi, Nikkei, and Sankei. Articles that included either “populism” or “populist” are counted in each newspapers’ database. This covers both morning and evening editions and national and local editions. When the same articles appear in Tokyo and Osaka editions (in the case of Mainichi and Sankei), we removed duplicated cases. Academic journals and periodicals rely on the CiNii Articles database. The search key words are “populism” or “populist.”





This populist turn was contemporaneous with increasing criticism and attacks on central government bureaucrats—in particular those from the Ministry of Health and Welfare and the Ministry of Finance, who faced serious attack and scrutiny following a number of high-profile scandals, including a health scandal over HIV-tainted blood (Barker and Swinbanks 1996) and financial scandals over mishandling of a jūsen housing loan company (Felson 1997) and officials accepting bribes from banks they were overseeing (Effron 1998). This litany of scandals and wrongdoing aroused anti-elite sentiment; Saeki (1997) argued that criticism of elite bureaucrats led to populism among people and the media. As central government bureaucrats are the “elite of the elite,” often graduates of the top-ranked Department of Law of the University of Tokyo, this negative publicity inevitably contributed to the rise of broadly “anti-elite” public sentiment. Saito (2003) reiterated this point and argued that distrust in political elites is linked to the increasing relevance of populism in contemporary Japanese politics.8

As Figure 17.1 shows, there have been three notable trends in references to populism in the twenty-first century. The first coincides with the arrival of Junichiro Koizumi as prime minister in 2001. His neoliberal policies—downsizing the central government and reforming public administration, and privatizing public bodies such as the post office and the public corporation responsible for operating highways—together with his theatrical style of presenting himself as a hero battling entrenched interests, have attracted much attention in populism studies (Ōtake 2006). The second spike coincided with the era of the DPJ government in 2009–2012. The DPJ was heavily criticized, especially toward the end of its tenure, for redistribution policies such as income compensation for farmers, child allowance, and partial elimination of expressway tolls—all of which critics labeled as “populist” in the sense of too easily providing benefits to the people for the sake of winning popularity. These policies were partially the brainchild of former DPJ leader Ichiro Ozawa, a “disciple” of 1970s prime minister Kakuei Tanaka, whose influence over the DPJ pushed the party toward pork-barrel (rieki-yūdō) populism and saw it criticized for pandering to the people (taishū-geigō). Finally, the third spike reflects interest in the global phenomenon of populism, notably Brexit and the United States’ 2016 presidential election. Coverage trends in newspapers and journals/periodicals have mostly moved in tandem over these decades, while relatively more articles are found in academic journals and periodicals in the mid-2000s, partly due to the publication of pioneering work on Japanese populism (Ōtake 2003, 2006).

It is essential to an understanding of Japanese populism to recognize that vernacular usage of the term, at least, sees it as part of the discourse on “political reforms” that has been ongoing since the 1990s. Both Ōtake (2003, 4–31) and Yoshida (2011, 18–27), the two scholars primarily responsible for clarifying the nature of populism in Japan, start their books by writing extensively about the “political reforms” and “neoliberal reforms” that swept Japan at the end of the 20th century. The discussion of populism in Japan—both academic and mainstream—did not start in the 2010s, as some observers began to comment on the supposed nonexistence of populist parties and leaders; nor did it start in the 2000s, when Koizumi and the DPJ brought the notion of populism to broad public attention. Rather, it starts from the end of 20th century, in discussions of “neoliberal” reforms dating back as far as the 1980s and in the implementation of “political reforms” in the 1990s.9 We should not forget that the DPJ seized power in 2009 on a platform that continued and furthered Koizumi’s anti-bureaucrat reforms, promising more “political control” of the government, prioritizing national interest instead of ministries’ interests, and forbidding amakudari (“retiring” into high-paid positions in industries they had formerly overseen) for bureaucrats, as well as promoting further “neoliberal reforms” through budget screening. Given this lasting relevance of populism as a political concept in Japan over the decades—albeit a flexible and evolving concept—a long-term perspective is clearly required to account for the seemingly unusual “absence” of populism in Japan noted by some contemporary observers.

Key Cases of Populism in Japan


Having looked at some of the different definitions of populism that are employed in Japan and internationally, and the actual usages of the term over the decades, we turn now to an examination of the individual politicians in Japan to whom the populist label has been applied. In this section, we will consider a nonexhaustive list of political figures who have been described as populist in either scientific or journalistic contexts and assess the evidence presented in that regard using the definitions laid out in the sections above. It is important to note at the outset that there is a distinct lack of empirical research regarding populist rhetoric by Japanese politicians; the literature on populism in Japan overall tends to be impressionistic rather than empirical in nature. No attempt has been made thus far to apply strict rubrics to content analysis of political speeches along the lines of the Global Populism Database (Hawkins et al. 2019), for example, an omission that makes exact comparisons among Japanese politicians, or between Japanese political figures and their overseas counterparts, quite difficult. The absence of empirical data does not, however, preclude considering the speech and actions of politicians in light of the definitions of populism discussed thus far.

Regional Populist Figures


As most authors who address populism in Japan tend to draw a line between populism among regional political actors (mostly city mayors and prefectural governors) and populism at a national (Diet) level, we have chosen to divide this section accordingly. We look first at the regional politicians who have been labeled as populists—partially because this is an area in which a broad consensus exists (even authors discussing Japan’s purported lack of populism tend to acknowledge its existence at a regional level), but also because of the possibility that such populism as exists at a national level is in fact heavily influenced by regional populism (Kobori 2013).

Tōru Hashimoto


While modern literature on populism in Japan often uses Junichiro Koizumi as its starting point, no politician has such a strong consensus around their populist bona fides as former Osaka governor (and later mayor) Tōru Hashimoto.10 Hashimoto came to prominence not through the political system but through his appearances as a lawyer on television shows, and he stood as an outsider candidate without major party backing in the 2008 Osaka gubernatorial election, which he went on to win. Hashimoto’s rhetorical style, honed in TV appearances during which panelists often have to compete to be heard and listened to, is confrontational and aggressive, and his media image as a lawyer who did not suffer fools gladly transitioned directly into style of political communication in which he would directly attack and belittle his opponents and those with whom he disagreed. This extended far beyond attacks on political rivals, as Hashimoto was quick to make enemies—most notably attacking public workers, trade unions, and teachers, but also aggressively denouncing media outlets and academics on occasion. Hashimoto often used local TV stations (where he was granted more free rein than he might have been on national television) to stage these attacks, but was also an early and enthusiastic adopter of social media for political purposes, with some of his most aggressive attacks being made via his Twitter account. Presaging a phenomenon to which Western observers have become accustomed during the US presidency of Donald Trump, Hashimoto would often send tweets in real-time responding to television shows, effectively creating an unedited “side-channel” for his commentaries.

From this alone, it is clear that Hashimoto matches perfectly with Ōtake’s definition of populism—he presented himself as a political outsider (though he had an elite educational background and a successful career in television, and would later show no compunction in aligning his burgeoning political movement, the Japan Restoration Party [later the Japan Innovation Party]with existing right-wing political groups), depicted politics as a good-versus-evil struggle between his reforms and the entrenched, self-serving bureaucrats and public servants, and most certainly used a theatrical, aggressive communicative style in doing so. However, Hashimoto is not just a populist under the “Japanese-style” definition; his policy agenda, especially in terms of the targets he chose, also fits neatly with the definitions of populism proposed by Mudde and developed in subsequent literature. Hashimoto proposed a set of structural reforms that strongly emphasized a majoritarian conception of the idea of the “will of the people,” most famously promoting and holding (and losing) a referendum on the Osaka Metropolis Plan, which would restructure the prefecture and city of Osaka into a single political entity (as is the case with the Tokyo Metropolis) led by a directly elected governor. Direct elections are a key part of Hashimoto’s political philosophy, which is focused on the idea of a strong leader who implements the will of the majority without suffering checks on his power; he also proposed that Japan’s prime minister should be directly elected. His distaste for institutions that limit executive power was clear; he clashed with trade unions, proposed the abolition of Osaka’s independent Local Educational Committee when it opposed politically motivated interventions in education policy, and suggested the abolition of the country’s bicameral parliamentary system. Hashimoto presented these reforms as being necessary in order to defeat elites—bureaucrats, public servants, teachers, and trade unionists—whom he depicted as overpaid, self-serving, and creating obstacles to prevent his implementation of the will of the people (as embodied by himself). In line with populist rhetoric found elsewhere, Hashimoto also used an understanding of “the people” that excluded certain groups; perhaps most notably, he launched a crusade to find and remove any public employee who had a tattoo, even insisting on inspecting workers’ bodies under their clothing and instituting harsh penalties for employees who refused to be inspected. Tattoos are traditionally associated with outsider groups in Japan—including, most famously, yakuza gangs, but also with various other minority groups and subcultures—making this policy one clear way of signaling who Hashimoto’s administration considered to be “the good people” and who was excluded from this definition. Another example of this exclusion strategy is found in Hashimoto’s crusade against public servants, especially teachers who declined to sing the national anthem in schools—a stance taken by many teachers in the postwar era in response to the enforcement of nationalist or patriotic education by prewar and wartime authorities. As with tattooed employees, Hashimoto’s administration targeted these “unpatriotic” teachers with city council ordinances, aiming ultimately to have them sacked from their jobs.

Hashimoto, in short, satisfied every aspect of the definitions of populism discussed thus far; he was a self-styled “outsider” with a combative, theatrical political style who depicted his politics as a Manichaean struggle between the will of the exclusively defined “good” people of Osaka and the overpaid, self-serving elites who violate cultural norms (by having tattoos, declining to sing the national anthem, and so on) and conspire to prevent the will of the people from being implemented. He proposed sweeping structural reforms, up to and including altering Japan’s constitution to change the structure of national government itself, and argued that unconventional and undemocratic means were justified in his attacks on his opponents (and by extension, the opponents of “the good people”), such as in his controversial (and arguably unconstitutional) demand that all Osaka city employees reveal their involvement in any political activity to the mayor’s office.

Hashimoto had a number of other notable political features outside of his populism. The policies he proposed were fundamentally neoliberal, emphasizing government cuts and market innovation, and he even borrowed some of his ideas for market-led reforms of education from British neoliberal education reforms under the Thatcher government in the 1980s. This fits with Yoshida’s assertion that contemporary Japanese populism is neoliberal in nature, but the two factors can nonetheless be considered independently of one another; Hashimoto’s rhetoric and actions, as outlined above, would still be populist even if they had been executed in support of a completely different political ideology. Hashimoto also displayed characteristics of nationalism (most notably attracting international criticism for his historical revisionist stance on the “comfort women” issue), another feature common to many of the figures who have been identified as Japanese populists. One could argue that the nationalism and historical revisionism of figures such as Hashimoto are at least partially performative, and are related to their populism in the sense that these aspects allow them to clearly delineate liberal media outlets and academics, who tend to oppose nationalist and revisionist stances, as being opponents of “the people.” Like neoliberalism, however, nationalism can be most defensibly said to commonly co-occur with populism rather than being a constituent element of it. It is worthy of note that despite his embrace of many nationalist views, Hashimoto strongly opposed xenophobic movements such as anti-Korean demonstrations by the far-right extremist Zaitokukai, and under Hashimoto’s mayoralty Osaka became the first city in Japan to enact an ordinance regulating hate speech (Nakakita 2020, 290–291).

Shintaro Ishihara


Shintaro Ishihara, like Taro Hashimoto, came to public prominence outside politics—he was a successful (and somewhat controversial) novelist and playwright in the 1950s and 1960s, before embarking on a political career as a member of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party in the late 1960s. A member of the Diet for twenty-five years, he nonetheless presented himself as a political outsider when he ran as an independent in the 1999 Tokyo gubernatorial election, and served as Tokyo’s governor for thirteen years before returning to national politics in 2012 as part of an attempt by regional leaders (including Osaka’s Hashimoto and, briefly, Nagoya’s Takashi Kawamura) to combine forces in a national political party.

As might be expected from a former playwright, Ishihara certainly had a political style that could be described as “theatrical”; he seemed to delight in causing controversy with outrageous and offensive statements about minority groups. He accused foreigners, especially ethnic Koreans and Chinese, of being criminals and a likely source of civil disorder in the eventuality of a natural disaster in Tokyo—comments which harked back to false accusations that circulated after the 1923 Kanto Earthquake that Koreans were poisoning wells, ultimately resulting in a massacre of ethnic Korean residents. Ishihara also attacked older women (stating that “old women who live after they have lost their reproductive function are useless”), LGBT people (“they are lacking something; perhaps it’s genetic. They are a miserable minority group”), African residents of Tokyo (“Africans—I don’t mean African-Americans—who don’t speak English are [in Roppongi] doing who knows what.…We should be letting in people who are intelligent”) and even, bizarrely, the French language (“a language in which nobody can count”). While Ishihara’s public statements display racism, misogyny, and bigotry of many kinds, most of them defy description as “populist.” There are certainly instances where he attempted to define “Japaneseness” in an exclusive way in order to paint an opponent as being excluded from this identity, such as an incident in which he directly questioned the nationality of a Japanese journalist on camera; however, Ishihara’s rhetoric generally lacked key features of populism. As Yoshida (2020) observes, he had little interest in or focus on the “will of the people”—if anything, his rhetoric was often elitist in nature—and while his policy platform included cuts to government spending, he showed little appetite for major structural changes or revolutionary overhauls of Japan’s government or institutions. Rather, his approach tended to be a mixture of issues that were popular in the moment (including distinctly non-neoliberal policies like taxing financial institutions, supporting small businesses with publicly backed loans, and imposing tougher environmental rules) with nationalist tropes such as insisting that Japan’s foreign policy should be more assertive and promoting historical revisionism. Perhaps his most famous and impactful policy decision as governor actually fits into both nationalist and impulsively popularist categories, namely his proposal to purchase the Senkaku (or Diaoyu) Islands from their private owner in 2012, ultimately causing a fierce (and still ongoing) antagonism between China and Japan. Other policies were more targeted at Japan’s security relationship with America; Ishihara wrote a book titled The Japan That Can Say No on this topic, and one of his electoral pledges in 2003 was to turn over a US air base in Tokyo for civilian use.

“Opportunist” might be a more justified label for Ishihara than “populist”; he was happy to use elements of populist rhetoric (just as he was happy to borrow rhetoric and policy elements from any source, as long as they were attention-grabbing and popular with his base), but did not do so consistently or coherently enough to be fully associated with that label. His “anti-elite” policies—such as taxes aimed at financial institutions, which were indeed criticized as “populist” by major newspapers,11 or his targeting of left-wing academics during the restructuring of Tokyo Metropolitan University—were inconsistent with the rest of his policies and largely symbolic, suggesting opportunism rather than consistent political philosophy. Ishihara’s labeling as a populist, then, is certainly mistaken in terms of his quite elitist views on popular sovereignty; while he more-or-less fits into the same neoliberal (at times) and nationalist brackets as other populist regional leaders, and certainly fulfills the “theatrical” criteria suggested by some Japanese authors, his rhetoric and policy platforms lack the consistent focus on popular sovereignty or anti-elitism that are core criteria of most definitions of populism. Nonetheless, he was certainly described as such in the media during his tenure, and some scholars (e.g., Ōtake 2008) also accept this classification based on his high-profile anti-elite policies.

Yuriko Koike


Yuriko Koike, like both Hashimoto and Ishihara, made her name in the media (as a TV news anchorwoman) prior to her entry into politics—but a lengthy political career within the LDP, including a stint as minister of defense during Shinzō Abe’s first administration in 2007, made her an unlikely figure to fill the “political outsider” role in a campaign. The opportunity to recast herself as an outsider, however, was presented by the Tokyo gubernatorial election of 2014—the third such election in just four years, since Ishihara’s departure from the position in 2012 had been followed by two short-lived successors, Naoki Inose and Yōichi Masuzoe, both of whom were backed by the LDP and both of whom were forced from office by financial scandals. Koike announced her candidacy for the election without receiving official backing from the Tokyo chapter of the Liberal Democratic Party, resulting in an acrimonious split in which she ran as an independent while the LDP ran its own candidate, Hiroya Masuda, a former minister of internal affairs and telecommunications. This gave Koike, despite her long career in the LDP, an opportunity to run a successful campaign as an “outsider” candidate with a pro-reform, anti-establishment platform.

There are certainly aspects of Koike’s platform and rhetoric that fit neatly with definitions of populism. She built her campaign—both in the 2016 gubernatorial election and in the subsequent 2017 Metropolitan Assembly election, where largely neophyte candidates for her Tokyoites First Party (Tomin First no Kai) swept to victory across the city—around a central claim that a corrupt and opaque decision-making process operated by the LDP and the city’s bureaucracy had served vested interests rather than the people of Tokyo. Key slogans in both elections focused on the popular will, promising to “return the government to the people of Tokyo” and “work for the interests of the people,” and calls for significant reforms—mostly related to transparency and accountability—were a major pillar of her platform. It is certainly reasonable to say that Koike—like Hashimoto in Osaka—positioned herself as an outsider who promised to represent the will of the people of the city and challenge corrupt elites by overhauling the existing system of governance, all of which are elements of populism. It is also true that Koike, like Hashimoto, expresses nationalist sentiments that can be argued to exclude certain groups from the definition of “the people”—in particular ethnic Koreans, whom Koike implicitly targeted by withdrawing support for a Masuzoe-era plan for a new school for the children of ethnic Korean families, and later becoming the first governor of Tokyo to decline to send a written eulogy to an annual commemoration ceremony for the aforementioned 1923 massacre of ethnic Korean residents (a duty that even Ishihara, despite his outrage-stoking comments on Koreans and other foreign residents, had honored).

Despite the clear presence of populist elements in Koike’s platform and rhetoric, however, there are other important aspects of populism that are starkly absent. Compared to a politician like Hashimoto, Koike’s rhetorical style is much more measured and careful—she is generally far from theatrical in her pronouncements (perhaps reflecting her media background as a TV news journalist, as distinct from Hashimoto’s more confrontational style as a lawyer on panel shows) and while “theatricality” is not necessarily a core element of all definitions of populism, this also means that Koike tends to avoid truly Manichaean statements. Certainly, she was harsh in her criticism of the LDP-led “closed doors” governance of Tokyo, as she had been of some Ministry of Defense bureaucrats during her time in that office, which qualifies as anti-elitism—but her criticisms of corruption and lack of transparency rarely if ever spilled over into a suggestion that these elites were actually “evil,” or assigned cosmic or historic proportions to her struggle to confront such vested interests. Similarly, while Koike’s campaign was strongly focused on the will of the people, her proposed reforms primarily concerned transparency and accountability in existing decision-making processes rather than any radical overhaul of the system of governance itself; moreover, the aforementioned animosity toward ethnic Korean residents notwithstanding, Koike’s actual rhetoric as regards the definition of “the people” (or more specifically, “Tokyoites” (tomin), a term largely coined by her campaign) tended to be broad and inclusive rather than exclusive in nature. While some scholars have suggested that referring to the city’s residents as “Tokyoites” carries an implication of homogeneity (Hieda, Zenkyo, and Nishikawa 2019, 5), it is hard to see how this is in practice any different from commonplace references to “New Yorkers,” “Londoners,” or “Parisians,” none of which are interpreted as phrases that deny or undermine the diversity of their respective cities; nor does Koike’s rhetoric emphasize the “exclusivity” of this identity by creating rhetorical contrasts with residents of other cities or of rural Japan. While Koike’s actual track record on diversity may be questionable, her public statements on minority groups (ethnic Koreans aside) in Tokyo tend to be positive and her rhetoric falls far short of the standard established for measurements of populism in this regard.

If Hashimoto is an ideal example of a full-throated neoliberal, nationalist populist in a Japanese regional context, Koike can perhaps be seen as an ideologically similar leader with the populism dial turned most of the way down. She shares her Osaka counterpart’s ideological platform in terms of challenging the established power structures and claiming to do so on behalf of the popular will; her policies are primarily (though not exclusively) neoliberal, and she shares Hashimoto’s tendency towards nationalism as well. However, Koike differs starkly from Hashimoto in how her message is shaped and delivered, which is crucial to our understanding of populism—she does not have his theatricality, his tendency to aggressively pick fights and make enemies with his rhetoric, his Manichaean framing of his opponents as truly wicked or his insistence on the need for dramatic, revolutionary reform in order to realize the victory of the people over the elites. In contrast, Nakakita (2020, 293–298) argues that Tokyoites First took a much more inclusive approach than the Osaka Restoration Party, employing a significantly less aggressive message in order to facilitate cooperation with other parties and win its majority at the Tokyo Metropolitan Assembly election—which contrasts with the Osaka Restoration Party’s aggressive focus on its divisive signature policy, the Osaka Metropolis Plan. Her controversial stances regarding ethnic Koreans aside, Koike’s political style is also much more inclusive than Hashimoto’s; even in regard to ethnic Koreans, her actions have been implicit omissions rather than explicit rhetorical attacks of any kind, and no group (with the possible exception of a few dozen LDP former Metropolitan Assembly members and some senior Ministry of Defense bureaucrats) can reasonably claim to have been “demonized” or framed as enemies of the popular will by her. In short, while Koike has adopted certain aspects of populist strategy, she does not truly match with the full set of criteria for populism as set forward in any reasonable definition of the concept.

Takashi Kawamura


Of all the regional leaders who are regularly labeled as “populists,” Nagoya mayor Takashi Kawamura is perhaps the least studied. His name regularly appears on lists of populist (or at least “charismatic”) regional leaders (e.g., Arima 2011; Sakakibara 2012; Takayose 2011; Yoshida 2020) but only in a few studies is he granted the depth of analysis afforded to figures such as Hashimoto12. Often, Kawamura’s inclusion in such lists seems to be simply because the trajectory of his political takeover of Nagoya (and the surrounding Aichi Prefecture) has been so similar to that of Hashimoto in Osaka or, latterly, Koike in Tokyo. Indeed, though Kawamura lacks the media background of his peers in Osaka and Tokyo, having been a career politician in the National Diet since the 1990s, the resemblance in other regards is certainly striking. He stood for election in Nagoya in 2009 as an independent candidate with a wide-reaching manifesto that prominently featured neoliberal pledges to make the city more business-friendly and to lower city tax by 10 percent, and has shown a willingness to use the “will of the people” as a democratic cudgel against opponents of his reforms. He resigned from office in 2011 after Nagoya’s Municipal Assembly resisted his attempted reforms to the city’s governing institutions, including cutting assembly members’ salaries by half, treated the election forced by this move as a referendum on his position, and, on winning re-election, proceeded to hold and win a further local referendum on dissolving and re-electing the Assembly itself. Kawamura used this opportunity to launch his local party, Tax Cuts Japan, which became the largest party in the city assembly in this “recalled” election.

Kawamura also expresses explicitly nationalist and historical revisionist views, notably courting controversy with statements denying the Nanjing Massacre in 2012 (extraordinarily, he made these statements in a speech to a delegation from Nanjing visiting Nagoya as part of a subsequently cancelled sister-city relationship) and a demand for the removal of an artwork related to Korean “comfort women” at the Aichi Triennale in 2019. In defending his actions on this latter issue, Kawamura used an explicitly populist argument—insisting that he was not attacking the freedom of expression of the artist, but that “it doesn’t have to be displayed at a venue funded by massive amounts of taxpayers’ money,” thus situating his nationalist stance as a defense of the ordinary taxpayers of Nagoya against elites such as the gallery, the event organizers, and the (South Korean) artist who had created the work.

Kawamura’s public profile is significantly lower than that of Hashimoto or Koike, and his media presence is distinctly muted by comparison, which has perhaps denied him the opportunity for the kinds of “theatricality” that Hashimoto in particular has so often displayed—especially since he seemed to mostly abandon national political ambitions following his falling out with both Hashimoto and Ishihara over an aborted attempt to merge his regional party with theirs in 2012. Nonetheless, his regular inclusion in discussion of Japan’s regional populists seems well-justified. His strong focus on the “will of the people” in a simple majoritarian sense is evidenced in his willingness to call elections and referenda repeatedly in order to override opposition from other institutions of local government, while the neoliberal and nationalist elements of his political platform are intertwined with populist rhetoric and justification. His language often features assumptions that his policies are supported by all of the people of Nagoya, thus excluding the possibility of legitimate dissent—after his re-election in 2017, for example, he described his intention to rebuild Nagoya Castle as a wooden structure (replacing the current concrete replica) as “something everybody wants.” He has, however, not gone to the same lengths to make or point out enemies as Hashimoto; aside from his whipping up of support for the recall referendum that removed his opponents from the Municipal Assembly, Kawamura has largely refrained from picking public fights aimed at drawing Manichaean lines between his administration and groups such as bureaucrats, teachers, or union officials. Instead, Kawamura’s most high-profile “enemies” have been largely external to Nagoya’s administration—his dramatic severing of the relationship with Nanjing and his intervention over the Aichi Triennale, for example, allowed him to flaunt an antagonistic relationship with China and South Korea, as well as with academics and activists who criticized his statements.

While Kawamura is a significantly under-investigated case, almost certainly because he was largely irrelevant on the national stage during the years of the Abe administration (2012–2020), he is arguably a stronger example of regional populism than Ishihara or even Koike. His model for controlling Nagoya and its surrounding prefecture—whose governor, Hideaki Omura, is a Kawamura ally elected on his platform in a simultaneous election in 2011—is similar to that of Hashimoto, even including a Chukyo (the urban region around Nagoya) Metropolis Plan, as is his embrace of neoliberalism and nationalism and his consistent focus on majoritarian rule as the arbiter of the popular will. That he is less “colorful” than Hashimoto in his rhetoric and strategy is certain, but in this sense he presents an interesting case study of how regional populism can succeed (Kawamura has been re-elected four times) even without the presence of a central figure as media-savvy and high profile as someone like Hashimoto.

National Populism


There is far less consensus over the existence and nature of populism in national-level politics in Japan than there is over its exemplars in regional politics. Nonetheless, a growing body of work indicates that elements of populist strategy, at the very least, have been embraced by some of Japan’s national leaders—with the label being commonly applied to the most prominent LDP prime ministers of recent decades, Junichiro Koizumi and Shinzō Abe. To some degree, these leaders may have been responding to or seizing upon the success of populist rhetoric at a local level; Kobori 2013, for example, outlines instances in which Japan’s national political parties have chosen to echo the discourse of regional populist actors rather than rebutting their attacks, a strategy he attributes to a preference for blame avoidance among mainstream Japanese political actors. This would imply that while Japan’s regional populists have had limited electoral success in the national political arena—both Toru Hashimoto and Yuriko Koike largely failed in their efforts to translate regional success into a national political movement—they may have an outsized influence on political discourse and policymaking due to the adoption of their ideas by mainstream national politicians and parties.

Kakuei Tanaka


As noted previously, modern scholarship on populism in Japan largely dates from the administration of Junichiro Koizumi (2001–2006), well after the era of Kakuei Tanaka’s tenure as prime minister (1971–1972) or the subsequent period in which he remained enormously influential as the nation’s “Shadow Shogun.” Retrospective works on Tanaka, however, often identify him as a populist of sorts. Ōtake (2006) describes Tanaka as the first and foremost of a group of pork-barrel (rieki-yūdō) populists who came before the wave of neoliberal populism originated by Koizumi; Schlesinger (1997) calls Tanaka “Japan’s first true, successful populist.”

Certainly, some aspects of Tanaka’s political career fit with the expected profiles of populist politicians; he was a consummate “outsider,” having come from an agricultural background and worked his way up in the construction industry in an era when Japanese politics was dominated by (former) aristocratic elites. He used a combination of pork-barrel spending and personal contacts to cultivate an immense support base in his native prefecture, Niigata, and when he became embroiled in scandals (as occurred many times during his checkered career), both he and his supporters emphasized his “humble” background—which narratively made him a man of the people, in contrast to the elites seen to be conspiring against him. The economic policies Ōtake focuses on in his claim that Tanaka was a “pork-barrel populist” were essentially an expansion of his interest-driven approach to local politics in Niigata; he embarked on an enormous spending spree focused on construction and infrastructure, and massively expanded the nation’s social welfare programs for pensioners and young families.

These policies unquestionably made Tanaka popular—especially in his home district—but the question of whether they made him a populist is rather less clear. Some of the reasoning for labeling him thus is simply that he was a nontraditional elite—although he was tremendously wealthy and had married into Japan’s upper classes by the time he entered politics, he was happy to employ the story of his background as a tool to distinguish himself from the rest of the political classes in the public eye. Yet simply being from a non-elite background, or having a “rags to riches” story, does not define someone as a populist—any more than being born into immense wealth would necessarily exclude one from being a populist. Tanaka’s pursuit of popular spending policies powerfully reinforced the LDP’s dominance in regional cities, which experienced a boom in infrastructure construction off the back of what effectively constituted a massive redistribution of wealth from Japan’s largest urban centers to its midsized centers, but this too does not figure in most definitions of populism. Ōtake (2003, 2006) suggests that neoliberalism is a defining aspect of the populism of politicians from Koizumi onward, while geographic redistribution, pork-barrel spending, and welfare state expansion are features of pork-barrel populism, making it substantively different from modern populism.

If we apply the definitions of populism discussed above, we find that the case for labeling him as a populist becomes somewhat thin. Certainly, he presented himself as an outsider, and at certain points in his career both he and his supporters found it opportune to advance the notion that elites (both within Japan and in the United States) were conspiring against this humble “man of the people”—but he generally lacked the Manichaean rhetoric or exploitation of social divides that is required of a populist. While he certainly showed a willingness to bend or break the rules on occasion, this was not done in pursuit of implementing the people’s will, but rather in pursuit of personal enrichment—a consistent thread in the scandals that dogged his political career from the 1950s right through to his death in 1990. Post-hoc claims that he was being persecuted by elites were more opportunistic than anything else; there is no real thread of consistent claims to be the instrument of the people’s will, and his reforms were focused on popular redistributive policies rather than reshaping democratic institutions or norms.

None of this is to say that Tanaka was not an influential figure in the development of the political style and strategy that would ultimately become Japanese-style populism; many aspects of the political system he crafted survive into the present day, and his approach to building and wielding power both in his home district and in the national government have been emulated to a greater or lesser degree by many subsequent leaders. By most modern definitions of populism, however, Tanaka would not qualify; the mark he has left on Japan is undeniable, and he firmly established the power of the outsider narrative in the nation’s politics, but labeling him as a populist requires significant contortions to the widely used definitions of the concept.

Junichiro Koizumi


Junichiro Koizumi is perhaps the most influential figure in Japanese politics this century so far, and his shadow certainly looms over any discussion of populism in Japan. His administration is the jumping off point for most of the contemporary work on Japanese populism (Arima 2017; Lindgren 2015; Ōtake 2003, 2006; Yoshida 2020; etc.), and he is often presented as the template against which subsequent potentially populist figures such as Hashimoto, Koike, and Abe might be measured. Ōtake in particular presents Koizumi’s administration as an inflection point where previously existing populist strategies became bonded with a neoliberal reform agenda to create the current form of “Japanese style populism.”

There are significant aspects to Koizumi’s political and rhetorical strategy that are undeniably populist in nature. Although he was a career politician from a political dynasty stretching back to his grandfather (who was communications minister in the late 1920s), he successfully presented himself as a maverick outsider going up against party elites when he ran against former prime minister Ryutaro Hashimoto for the LDP presidency in 2001. This approach defined much of Koizumi’s term as party president; he presented himself as a maverick upstart, and the opponents of his neoliberal reforms—whether they were government bureaucrats, other internal party factions (most notably Hashimoto’s faction), or LDP lawmakers who rebelled in votes on his bills—as entrenched elites who must be defeated in order to enact popular reforms. Koizumi’s high media profile gave a theatrical flourish to his conflict with these groups, and he consistently emphasized his own grass-roots popularity as a tool to overcome opposition. This strategy came to a head in August 2005 when he called a snap election after his postal privatization bill was voted down in the Diet, withdrawing LDP support from lawmakers who had rebelled in the vote and running “assassin candidates” in their districts. In doing so Koizumi emphasized a clear divide between himself and his internal “enemies,” and in a punishing policy dissent with the withdrawal of party support from a large number of lawmakers, he crossed a line in terms of internal party democracy that no previous LDP leader had been willing to violate. Koizumi’s message was clear and entirely populist: the 2005 election was framed as a direct expression of the will of the people, the expunged LDP rebels as the enemies of reform, and Koizumi’s victory in the election as confirmation of his status as the instrument of the popular will.

While Japanese literature on Koizumi’s populism emphasizes his neoliberalism as a core component—not least because it allows the drawing of a direct line of populist succession from Koizumi to later neoliberal politicians like Hashimoto—one can perhaps more convincingly argue that the substance of the reforms Koizumi pursued was significantly less important than the manner in which he pursued them. That Koizumi was engaged in a neoliberal restructuring of Japan’s postal service is less relevant to the discussion of his populism than the fact that he pursued this reform by defining its opponents as enemies and denouncing them in theatrical style, ultimately calling a single-issue “back me or sack me” election in which his enemies were expelled and his victory was presented narrowly as proof that the popular will supported his desired reform. It is notable that the strategy of calling “back me or sack me” style elections to overcome democratic or institutional opposition to reforms has become a standard tool of both regional and nationalist populist leaders in subsequent years, having been employed at a regional level by both Hashimoto in Osaka and Kawamura in Nagoya, and at a national level by Koizumi’s successor, Shinzō Abe.

Other aspects of Koizumi’s tenure in office also mirror certain aspects of subsequent populist leaders, even if they are not necessarily definitional of populism in themselves; notably, he delighted Japanese nationalists and attracted international opprobrium (even sparking anti-Japanese riots in China) with repeated visits to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine, securing a link between neoliberalism and nationalism that persists in the politics of most subsequent populist figures in Japan. Unusually, however, much of Koizumi’s public activity since his retirement from front-line politics has been focused on anti-nuclear campaigning, placing him firmly at odds with most other Japanese neoliberals. Even in this activity, however, his populist instincts surface; it is notable that even though Koizumi was a pro-nuclear prime minister in the decade before the 2011 triple disaster, he does not frame the issues with nuclear power in Japan post-2011 as technocratic or blameless problems. Rather, in interviews in the early 2010s he spoke in terms of conflict between conspiring enemies (in this case, Japan’s nuclear power companies) who lied to and misled good, honest people—a group including himself as prime minister. Even in retirement, Koizumi remains arguably Japan’s archetypal modern populist.

Shinzō Abe


Japan’s longest-serving prime minister, Shinzō Abe succeeded Junichiro Koizumi in 2006 and seemed to have been anointed as a successor to continue both Koizumi’s policy agenda and his populist approach to governance. His first term was dogged by internal and external challenges and saw him retire, ostensibly due to health concerns, after just a year; however, Abe returned to the Prime Minister’s Office in 2012 after defeating the incumbent DPJ in that year’s House of Representatives election, and by the time he stepped down (supposedly due to a reoccurrence of the same health issues) in August 2020, he had broken historical records to become Japan’s longest-serving prime minister. Like Koizumi, Abe pursued a series of neoliberal reforms (alongside economic and monetary policies known as “Abenomics”) mixed with nationalist gestures, and showed a strong propensity for calling snap elections to cement his position, especially when the possibility of an internal challenge was raised. Abe also continued Koizumi’s confrontational style, especially in exchanges on the floor of the Diet, though he lacked his predecessor’s flair for theatricality and generally maintained a lower media profile than Koizumi had.

There are some major differences between the populism of Koizumi and the strategies employed by Abe. Where Koizumi primarily identified internal “enemies” to his reforms—government bureaucrats, rebel lawmakers or rival LDP factions—Abe both inherited and continued Koizumi’s legacy of internal reforms, and as a consequence he led a party that was more centralized and disciplined than at any prior point in its history, in addition to which he enjoyed more direct control over the bureaucracy than any prior prime minister (George Mulgan 2017). Besides, Abe did not present himself as an outsider or maverick, as Koizumi did so successfully; a privately educated career politician and the scion of political dynasties on both his father and mother’s sides, he never attempted to frame himself as an LDP outsider. Instead, his flavor of populism, if it can be called such, relied upon his self-presentation as the champion of “good, conservative, ordinary Japanese people” against liberal enemies of the Japanese people both internal (the center-left opposition and media groups critical of the government, notably the Asahi Group) and external (neighboring nations advancing claims related to wartime atrocities such as China and South Korea). Hence, much of what seems populist about Shinzō Abe’s rhetoric and strategy could equally be described as conservative nationalism rather than actual populism; lacking the clearly defined enemies and theatrical Manichaeism of Koizumi, Abe’s supposed “populism” more often consisted in appeals to latent nationalism and side-swipes at parts of the media he considered unsupportive or unfair. In these aspects, certainly, Abe lived up to the claim by controversial former Trump advisor Steve Bannon that he was “Trump before Trump” (Osaki 2019); other parallels drawn with Trump include Abe’s propensity to favor loyalty over talent in cabinet appointments (which resulted in the scandal-prone “cabinet of friends” during his first administration, as well as the appointment in his second administration of ministers such as Tomomi Inada from among his loyal inner circle) and electoral campaigning support (McElwain 2016), and his attempts to place close associates in powerful and supposedly nonpartisan roles, such as the heavily criticized appointment of Katsuto Momii as president of national broadcaster NHK (Krauss 2017, 73).

Even if Abe lacked the focus on clear enemies that Koizumi used to such effect, however, other aspects of his strategy drew heavily from the populist playbook. Like Koizumi, he treated elections as a tool to overcome democratic opposition or challenges to his position, and took a blunt majoritarian view of their results, interpreting victories as complete vindication of his policies. In the absence of clear enemies to challenge, Abe resorted to vagueness; his most famous electoral slogan, “Take Back Japan,” did not clarify who had actually taken Japan, or from whom it must now be wrested back, allowing the electorate themselves to fill in the blank of this undefined “them”—an effective rhetorical approach often employed by populist and nationalist leaders alike.

Throughout the course of his administration, Abe often seemed to chafe against democratic restrictions or challenges to his power; his most notable reforms included controversial reinterpretations of constitutional articles and changes to Diet rules to cut down on the ability of opposition lawmakers to question the government, and his record-breaking longevity in the role of prime minister came as a result of changes to the LDP’s party constitution to extend term limits in the party presidency. His administration also became embroiled in a number of scandals over the destruction or concealment of official records and documents, revealing a degree of contempt for rules on transparency and disclosure. This falls in line with the commonly observed pattern among populists, who treat checks and balances on their power as an constriction on the will of the people as expressed in their electoral victories; the Abe administration’s flouting of rules binding its conduct would be in line with a worldview holding that electoral majorities are the only thing of moral consequence to a governing party or leader.

Despite these aspects of Abe’s strategy, the question of whether he should be considered a populist political leader remains contested. His lack of the rhetorical theatricality displayed by Koizumi or Hashimoto also constrained other aspects of his populism; his rhetoric was rarely Manichaean in nature and his propensity to refer to ill-defined others rather than clearly defining enemies meant that he did not, for the most part, exploit social cleavages or draw strong lines between the “good people” and “conspiring elites,” which is a core aspect of most definitions of populism. Perhaps the most reasonable conclusion is that while Abe had intrinsically populist instincts—he had a strong and exclusive sense of the Japanese people, whose will he believed himself to represent, and he was frustrated by checks and balances (including the Constitution of Japan itself) that limited his power to enact that popular will—his actual rhetoric and behavior in office did not express those instincts to their full extent. While he unquestionably drew from populist strategies at many points during his time in office, he did not do so in a way that was sufficiently consistent as to mark him out as a populist leader in a comparative international context, or even in a comparative context with other Japanese figures such as Koizumi or Hashimoto.

Other National Actors


Aside from the three prime ministers discussed above, there are a number of other national political figures who have been labeled as populists on occasion—either by the media or by researchers. Within the Liberal Democratic Party, the label has been applied both to hardline nationalist/conservative figures such as former minister of defense Tomomi Inada and House of Representatives member Mio Sugita, and to successful retail politicians with strong grass-roots appeal such as Shinjirō Koizumi, son of former prime minister Junichiro Koizumi. The use of the term “populist” with regard to such figures generally ignores the analytical definitions of the concept and derives either from a parallel with the wave of reactionary right-wing populism in Western nations—as is seen in the opportunistic, reactionary social conservatism of Sugita or the nationalism and historical revisionism of Inada—or from the older tradition, discussed above, of applying the “populist” label to politicians seen to “pander” to voters for popularity. This arguably applies to Shinjirō Koizumi’s case; the dynastic scion’s high media profile and the large crowds that gather for his appearances during electoral campaigns have attracted the “populist” label despite the fact that his actual rhetoric and his (hazily defined) political positions tend strongly toward inclusive, technocratic liberalism.

The quite different reasons for the branding of each of these figures as “populist” hints at the difficulty of labeling the LDP itself as a “populist party,” despite its association with many of the key figures in the development of Japanese populism. Mainstream media narratives of populism, focused as they are around the concept of “pandering,” tend to associate the term with opposition forces (most notably the DPJ)—the LDP, like conservative parties in many nations, has constructed an identity around sober governance and “tough decisions,” which, regardless of its grounding in reality, has certainly served to insulate the party from accusations of pandering. The LDP has certainly been comfortable with embracing the populist tendencies of individual leaders, especially to the extent that their style of populism has gone hand-in-hand with many LDP politicians’ own preferences—such as pork-barrel politics, some degree of neoliberalism, and identity-focused nationalism—but the party itself, unabashed as it is in its elite status, shy of theatricality, and keen to maintain broadly universal appeal, is not a populist institution, merely a willing bedfellow for populists when it is convenient. Indeed, whether a genuinely “populist” figure could arise within the LDP outside the leadership itself is questionable, given what a direct challenge that would pose to the LDP’s own power structures; the increasing centralization of the party around the leadership and declining independence of its internal factions (see, for example, George Mulgan 2017) creates an environment that is not especially open to grass-roots or back-bench political entrepreneurship of the populist variety.

Outside the LDP, however, is a different story, and among the various efforts at creating movements to challenge the dominance of the LDP in Japan’s politics, a number have employed populist strategies. As mentioned above, the Democratic Party of Japan was commonly accused of populism by political opponents and media critics, though the form of populism it was associated with was pandering to the people, taishū-geigō populism. The architect of much of the DPJ’s supposed “populism” was Ichiro Ozawa, a former disciple of Kakuei Tanaka (discussed above) and arguably Japan’s most successful opposition politician, who has employed many of the same strategies that authors such as Ōtake have described as “pork-barrel populism.” With a strong base of support in northeastern Japan, Ozawa has formed or joined a series of opposition forces promoting a reformist, geographically redistributionist agenda—with the additional populist edge that as an external force to the LDP, he can claim an outsider position and target the long-ruling LDP as being the “elites” that have conspired against the ordinary “good people” of Japan. The alliances Ozawa struck to create these opposition groups generally reflected his “pork-barrel populist” approach, and the DPJ was no exception; his success in helping to helm the party to an historic electoral victory in 2009 came through a campaign and manifesto that blended the demand for “political reform” that had been driving Japanese politics since the 1990s with some pork-barrel populist policies such as income compensation schemes for farmers and cheaper expressway tolls. This platform was criticized for being taishū-geigō populism, but otherwise the DPJ was not a notably populist political force. Its conflict with “elites” was confined to political rivals in the LDP and demands for bureaucratic reform, lacking the Manichaean approach that would define a truly populist party, while it cast itself as a defender rather than a challenger of democratic norms and checks and balances.

The founders of minor political forces that aim to challenge rather than co-opt the existing opposition parties, however, are not restrained in how they express their populism. The 2019 House of Councillors election, for example, saw the emergence of two new unabashedly populist parties, the left-wing Reiwa Shinsengumi and the right-wing Party to Protect the People From NHK (abbreviated to N-Koku), both of which received enough votes in the national proportional representation ballot to win seats. These parties occupy polar opposites of the political spectrum ideologically; N-Koku’s leader Takeshi Tachibana has espoused extreme-right political views, including calling for cutting Japan’s aid for developing countries and justifying racist discrimination and bullying as being “the natural order God created,” while Reiwa Shinsengumi’s platform is strongly focused on inclusivity and progressive social values along with left-wing economic proposals such as an increased minimum wage and higher taxes on the wealthy. Both parties, however, make the argument that Japan’s ordinary people have been poorly served by existing political and media elites, and center their rhetorical offering around being political outsiders (Tachibana is a former NHK employee who was forced to resign after leaking information about accounting scandals at the broadcaster; Reiwa Shinsengumi leader Tarō Yamamoto is a former actor who entered politics after the 2011 triple disaster) who are standing up to established elites and corrupt institutions on behalf of Japan’s good, ordinary people.

While Tachibana’s populist appeal is much more blatant—he openly called for a “peasant uprising” against elite politicians—his policy platform and political strategy are perhaps most politely described as chaotic, with his ability to attract almost a million votes (roughly 2 percent) likely a testament to frustration with existing parties rather than being the basis for a lasting populist movement. Yamamoto is significantly more measured in his populist rhetoric, perhaps due to his focus on left-wing policies and social change; his best hope for enacting his policies is cooperation with other forces in the Diet, so slamming them in public as a corrupt elite may be counterproductive in the long term. However, he advocates for sweeping and fundamental reform, not just of government institutions, but of Japan’s society and economy more generally, and focuses intensely on the grass-roots nature of his political support. Moreover, Yamamoto is especially critical of media bodies that failed to cover the rising support for Reiwa Shinsengumi prior to the election, a conspiratorial critique that mirrors the claims of supporters of contemporaneous left-wing figures in other countries (e.g., Bernie Sanders in the United States, or Jeremy Corbyn in the UK) that the media coverage of their favored candidate constituted the elite establishment “closing ranks” to prevent their message from being heard.

Reiwa Shinsengumi won almost 5 percent of the proportional vote in the election, earning two seats; its particularly strong support base among younger voters suggests that the party has an opportunity to grow further if it can maintain its momentum. It should probably be unsurprising that after numerous unsuccessful attempts to challenge the Liberal Democratic Party from a right-wing populist position, it is a left-wing populist movement that seems to have found the surest footing on its first electoral outing; how high the ceiling might be for such a movement remains a matter of much debate, but thus far Reiwa Shinsengumi appears to have made a more convincing attempt than any of its forebears at using a populist, anti-system message to capture and motivate young, urban voters with left-wing and social progressive leanings.

Populism among Japanese Citizens


While the “supply-side” question of which traits might constitute populism in Japan and which political actors might thus be considered populist has been discussed at least to some extent in both Japanese and English-language literature, the reciprocal “demand-side” question of how Japanese citizens respond to or evaluate populist rhetoric, or to what extent they may hold or be susceptible to populist views, has been far less thoroughly considered. This gap in the literature is not unique to Japan, as questions of citizens’ populist leanings and how they may be measured have only begun to be explored widely in the past few years (e.g Akkerman, Mudde, and Zaslove 2013; Castanho Silva et al. 2018; Schulz et al. 2018) and significant challenges remain; the creation of a universally reliable scale for measurement of populism in survey research is likely still a long way away, should such a thing even be possible. Nonetheless, the question of how citizens of different countries respond to or express different forms of populism remains hugely important, especially in terms of how we understand decisions to vote for candidates or parties who employ populist rhetoric.

Hieda, Zenkyo, and Nishikawa (2019) sought to address this question in an online survey conducted at the 2017 Tokyo Metropolitan Assembly election, which was contested by a large number of neophyte candidates for the Tokyoites First Party (TFP), backed by Tokyo governor Yuriko Koike. Using an adaptation of the question battery in Schulz et al. (2018), they found that despite the labeling of Koike and TFP as “populist,” survey respondents who reported voting for the party did not score highly on the populism scale. Instead, respondents with high scores on the populism scale were more likely to have voted for the Japanese Communist Party (JCP), which has been accused of many things over the years, but rarely if ever of employing populist rhetoric. One interpretation of these findings is that Koike’s use of populist rhetoric “did not necessarily resonate with her supporters” (Hieda, Zenkyo, and Nishikawa 2019, 9), but there are a number of complicating factors. Leaving aside the question over whether the labeling of Koike as a populist is correct in the first instance—though this is certainly important to understanding these results—the study found a significant gap between different components of populist attitudes measured by the survey, with “anti-elite” attitudes being particularly divided from other components (views on national homogeneity, sovereignty, etc.). This highlights a curious aspect of Japan’s populist or populist-leaning political figures, namely how many of them are actually in positions of political power, either nationally or locally—a sharp contrast with populists in most cases studied in Europe, who are generally in minority opposition parties challenging the government, rather than being government figures themselves. Recent research has suggested that populist voters’ attitudes to political and governmental authorities change when the populist party or leader they support enters power (Castanho Silva 2019); we might reasonably expect that the “anti-elite” attitudes of Japanese populist voters would similarly be tempered, or focused on different targets, due to their preferred party being in power. This study opens the door to an important new avenue of research into populism in Japan; the questions it raises about the nature of citizens’ populist attitudes, and how they influence their voting behavior and other beliefs, demand significant future inquiry.

Conclusions: Populism and Japanese Democracy


A review of the literature and research to date in this field shows that declarations that Japan has somehow “escaped” the wave of populism seen across the rest of the developed world are at best premature, and perhaps miss the mark entirely. Despite the slight differences between the definitions of populism employed in Japanese literature on the phenomenon and those used in comparative studies internationally, the same conclusions can often be reached regardless of which set of definitions we employ; the different assertions of literature on “Japanese-style populism” are not, as the casual reader might be tempted to assume, a result of trying to crowbar the definition to fit specific Japanese political figures, but rather reflect a careful consideration and analysis of the specific circumstances and trends among Japanese political leaders who, for the most part, also fit international definitions. Even if we disentangle the threads of neoliberalism and nationalism from populist rhetoric and strategy, Japan’s political and public sphere has its fair share of political figures who have displayed significant populist instincts or borrowed heavily from the playbook of populism—from unabashed populists such as Junichiro Koizumi and Toru Hashimoto, via more nuanced figures such as Shinzō Abe and Yuriko Koike, to emerging political entrepreneurs like Tarō Yamamoto.

One significant challenge to the study of how these figures employ populist rhetoric is that—perhaps as a consequence of so many populists occupying positions of regional or national authority over the years—certain aspects of populism are quite normalized within the political speech of Japan. Mythologizing the country’s people as a homogeneous, single-minded, “good” people, for example, seems controversial to the point almost of outrage when it is done in more multicultural nations, but it remains common in Japanese political rhetoric despite growing public recognition of the nation’s internal diversity. A further complexity arises in considering how citizens respond to populists and to what extent they hold populist views of their own; the nature of citizens’ perception of populism in Japan, where those who employ populist rhetoric often come from an elite background and hold positions of high authority, must necessarily be different from countries where populists are more commonly found in challenger parties and outsider positions.

Rather than treating Japan as a rare case of a developed nation with no populist politics—or, conversely, insisting that Japanese leaders such as Shinzō Abe must be considered alongside figures such as Hungary’s Viktor Orbán on the vanguard of global populism, as some writers critical of Abe are wont to do—it is vital to recognize that Japan’s case, in this aspect as in so many others, is not unique and does not defy international comparison. It has a specific set of background characteristics, of course, but Japan has populist politicians and they employ broadly the same strategies and exist along the same political continuum as their counterparts in other nations, making Japan into a useful case study for any nuanced understanding of how populism functions in a generalized sense. The Japanese case provides an important point of comparison and contrast for contemporary international literature on populism, which tends to be largely Eurocentric and would benefit from engagement with literature on populism from advanced democracies elsewhere in the world. The focus on the “theatricality” of populism found in Japan’s literature, to pick one notable difference, suggests an interesting and perhaps more intuitive framing than the more references to Manichaeism and “cosmic proportions” found in Western discourse. Ōtake (2006, 2), for example, uses the term kanzen-chōaku (“poetic justice,” or “morality play”) to describe populist rhetoric, evoking the dramatic tradition of the morality play in which good and evil traits are directly personified in the characters—a potentially powerful way of conceptualizing the rhetorical style that sets populists apart from other political figures.

Populism has been a subject of debate and study in Japan since the 1990s, and as such it defies sweeping generalizations and oversimplifications. Nevertheless, while right-wing/neoliberal populism is presently found widely at a regional level and also exists, albeit in more restrained form, at a national level—and the 2019 electoral success of Reiwa Shinsengumi suggests the existence of a space for left-wing populism as well—it certainly remains the case that Japan has not seen a surge of populism in the twenty-first century to the same extent as, for example, European nations. Understanding the nuances of Japan’s different experiences with populism and the different strategies employed by its populist political leaders will be a key task for scholars of Japan and of populism more generally in the coming years.
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Notes


1. Some valuable studies have been mainly conducted by sociologists who have fielded randomly sampled surveys in Tokyo (Maruyama 2007; Matsutani 2009; Matsutani et al., 2006), Nagano (Maruyama 2007), Osaka (Matsutani 2010), and Nagoya (Matsutani 2011, 2012). Political scientists such as Zenkyō, Ishibashi, and Sakamoto (2012a, 2012b), Zenkyō and Sakamoto (2013), Jou (2015) and Zenkyō (2018) report analyses based on online surveys conducted in Osaka.


2. Mizushima (2016, 6–8) classifies Hideo Ōtake and Toru Yoshida as proponents of an approach focusing on populistic political styles, but it is worth noting that both stress the importance of looking at political styles as well as “anti-elite” messages of an ideational approach. Note, though, that Yoshida (2020, 2) himself rejects both approaches in a later study and takes a third approach by defining populism as “a form of political style that maximizes mobilization in order to win an election in particular circumstances.”


3. While there were several studies in Japan that discussed populism, each referred to different overseas’ literature, as Ōtake (2003) cited Kazin (1995) and Yoshida (2011) followed earlier studies of Ionescu and Gelner (1969) and Canovan (1981) for their conceptual discussions.


4. Although Lindgren (2015) states that “[t]he literature on Japanese populism is, comparatively speaking, small,” there have been not a few studies on populism in Japan reflecting the relevance of populist politics in the country (as shown in Figure 17.1). Other than the authors discussed in the text, Uchiyama (2007) analyzed Junichiro Koizumi as a prime minister of “pathos,” while Yamaguchi (2010) wrote about counterarguments against “populism” among others in discussing positive and negative sides of populism. It is also worth noting that there was also a special issue, “Toward a Comparative Study of Populism,” edited by Hideo Ōtake in Leviathan, a journal known for its scientific approach to political science, in 2008, as well as a collective volume on a comparative analysis of populism from different countries (Shimada and Kimura 2009), both of which focused on multiple Asian countries. CiNii Articles (which stores articles in journals and periodicals) returns 226 hits in the 2000s for searches “populism OR populist” and 732 hits in the 2010s, while CiNii Books returns 23 hits for the same searches in the 2000s and 76 hits in the 2010s. These also include the cases in other countries as well as non-politics fields (such as criminology) but indicate how much interest there have been in the academic and the media in Japan on populism even before the global trend since the late 2010s.


5. Yomiuri Shimbun in particular presented the term “populism” with a Japanese translation, taishū-geigō, in a bracket whenever the term “populism” is used. The two terms appeared together in about 56% of the articles of Yomiuri Shimbun, while the percentage goes down to 44% with Mainichi Shimbun and 17% with Asahi Shimbun. Notably, Asahi Shimbun often used taishū-geigō as a translation in the 1990s, but to a much lesser extent since the Koizumi era.


6. Koizumi, for example, clearly states in an interview with the German magazine Spiegel in 2002 that what he proposes in his policies is different from “populism” as he does not necessarily address policies popular among people (Asahi Shimbun, July 21, 2002, morning edition, 2).


7. Miyazawa later also described Naoto Kan, the co-leader of the DPJ as “the General of populists” (Asahi Shimbun, December 1, 1998, morning edition, 4). Ōtake (2003, i–ii) also mentions Naoto Kan as a possible populist leader for his performance in dealing with the HIV-tainted blood scandal as the minister of health and welfare in the Hashimoto cabinet in 1996.


8. Saito (2003, 99) also writes that many books that criticize bureaucrats were published in the mid-1990s (e.g., Kato, 1997; Ōmae 1997; Yayama 1993).


9. Ōtake also traces back to Yōhei Kōno, the founder and the President of the New Liberal Club in the 1970s and 1980s (Ōtake 2006, iv), and Ryokichi Minobe, the Tokyo Governor in the 1960s and 1970s for earlier appearance of populism (in the interview in Asahi Shimbun, September 8, 2016, morning edition, 4).


10. For a further reference, Weathers (2014) provides a comprehensive analysis of neoliberal populist features of Hashimoto’s policies and political styles. Arima (2012) also gives a detailed review and a chronological account of Hashimoto’s theatrical politics.


11. See Yomiuri Shimbun, February 9, 2000, morning edition, 3; February 26, 2000, morning edition, 3; March 27, 2000, morning edition, 3, and Asahi Shimbun, March 26, 2000, morning edition, 1.


12. Some exceptions are Matsutani (2011, 2012), providing empirical analyses based on survey data and Ushiro (2017), comparing the “anti-public servants” discourses of Kawamura and Tōru Hashimoto.
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Chapter 18

 METI’s Miraculous Comeback and the Uncertain Future of Japanese Industrial Policy


Gregory W. Noble




From the 1950s to the 1970s, Japan grew at an extraordinarily rapid and sustained pace, and its best companies came to challenge and in many cases surpass leading Western competitors. Growth slowed after the early 1970s, but it remained more vigorous than in the United States or Western Europe for another two decades. This superlative performance attracted increasing journalistic and academic attention, culminating in the 1982 publication of Chalmers Johnson’s famed MITI and the Japanese Miracle (Johnson 1982). If Johnson’s paean to the Japanese developmental state garnered widespread acclaim, it also attracted ferocious critiques from all sides even before the bursting of Japan’s financial bubble in 1990. Industrial policy increasingly looked like an outmoded and discredited relic.

Then, without attracting much attention abroad amid Japan’s economic doldrums, events took a most unexpected turn: the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI, since 2001 called the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, or METI) managed to turn a series of challenges into opportunities for institutional rebirth, while once-proud Japanese companies struggled. First, METI emerged as the big winner in the reorganization of central ministries and agencies in 2001. Next, it found ways to ingratiate itself with a series of potentially threatening new political leaders. Picking up on one of the suggestions of its critics, the ministry focused on improving the overall productivity of the Japanese economy.

METI did not, however, lose its obsessive concern for the competitiveness of Japanese firms. The faltering performance of many Japanese companies, particularly in electronics, and external challenges from China, the Koreas, and even the United States, with its demanding investors and intimidating software giants, provoked a new round of concern about the ability of Japanese firms not only to compete in commercial terms, but also to contribute to Japan’s economic diplomacy and maintain a degree of special expertise in military-relevant technology.

Expanding jurisdiction may have been a bureaucratic triumph, but it also presented METI with a series of policy dilemmas that proved difficult to handle in an environment of slow growth and reduced policy tools. In some areas, such as revision of the commercial code and promotion of American-style corporate governance, the ministry succeeded in promoting policy reforms, but their effect in revitalizing economic performance remained opaque, and as fears of inroads by American and Chinese investors expanded, the ministry faced greater pressure to protect Japanese firms. Bailing out failing firms in order to maintain Japanese technological prowess left the ministry entangled in many messes. Finally, in the vital automobile industry, METI adroitly arbitrated among the contending interests, but received little credit for its efforts. As with the modern state more generally, METI found tasks and expectations expanding more rapidly than capabilities and confidence-inducing accomplishments.

After defining Japanese industrial policy and reviewing the debates over its role during the rapid growth period, this chapter will examine METI’s surprisingly effective response to the political and bureaucratic reforms of the late 1990s, including its efforts to stimulate economy-wide productivity; point out the complications attending its efforts to consolidate and revive Japan’s flailing electronics industry; note the increasing demands to protect and enhance strategically significant domestic technological capabilities; and briefly examine the critical case of the auto industry, where industrial policy has long played an underappreciated role, and the transition to an open and internationalized economy has remained consistent, with a significant coordinating role played by the government.

Industrial Policy: Supporting Strategic Activities of Domestic Firms


Scholars agree that industrial policy in Japan has been flexible and has evolved significantly over time. Okuno-Fujiwara (1991, 271), for example, contends that “Japanese industrial policy was transformed toward the end of the 1960s. Until then, its major aim was to promote several key industries.…Since then, the trend has changed, and the main focus of policy seems to be correcting market failures, including promoting private research and development (R&D) efforts and assisting in the structural adjustment of the economy.” Yet if Japanese policymakers have been relatively unconcerned with theoretical justifications and precise definitions (Gao 2002, 4), we can still identify a consistent central tendency. Japanese industrial policy aims to protect and promote the competitiveness of domestic firms engaged in strategic activities. The meaning of “strategic” includes economic considerations such as value added, income elasticity of demand, and research intensity, but also can include diplomatic or military significance, international prestige, and maintenance of employment (particularly the “regular” employment characteristic of prime-age male workers).

This concern for the survival and strategic competitiveness of domestic firms overlaps with the promotion of economic development, but on occasion may deviate from it. For example, supporting the aerospace industry might be justified on grounds of accumulating long-term military-relevant capabilities even if it were cheaper to import planes or satellites from abroad, whereas improving the efficiency of hair salons through relaxation of health regulations might raise productivity and national income, but would have limited strategic significance. In other cases, industrial policy may be one motivation among others. Liberalizing the telecommunications and electric utility sectors, to take two major examples, aimed both to please consumers and voters and to cut costs and increase flexibility for Japanese firms competing with foreign rivals.

The Rise of Japan and Miraculous MITI


The magnitude of Japan’s Phoenix-like recovery from destruction and defeat first gained widespread international attention in 1962 with the publication of a two-part series in the Economist titled, “Consider Japan” (Macrae 1962). The analysis, however, was relatively conventional and macroeconomic in focus, and primarily interested in deriving lessons for Britain. William W. Lockwood’s 1965 edited volume The State and Economic Enterprise in Japan introduced industrial policy to the English-language literature with the memorable image of Japanese policymaking as a seamless web of elite interaction, but also as “a web with no spider” (Lockwood 1965, 503). The term “Japan, Inc.” first gained prominence in a 1972 study by the US Department of Commerce, even though the author explicitly rejected the comparison of country to corporation (Kaplan 1972, 104).

The contrast between a seemingly triumphant Japan and an America humbled by the two oil shocks reached its peak in 1982 with Johnson’s MITI and the Japanese Miracle. Johnson contrasted Japan’s “plan-rational state” to the USSR’s “plan-ideological system” and America’s “market-rational” system. In the plan-rational or developmental state, “the government will give greatest precedence to industrial policy, that is, the concern with the structure of domestic industry and with promoting the structure that enhances the nation’s international competitiveness” (Johnson 1982, 19). Industrial policy, in turn, was “an expression of economic nationalism” (26). For Johnson, industrial policy included “industrial rationalization policy,” oriented to managerial and engineering efficiency, and the more important “industrial structure policy”: “The heart of the policy is the selection of the strategic industries to be developed or converted to other lines of work” (28). In other words, what critics dubbed “picking winners.”

Who is to select strategic industries? Johnson argued that in the “skewed triangular relationship” between bureaucracy, ruling party, and big business, the elite bureaucrats ranked first (Johnson 1982, 50). Indeed, they ruled while politicians, preoccupied with constituent service and factional conflict, merely reigned (35): “Although it is influenced by pressure groups and political claimants, the elite bureaucracy of Japan makes most major decisions, drafts virtually all legislation, controls the national budget, and is the source of all major policy innovations in the system” (20–21).

Within the bureaucracy, MITI played the vital role of pilot agency (Johnson 1982, 26). MITI was the spider, wielding a wide and evolving set of policy tools, including allocation of foreign exchange, subsidies, tax breaks, preferential loans, and informal but effective “administrative guidance.” Within MITI, an internationally oriented faction eventually overcame a more protectionist domestic faction (23).

Similarly, MITI’s relationship with the business community was not static, but had evolved through a kind of Hegelian dialectic: the prewar efforts at “self-control” by business via cartels and collusion gave way to stifling “state control” from mobilization for war through the end of the American occupation, which in turn transformed into a more effective synthesis in the form of “public-private cooperation” (Johnson 1982, 310–311). Government-business cooperation took many forms, including deliberation councils, informal study groups, officially sanctioned trade associations, temporary exchanges of personnel, and administrative guidance (312). Peter Evans later felicitously dubbed this intimate, “neither-too-close-nor-too-far” relationship between government and business “embedded autonomy” (Evans 1995). Behind this cooperation was not only the stable reign of the pro-business LDP (Liberal Democratic Party), but also widespread agreement on the goal of rapid growth (Johnson 1982, 21).

Withering Refutations of Johnson amid a More Challenging Environment


Johnson’s deep historical research and vigorous prose earned widespread respect, and his depiction of industrial policy in the Japanese developmental state inspired important work on Korea, Taiwan, and later China, as well as studies of why other countries were unable to match the developmental states of northeast Asia (e.g., Amsden 1989; Chang 1994; Haggard 2018; Wade 1990; Woo-Cumings 1999). In the 1980s and 1990s, the notion that Japan had developed a powerful developmental state also became an important point of comparison in studies of advanced industrial democracies, and it influenced debates over strategic trade policy and actual American trade with Japan (Katzenstein 1985; Zysman and Tyson 1983). Within Japanese studies, however, the fame and bold claims of Johnson’s book created a tempting target: with the exception of a few noted industry studies by Johnson’s own students, including Anchordoguy (1989) on computers and Tilton (1996) on basic materials, students of Japanese politics and economics attacked virtually every element of the Johnson model of industrial policy as exaggerated, outdated, or just plain wrong.

Skepticism about Rates and Causes of Growth


By the time the Japanese financial bubble burst in 1990, it was already clear that Japan’s economic performance had deteriorated dramatically since the go-go years chronicled by Johnson. Critics also asserted that many of the industries that had performed best during the rapid growth period had not been singled out for special treatment. In “The Myth of MITI,” a senior economist on American president Ronald Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisors claimed that “MITI has made no contribution to many of Japan’s biggest industrial successes,” and pointed to the failure of MITI’s ambitious plan to consolidate the auto industry in the 1950s. Other scholars asserted that MITI’s efforts to ease the decline of labor- or resource-intensive industries such as textiles, coal, or steel only served to prolong the pain, handicap the most efficient firms, and delay the movement of resources into more productive areas of the economy (Ramseyer 1981, see also Uriu 1996).

In the 1980s, new work in strategic trade theory by future Nobel Prize–winner Paul Krugman and others conceded that in the presence of market power and excess returns, innovation, and spillover effects, free trade did not always produce optimal results for the world and each country, and that efforts to gain an advantage for a country’s firms could succeed in some circumstances (Helpman and Krugman 1985). Krugman (1986) contended, however, that making practical use of such policies would be difficult and dangerous. Obsessing about national competitiveness could easily prove self-defeating, since countries are not firms and local firms are free to take advantage of advancements made abroad (Krugman 1994). Governments were better advised, he argued, to look beyond the traded goods sector and instead focus on boosting productivity throughout the economy: “Productivity isn’t everything, but in the long run it is almost everything. A country’s ability to improve its standard of living over time depends almost entirely on its ability to raise its output per worker” (Krugman 1997, 11).

A number of scholars conducted formal econometric tests of the influence of trade and industrial policy on growth in gross domestic product (GDP) or total factor productivity (TFP). They generally concluded that Japanese policy had little or no effect, and that it may even have been counterproductive (Beason and Weinstein 1996, 33–37; Noland and Pack 2003). The economic journalist Richard Katz (1998) split the difference, agreeing with Johnson that trade and industrial policy had operated effectively during the rapid growth period, but contending that it turned ineffective or counterproductive as the economy matured and the population aged.

Relations with Business


Contrary to Johnson, many scholars asserted that business was at least as powerful as government, but that the exact balance depended on the situation. Samuels (1987, 289) observed that in the energy business, the state and private business are bound together in a relationship of “reciprocal consent” in which the state gets jurisdiction but private industry extracts guarantees and retains control: “In no case did the state prevail against private interests.” In his influential Between MITI and the Market, Daniel Okimoto (1989, 50–51, 193–202) argued that a more refined analysis was required, taking into account the stage of the product cycle and the character of the political interchange: state intervention was much more common in the infant and senescent stages of product development than during the “high noon” of product profitability, and that government-business relations differed greatly depending on whether the political exchange involved was clientelistic or reciprocal (typical of the construction and agriculture ministries) or untied or generalized (more characteristic of MITI and the finance ministry).

With the exponential growth in trade and investment brought about by rapid growth, leading Japanese manufacturers and financial institutions grew less dependent upon the protection and support of the Japanese state. As they approached the global technology frontier, they gained confidence, and MITI found it far more difficult to pick winners by simply identifying the most dynamic sectors in more advanced countries. While MITI garnered great acclaim in the 1970s for organizing national projects, such as the VLSI (Very Large Scale Integration) initiative that helped catapult Japan to prominence in the semiconductor industry, by the late 1980s, Japanese electronics firms fiercely resisted MITI’s efforts to get them to devote top researchers to industry-wide consortia (Callon 1995). In my own work (Noble 1998), I noted that many of MITI’s initiatives involved various forms of collective action, such as standardization and consortia, that did not fit neatly into Johnson’s conception of industrial structure reform. Rather than picking winners or imposing answers on firms, I found, MITI typically tried to clarify and support an industry consensus. However, MITI and the industry mainstream sometimes faced challenges, with varying degrees of success, from maverick firms.

Others decried MITI’s continued preoccupation with big, old, heavy industry firms. Invigorating disruption by new entrants such as Sony and Honda faded into the past and demand shifted to the service sector. Virtually all observers pointed to the decline in MITI’s policy tools, such as the imposition of high tariffs, control over allocation of foreign exchange, and limits on inward foreign direct investment.

Relations with Politicians: The LDP Rules, not the Bureaucracy


As rapid growth sucked huge numbers of Japanese into cities, they grew richer, more subject to pollution, and more concerned about social welfare. Increasingly, citizens looked to politicians for new policies and to the courts for redress of grievances. The widespread agreement on rapid growth as a goal that Johnson had emphasized, and the discretion it gave to MITI and other economic bureaucracies, melted away.

Moreover, the LDP gradually accumulated policy experience and routinized a seniority system to allocate top posts (Sato and Matsuzaki 1986). After 1972, few prime ministers emerged from the bureaucracy. Increasingly, scholars argued that politicians, not bureaucrats, ran Japan, a trend that culminated in the application to Japan of a simple principal-agent model of political delegation then popular in the United States (Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993). Empirically, Michio Muramatsu carried out a series of surveys of politicians and bureaucrats, showing the increasing dominance of politicians (Muramatsu 2010; Muramatsu and Krauss 1984). The implication for industrial policy was clear: bureaucratic priorities would often give way to political expedience.

The Changing International Political-Economy Context


Just as Johnson’s MITI volume appeared, the international context in which Japan was evaluated began to shift in a more conservative direction. Stagflation and strikes in Britain led to the election of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in 1979, followed the next year by President Ronald Reagan in the United States, and in 1982 by Chancellor Helmut Kohl in Germany. Reagan’s re-election in 1984 silenced any serious talk of emulating Japanese-style industrial policy in the United States, though it did not prevent Reagan and the next two US presidents from engaging in a more aggressive trade policy toward Japan. By the early 1990s, socialism collapsed and the Cold War was over. Interest shifted from Japan to China, whose “reform and opening” seemed at first to be largely a matter of liberalizing markets.

Whether as dated triumph, misguided defect, or overrated irrelevancy, industrial policy seemed set to stumble off the stage of history, to be replaced by the story of internationally competitive Japanese firms operating in a “normal” economy.

Partial Rebuttals


Though little-noticed at the time, many of the critiques of Johnson and industrial policy were themselves subject to at least partial refutation.

Causes and Rates of Growth


Mainstream Japanese economists, still cautious but less dogmatic than their American counterparts, explored conditions under which industrial policy could produce superior outcomes. Okuno-Fujiwara (1988, 41) highlighted the potential for the government to solve coordination failures in investment: “The key factor behind the possibility of coordination lies in the fact that some industries [such as those with upstream suppliers and downstream assemblers] are interdependent and oligopolistic.” At the other end of the business cycle, Okazaki, Onishi, and Wakamori (2018, 1) used plant-level data from the cement industry to show that when “[s]trategic interaction among firms might delay efficient scrappages of production capacity…a capacity coordination policy that forces firms to reduce their excessive production capacity simultaneously can effectively reduce excess capacity without distorting firms’ scrappage decisions or increasing the market power of the firms.”

A significant body of econometric research challenging the notion that industrial policy was useless or counterproductive also emerged. The eminent economic historian Tetsuji Okazaki and colleagues found that, on balance, industrial policy had beneficial effects on productivity and growth (Okazaki 2012). In perhaps the most careful and detailed econometric examination of trade and industrial policies in the rapid growth period, Saadia Pekkanen (2003) concluded that economic rationales generally provided a better explanation of policy choice then did political factors, and that Japanese industrial policy was particularly good at deselection—ending obsolete policy support. This is telling evidence, given that the ruling party often called on MITI to support distressed industries.

On the other side of the ledger, while it is true that some of Japan’s most successful export industries were not explicitly selected for strategic industry promotion, it is emphatically not true that they received no support from the government. Sewing machines, cameras, and watches benefited from trade protection, subsidies for machine tooling, and the establishment of compulsory industry standards. The government helped overcome Japan’s reputation for shoddy merchandise by imposing strict export quality controls, and provided vital support for international marketing (Tsuru 1993, 78–82). The famed camera manufacturer Nikon, for example, was intimately connected with the Japanese Navy, and later benefited from Korean War procurements (Samuels 1994, 306–309). Producers of black and white televisions received subsidies, tax breaks, and help in organizing collective research and in establishing a single standard screen size that allowed the industry to achieve economies of scale (Noble 1998, 95). Industrial policy may not always have been useful, or even positive, but it was virtually ubiquitous.

It is true that Japan’s growth performance deteriorated after 1972, and especially after 1991. However, it is also true that economic growth in other advanced democracies slowed significantly after the initial burst of the “30 Golden Years” following World War II.

Relations with Business


Despite the slowdown in growth and the assumed internationalization of the Japanese economy, Japanese companies and their relations with METI have not changed as much as predicted. The ratio of exports to GDP, once stuck at a mere 10 percent, nearly doubled in the first part of the 2000s, but after the financial crisis of 2008 it dropped again and today remains well under 20 percent. Japan’s financial system is still dominated by banks rather than arms-length capital markets. The corporate personnel system still relies primarily on rotating generalists working under a seniority system, which has throttled the development of specialized skills in finance and software. While Japanese manufacturers are world leaders in many specific areas, few set the global product architectures or platform algorithms along the lines of Apple or Amazon, and the higher rate of innovation abroad means that in most areas Japan is still caught in a perpetual catch-up mode. Most Japanese companies feel vulnerable to international competition and they often seek assistance from the government or from collective action supported by the government. Of course, as in the past, the terms of engagement are subject to constant negotiation, and schisms and defections are far from unknown, though perhaps less frequent than during the hubristic euphoria of the bubble economy.

Policy Tools


Just as the internationalization of Japanese firms has by no means untethered most of them from their domestic base, so too has the decline of the policy tools available to the government been exaggerated. To be sure, drastic tariff cuts, the freeing of controls over foreign exchange, and the liberalization of inward and outward foreign investment have fundamentally opened up the Japanese economy, while the nearly complete abandonment of the previous doctrine that government should intervene to “adjust supply and demand” has made it far easier for firms, both domestic and international, to introduce new products and adjust their pricing. Yet many avenues of influence remain. METI can still provide significant subsidies: METI’s share of the national budget has remained remarkably constant, even though demographic aging has led to ever-expanding expenditures on pensions and health care. Subject to negotiation with the Ministry of Finance, METI is still able to arrange discretionary tax cuts, loan guarantees, and access to preferential lending from government-related financial institutions. It still supports domestic firms with research agencies, testing and certification stations, and local offices. It has jurisdiction over the gas and electric utilities. It deeply influences the definition and enforcement of intellectual property rights, not least through its subsidiary agency, the Japan Patent Office. It is a lead player in the allocation of foreign aid and in bilateral, regional, and global negotiations over trade and investment. In close consultation with domestic firms, METI is also the lead negotiator in many international standardization organizations. METI rarely attempts to dictate to the private sector, but it still enjoys many levers to influence private behavior and encourage collective action.

Relations with Politicians


If Johnson’s contention that politicians merely reign while bureaucrats rule has been rejected by almost all subsequent scholars, the reverse assertion that politicians determine all policy clearly goes too far. Ministries have a huge advantage in numbers, continuity, specialized skills, and information, and typically possess a strong sense of corporate mission (Kato 1994). Politicians have devised clever techniques to select, monitor and sanction their bureaucratic agents, but monitoring still comes at a cost, and politicians have to weigh the costs and benefits of delegating policymaking versus doing it themselves (Epstein and O’Halloran 1999). Outside the US Congress, few legislatures have the resources to match the ministries (Huber and Shipan 2002). Moreover, in the chain of democratic delegation, voters and their associated social forces and business interests, not politicians, are the ultimate principals. Many a politician has stubbed his or her toe against agencies that have successfully cultivated the support of their clients (Carpenter 2001). So, yes, Johnson went too far: METI conducts industrial policy within a framework of delegation set by the LDP, and cannot ignore the fundamental interests of the ruling party. In practice, though, delegation is often broad.

The International Political-Economy Context


Both the security and economic environment surrounding Japan grew more forbidding than expected in the initial euphoria attending the end of the Cold War. The terrorist attack on the United States on 9/11, North Korea’s repeated tests of nuclear weapons and long-range missiles, the extraordinary expansion of Chinese military capabilities, and the 2010 Senkaku/Diaoyu boat collision incident all threatened Japan. Economically, the Asian financial crisis of 1997–1998, the information technology crash of 2001, the 2008 global financial crisis, US-China clashes over trade and technology, and the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 all raised doubts about the future of global production networks and Japan’s place in them. More surprisingly, the international hegemony enjoyed by American software giants such as Google and Facebook also came to seem threatening to Japanese companies. These shocks revived Japan’s smoldering sense of fuan, or “pervasive anxiety” (Samuels 1994, ix), its fear of abandonment by America, and its desire to promote indigenous technology not only for economic reasons but also to insure its security (Green 1995). Professor Johnson, meet Mr. Hobbes.

Internationally, the rise of Korea and China and the shock of the 2008 financial crisis raised renewed doubts about orthodox growth models and stoked interest in the sequencing and local context of economic development even in the citadels of the development establishment (Rodrik 2007; Sabel and Jordan 2015). A Chinese advocate of industrial policy came to serve as the chief economist at the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund published a long working paper with the provocative title “The Return of the Policy That Shall Not Be Named: Principles of Industrial Policy” (Cherif and Hasanov 2019).

In sum, after an initial onslaught of criticism of Johnson and the developmental state model, partial reconsideration on many points set in, the euphoria of economic success gave way to renewed anxiety, and demands for industrial policy actually increased. Outside Japan, the international financial crisis of 2008–2009, the failure of many developing countries to surmount an apparent middle-income trap, and the rise of China converged to spark renewed interest in industrial policy.

Adapting to Changes in Politics and Administrative Organization


Just as METI’s rationale and powers seemed to melt away, the ministry seized new opportunities to restructure itself and its industrial policy.

Reorganization and a Broader Mandate


In the late 1980s and 1990s, a series of scandals, the bursting of the financial bubble, and the LDP’s temporary fall from power combined to make it possible to institute major reforms. Revisions to the electoral system of the House of Representatives passed in 1994, followed in 1998 by legislation to reorganize and consolidate the central ministries and agencies. Together, the reforms encouraged the development of stronger, more coherent parties, reduced the number of ministries from 21 to 12, and created a Cabinet Office capable of providing political leadership and coordination to the often factious ministries.

Among the economic ministries, METI emerged as the big winner of the reorganization (Elder 2003), perhaps in part because the architect, Ryutaro Hashimoto, served as MITI Minister (1994–1996) immediately before becoming prime minister (1996–1998). The Ministry of Finance lost part of its jurisdiction to the new Financial Services Agency, the Ministries of Transportation and Construction were forcibly merged, and the Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications was folded into a new super ministry. In contrast, METI gained a grander title and mandate (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry) and absorbed a number of functions from other ministries and agencies, including parts of the old Economic Planning Agency. METI took advantage of the reorganization to create a Research Institute of Economy, Trade and Industry (RIETI), led initially by presidents with long experience at prestigious American universities, and staffed by a diverse group of fellows (researchers) who pointedly did not enjoy civil service status. Many were part-time fellows who concurrently held positions at universities and government agencies.

Internally, the key Industrial Policy Bureau became the Economic and Industrial Policy Bureau. Reorganization reduced the weight of vertical divisions dedicated to the promotion of specific industries (genkyoku or tatewari-kyoku), relative to horizontal “functional” divisions (yokowari-kyoku) (Odaka 2013, 262–269), although specific offices still remained for key heavy industries such as steel, chemicals, materials, and automobiles. “Electronics” disappeared, to be replaced by “information,” which was attached to the distribution sector in anticipation of e-commerce. To link the various horizontal bodies, task forces and policy units proliferated. Technology development gained new emphasis with the creation of an Industrial Science and Technology Policy and Environment Bureau. Rather than protecting and promoting industries, METI increasingly focused either on individual firms, with initiatives to strengthen intellectual property rights and improve corporate governance, or on the macroeconomy.

Despite the reorganization, many elements of continuity remained. As noted above, METI’s share of the national budget remained unchanged. The head count actually increased, due mostly to a bulking up of the Japan Patent Office. The seniority system and the search for cushy second career job opportunities (amakudari) remained. The share of women hired on the elite track surged, but, at least at first, few appeared at the top levels of the ministry. Relations with the business community, particularly with the leading peak organization Keidanren, remained close, though not quite as intimate and exclusive as before.

New Threats, to the Autonomy of Japanese Technology


After its reorganization in 2001, METI faced a number of political threats. At home, leaders in both the ruling and opposition parties proclaimed their hostility to bureaucrats and their determination to exert political leadership. Fortunately for METI, its heightened concern for productivity coincided almost exactly with the inauguration of the “small government” cabinets of Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi (2001–2006), and his economic czar Heizo Takenaka, who took charge of the new Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy. After three short-lived LDP cabinets, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) won power in 2009, actively bashing bureaucrats and promising to put the interests of consumers above the profits of business, but it lost momentum within the first year.

LDP prime minister Shinzō Abe returned to power in late 2012 with a similar reputation for suspicion of bureaucrats and a determination to rule from the Prime Minister’s Office, or Kantei. Fortunately for METI, Abe’s deepest suspicions were directed at the Ministry of Finance (MOF), which prioritized raising the consumption tax to bolster fiscal discipline over promoting economic growth. To counter the MOF and its network of allied LDP backbenchers, Abe appointed a number of current and past members of METI as policy aides, reputedly relying especially heavily upon prime ministerial secretary Takaya Imai, an energy expert and nephew of the former chairman of Keidanren. Observers credited the prime minister’s signature “Abenomics” growth strategy to METI, and many spoke of the “METI Cabinet” (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 2016), though others asserted that METI’s traditional rivals within the cabinet— the Ministry of Finance, the National Police Agency, and the Foreign Ministry—retained significant influence (Yamazaki 2013). Whatever the exact extent of METI’s influence, the main point was clear: given the loss of national consensus on growth as a priority, and the greater power of the Prime Minister’s Office after 2001, the political support indispensable for implementing industrial policy could no longer be taken for granted, but required constant replenishment.

The increase in external threats supported the case for protecting and promoting the technology of domestic firms. The torrid growth of China’s military budget and the aggressive activities of its air force and navy aroused concern, especially as China became Japan’s largest trading partner. In 1998, China’s ally North Korea tested the first missile capable of reaching Tokyo, and in 2006 it successfully tested its first nuclear weapon. Equally consequential was the fear that the United States might abandon or reduce its commitment to Japan.

Less noticed abroad was Japan’s increasing unease with investments from China and even the United States. These political and security threats reinforced METI’s commitment to defending Japan’s autonomy by protecting and leveraging its economic and technological base—but often threatened to conflict with economic liberalization. In 2020 the Japanese government passed legislation requiring “advance government approval for a foreign investor to take a stake of 1% or more in any Japanese enterprise in 12 ‘core’ strategic sectors, from defense to utilities. The ministry’s list covers 14% of the nation’s publicly traded companies” (Takami 2020), including all the main automobile assemblers and many of the top suppliers—and Tokyo Disneyland. These provisions aroused great suspicion in the foreign investment community. Another bill passed in 2020 gave METI authority to monitor contract terms between Japanese firms and giant “platform companies” led by America’s GAFA (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon), China’s BAT (Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent) and Japan’s (much smaller) Rakuten (Mainichi Shinbun, 2020a). Pushed by the coronavirus pandemic and caught in the middle of the US-China trade-and-technology war, the Diet appropriated 220 billion yen (2 billion dollars) to subsidize “re-onshoring” of production back to Japan, especially from China (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 2020a).

Enhancing Productivity: Difficult and Thankless


Taking Krugman’s advice to heart, METI sought to increase productivity by enhancing the mobility and flexibility of labor and capital. As noted above, in principle this new approach only partially overlapped with industrial policy, but the implications of improved productivity for the competitiveness of Japanese firms were seldom far from the minds of the ministry’s officials. In practice, METI’s policies were inconsistent, and its leverage over both companies and other ministries was limited. Moreover, to the extent that the reforms were effective, they increased the vulnerability of Japanese firms to outside influence.

Even before the reorganization of ministries took effect in 2001, METI negotiated with the Ministry of Justice over repeated revisions to the dated commercial code. Reforms “made it easier to implement mergers and acquisitions, spin-offs and management or employee buyouts. Stock options were legalized. There were also related tax measures to make it easier for companies to take advantage of the new provisions of the commercial code” (Elder 2003, 172).

METI extended these efforts to include corporate governance reform, sometimes against resistance from corporate managers and Keidanren. Reforms made it possible for shareholders to file class action suits. Large companies were required to establish independent auditors, at least half of whom had to be independent of the company. Large companies were given the choice of establishing a committee structure under which executives and oversight personnel were clearly separated, and at least half of the members were outsiders. When it came to hostile takeover bids, though, METI took a more neutral position. In theory, the market for corporate control is a critical mechanism to discipline ineffective management. Many Japanese managers and the permanent employees they represented, however, felt extremely threatened by takeover attempts, most of them launched by foreign investors that Japanese managers saw as short-sighted vultures and speculators. The solution was to give managers the greatest possible discretion in choosing their corporate structure and responding to attackers (Culpepper 2011).

METI exerted influence over proposals both through the cabinet and by convening a series of deliberation councils, particularly the Corporate Value Study Group in the 2000s and the Corporate Governance System Study Group in the 2010s. As part of Abe’s Japan Revitalization Strategy, the cabinet approved a Stewardship Code for institutional investors in 2014 and ordered the Tokyo Stock Exchange and the Financial Services Agency to issue a Corporate Governance Code in 2015. The governance code was strengthened in 2017 to put more emphasis on improving return on equity.

Prime Minister Koizumi promised to double incoming foreign investment within five years, a pledge repeated by the successor “Abe I” cabinet in 2006. METI pushed measures to encourage startups, including abolishing minimum capital requirements for new companies and providing tax incentives to invest in them. It supported revisions to the national university law to allow universities to hold patents and faculty to devote a limited part of their work time to commercial activities. It encouraged companies to invest in and vigorously defend their patents, trademarks, and other intellectual property rights. It also promoted and invested significant sums in measures to promote e-commerce and information technology, including legalizing electronic contracts and digital signatures, revising laws to promote privacy, and putting government agencies online, both to increase efficiency and to stimulate demand for advanced IT products.

Many of these policies seemed to have some impact. Outside directors became common and corporate restructuring accelerated. Research and development (R&D) spending and applications for patents reached world-beating levels. Venture capital funding, new start-ups, mergers and acquisitions (M&A), and inward foreign investment all increased in the first years of the new millennium. They fell back for several years after the global financial crisis of 2008, but then recovered their upward momentum to reach new highs.

Yet few of these policies were unambiguous successes, nor was it easy for METI to claim credit for them. While the number of new patents skyrocketed, for example, quality remained mediocre (Boeing and Mueller 2016) and the connection to successful new products was disappointing. Inward foreign investment remained far below the levels seen in other advanced countries and was dwarfed by outward investment of Japanese companies. Similarly, venture capital, new start-ups, e-commerce, and return on equity remained low compared to levels seen in many other countries. Efforts to implement e-government made little progress and Japan fell behind its peers.

Liberalizing the labor market was especially problematic. Given Japan’s continued reliance on “welfare through work” (Miura 2012) and the widespread impression that inequality was increasing and that “permanent” or “regular” jobs were harder to find, encouraging restructuring meant increasing vulnerability for workers. With little progress in crafting more generous public policies on welfare, unemployment compensation, and pensions, proposals to increase the flexibility of the job market, such as allowing labor dispatch firms to supply temporary workers to a wider range of industries and excluding managers from overtime payment regulations, encountered public hostility. METI sought to boost productivity by liberalizing markets for labor and capital, yet it was still expected to maintain employment and limit bankruptcies.

Strategic Investments Mostly Turn into Bailouts


Investing in strategic companies, or, more accurately, making strategic investments in companies, proved to be even more vulnerable to criticism. The boom years conveyed an image of competitive Japanese firms impatiently casting off the constraints imposed by government and boldly conquering global markets. After 1990, however, Japanese companies fell behind more agile and aggressive foreign competitors even in many industries in which Japan presumably retained a comparative advantage. This raised the specter of unemployment, underemployment, or the loss of domestic technological capabilities. In 2000, Japan placed 107 companies on the Fortune Global 500 list; by 2019, fewer than half that number (52) made the list. Chinese firms, in contrast, zoomed from 10 to 119, while the Koreans increased from 12 to 16 (Pizzola, Carroll, and Mackie 2019). The decline was especially striking in the crucial semiconductor industry. In 1990 the top three leaders in semiconductor sales, and six of the top ten, were Japanese. By 2015 only eighth-place Toshiba remained (IC Insights 2015).

The first major investments after METI’s reorganization were channeled through the Industrial Revitalization Corporation of Japan (IRCJ). IRCJ was created in 2003 as a vehicle to relieve banks of the mountain of bad loans still clogging the Japanese financial system more than a decade after the bursting of the financial bubble:

IRCJ bought and successfully restructured non-performing loans for 41 borrowers of the total face value of ¥4.0 trillion, which included several notable companies like Daiei and Kanebo, and finished all the restructuring by April 2007, 1 year earlier than the initial deadline.

(Hoshi and Kashyap 2010, 406)

However, METI dragged its feet in the biggest case, the restructuring of the overextended retail giant Daiei (Smitka 2010).

Even more troubles attended METI’s attempt to play the roles of venture capitalist, angel investor, and private-equity turnaround specialist. In 2009, after the shock of the global financial crisis, METI drafted an industrial competitiveness law creating a public-private fund to support high-risk ventures and restructure troubled companies. About 300 billion yen ($2.8 billion) in capital supported roughly five times as much in government loan guarantees. Company data revealed two glaring imbalances: over 95 percent of the “public-private fund” came from the government’s fiscal investment and loan program (INCJ), and well over half of lending was devoted not to start-ups but to corporate reorganization, the majority of that for one company, Japan Display, Inc. (JDI). About 20 percent went to acquiring foreign companies, leaving only about another 20 percent for domestic ventures (METI 2020, 3, 30–32).

In 2011, as Japanese electronics companies struggled to keep up with Korean and Chinese rivals, METI organized a rescue. Sony, Toshiba, and Hitachi merged their divisions producing small to medium-sized LCD panels into Japan Display, an “all-Japan” joint venture with INCJ, which contributed 70 percent of the capital. Japan Display flourished for a couple of years. It managed to list on the Tokyo stock exchange and INCJ was able to sell some shares at a profit.

However, JDI’s major client was Apple, and when sales of Apple’s iPhone softened and JDI’s investment in new technology failed to keep up with Korean and Chinese rivals, the company fell into the red. Critics assailed the company’s slow, bureaucratic, hydra-headed decision-making process (companies, JDI, INCJ, METI). JDI pushed one-quarter of its workforce to “take early retirement,” but it was too late. By the summer, Ichigo Asset Management effectively paid $1 billion dollars to acquire 80 percent of JDI, leaving INCJ with less than 8 percent (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 2020b). And who was the chairman of Ichigo Asset Management and the new head of Japan Display? None other than Scott Callon, the biting critic of MITI’s bubble-era electronics consortia noted above (Callon 1995).

The government reorganized INCJ in 2018, placing it under a mother company called Japan Investment Corporation. The change was intended to put investments more firmly on a private sector basis. JIC was to function as a fund of funds, mostly investing in private-sector funds rather than directly in companies (JIC 2018, 3). But before the new strategy could be implemented, the nine directors from the private sector resigned en masse, complaining that METI had interfered with decision-making and blocked their promised (and by Japanese standards, sky-high) private-sector-level salaries. JIC was virtually paralyzed for almost a year (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 2019). Ironically, by that time, INCJ could make a plausible case that its record for shepherding venture investments to final “exit” onto the capital markets was fairly good (METI 2020, 3–8), but the Japan Display reorganization case had already severely damaged METI’s reputation as a strategic investor.

Protecting and Promoting the Automobile Industry: Success without Credit


The automobile industry presents a stark contrast to electronics. Leading automakers such as Toyota and Honda are still highly successful and sell more cars in America and China than in Japan. If the conventional critiques of industrial policy were correct, the automotive industry would long ago have sloughed off industrial policy or lost vitality. And indeed, the conventional wisdom noted above claims that the Japanese automobile industry triumphed brilliantly despite industrial policy, that MITI’s attempts to reorganize the industry ended in ignominious failure, and that the keys to Japanese success in autos were just-in-time production and rapid product development based on effective deployment of cross-functional teams to maximize use of tacit knowledge and sustain intimate cooperation with suppliers (Misawa 2005).

This account is not entirely wrong, but it is deeply misleading and insufficient. To be sure, MITI’s “people’s car” plan of 1955 and “producers’ groups” concept of 1961 did run into stiff resistance from incumbent firms. Coming at the height of the rapid growth period, this was not surprising, for “[w]hen there is a rapid increase in demand behind heavy protective barriers, then with new entry occurring it is natural that exits and mergers fail to ensue” (Mutoh 1988, 324). But after 1965, growth slowed and new entry ended. MITI’s efforts at consolidation achieved some modest successes, including the merger of Prince into Nissan. By the early 1990s, the industry had largely consolidated into two groups, of which Toyota was clearly dominant, controlling roughly half of the domestic market.

In addition to sustaining protection and encouraging consolidation for three decades, the government provided extensive promotional policies, including “(1) supplying low-interest rate loans through government financial institutions, (2) granting subsidies, (3) providing special depreciation allowances, (4) exempting necessary equipment from import tariffs, and (5) approving essential foreign technology. Among these, loans by the Japan Development Bank were particularly important” (Mutoh 1988, 314). The government also made extensive use of the private but officially favored Industrial Bank of Japan (Calder 1993, 178–182). Governmental support, first to assemblers and then to parts suppliers, was more consequential and lasted far longer than usually appreciated (Yamazaki 2003).

Similarly, effective cooperation between assemblers and suppliers was possible in part because the government provided extensive support to suppliers, particularly smaller firms that did not interact directly with Toyota and the other assemblers. Local branch offices of MITI, particularly in Aichi Prefecture around Toyota, provided crucial help in testing and certification to small suppliers (Ruigrok and Tate 1996).

Even as Japanese automakers conquered foreign markets and began to build plants abroad, the government invested hundreds of millions of dollars in developing and subsidizing new technology. Research on next-generation powertrains began in the early 1970s and accelerated after the first oil shock. Limitations to existing battery technology frustrated initial efforts to develop battery electric vehicles (BEVs). However, when the California Air Resources Board announced regulations in the early 1990s requiring car companies to produce a certain proportion of zero-emission and ultra-low-emission vehicles, the Japanese firms were able to adapt the technology to hybrid gas-electric vehicles such as Toyota’s Prius, where they established a strong lead (Åhman 2006). By 2010, Mitsubishi and Nissan were able to mass-produce BEVs. Similarly, government-supported research on hydrogen fuel cell vehicles took much longer than hoped for, but by 2015 it paved the way for mass production by Toyota and Honda (Behling 2015).

Especially striking was the ability of the government and industry to sustain cooperation in many areas despite a fundamental conflict over prospects for future powertrain development. Nissan and Mitsubishi favored BEVs, while Toyota and Honda preferred hybrids today and fuel cell vehicles for the future. Nevertheless, government and industry were able to agree on common standards and joint investments in both electric charging and hydrogen fueling infrastructure. They reached agreement on a unified national charging standard called CHAdeMO and vigorously promoted it internationally. In 2014, with support from the Japan Development Bank’s “Fund for Japanese Industrial Competitiveness,” Toyota, Nissan, Honda, and Mitsubishi established a joint venture to promote investment in electric charging stations, develop a universally accepted charging card, and manage the network (Toyota Motor 2014). Four years later, “under the guidance of the [government’s] ‘Basic Hydrogen Strategy,’” and again with support from the Development Bank of Japan, the big three automakers joined forces with gas companies and infrastructure developers to accelerate deployment of hydrogen fueling stations (Toyota Motor 2018).

Automakers, particularly Toyota and, on occasion, Honda, were the key actors in the development of the Japanese auto industry. Contrary to many accounts, however, industrial policy played a crucial role in the early decades and remains significant today. Industrial policy may not always have been constructive, and was rarely if ever simply imposed on the auto industry, but it was omnipresent, and even after the internationalization of the industry it remains significant.

Conclusion


From the late 1990s, METI took advantage of the reorganization of the central ministries and new opportunities to forge ties with the Prime Minister’s Office to effect a remarkable recovery in power and influence. Thanks in part to concern over the failure of Japanese firms to match the pace of innovation overseas, and to Japan’s declining position in the international system, METI and industrial policy are in greater demand than they have been in decades. Japan is still obsessed with competitiveness. It is increasingly clear, however, that industrial policy is not limited to the developmental state, and is being harnessed to the task of protecting strategically vital industrial capacities even if the effect on economic growth is minimal or even negative. In this, Japan is not alone: the rise of China seems to be having a similar effect of stimulating a de facto trade and industrial policy in the United States and, to a lesser extent, in Germany and the European Union.

Despite METI’s adroit organizational and strategic transformation after 1998, and its skill in building ties to political leaders, utilizing industrial policy effectively to secure Japan’s position in a world dominated by China and the United States is proving exceptionally difficult. METI is overstretched, responsible for more tasks, and yet hard-pressed to achieve or claim credit for striking successes.

Since the electoral reforms and administrative reorganization of the 1990s, the terms of political delegation from the LDP to the bureaucracy have grown tighter. METI was able to reassert influence by establishing intimate ties with the Prime Minister’s Office under Shinzō Abe, but preferential access is not guaranteed: when Abe’s immediate successor Yoshihide Suga announced his leadership team in 2020, Takaya Imai and the other advisors from METI were gone, replaced by officials from rival ministries. Suga then highlighted policies that METI and incumbent firms had opposed, but that promised immediate benefits to the average voter, such as increasing the minimum wage, pressuring mobile phone operators to reduce cell phone rates, and streamlining the consolidation of regional banks and small and medium-sized firms (Mainichi Shinbun 2020b; Tsutsui, Kiyoteru 2020). Revolutionary change seems unlikely, but industrial policy has clearly become more responsive and accountable to democratic rule, sometimes aimed at market liberalization, but in recent years, as perceptions of external threats have grown, increasingly defensive in character. Whether greater political responsiveness has come at the expense of economic coherence and efficiency can be debated; much depends on the imagined alternative. Whatever the purely economic consequences, as long as Japan has a threatening external environment, a business-friendly ruling party, and a business sector still largely reliant on permanent employment and hard-pressed to keep up with developments abroad, industrial policy in its many manifestations is likely to continue to play a major role.
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chapter 19 

Energy Policy in Japan

Revisiting Radical Incrementalism


Llewelyn Hughes




At his speech to the United Nations in September 2019, political scion and newly appointed minister of the environment Shinjirō Koizumi, enthused about tackling climate change: “It’s got to be fun, it’s got to be cool. It’s got to be sexy” (Green 2019). Koizumi’s intervention began a new chapter in his family’s engagement with climate change. His father, Junichiro Koizumi, oversaw the entering into force of the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 2005 while serving as prime minister of Japan (Koizumi 2005).

That the environment minister underscored the need for greater action on climate change reflects the issues the Japanese government faces in managing the ongoing effect of the Fukushima tsunami of March 11, 2011, on Japan’s energy system, and by extension its contribution to reducing global emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs). In one framing, the disaster is an exogenous shock that has upended decades of energy policy, centered on the promotion of nuclear power. There nevertheless remain important continuities in the periods before and after the disaster.

In this chapter I examine major changes in Japan’s energy system. I focus on the period since the Fukushima disaster, and on explanations for the political factors that influenced the changes that have occurred. There are technical reasons for the high level of path dependence typically observed in energy systems, due to the presence of capital-intensive, durable infrastructure. Large power-generating plants, for example, are expected to run for decades, and companies have a strong incentive to continue to operate them over long periods because of the high capital costs involved in planning and construction. Transmission and distribution networks are also important parts of the energy system, and are built over time to match legacy investment decisions made by companies about where to locate power generating facilities.

Government policies nevertheless play a crucial role in the energy sector, shaping market rules, influencing the prices industries and households pay for energy services, and determining how externalities such as the costs of ensuring security of energy supplies, and environmental harms including GHG emissions, are managed.

Political science has a central role in analyzing the way in which governments, companies, industry groups, experts, NGOs, and others affect policies deployed by governments and the way institutions shape decisions. Political science also considers how factors such as natural disasters, or the effects of policies themselves, influence which actors engage in political behavior and the policies they seek to implement. There remain numerous opportunities to describe and explain how politics is affecting the incremental but radical changes in the Japanese energy system. A key question is the extent to which the politics of energy is democratizing, understood both in terms of an increased ability to influence siting choices for large centralized energy assets, as well as directly owning or using sources of distributed renewable energy such as rooftop solar power (Hughes 2019).

I begin with an overview of Japan’s energy supply and demand, including a sectoral overview of Japan’s GHG emissions. While the Japanese government continues to place concerns about security of energy supplies at the center of energy policy, climate change is the defining challenge for governments today. And as I show below, energy use is at the center of Japan’s GHG emissions profile. I also provide an overview of the energy component of the Japan’s international commitments in the energy sector, as expressed in its nationally determined contribution (NDC) under the 2015 Paris Agreement under the UNFCCC.

In the second section I introduce canonical models explaining the political economy of Japan’s energy system, before examining how these have been adjusted in more recent contributions. I propose that sectoral analyses provide the best approach for understanding the direction and degree of change evident across Japan’s energy system. Thus, within the electricity sector, the network of actors involved in nuclear power differ substantially from those involved in renewable energy, although there are important areas of overlap. In the third section I offer a sectoral analysis of nuclear power, renewable energy, coal and natural gas, and finally electrification and transport.1 The conclusion introduces a number of future-oriented issues, centered on how reforms to the electricity sector may affect the political economy of Japan’s energy transition.

A key question addressed in the chapter is how we can explain areas of change, and continuity, within Japanese energy policy since the Fukushima nuclear disaster. As argued elsewhere, I propose that changes in Japan’s energy system can be understood as undergoing a process of radical incrementalism, defined as a “substantial reordering of the policies used to achieve stated public policy goals, but with important areas of path dependence because of institutional constraints and the longevity of capital-intensive assets that are central to the power sector” (Hughes 2018).

Japan’s Energy Landscape


Public policy in the Japanese energy sector has focused on the goals of promoting energy security (defined as fuel and geographic diversity), promoting economic growth through lowering fuel prices, and liming the environmental impact of energy use. Following the March 11, 2011, disaster, the government introduced safety as an additional headline goal of public policy, creating the “Three E’s and S” framework. The 2001 Basic Energy Act, which remains the framework law underpinning energy policy development, codifies the goals of energy security, environmental protection, and economic efficiency in law, although it places economic benefits as subordinate to energy security and environmental goals.2 Historically, nuclear power and energy efficiency were identified as two technology choices supporting these goals (McLellan et al. 2013).

What has this meant in terms of the supply of, and demand for, energy? Data shows Japanese energy sources are dominated by oil, coal, and natural gas, with nuclear power and non-hydropower-related renewable energy small, relative to fossil fuels (see Figure 19.1).


[image: display]
Figure 19.1. Japan primary energy supply.

Source: Created using data from Agency for Natural Resources Energy, Sogo Enerugii Tokei (General Energy Statistics). Available at https://www.enecho.meti.go.jp/statistics/total_energy/.





Unsurprisingly, the predominant use of fossil fuels in the electricity, transport, and industrial sectors is reflected in Japan’s GHG emissions profile. In the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, the government committed Japan to reducing its GHG emissions by 26–28 percent by 2030, relative to 2013. Japan is making some progress toward this goal. Japan’s GHG emissions began to fall in 2014 year on year, although by 2017 they were only marginally lower than the decade preceding the Fukushima nuclear disaster. Japan’s GHG emissions are also dominated by energy use, as can be seen in Figure 19.2, with agriculture playing only a small role.


[image: display]
Figure 19.2. Japan GHG emissions inventory.

Source: Data from Japan 2019 National Inventory Report (NIR). Available at https://unfccc.int/documents/194844.





While there are a number of different GHG emissions, CO2 makes up 92 percent of total GHG emissions in Japan. Adopting a sectoral view, in Japan the energy sector—including electricity—constitutes 42.7 percent of total emissions, followed by manufacturing and construction at 23 percent, and transport at 17 percent. Since 1990, CO2 emissions from the energy sector have increased, with the largest growth following the Fukushima nuclear disaster. For Japan, it is thus no exaggeration to state that climate policy is largely energy policy. CO2 emissions per unit of economic output (i.e., GDP) stood at 9.38 tonnes annually in FY2017, which represents a fall of 20.6 percent relative to 1990.

Understanding Japanese Energy Policy


The data above shows that the Fukushima disaster induced important changes in the supply of, and demand for, Japanese energy. Notable is the effect of the disaster on Japan’s CO2 emissions due to the collapse in the share of nuclear power in total electricity supplied, which the restart of a small number of nuclear units has done little to reverse. In terms of technological trajectories, the change is even more stark. Prior to the disaster, government projections placed nuclear power at 40 percent of electricity share by 2030. Current projections of 20–22 percent thus represent a 20 percent decline relative to pre-disaster planning. Struggles restarting additional units suggest an even larger decline.

How can we explain the role of politics, and policy, in shaping change and continuity in Japanese energy in the wake of the disaster? Early models for explaining the constellation of actors within Japan’s energy-related centered on two key groups of actors. The first is the state bureaucracy. In Japan’s energy sector, officials within the former Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI)—now the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), and the Agency of Natural Resources and Energy (ANRE) within it—are central. The ministry is argued to have played a central role in shaping industrial development in the energy sector by deploying the tools of industry policy (Johnson 1982). Indeed, globalization has led the ministry to become more focused on the energy sector over time, as industry policy planning and implementation in other sectors has waned (Hughes 2012). The second emphasizes the importance of business interests in the codetermining the direction of energy planning, demonstrating that across key technologies such as nuclear power, coal and gas, and efficiency, the government negotiated with companies in designing and implementing policies (Samuels 1987). The codetermination of energy policy by government and business in the electricity sector is comprehensively outlined by Takeo Kikkawa (2004).

An additional crucial factor in explaining energy policy in Japan can be drawn from research on the politics of energy in other developed countries. Research on energy transitions shows that the durability of capital goods in the energy sector has distinct political economic effects. Specifically, the durability of technological systems used to deliver energy services leads to the presence of increasing returns to scale, network economies, and other characteristics that mean energy systems are strongly path-dependent.

These lock-in effects also encourage public and private interests to coalesce around dominant technologies. Industry associations, for example, organize around specific technological configurations and represent their interests in debates over proposed changes that may affect the underlying value of assets owned by companies. Similarly, policymakers and regulators coalesce around particular technologies, with the “nuclear village” being perhaps the best known example of the technology-specific organization of energy sector–related interests. Together, these dynamics are proposed to lead to the emergence of a techno-institutional complex (TIC) “composed of large technological systems and the public and private institutions that govern their diffusion and use” (Unruh 2000).

The postwar electricity sector, for example, developed around a model of regionalized and vertically integrated power utilities, which retained ownership of generation, transmission and distribution, and the retail sector. This in turn led to the creation of a power grid that has limited capacity for transmitting electricity across the regionalized service areas. This infrastructure coevolved with a configuration of private business: ten vertically integrated electricity monopolies were made responsible for meeting demand within their designated electricity supply areas under the 1964 Electricity Business Act, and were not allowed to supply electricity outside their service areas without explicit approval from the minister (Article 18–19). Under the act the competent minister was designated as from the MITI and was conferred authority to regulate entrance and exit of companies from the sector (Article 3). Thus, legal authority placed electricity utilities, and MITI, in a partnership at the center of the development of the electricity industry. The Federation of Electric Power Companies (FEPC) has also been an important presence on government committees charged with determining policy in the electricity sector, and is constituted of members from the former vertically integrated power utilities.

A focus on government and business coalescing around dominant—and path-dependent—technologies is an important part of explaining energy policy in Japan. Yet it is incomplete as a model for explaining energy-related decision-making. Local communities and organizations played a key role in bargaining over where to locate energy facilities prior to the Fukushima disaster, for example, often resisting plant siting. This commonly required the use of subsidies to localities to secure support sufficient to enable investments to proceed, and in some cases projects were abandoned due of local resistance (Aldrich 2010; Lesbirel 1998), and the diversity of actors involved in energy decision-making has increased subsequent to the disaster. Policy changes implemented in the wake of the March 11, 2011, disaster, centrally legal revision to the Electricity Business Act, mean incumbent electricity utilities themselves are changing in ways that make it less useful to treat them as a unitary actor over time. Similarly, in the transport sector Japanese automakers are making different choices about which technologies to support beyond internal combustion engines. While the key energy ministry and peak industry bodies such as Keidanren continue to be important subjects in energy policymaking in Japan, analysis of the contours of Japan’s energy transition are required to take into account a wider range of interests in order to account for patterns of policy continuity and change.

Recent accounts also show both that changes to Japan’s post-Fukushima energy policy are a process of political bargaining, and that bargaining differs across different fuel types. For this, reason, one approach is to adopt a sectorally focused examination of the politics of energy in Japan. This also matches general accounts of the politics of transitions in the energy sector. Literature on energy transitions, for example, commonly characterizes change as being conditioned by path-dependent processes, but allows for change by describing outcomes as shaped by political coalitions made up of organized incumbents supported by existing rules and institutions, pitted against green transitional coalitions promoting niche technologies that are seeking to displace dominant technologies, along with industrial and financial actors that also have interests in the energy sector (Hess 2014).

In the main body of the chapter, I adopt a sectoral approach to examining the politics of energy in Japan. I begin with nuclear power, both because it was the technology most directly affected by the Fukushima disaster, and also because the technology itself was central to the Japanese government’s attempts to manage perceived energy security risks associated with fuel imports. I continue on to discuss renewables, thermal coal, and other energy sources, before moving on to consider recent scholarship on electricity reform, and on the transport sector.

Nuclear Power


The most significant change in the energy system since the Fukushima disaster is the collapse in nuclear power in Japan’s electricity generation mix. A point repeatedly made in scholarship is that the disaster represents an exogenous shock, causing changes in the actors involved in nuclear decision-making, and to the policy preferences toward retaining nuclear power within Japan’s energy mix (Goto and Sueyoshi 2016; Incerti and Lipscy 2018; Kucharski and Unesaki 2017; McLellan et al. 2013; Nishimura 2016; Wakiyama and Kuriyama 2018). Aside from the increase in CO2 emissions from the electricity sector, the effect has been to enable alternative technologies—both fossil fuel and non-fossil fuel—to increase their share of the electricity supply in Japan’s energy landscape.

To suggest that nuclear power is less important within Japan’s energy system does not dismiss areas of continuity. Sklarew (2018, 163) notes electricity utilities and energy-related ministry officials have a “general agreement that nuclear power should continue to play a major role in Japan’s energy system,” and that METI and key members of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), along with the utilities, continue to work together to retain nuclear power within the electricity mix. Thus despite the disaster, the institutional structures underpinning decision-making, and the preferences of major actors in government and business towards retaining nuclear power, appear to remain unchanged.

This contention is supported by the government’s midrange planning for Japan’s electricity sector. The midterm target for nuclear power for 2030, for example, is fixed at 20–22 percent of total power generated.3 In the 2018 Basic Energy Plan (BEP), the government established an additional target of 44 percent of power to be generated by non-fossil-fuel electricity (that is, nuclear power and renewable energy) by 2030. Policy committees within METI have also led the development of markets, as part of the process of power market reform, where “baseload” and “non-fossil-fuel” power can be traded. In the non-fossil-fuel market, electricity retailers will be able to purchase certificates to demonstrate they have purchased non-fossil-fuel electricity (Wakiyama and Kuriyama 2018). One goal of these markets can be interpreted as an attempt to secure market share for nuclear power within the future electricity generation mix.

Yet there are areas in which post-Fukushima nuclear energy policy has changed markedly. A core goal of Japan’s postwar nuclear energy policy has been “closing the nuclear fuel cycle” by developing fast-breeder reactor technology. Yet the government decided to decommission the Monju fast-breeder reactor in 2016 at an estimated cost of JPY375 billion, discarding a core tenet of the postwar nuclear energy program (World Nuclear News 2017). Assessments of public opinion suggest citizens, in aggregate, oppose the continued use of nuclear power, and this has been proposed to represent an important constraint on future nuclear buildout (Midford 2014). Since the disaster, citizens groups have also been instrumental in organizing anti-nuclear protests of more than 80,000 people in size, and a petition to shutter all nuclear power plants permanently reached five million people. Thus, it is argued that the disaster has led to more active and organized citizen politics against nuclear energy restarts (Aldrich 2013). Citizens’ willingness to pay for nuclear power has also fallen following the disaster, and is also lower as a function of proximity to Fukushima (Rehdanz et al. 2017).

The disaster has also led to changes in decision-making processes. The government has been forced to omit representation from the power utilities in ministerial committees determining policy, reducing their formal influence in policymaking (Sklarew 2018). Post-disaster reform also led to reform of the procedures through which nuclear plant safety was determined, with the creation of the new Nuclear Regulatory Authority as an external agency of the Ministry of the Environment (MOE) (Aoki and Rothwell 2013). What is clear is that many of the older units have tended to be abandoned by the electricity utilities, given that the investments required for meeting new safety standards required are high, and the life of generators is fixed to forty years, extendable to sixty years with approval, meaning the time available for payback on those investments is shorter than for plants that commenced operation more recently.

Politics in localities also increasingly matter. There is considerable diversity in the degree to which prefectural and city officials have opposed restarting local nuclear facilities. Compensation paid to host communities, and other benefits such as local employment opportunities, shift the preferences of some groups within host communities in favor of restarts. In addition, judicial politics and heterogeneity of preferences toward restarts have newly emerged as potential factors influencing restart decisions. An empirical assessment of technical and nontechnical factors proposed to limit nuclear restarts found that judicial courts, and regulators, are playing the largest role in stopping nuclear restarts, along with the presence of the potential for seismic activity (Aldrich and Fraser 2017).

Through the postwar period the channels of access by citizens groups toward participation in decision-making were narrow and closely managed by government. Research suggests that nonprofit organizations (NPOs) interested in the energy sector continues to have limited success in shaping energy policy choices in nuclear energy due to the continued links between the utilities, ministries, and the governing party, although NPO support for community and decentralized forms of energy supply, centered on renewables, is one component affecting the long-term viability of nuclear power (Heuer and Yan 2018). Still, there is considerable scope for analyzing the local politics associated with nuclear restarts, as well as the strategies that utilities and the government are adopting to facilitate nuclear restarts, and which of these are successful.

Against this, since it regained power in 2012 the LDP has repeatedly used a formulation for national election campaigns that proposes reducing but retaining a share for nuclear power in the electricity system. Research has not determined whether the party has lost vote share in some constituencies due to its treatment of nuclear power in election campaigns. What is clear, however, is that voters have not been willing to force the LDP to relinquish power in return for its continued support for nuclear energy. The 2014 BEP released by the government also identified nuclear power as a continued important source of electricity (Feldhoff 2014).

Thus the politics of nuclear power in Japan following the disaster show elements of both change and continuity and there remains substantial scope for investigating elements of the politics of nuclear power, including the role of localities and the newly emergent influence of the Japanese court system in shaping nuclear restart decisions. A key question is the extent to which decision-making has democratized through the engagement of organized citizens movements in nuclear power decision-making, and the use of alternative branches of government—notably the court systems—to contest nuclear restarts. We also do not have a generalized explanatory model for decision-making in nuclear power, including how the power utilities are approaching the question of nuclear restarts.

Renewable Energy


A second important area of change is the rise of renewable energy within Japan’s electricity mix. The increased share of renewable energy is most strongly associated with the introduction of the feed-in tariff (FIT) in 2012 under the short-lived Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) government. An FIT provides a guaranteed rate of return to investors in renewable energy technologies, and is typically set at a rate higher than the assessed project cost in order to induce investment into the sector, with the rate falling over time to induce innovation and cost reductions, and to reflect falling technology costs. In the case of Japan, the FIT differs on a technology basis, with different rates provided for solar photovoltaics, wind power (onshore and offshore), and geothermal power and biomass.

The introduction of the FIT in Japan has led to an enormous increase in investment in renewable energy, and has driven a significant increase in power generated, although it continues to be small in absolute terms. An important characteristic of the FIT in Japan is the domination of solar photovoltaics (PV) within the non-hydro sources of renewable electricity. The main beneficiaries of the FIT have been investors in larger solar PV facilities, rather than households, although the introduction of the FIT also affected the purchasing decisions for solar PV systems amongst Japanese households (Tanaka et al. 2017).

A key question is why solar PV, in particular, has drawn in large amounts of investment compared to other renewable energy sources. The reasons for high levels of deployment of solar PV in Japan, compared to other renewable energy sources, has not been decomposed in research into technical and nontechnical components. On the technical side, one likely reason is the geographic disadvantage faced by alternatives. Japan may be less conducive to high levels of onshore wind power installation due to Japan’s mountainous geography; the presence of mountains can improve wind potential, but also increase capital and maintenance costs due to inaccessibility. Factors such as capital and operating costs and technological maturity also matter for the competitiveness of renewable energy technologies against existing fossil fuel technologies.

A political explanation for the success of solar PV over other renewable energy sources under the FIT is offered by Li, Xu, and Shiroyama (2019), and focuses on the lobbying power of the solar industry. In particular, the perceived competitiveness of Japan’s solar PV industry globally within government—including expert committees within METI—relative to other technologies, coupled with the desire of political representatives to promote the ongoing competitiveness of Japan’s solar module manufacturing industry, and the influence of the “solar lobby,” is proposed to have led to more attractive incentives being established for solar power compared to other technologies. In this explanation, solar PV was given a highly attractive FIT rate, drawing in large amounts of investment as a component of industry policy, with the government seeking to increase the international competitiveness of Japanese solar PV module manufacturers by increasing economies of scale domestically.

Despite these efforts, however, module manufacturing based in China has come to dominate supply globally. Although Japanese solar PV installation rates have remained high, Japanese manufacturers no longer dominate markets globally, and indeed Sharp Corporation—which was once the biggest solar cell manufacturer globally—was acquired by Taiwanese Foxconn Group in 2016 after losing substantial market share to cheaper Chinese manufacturers. This, in turn, raises questions about the preference formation and influence over government of the solar PV industry, particularly as Japan has moved to reduce the financial incentives for solar PV relative to other renewable energy sources. An interesting puzzle is why Japan responded quite differently than Europe and the United States to the rise of solar PV module imports, with both the United States and the European Union electing to use trade measures in order to protect against rapidly rising module imports from China, while Japan elected not to do so (Meckling and Hughes 2017).

In addition to the industrial organization of solar PV in Japan, and its implications for politics, a second and important question is how local communities have responded to the rise in installed projects. There is some evidence, for example, that local communities have gained in the installation of mega-solar PV projects—defined as those of two megawatts or above in installed capacity—through tax revenue for local government, land rent, and other economic benefits. Municipal governments also appear to have been influential in choices over the siting of projects, but the bargaining power of local communities to secure economic benefits may also have been limited due to an abundance of underutilized land made available (Fraser and Chapman 2018).

There also remain myriad questions around the political economy of other sources of renewable energy. The lack of cost competitiveness means geothermal power remains expensive in Japan, relative to other sources of heat and power. Yet political barriers to the implementation of geothermal power have also been identified. Institutional barriers, for example, such as limited access to national parks, are one factor, although these were relaxed by the Ministry of Environment in 2012 (Shortall and Kharrazi 2017). A public opinion survey found significant variation in the degree of acceptance of geothermal power among local governments, with no necessarily alignment between the degree of acceptance and the resource potential of the area. Thus subnational politics may also play a role, as is the case for nuclear power. In contrast, public awareness and acceptance were relatively high (Kubota 2015).

Wind power has also been slow to deploy, in comparison with European markets in particular. In fact, the Japanese government’s midterm 2030 target for wind power stands at just 1.7 percent of total electricity supplied. One explanation for this is the relatively weak financial incentives provided in Japan while wind power was a niche technology (Inoue and Miyazaki 2008). Although it has not been examined in detail, the weak support for wind power may also be an artifact of the lack of competitive domestic wind turbine manufacturers, which is consistent with an industry policy explanation for the lack of sufficient incentives to drive investment into the sector (Moe 2012). An additional and intriguing theme is the rise of “community wind power,” with private citizens and organized local interests taken ownership stakes in local wind farms (Maruyama, Nishikido, and Iida 2007). Although the number of projects remains small relative to aggregate national demand, the movement again suggests a further area in which the energy sector is becoming more pluralistic and democratized.

As with nuclear power, a key question is thus how best to characterize the emerging structure of decision-making for energy choices. In each case, there is scope for better describing and explaining the political and institutional factors that contribute to increased uptake of alternative renewable sources of energy, although such assessments also need to take into account the underlying cost of the technology, and the potential for reducing those costs. Available accounts from solar power, wind power, and geothermal power continue to emphasize the importance of organized interests in the energy sector, such as peak industry associations, in shaping policy outcomes, and the ministry-led committee system certainly continues to be central in decision-making. Some research suggests that civil society remains supportive of the status quo in energy planning and implementation (Chapman and Itaoka 2018). Nevertheless, the rise of distributed energy—albeit large scale in the case of solar PV—and community wind suggests an emerging, and more democratized, model of energy planning and delivery that can be better documented and analyzed.

Thermal Coal


While there has been a rapid increase in the installed capacity of renewable energy resources in Japan—centered in solar PV—fossil fuels continue to dominate. This is unsurprising in the case of crude oil and coking coal used in steel manufacturing, as for both there are few substitutes that are competitive in the short-term, meaning continued demand is a problem of technological path dependence globally, rather than political choice.

An important change that remains largely unexplained, however, is the re-emergence of thermal coal investment in Japan. Between 2010 and 2015, thermal coal increased as a share of electricity generated from 23 to 31 percent. Until 2014, Japan had an informal moratorium on the construction of thermal coal plants. Since 2014, however, a large number of plants have been announced, although some have been subsequently cancelled. These plants are being constructed both by the former electricity utilities, and by new entrants into the Japanese power market (Komiyama and Fujii 2017). Since 2016 the MOE again announced a moratorium on domestic coal plant construction, citing concerns that additional investments will undermine international climate commitments.

There are a number of questions related to the political economy of thermal coal in Japan that invite attention. Models of decision-making in the power sector have focused in particular on the power utilities, and on METI (and ANRE within it). Yet clearly the MOE has an important role to play, as is the case in power plant decision-making, through its competence over the environmental impact assessment (EIA) process for power plants above a certain capacity. Independent power producers (IPPs), in addition to the traditional utilities, have also emerged as key investors in this sector. Yet we have a poor understanding of the relationship of the political economy of energy-related decision-making involving METI, the MOE, and these new private sector actors.

More generally, the significant investments being made in thermal coal plants stand at odds with other mature economies, where increased renewable energy penetration has reduced the economics of profitably owning and operating thermal coal plants due to falling capacity factors. Thus, a key question is why the political economy of the electricity sector in Japan enables continued investments by companies in thermal coal power generation, in contrast to many other markets, given the possibility for stranded asset risk to emerge. Consistent with other markets, modeling suggests that increased renewable energy integration will lower the capacity factors for thermal power plants, including thermal coal, making them less economic to run (Komiyama and Fujii 2017, 609). Coal mining has already been subject to a process of managed decline through the deployment of compensation to coal mining communities by the government (Garside 2005).

If a techno-economic analysis fails to explain thermal coal investments in the face of rising renewables penetration, then hypotheses rooted in political economy may be more compelling in explaining the long-run competitiveness of thermal coal. The political economy of thermal coal is made more interesting in the case of Japan because there is no significant mining of coal domestically. One explanation of ongoing support for coal focuses on the lingering power of the former incumbent power utilities and technology providers, with Keidanren as the peak industry association shaping the debate using agenda-setting strategies (Trencher et al. 2019). The dynamics that lead to continued support for coal nevertheless remains a question worthy of academic attention.

Electricity Market Reform


A crucial change in Japan’s energy system affecting the long-term prospects for different energy sources, including thermal coal, is the deepening of electricity market reform. Following the Fukushima disaster a three phase program of regulatory change was legislated (Goto and Sueyoshi 2015). Phase one of the changes reflected an understanding of one of the key challenges faced by the power sector in managing the crisis—the lack of sufficient capacity for trading electricity across the regionalized borders of the electricity grid. Implemented from April 1, 2015, this change saw the creation of a new and independent regulatory body, the Organization for Cross-regional Coordination of Transmission Operators (OCCTO), which was given the authority to manage cross-regional electricity flows in order to balance the electricity grid nationally (Kucharski and Unesaki 2018). Much as with reform of the Financial Supervisory Agency (FSA), OCCTO was formed by transferring personnel from within the organization formerly responsible for that function within the regulating organization, in this case the Electricity and Gas Department of METI (Hughes 2018). A key question is what the long-run effect of this change will be on policies generated within the ministry that affect the electricity sector.

The second phase of electricity market reform completed the liberalization of the retail electricity sector by allowing households to determine where they buy their electricity. Under previous changes to the Electricity Business Act, industrial and commercial electricity users were given this choice, but it was extended to households beginning in April 2016. A key question addressed in this volume is how democracy interacts with the policy issue under consideration. The concept of energy democracy is complex, incorporating issues such as individuals’ direct ownership of electricity production through technologies such as community or rooftop solar PV. Energy democracy can also refer to the degree of decision-making power given to individuals to exercise choices about the different options for energy use. In Japan, within 6 months of retail liberalization approximately 3 percent of households eligible to switch electricity providers had chosen to do so, with the Tokyo metropolitan area providing the highest rate of switching at 4.7 percent (Shin and Managi 2017). Thus, while energy use has been made more democratic through giving choice to households, the number of households taking advantage of that choice is low.

The third and final change is the legal separation of competitive segments of the market—defined as power generation and retail—from the noncompetitive transmission and distribution segment of the market implemented from April 1, 2020. A key question that remains to be answered is the effect that this will have on the ability of the power utilities themselves to coordinate politically. A theme in explanations of the political economy of Japan’s electricity has been the influence of the utilities over policy outcomes. The new market model, however, may have an effect on the ability of the utilities to coordinate policy positions, although it is worth noting that they are not required to divest assets, but are rather allowed to retain power generation, transmission and distribution, and retail within a holding company structure. On the other hand, the utilities have been allowed to retain transmission and distribution operations under a holding company structure, rather than seeing this market segment separated through functional unbundling, and managed through an independent system operator (ISO) or similar structure (Goto and Sueyoshi 2015).

There is nevertheless accumulating evidence that deregulation changes the investment choices of utility companies. In the area of spending on research and development (R&D), for example, deregulation has been associated with a fall in the amount of investment these companies put toward R&D. This has implications for Japan’s climate change and green industrial policies due to the importance of R&D in this area, implying a larger role for government spending (Wang and Mogi 2017). An important area of future research is how these changes in market structure will affect utilities more broadly. This includes the implications for treating the former power utilities as a unified political actor, including the positions adopted toward climate change, nuclear power, or fossil fuels, as well as their ability and willingness to coordinate their positions through an industry group such as the FEPC.

Transport


Thus far we have focused primarily on the power sector. Figure 19.1 shows, however, that oil represents the largest single share of energy supplied to Japan, and a large share of oil products are consumed within the transport sector. Japan’s transportation sector is also efficient in comparative terms, although the energy intensity of Japanese cars is similar to that of the United States. One explanation for this is the comparatively smaller distance traveled by Japanese citizens using personal transport, which itself is a partial function of fuel and highway taxes, and other policies (Lipscy and Schipper 2013).

The Japanese government has also been a substantial supporter of alternative drive-train vehicles, both fuel-cell vehicles and battery electric vehicles, in common with other countries with major vehicle manufacturers (Bose Styczynski and Hughes 2019). In the case of battery electric vehicles, this has been supported by substantial interests and investments by automakers and their suppliers (Patchell 1999).

As with key technologies in the renewables space, the government’s decision to support particular technologies is affected by an assessment of the international competitiveness of Japanese automakers and key technology suppliers, as outlined in the “2010 Next Generation Vehicle Strategy.” Indeed, the strategy outlined by the government is integrated to include upstream resources, battery and subsidiary technologies, systems integration, and international standards development, and was developed through committee level discussion among METI, auto manufacturers, power companies, and other industry interests (Government of Japan 2010). Yet initial assessments suggest efforts to induce technological change have not succeeded as planned, if measured by deployment rates (Åhman 2006). There remain substantial opportunities to analyze both the development and performance of Japan’s industrial strategy in energy efficiency in vehicles, and next-generation vehicles extending to fuel-cell vehicles, as well as technologies outside the personal transport market itself.

Conclusion


Japan remains enormously important to the global energy system, both as a consumer and as a technology developer. Japan is also one of the largest global emitters of GHG emissions, most of which come from the energy system. There are a large number of changes occurring in Japan’s energy system, many of which are driven by the challenge of decarbonization. For Japan, however, government, industry, and civil society have faced an additional set of challenges following the 2011 Fukushima disaster.

Choices about energy use are strongly path-dependent, and are affected by technical and economic factors, in addition to politics and institutions. In this chapter I have reviewed recent studies on the politics aspects of energy supply and demand in Japan. I adopted a sectoral approach, in recognition of the fact that the changes that are occurring have many features that are specific to specific sectors. Important analyses of sectoral developments have been published, as well as assessments of changes in the institutional settings within which decisions are made, and these suggest there are important areas of continuity as well as change in Japan’s energy system following the disaster.

As the review suggests, there are a large number of important questions that remain unanswered, focusing on developments in the nuclear industry, in renewables, in the transport sector, and in electricity market development. A core theoretical question is the extent to which we need to revisit theoretical models of decision-making in the energy sector centered on business and government due to the rise of decentralized renewable energy sources, power market liberalization that undermines the structural power of the former power utilities, and other factors. Addressing these questions is not only important for an understanding of changes in Japan’s politics, given the importance of the energy system within the economy, but is also important for understanding the future trajectory of Japan as a key country in responding urgently to the problem of climate change.




Notes


1. An additional review of Japan’s energy politics by Incerti and Lipscy (2020) emphasizes developments in the important area of energy efficiency and conservation.


2. The act was passed into law at the time of the partial opening of the retail segment of the electricity market to competition. One interpretation is that the law was enacted in an attempt to secure the position of nuclear power—long identified as the best fuel source to achieve energy security and environmental goals—in a deregulated electricity market.


3. “Capacity factor” is defined as the ratio of electricity generated to rated capacity of a given power generating unit. Thus renewable energy sources such as solar photovoltaics have a lower theoretical capacity factor, due to their intermittent supply, compared to nuclear power generation units, which can operate on an ongoing basis other than shut-downs for maintenance.
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Chapter 20

 Social Welfare Policy in Japan


Margarita Estévez-Abe




The literature on the Japanese welfare state calls to mind Ryunosuke Akutagawa’s Rashōmon, a murder mystery in which the main witnesses all disagree on the basic facts. Scholars of comparative welfare states—a mixture of sociologists and political scientists—report that Japan possesses a small welfare state much like the Anglo-American countries (see, e.g., Shalev 1983; Huber and Stephens 2001). Japanese scholars agree—and often lament—that their country has not caught up with the generous welfare states in Northern European countries (Kaneko 1991; Watanabe 1991; Shinkawa 1993; Miyamoto 2008; Osawa 2011). Western scholars familiar with the Japanese welfare system, however, disagree—albeit for different reasons. Scholars of Japanese studies based in Britain—mostly sociologists—tend to think that the Japanese welfare state is culturally different from “the Western model” of welfare states. Some of them argue that Japan possesses generous welfarist corporations making the “Western style” welfare state unnecessary (Dore 1973; Rose and Shiratori 1986), while others have used adjectives such as Confucian, productivist, and developmental to describe what they perceive to be the unique cultural or statist orientations of the Japanese, as well as other East Asian welfare state (Goodman, White, and Kwon 1998; Holliday 2000; Aspalter 2006). Many American scholars of Japanese politics, in contrast, think that Japan’s welfare state—far from being small or unique—is actually not much different from Continental European welfare states (Pempel 1982; Calder 1988; Campbell 1992; Anderson 1993; Campbell and Ikegami 2000).

Why has there been so much disagreement on the character of the Japanese welfare state? Part of this Rashomonesque confusion comes from the different yardsticks that scholars have used in measuring Japan. Many comparative welfare state scholars conceptualize the welfare state in the Swedish image (Stephens 1979; Esping-Andersen 1985, 1990). Indeed, some comparative welfare state scholars are prone to compare all countries—including Japan—against the Swedish model. Their primary interest is understanding why Sweden—and other Nordic countries—could develop generous welfare states while others could not. Not surprisingly, the “power resources model” has become the most influential causal model of welfare politics. This model attributes the development of generous welfare states to the strength of organized labor and its political party, the Social Democratic Party. Smaller welfare states in Japan and the United States are simply explained away in terms of the absence of social democratic parties. Scholars of Japanese politics, in their turn, implicitly or explicitly, contrast Japan to the United States. Under the lens of this comparison, Japan’s welfare state seems a lot more well-developed. The point of departure for this group of scholars is to ask why Japan has been capable of developing a decent welfare state in spite of the political dominance of the conservative Liberal Democratic Party—hereafter referred to as LDP (Campbell 1979, 1992; Pempel 1982; Calder 1988; Anderson 1990). In their explanations of welfare state development in postwar Japan, they emphasize the catch-all nature of the LDP and its electoral strategy (Pempel 1982; Calder 1988), interest group politics (Anderson 1990), and the role of professional welfare bureaucrats (Campbell 1979, 1992).

Despite the heuristic importance of the Japanese case, studies of the Japanese welfare state and comparative welfare state studies have not really engaged with one another. This failure is unfortunate, because the Japanese model of social welfare has much to teach welfare state literature. Fortunately, the situation is beginning to change. As Kasza (2006) points out, there is a growing convergence occurring among welfare states themselves. Welfare states in advanced industrial countries are all facing similar socioeconomic challenges, including the structural change of the economy and demographic aging. In this process, both retrenchment (e.g., pensions) and expansion (e.g., elder care and child care) have proven necessary. Not surprisingly, the pressure for reform has been stronger in countries with low female employment and fertility rates. Countries like Germany, Italy, Japan, Korea, and Spain, which long upheld the male breadwinner model, are the prime examples here (see Fleckenstein and Lee 2014; Estévez-Abe and Naldini 2016). In Germany, for example, a big policy expansion in child care took place under the conservative government in 2006–2008. Similarly, conservative governments expanded child care also in Korea in 2012–2013 and in Japan in 2014–2018. Moreover, all advanced welfare states—regardless of their partisan compositions—are struggling to cope with the rising costs of a rapidly aging population. Comparative scholars now understand that factors other than social democracy are important in explaining the recent changes in the welfare state (Bonoli 2005; Häusermann 2006; Bonoli and Reber 2010; Ferragina and Seeleib-Kaiser 2015). With this shift, a new wave of comparative studies that includes Japan has begun to emerge (Bonoli and Shinkawa 2005; Lambert 2008; Campbell et al. 2010; Seeileib-Kaiser and Toivonen 2011; Hieda 2012; Michel and Peng 2012, 2017; Boling 2015; Estévez-Abe and Naldini 2016; Estévez-Abe and León, forthcoming; Saraceno 2016). Moreover, the development of a welfare state in Korea since its democratic transition has given rise to new types of Korea-Japan comparisons that engage more directly with broader theoretical debates in comparative social policy studies (Peng 2004; Estévez-Abe and Kim 2014; Song 2015; Yang ed. 2020).

The Japanese case also provides important insights into our understanding of different models of capitalism. Not all comparative scholars agree with the power resources model (Katzenstein 1985; Estévez-Abe et al. 2001; Swenson 1991, 2002; Mares 2003). Many no longer see welfare politics in terms of a battle between labor and capital, but more as a matter of cross-class alliances that shape welfare state developments. These scholars also see welfare programs as integral components of national economic models. Japan has attracted a lot of scholarly attention for its distinctive model of capitalism. As such, Japan is an interesting country case to explore whether its model of capitalism relies upon specific forms of welfare programs. Prominent scholars of Japanese firms’ management and industrial relationships have long recognized corporate welfare benefits as an integral part of the Japanese model (Dore 1973; Aoki and Dore 1994; Aoki and Patrick 1994; Milgrom and Roberts 1995). Pontusson (1991), for example, notes that Sweden has used social policy as a form of industrial policy, while countries like France and Japan have used industrial policy as a form of social policy. Estévez-Abe (2008) has explicitly linked the Japanese case to recent debates over the Varieties of Capitalism.

The remainder of this essay proceeds in four sections (plus a Conclusion). The first section describes the main characteristics of the welfare state that emerged in Japan in the postwar years. This welfare state model remained more or less intact until the bursting of the bubble economy in the early 1990s. The 1990s was the decade of crisis for Japan. In addition to the popping of the bubble economy, broader socioeconomic factors such as globalization, technological change, and demographic aging concurrently exposed certain weaknesses in the Japanese model of welfare capitalism. The second section explains how what seemed be beneficial complementarities between welfare programs and the Japanese model of capitalism led to problems in the 1990s. The final two sections turn to politics. The third section explains how the old Japanese electoral system—effective until 1994—shaped the postwar welfare state. The 1994 electoral reform of the lower house (Shugiin), however, triggered a chain of political reforms that have fundamentally changed the Japanese welfare state model. The fourth section turns to more recent policy changes by looking at the political dynamics unleashed in Japan in the aftermath of the difficulties in the 1990s.

The Japanese Model of Welfare State (from the 1960s to the 1990s)


Governments possess a wide range of policy options to intervene in the market and provide social protection. This means that there are more social protection programs than the orthodox social welfare programs such as unemployment benefits, old-age pension, healthcare, public assistance, and family allowances. The US welfare state provides a good example here, because it supports private welfare provisions by means of tax deductions. Howard (1997) has shown that the American welfare state is thus much bigger than its social spending levels might suggest. Similarly, Sheingate (2001) has argued that the US welfare state often uses agricultural policies as social protection programs. We can contrast these policy interventions with orthodox social spending programs and call them the functional equivalents of welfare (see Estévez-Abe 2008; Kim 2020).

These insights from the study of American welfare states cast new light on the Japanese welfare state, which becomes much larger when we consider these functional equivalents. The Japanese orthodox social welfare programs and their functional equivalents that were introduced during the economic growth period shared the following characteristics: (i) an emphasis on the workplace, (ii) fragmented and targeted program design, and (iii) their savings orientation (Hiwatari 1991; Shinkawa 1993; Estévez-Abe 2008; Miura 2012). As we will discuss later in this chapter, various reforms implemented since the 1990 have modified some of these characteristics without replacing them completely. This section describes each of these characteristics that developed during the period of postwar economic growth.

Relative to other advanced industrial countries, the postwar Japan state provided few cash benefits and services to working-age citizens (Milly 1999). Unlike many European countries, Japan chose not to subsidize families with children with generous family allowances. Neither did Japan introduce any generous income support for single mothers as the United States used to do. Instead of subsidizing motherhood or parenthood, the Japanese government provided means-tested public child-care services so that low-income mothers could work. Not only was access to public child-care services means-tested until the 1990s, but state-provided care for the elderly was also means-tested. Care was considered to be something that the family (i.e., women) would provide for free (Osawa 2011). Instead, Japan offered various functional equivalents to protect male breadwinners’ work and their income, such as income tax deductions for dependents and favorable tax treatment of corporate welfare benefits. The Japanese state also used product market regulation over agriculture to supplement the earnings of rural families. Since the early 1960s until the liberalization of the rice market in the 1990s, Japan used its rice policy as de facto income support for them (Hiwatari 1991; Mulgan 2000). The government eliminated market transactions of rice; it set the price of rice much higher than the market price; directly purchased rice from any rural family that had a rice field; and sold rice at a loss.

Another form of income support was unemployment benefit. Japan introduced an unemployment insurance program in the immediate postwar period, but its coverage was limited and benefits were never very generous. Japan relied on functional equivalents designed to protect jobs such as wage subsidies, public works, and strict product market regulations in order to curtail market pressures. The Japanese wage subsidies helped companies hold onto their redundant workforce during the market downturn. Public working projects helped create jobs, and strict product market regulations, often referred to in Japanese as gosōsendan hoshiki (the Convoy System), shielded companies from market forces and protected jobs. It is not difficult to see how Japan’s strong emphasis on protection of work itself made the more orthodox unemployment insurance less relevant.

Japan’s work-based characteristic was intertwined with its second characteristic: its highly fragmented and targeted policy designs. The Japanese welfare state did not treat all citizens equally; it introduced orthodox social welfare programs and functional equivalents that targeted specific occupational groups (Watanabe 1991; Osawa 2001, 2011). This meant that the welfare state was channeling benefits to some occupational groups but not others. Large corporations received various tax deductions and regulatory advantages so that they could provide generous fringe benefits to their core male workforce more cheaply. These deductions included corporate family allowance, corporate savings plans, subsidized corporate housing, retirement lump sum payment, etc. This was done to help large corporations “buy” their workers’ loyalty and promote enterprise unionism against more militant unionism (Estévez-Abe 2008).

Japan’s social security system itself was fragmented into mandatory social insurance schemes along occupational lines. The government further granted certain groups to opt out of the broader occupational insurance programs to set up their own schemes and offer much better benefits (Shinkawa 1993). In this sense, Japan’s welfare state involved little social solidarity and weakened its redistributive role. Japan’s National Health Care Insurance, for example, was a municipally administered social insurance program, from which the government would allow various occupational groups to opt out and set up their own schemes. These schemes—subsidized by the government—offered much better benefits than the National Health Care Insurance, without requiring higher contribution rates. The list of occupational groups that were allowed to opt out included construction workers, public bath owners, and physicians (Estévez-Abe 2008). The government also allowed large corporations to “opt out” of the Employees’ Healthcare Insurance and also the Employees’ Pension Insurance so that they could offer better benefits for the same amount of contributions. The government typically targeted these opt-out benefits on specific occupational groups that were electorally important to the ruling party. Working families in urban areas, in contrast, generally received very little in return for their taxes—unless they worked for large corporations.

Fragmentation of public pension programs also occurred because of ministerial turf wars. The Ministry of Education, for instance, ensured that school teachers opted out of the Employees’ Pension Insurance overseen by the Minister of Health and Welfare and set up their own separate pension program to be overseen by them (Estévez-Abe 2008). The Ministry of Education’s eagerness can only be understood in the context of Japanese bureaucrats’ desire to oversee funded welfare programs.

The Japanese welfare state had a penchant for programs that accumulated funds (Anderson 1990; Calder 1990; Estévez-Abe 2001). Japan’s statutory Employees’ Pension Insurance was deliberately designed to accumulate huge reserves despite the fact that it was a pay-as-you-go system. Japan’s Employment Insurance (unemployment insurance) was also designed to accumulate large reserves—an unusual practice when compared to other welfare states. Ministries that oversaw these reserves could legally tap into the reserves to fund their pet projects. Access to de facto discretionary funds created strong ministerial preferences for funded programs. Furthermore, the government itself offered various insurance products through its post offices. Large welfare funds were managed through the Fiscal Investment and Loan Program (FILP), which funded numerous public corporations. The government also treated private life insurance companies and their corporate clients with multiple preferential treatments. Life insurance industry executives recall that the government would ask them to fund government projects in return for the favorable treatments (Estévez-Abe 2001, 2008).

From Virtue to Vice: The Economic Implication of the Japanese Welfare State


During the economic growth era, the Japanese welfare state functioned as an integral part of the virtuous circle that upheld the Japanese model of capitalism. It provided large firms with a cheap and effective way of enforcing and maintaining the corporate loyalty of their workforce. Corporate loyalty was particularly important for large Japanese firms, which trained their workforce in-house. Unlike in a country such as Germany, where skilled workers are trained more formally and awarded certificates at the end of the program, Japanese skilled workers acquired their skill on the job. Japanese firms hired young people fresh out of high school (for blue-collar positions) and university (for white-collar positions), trained them, and promoted them within the firm. For such firms, being allowed to opt out of the bigger social insurance scheme and form a separate insurance pool with their young and healthy workforce was a great way to save money and offer better benefits. Large companies also benefitted from an array of favorable policies that supported work-based benefits. Tax arrangements for corporate housing, for instance, granted large corporations a generous form of tax depreciation. Employees were not taxed for their subsidized housing, and their employers could take advantage of the accelerated depreciation to amass assets and reap the benefit of capital gains. In the high-growth period, the Ministry of Finance even allowed large corporations to function as banks by administering their employees’ savings accounts and using the funds for their own investments.

Scarcity of public income support programs for working families reinforced the importance of work-based benefits for the core male workforce. The real earnings differentials due to the firm size were consequently much larger than shown in the wage data. The profit-sharing between large corporations and their core male workforce in the form of various corporate benefits contributed to bringing peace to Japan’s tumultuous postwar labor relations (Dore 1973, 1987; Garon and Mochizuki 1993; Gordon 1993; Estévez-Abe 2008).

The savings-oriented feature of the Japanese welfare state was also highly complementary to the needs of the large corporate sector during the high-growth period. The aforementioned corporate savings accounts provide just one small example. Welfare funds in private hands, such as life insurance companies, provided large firms with long-term capital with barely any strings attached, while the welfare funds in public schemes made it possible for the Japanese state to make infrastructural investments without borrowing or raising taxes. Welfare funds, broadly defined, provided the Japanese state much greater spending power than its small tax base warranted. The funds in FILP financed important public financial institutions such as the Japan Development Bank, which played an important role during the high-growth period. Some scholars consider this savings orientation an important feature of the Japanese developmental state (Anderson 1990; Calder 1990).

As long as the Japanese export industries were gaining larger shares of the global markets and the Japanese economy was growing, the role of the welfare state in promoting corporate loyalty and accumulating capital appeared to be part of the “virtues” of the Japanese model of capitalism. Even its agricultural policy and public works, which benefited rural over urban areas, appeared as a desirable income equalizing scheme (Calder 1988). However, three socioeconomic changes that occurred simultaneously in the 1990s undermined the viability of the old welfare arrangements. These three changes were (i) the slowing down of the economy, (ii) demographic aging; and (iii) financial liberalization.1 The combination of work-based welfare provision and the underdevelopment of universalistic programs meant that there was no effective safety net if one lost his job. Under a system where everything hinged on one’s work, employment security was one issue that otherwise docile enterprise unions would fiercely fight for. And, as we have already discussed, government policies were geared towards protecting jobs by means of anti-competitive product market regulation and wage subsidies. For this reason, manpower adjustments typically happened by reducing the number of young new recruits rather than by means of layoffs. The cohorts hired after the Oil Crisis were smaller than the “economic growth era” cohorts. All these human resource management practices were directly responsible for the top-heavy demographic pyramids that emerged in well-established large Japanese companies decades later. Since Japanese companies linked wages and corporate welfare benefits to the workers’ age and seniority, the rise in the average of age of the workforce directly affected overall labor costs (Estévez-Abe 2008). The periodic hikes in statutory social security contribution rates due to the societal demographic aging further began to add to labor costs.

In sum, work-based welfare benefits, which once generated so much savings for large corporations, became too expensive to sustain. Furthermore, Japan’s work-based and fragmented systems caused even broader problems beyond the large corporate sector. Functional equivalents such as wage subsidies and strict product market regulations generally reduced the micro-level incentives to adapt to socioeconomic changes.

Savings-based programs also became a source of trouble. When the national economy was growing every year and the population was relatively young, no one paid much attention to the returns on the vast reserves of welfare funds. Furthermore, the Japanese accounting method made it difficult to gauge the scope of capital gains and losses even in privately managed welfare funds. The bursting of the bubble, demographic aging, and financial liberalization all removed the foundations that supported the Japanese savings-oriented welfare state. The bankruptcy of Nissan Life Insurance in 1997 epitomized the end of an era. Nissan Life managed some of the occupational pension funds, and its bankruptcy sent shock waves through the system. The lax regulations over welfare funds were based on the notion that no financial institution would ever go bankrupt. Even the welfare funds in public hands fared no better. It quickly became apparent that these funds had not been managed responsibly. Much of the funds’ money had been lent to public corporations—sometimes for political reasons. What became of the welfare funds was a system of public financing fraught with moral hazards.

Financial liberalization and the bursting of the bubble economy further exposed the weakness of the Japanese model of welfare capitalism in the 1990s (Pempel 1998; Dore 2000). The new international accounting standards and competitive pressures made it very difficult for large firms to continue their old practices. For instance, generous retirement payments that large firms promised their core workers came to be assessed as corporate financial liabilities by American institutional investors. Japanese corporations began unwinding their welfare commitments by cutting back on their corporate benefits and shifting the portfolio of their workforce. Instead of hiring regular workers, they began hiring more irregular workers—workers who performed the same tasks as the regular employees but were offered much lower wages with no benefits or employment security. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the relative share of irregular workers—who had no social safety net—grew rapidly. As a result, overall wage levels in Japan started to decline. Japanese unions opted for protecting their members’ perks rather than fighting for universalistic welfare programs.

Japan’s intertwined institutions that conditioned economic activities made it very difficult for Japan to change (Calder 2017). Japan’s welfare state had become part of the problem. Unwinding the Japanese welfare state would involve much more than mere policy reforms. It would require a change in the political system. Let us now examine the political system that had given rise to the postwar welfare state as described so far, so that we can better understand the impact of the 1994 electoral reform and the chain of political reforms it triggered.

The Old Welfare Politics of the Politico-Bureaucratic Alliance


The development of the Japanese welfare system was shaped by political incentives embedded in the postwar political system (Pempel 1982; Calder 1988; Estévez-Abe 2008). Two factors are particularly important: the electoral rules, and the human resource management rules followed by the bureaucracy.

Japan’s old electoral rules used to consist of multi-member districts and a SNTV (single non-transferable vote). SNTV means that voters cast their single “non-transferable” vote for a specific candidate. Imagine that Party A is fielding two candidates, X and Y, in the same district because they know that they have enough party loyalists in the district. But there is a big problem: “Non-transferable” means that the vote cast for Candidate X from Party A is not transferable to Candidate Y from the same party. For this reason, how the total votes for Party A are split between the two candidates is critical. If too many votes are cast for Candidate X, it can cause Candidate Y to lose. In Japan, this Party A was always the LDP. The LDP was the only party that regularly fielded multiple candidates in the same district. In order to solve the vote-splitting problem, the LDP politicians relied on building their own personal political machines (Curtis 1971; Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993). In Japan’s medium-sized electoral districts, where more than ten candidates would compete over three or four seats, the electoral threshold was so low that a winning electoral strategy involved catering to the needs of narrowly organized groups at the expense of the median voter (Calder 1988; Tatebayashi 2004). Needless to say, LDP candidates could promise favors more credibly than anyone else. As Tatebayashi (2004) has demonstrated, LDP politicians from the same district would divide up the district either geographically or functionally.

The LDP’s internal organizational structure was highly compatible with the electoral requirement of its members. The LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Committee was subdivided along ministerial lines. Each LDP member belonged to a specific subcommittee depending on their electoral specialization—so, for example, if one relied upon the vote of farmers, that member would join the Agricultural subcommittee. Subcommittees were called policy tribes—zoku giin—and offered a bottom-up way of articulating policy demands within the party (Campbell 1979; Ramseyer and Rosenbluth 1993).

In this institutional context, politicians gained nothing from expending their political capital to advocate generous universalistic welfare benefits. Instead, it made more sense for them to push for benefits targeted at their own political machines. Candidate X from the LDP would organize farmers’ votes, specialize in agricultural policy, and promise a higher rice price; while Candidate Y from LDP would organize physicians’ votes and promise them higher rates of reimbursements from the social security system. If their geographical strongholds were different within the same district, they would both promise public works—such as elder centers, bridges, etc.—in their respective strongholds. In the old Japanese electoral context, therefore, being able to deliver occupationally and geographically differentiated benefits was critical. Special favors might come in the form of spending programs or tax deductions for favored groups. The ruling party’s electoral calculations thus explain Japan’s work-based social security system and their functional equivalent programs.

Bureaucrats also developed very specific policy preferences of their own (See Estévez-Abe 2008, 93–96). The Japanese bureaucracy has a practice of early retirement among career bureaucrats (Colignon and Usui 2003). When someone gets promoted to the rank of bureau chief or vice-minister, everyone else from the same cohort or above who did not make the cut would be asked to “retire.” These young “retirees” needed post-retirement jobs, but it was not easy to find good jobs in Japan, where all the good jobs were locked within rigid internal labor markets. To overcome this difficulty, each ministry developed a system whereby they would find and allocate post-retirement jobs. Ministries used policy and regulatory resources available to them to increase the number of well-paid post-retirement positions (this practice is called amakudari). In heavily regulated sectors of the economy, it was worthwhile for private-sector companies to “welcome” former regulators as a way of currying favor with the ministries. This system involved a mutually beneficial quid quo pro (Calder 1989; Schaede 1995). Nonetheless, such an arrangement was not enough. Each ministry would use public corporations to create well-paid positions for their retirees. For this reason, bureaucratic organizations preferred contributory welfare programs that accumulated funds over tax-financed benefits and services. Funds accumulated within their own jurisdiction were then used to finance bureaucratic pet projects such as public corporations that created post-retirement positions for their own retired bureaucrats (Estévez-Abe 2008). This is not to deny that Japanese welfare bureaucrats also introduced many important substantive programs and reforms—as demonstrated by Campbell (1979, 1992) and Kato (1991). It just shows how bureaucrats also had their own organizational interests in choosing specific policy designs.

None of this bothered the LDP politicians until the 1990s. As stated earlier, under the SNTV system, LDP politicians engaged in functional and geographical specialization. Each policy tribe worked very closely with their bureaucratic partners. The LDP thus delegated most of the legislative activities to the bureaucracy. Bureaucrats, in turn, came up with ways of distributing benefits to LDP’s various constituent groups and thus helped LDP incumbents. The scope of delegation granted to each ministry gave them agenda-setting power over the policy area they oversaw. This enabled ministries to promote specific policy designs that generated rents for themselves. As Michio Muramatsu (2010) aptly puts it, Japan was ruled by a politico-bureaucratic alliance.

The 1994 Electoral Reform and Its Effects on the Japanese Welfare State


The LDP’s long history of catering to its narrowly organized constituents gradually became an electoral liability, which opposition parties began to exploit in the 1970s. The LDP began to steadily lose vote share throughout the 1970s and the 1980s. In 1989 it lost its absolute majority in the upper house and was forced to work with the opposition parties on some legislation. The opposition parties, such as the Japan Socialist Party (JSP) and Kōmeitō, took advantage of this political opening. Once the LDP had to rely upon the cooperation of the opposition parties in the upper house, the opposition parties successfully pushed for the introduction of parental and care leaves in Japan—something that they had previously tried to achieve with no success.

The weakening of the LDP led some former LDP politicians to initiate their own new political parties in the early 1990s in an effort to mobilize discontented urban voters, whose needs had been long neglected by the LDP. Ichirō Ozawa, a senior LDP politicians, seized the moment to promote the political party realignment process by leading a defection of a group of LDP politicians in 1993. Ozawa orchestrated a successful vote of non-confidence against the LDP government and helped form the first non-LDP large coalition government with Morihiro Hosokawa as prime minister.

The Hosokawa government made it very clear that its social policy orientation was the opposite of the LDP: it was more oriented toward urban families and supported more universalistic programs such as improving access to publicly subsidized child care—the so-called Angel Plan (Peng 2002). The LDP maneuvered its way back to power by alluring the JSP and the Harbinger Party (Sakigake)—one of the small new parties—to leave the non-LDP coalition and join an LDP-led coalition instead. This coalition government introduced paid parental leave benefits in 1995, which would not have happened under the LDP’s majority government (Estévez-Abe 2008). The LDP won enough seats to form its own government after the 1996 lower house election—the first under the new electoral rule. The Hashimoto government that came to power after the elections continued on the similar policy path. Peng (2002) attributes the policy developments during this period to bureaucrats taking advantage of the LDP’s weaker position to introduce new social policies in their effort to combat fertility declines and demographic aging. But a closer look reveals that the LDP’s own calculations for welfare politics had now changed forever.

The 1994 electoral reform set in motion a chain of political reforms with important long-term implications for Japan’s social policies. The reform replaced the old electoral rules for the lower house with a “majoritarian mixed system,” which combines proportional representation and single-member districts (Reed and Thies 2001; Estévez-Abe 2006). Under the new system, a voter has two votes—one for the single-member district (SMD) tier and another for the proportional representation (PR) tier. At the SMD tier, although voters cast their ballot for a specific individual candidate, all candidates are their parties’ sole official candidates in their respective districts. At the PR tier, voters can only vote for a party. The new electoral system is fundamentally different from the old one in two ways. First, there is no longer any intraparty competition at the poll, as each of the SMD candidates is the sole party candidate, and candidates on the PR list of the same party “share votes.” Second, electoral results have become much more volatile. Because the SMD tier is a winner-take-all system, political parties’ vote shares do not always translate into seat shares. Electoral results may become highly volatile, creating big swings in the seat allocation from one election to the next.

With the introduction of a majoritarian mixed system, the political game changed accordingly, both at the level of rank-and-file politicians and at the level of party leaders. The introduction of majoritarian electoral rules also changed the opposition parties by incentivizing mergers in order to increase their size (i.e., the odds of winning). By the mid-2000s, Japan developed a quasi-two-party system with a large opposition party potentially capable of taking power. The winning electoral strategy also changed under the new electoral system. The old-style functional specialization among conservative politicians became irrelevant as there was no longer intraparty competition at the polls.2 The electoral threshold in an SMD is highly sensitive to the number of political parties and their relative vote shares. When the contest is primarily between two large parties, the threshold gets closer to 50 percent of votes. Such a high threshold renders ineffective a strategy of appealing to narrowly organized constituencies. The new electoral system—especially after the emergence of a quasi-two-party system—forced the LDP to appeal to a broader electorate. Moreover, as the sole candidates of their parties, SMD-tier candidates became more dependent on their party leaders’ popularity and the appeal of the party’s policy platform. If the policies put forth by their party and their leader were popular, their chance of (re-)election would increase (McKean and Scheiner 2000; Estévez-Abe 2006).

The new institutional environment changed the calculations of the LDP leadership in fundamental ways in the 1990s and 2000s. The emergence of a large opposition party exposed the LDP to a level of electoral competition that it had never experienced before. The first lower house elections under the new electoral system took place in 1996 and saw Ichiro Ozawa’s New Frontier Party emerge as the largest opposition party since the formation of the LDP in 1955. In the 2000s, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) emerged as the largest opposition party, and it seized power in the 2009 lower house elections. These new opposition parties challenged the LDP primarily in urban districts first and then extended their support in more rural districts. The LDP’s support had been waning in urban districts ever since the 1960s. Once the electoral system changed and the new parties formed, discontented urban voters became empowered to punish the LDP by casting their votes for the opposition parties.

Because the party label matters more under the new system, it also became crucial for the LDP leader to reformulate strategic plans accordingly. The LDP leadership no longer saw functional specialization among the LDP politicians and the bottom-up decision-making process within the party as efficient. The new calculations by the top political leaders set in motion subsequent political reforms, which intended to increase the prime minister’s control over the policy agenda (Takenaka 2002, 2006; Estévez-Abe 2006; Takenaka ed. 2017). Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto—the first prime minister who experienced the lower house elections under the new rules—tried to centralize the policymaking procedure by streamlining the government, strengthening the Cabinet Office, and creating a new device such as the Council of Economic and Fiscal Policy. Hashimoto sought to recalibrate the terms of delegation between the ruling party and the bureaucracy. Many scholars consider the second Abe government (formed in 2012) as completing this task by taking over the control of promotion of career bureaucrats (Takenaka ed. 2017).

The new institutional context led to party competition over universalistic policy issues in an attempt to appeal to the majority of voters in swing districts (mostly urban). In 1997, the LDP government headed by Prime Minister Hashimoto introduced the new Long-Term Care Insurance to provide more elder care services.3 This program, unlike pension and healthcare, was not fragmented. All residents older than forty years of age had to enroll, and all enrollees received care services depending on their needs. In 1999 the LDP government further expanded the Angel Plan introduced by the non-LDP government in 1994. The popular LDP prime minister Shinjirō Koizumi (2001–2006) also pledged to continue to increase the number of child-care places. He cleverly—if paradoxically—marketed himself as a maverick taking on the vested interests plaguing the LDP. He cut back on subsidies to depressed industries and improved unemployment benefits for laid-off workers instead. He also lowered the pricing of some of medical services provided by self-employed physicians—the core membership of the Japan Medical Association, an important constituent group of the LDP. In Japan the government sets the fee schedule for medical services covered by the public health insurance schemes. For most of the postwar period, the LDP generously compensated this group of physicians by inflating the fee schedule for medical services provided by their constituents. Koizumi also took on a big overhaul of Japan’s welfare funds: he privatized the postal system—along with its vast deposits and insurance funds—reformed the Fiscal Investment and Loan Program, and set up a new system of national pension fund management. His successors expanded the coverage of the Employment Insurance in order to provide protection to irregular workers as well as improving the benefit levels of paid parental leave. All these policy decisions stand in stark contrast to the old LDP politics. Indeed, Greg Noble (2010) has shown that particularistic spending had begun to decrease in Japan. Shinada (2018) has shown how the LDP politicians’ electoral pledges have become more oriented toward universalistic programs under the new electoral system.

While Koizumi, a very successful electoral campaigner, aptly kept the largest opposition party at bay throughout his tenure, his immediate successors were less skillful. In the 2009 lower house election, the DPJ won a landslide victory. The DPJ had run a campaign contrasting themselves as a party that cared about people against the LDP, which was for the vested interests. The DPJ also pledged to universalize generous cash allowances for families with children, improve work-family reconciliation, make senior high school education free, and eliminate discriminatory practices against irregular workers. Unlike most other developed countries, parents in Japan had to pay tuition for senior high school education (for ages 16 to 18)—yet further evidence of the LDP’s unwillingness to commit to universalistic spending. The DPJ government also expanded the Employment Insurance coverage of irregular workers. In Japan, where the eligibility for paid leaves is tied to one’s coverage in the Employment Insurance, the majority of irregular workers had been excluded from such benefits.

When the LDP came back to power, even the ultra-conservative prime minister Shinzō Abe, who personally believed that mothers should stay home to look after their infants, adopted all DPJ’s universalistic policies (Estévez-Abe and León forthcoming; Sunahara 2017). Contrary to Boling (2015), who was skeptical about the role of the LDP government in promoting work-family reconciliation policies, Abe even came up with a catchy slogan—Womanomics—and accelerated the expansion of child-care places and dramatically improved the paid parental leave program (Dalton 2017). Abe increased the paid parental benefit to 67 percent of wages for the first six months of the leave, kept the DPJ’s children’s allowance by changing it slightly, and preserved the subsidies for senior high school students. In 2018 Abe also universalized free access to kindergarten and child-care places for every child between ages three and five. Abe’s strategy of adopting DPJ’s main policy ideas helped make him the longest-sitting prime minister in Japanese history. The DPJ’s electoral disappointments led to its breakup in 2016. Since then the LDP has faced no significant electoral threats.

In sum, Japanese welfare politics took a more universalistic turn in the 1990s and then continued on that path. New policy efforts have expanded access to public benefits and services, while reducing fragmentation in the preexisting social insurance schemes for pension and unemployment. Although this chapter has emphasized the institutional context, scholars who have examined specific policy issues generally emphasize the role of specific actors and the importance of demographic aging as a causal factor (for studies that focus on the electoral context, see Estévez-Abe and Kim 2014; Estévez-Abe and Naldini 2016; Sunahara 2017; Estévez-Abe and León forthcoming; Hamada and Miura 2021). Campbell and Ikegami (2000) attribute the successful introduction of Long-Term Care Insurance to innovations by bureaucrats. Schoppa (2006) compares the developments of elder-care and child-care policies in Japan and attributes the relative underdevelopment of child-care provisions to the weakness of the women’s movement in the country. Other scholars evaluate changes in Japanese parental leave and child-care policies since the 1990s more positively. Boling (2015), Peng (2002), and Seeleib and Toivonen (2011) attribute the changes to the combined effects of political and demographic changes behind Japan’s slow shift away from a male breadwinner model, where the burden of care fell upon the family (i.e., women), while Lambert (2008) credits Japanese corporatism for these changes. The advantage of focusing on the electoral context is that it allows us to trace the systemic shifts in the overall pattern of welfare politics in Japan.

Conclusion


It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss every issue area of the Japanese welfare state. Needless to say, electoral calculations are not the sole factor that matters. The bursting of the bubble economy and the structural transformation of the economy rendered some of the fragmented occupational pension funds untenable. These defunct pension funds have gradually been merged into the Employees’ Pension Insurance. Various tax-supported corporate retirement plans have also been overhauled in ways that ensure transparency. The link between the welfare programs and the practices of large corporations has thus become much weaker. Furthermore, the way in which Japan’s welfare funds used to be managed dramatically changed after the Koizumi years. Koizumi’s FILP reform released Japan’s welfare funds into the market. Today, Japan’s vast reserves of pension funds and postal savings are invested in the market rather than in FILP. Deregulation of the financial sector also led to the restructuring of the life insurance and banking industries. In other words, Koizumi not only heralded a universalistic turn in welfare programs—as seen in his commitment to increase child-care places—but also used his popularity and paradoxical anti-LDP rhetoric to carry out a major reform that changed the flow of capital in Japan. Given the speed of demographic aging, the government is again encouraging savings. However, unlike in the postwar years, the government has been promoting market-based plans similar to American individual retirement accounts, where individuals enjoy tax advantages by investing in mutual funds. We thus observe the weakening of the welfare-financial linkage that used to characterize the Japanese model of capitalism.

Nonetheless, as far as the new universalistic direction of welfare politics is concerned, we cannot explain it solely in terms of socioeconomic pressures. The electoral context matters. As this chapter has demonstrated, its importance became evident when we contrasted the pre- and post-reform politics. In fact, an electoral context that is highly similar to the recent period briefly emerged in the 1970s. Back in the 1970s, a similar electoral context led to universalistic policies. The LDP was becoming increasingly unpopular in urban areas in the late 1960s and early 1970s, giving an opportunity for progressive gubernatorial and mayoral candidates to pose serious challenges to the LDP’s grip on metropolitan local governments. When Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka pledged to expand the Japanese welfare state in 1973, he was worried about the LDP’s loss of support in urban areas. The LDP introduced two universalistic welfare programs during this period, defying the political gravity of the old electoral system. The two programs were the so-called “free” health care for the elderly and a children’s allowance. Both programs were first introduced by local governments headed by progressive (non-LDP) governors and mayors in metropolitan areas. The institutional context for elections of governors and mayors was not unlike the current lower house elections in the sense that gubernatorial and mayoral candidates were running in single-member districts. Just as the LDP preemptively adopted DPJ’s universalistic policy proposals in recent years, the LDP did the same in the 1970s. They preemptively adopted the popular municipal universalistic programs and legislated them as national programs—effectively removing the issue from local elections (Campbell 1979; Estévez-Abe 2008, chapter 5).

An electoral examination of Japanese social welfare provides us with an ideal perspective to evaluate the quality of Japanese democracy. This chapter has shown how different electoral rules affected both the nature of political competition within the LDP as well as competition among political parties. Regardless of the electoral rules, when the LDP faced fierce electoral competition from opposition parties, ordinary citizens always gained. Without credible electoral threats, the LDP would not distribute government resources to those citizens that were not part of their narrow constituencies.

An analysis based on electoral calculations also enables us to predict the future of Japanese social welfare and its democracy. If the past is any indication, any weakening of the electoral threat would signal that the LDP would lose interest in universalistic benefit expansions and in citizens’ welfare more generally. Ever since the DPJ split into different parties, Japan has lost a large opposition party capable of taking on the LDP at the polls. When too many opposition candidates run in single-member districts, it benefits the LDP, which no longer needs to appeal to the majority in the district. The re-emergence of single-party dominance in the new majoritarian electoral system dramatically decreases any electoral pressure on the LDP to improve Japan’s welfare state. Indeed, a number of scholars are highly skeptical that real universalistic improvements in the Japanese welfare state can take place under the LDP (Boling 2015; Osawa 2011; Miyamoto 2008; Hamada and Miura 2021). If the current single-party dominance of the LDP continues, we cannot expect the universalizing trends to continue. Prime Minister Abe’s unwillingness to provide meaningful income support to businesses and citizens in the aftermath of the pandemic was a good indication.




Notes


1. As far as export-sector is considered, the rapid appreciation of the yen in the mid-1990s added another layer of hardship.


2. Takenaka (2006) demonstrated how the financial importance of factions (habatsu) has declined. See Krauss and Pekkanen (2010) for a different position.


3. The content of this new program had been worked out during the LDP-led coalition government headed by the Socialist prime minister Tomiichi Murayama. When after the LDP won enough seats to form its own solo government in the 1996 lower house elections, it went ahead and legislated the pre-agreed draft.
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Chapter 21

 The Farm Lobby and Agricultural Policy in Japan


Patricia L. Maclachlan and Kay Shimizu




Farming is risky business. In free market settings, the prices of agricultural commodities can swing violently and unpredictably in response to everything from changes in the price of gas, disruptions to distribution channels, and international competition to shifts in the weather and the political winds. To complicate matters, farmers’ efforts to secure good prices for themselves are often overturned by larger, more powerful market actors such as food processing and retail firms, while their efforts to expand production can be thwarted by the reluctance of financial institutions to extend them credit (Torgerson 1977, 92). Since the fruits of farming are absolutely essential to human life and national security, governments everywhere tend to assume some degree of responsibility for reducing these risks and vulnerabilities by regulating the structure and activities of agricultural markets and subsidizing farmers.

Japan took these practices to extremes. Indeed, the postwar Japanese government interfered so extensively in the farm sector that for some commodities, like rice, free market forces were all but eliminated. Japan was also among the most generous of countries when it came to subsidizing farmers regardless of their productivity levels; as a result, by the 1980s farmers were better off than working-class urban households. But by the early 1990s, the government was charting a different policy course. Now the aim was to empower Japan’s more productive and viable farmers while strengthening competitive market forces within the agricultural sector.

What explains this shift? One reason was that the old modus vivendi was jeopardizing the future of agriculture as the sector struggled with a deepening demographic and economic crisis. Another was politics. In the context of postwar agricultural institutions and pre-1994 electoral rules, farm policy had been largely shaped by a powerful iron triangle consisting of Japan Agricultural Cooperatives (JA), rural politicians from the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), and the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF)—, a consortium that was widely regarded as one of Japan’s most powerful. Over time, however, changes in the agricultural sector, the reform of electoral institutions and the concomitant empowerment of programmatic politics, and the rise of prime ministerial leadership weakened what we will henceforth refer to as the “farm lobby” and eased the ascent of a more reformist, neoliberal approach to farm policy.

Our purpose in this chapter is to trace and explain this shift from redistribution to structural reform in the agricultural policy process as both cause and reflection of the changing political fortunes of the farm lobby. In so doing, we chronicle key developments within the farm sector while spotlighting lingering tensions between these dichotomous policy approaches—tensions that have rendered agricultural reform a perennially conflict-laden, compromise-filled endeavor. Finally, and in keeping with the themes of this volume, we touch on issues of farmer representation, from early postwar efforts to democratize and enrich the countryside and the overrepresentation of the “farm vote” in the electoral sphere, to more recent attempts to prioritize Japan’s more productive farmers in the policy process and in ways that help ensure the long-term survival of Japanese agriculture.

Postwar Reform, the Farm Lobby, and the Rise of Redistributive Agricultural Policies


During the US Occupation of Japan (1945–1952), the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) oversaw numerous institutional reforms that transformed farming and facilitated the rise of the powerful Japan lobby. The farm lobby in turn championed a redistributive approach toward agricultural policy that dramatically reduced the risks inherent in farming, catapulted farmers into the middle class and led to their overrepresentation in the political sphere, and generated a number of structural weaknesses in the agricultural sector.

One of the most important agricultural changes of the Occupation era was land reform. From the late nineteenth century until war’s end, farming was controlled by a powerful landlord class that left the tasks of cultivation to a mass of impoverished tenant-farmers (see Waswo 1977). Postwar land reform eliminated this system by abolishing the landlord class and transferring ownership of the bulk of farmland to those who actually tilled the soil (see McDonald 1997). The changes produced a large population of small-scale farm households (nōka) that owned, on average, just one hectare of farmland. Land reform prevented those farms from growing much larger by imposing strict curbs on farmland ownership and transfer rights, including a ban on absentee ownership, upper limits on the amount of land a farm household could own, controls on farmland leasing, and the stipulation that only farm households (and schools and villages)—and not non-farm corporations—could own and cultivate farmland (McDonald 1997, 59). Against the wishes of some agricultural bureaucrats who championed more liberal farmland policies, these changes were enshrined in the 1952 Agricultural Land Law (Jentzsch 2017; Yamashita 2014, 49).

Another landmark development of the Occupation era was the 1947 enactment of the Agricultural Cooperative Law, which laid the legal groundwork for a vast network of agricultural cooperatives (nōkyō) (Ishida 2014, 52). Unlike land reform, which bore SCAP’s imprint, the Cooperative Law was the product of political compromise between SCAP and the farm ministry. It also embraced an interesting mix of democratic and semi-corporatist principles. In accordance with SCAP’s preferences, the law identified the core mission of agricultural cooperation as the economic and social elevation of farm households, and, in contrast to prewar cooperatives, it stipulated that membership would be voluntary (George Mulgan 2000, 49). The law also embraced the universal agricultural cooperative principle of one vote per farm household regardless of farm size. But in almost every other respect, the law reflected the farm ministry’s vision. In contrast to the US custom of separating farm credit from cooperatives that oversee the provision of agricultural inputs to farmers or marketing functions, the ministry adhered to the prewar precedent of cooperative multifunctionality. It also provided the co-ops with major anti-monopoly exemptions and prohibited the establishment of more than one cooperative per designated jurisdiction. These provisions lent the co-ops enormous economic and financial power. And when combined with subsequent bureaucratic stipulations that the receipt of official agricultural subsidies be contingent on co-op membership and ownership of a co-op bank account, they rendered membership virtually mandatory.

Over the course of the first three decades of the postwar era, Japan’s system of agricultural cooperatives—known, since the early 1990s, as the JA Group—evolved into a powerful, three-tiered organizational network that paralleled the national, prefectural, and municipal levels of government (George Mulgan 2000, 67). Today, a number of large, functionally based associations top that pyramid, the most important of which are JA Zenkyōren, which oversees the network’s life, damage, and other insurance services; Nōrinchūkin, the group’s massive banking arm; Zennō, which orchestrates the provision of agricultural inputs to farmer-members and performs marketing and distribution services; and Zenchū, the administrative “control tower” (shireitō) of the federation and primary JA spokesperson within the government policymaking process (George Mulgan 2000, 55–61). At the next level are several dozen prefectural federations (fuken rengōkai), most of which are organized by function and linked to one of the national federations. (From the early 1990s, all but eight of the prefectural economic federations—keizairen—were merged into Zennō.) And at the grass-roots level are two kinds of local cooperatives, the most important of which are the multipurpose co-ops (sōgō kumiai). Following several waves of mergers since the 1950s, the number of local multipurpose co-ops has been reduced from more than 13,000 at the postwar peak to just 652 in 2018. As their name suggests, the multipurpose co-ops deliver the JA Group’s myriad services to their local farmer-members, and in so doing serve as the primary interface between farmers and the JA system.

Farmers clearly benefited from these postwar changes. By all accounts, land reform helped democratize the countryside. And despite the top-down controls of the JA system, membership in the co-op system helped keep farmers ensconced in the middle class for as long as the economic pie was growing. By transforming Japan’s downtrodden population of tenant farmers into autonomous landowners, moreover, the reforms quelled radical proclivities among the farm population and incentivized them to transfer their loyalties to conservative political parties (see Babb 2005)—most notably, from 1955, the LDP.

Meanwhile, the cooperative system evolved into a channel through which farmers were mobilized for political purposes. Drawing on levies (fukakin) extracted from local co-ops (and hence their farmer-members), Zenchū represented farmers to bureaucrats and politicians, dispatched its representatives to monitor LDP meetings on agricultural matters, and negotiated with both groups for high rice prices and other subsidies. JA’s ability to leverage policy favors from bureaucrats and politicians was in turn attributable to the capacity of its electoral arm—the agricultural political leagues (nōseiren)—to systematically gather the vote behind (usually LDP) candidates in upper house and lower house elections under the pre-1994 single non-transferable vote multi-member district (SNTV/MMD) system (see George Mulgan 2000; Maclachlan 2014; and Maclachlan and Shimizu 2015). In these ways, JA illustrated how the “organized vote” (soshiki hyō) helped compensate the LDP for its small membership base and weak local organizations (Maclachlan 2014), not to mention the limits of postwar bureaucratic autonomy (see chapter by Vogel in this volume). All told, this centralization of agricultural policymaking within an iron triangle consisting of a powerful interest group, bureaucrats, and politicians distinguished Japan from, say, Britain and the United States, where comparable iron triangles were characterized by significantly higher levels of interest-group and ideological diversity (Wilson 1977), as well as weaker vote-gathering powers.

The power of JA and its sympathizers in the MAFF and the LDP was conspicuously apparent in the wake of the 1961 enactment of the Agricultural Basic Law. Enacted in response to a widening productivity gap between the farm sector and Japan’s burgeoning manufacturing sector, and a concomitant income gap between rural and urban households, the law called for the introduction of structural reform measures to boost farm productivity, including the deregulation of farmland to enable farm consolidation and a reduction in the number of inefficient farms (Honma 2014, 48; Honma and Hayami 2008, 12), the diversification of farm production away from rice (Ogura 1963, 203), and the expansion of incentives for greater producer responsiveness to consumer demand (George Mulgan 2000, 33).

At first glance, the Basic Law put Japan on track to liberalize agriculture. But the LDP dragged its feet on liberalization, for one simple reason: the productivity-enhancing reforms threatened a political backlash by creating winners and losers in the farm population. Expanding farm size and diversifying production may have been good for large-scale, full-time farmers, but it risked pushing small, part-time cultivators off the land. This would have been bad for the LDP, which not only depended on small-scale farmers for votes, but was also committed to doubling the incomes of ordinary Japanese over the next decade as it faced mounting electoral challenges from the Japan Socialist Party (JSP). And it would have been bad for JA, for which fewer farmers meant declining co-op membership and hence weaker electoral powers.

To close those rural-urban gaps, then, the LDP government prioritized redistributive policies that did little to improve agricultural productivity but much to enrich farmers, no matter what their size. It weakened—or outright vetoed—legislative efforts to promote farm consolidation. It gave farmers generous tax breaks and funded rural factory construction and public works projects to provide part-time producers with off-farm employment. And it blocked foreign rice imports and heavily subsidized domestic rice prices. Rooted in the 1942 Staple Food Control Act and originally intended to stabilize the food supply during and immediately after the war, rice price subsidies dragged on until the early 1990s. The scheme proved a boon to Zennō, its prefectural affiliates, and the co-ops, which the government commissioned to collect and market the bulk of rice. And it was costly; by 1965, Japan was paying more than any other country in rice subsidies (George Mulgan 2000, 4).

These redistributive benefits served that all-important objective of reducing farmer risks by shielding farmers from competition and ensuring farmers a good living. But they also helped solidify structural weaknesses in the farm sector, including the predominance of inefficient, part-time farmers, who by the early 1990s outnumbered their more efficient, full-time counterparts by a ratio of more than five to one, and the concomitant mismanagement of farmland. But JA faced few incentives to demand changes, and neither did the LDP, which won election after election with the countryside’s strong support. As urbanization reduced rural populations, the conservative party ignored calls to reapportion lower house electoral districts in farming areas, thus ensuring that the farm vote would continue to significantly outweigh the urban vote.

Meanwhile, redistributive policies had their intended effects on farm incomes. In 1960 the total—farm plus non-farm—income of individual farm households was less than 75 percent that of urban working-class households. By about 1970 the two sides reached rough parity. Two decades later, the gap peaked, with farm household incomes exceeding urban worker incomes by more than 16 percent. These rural income increases continued despite a steady, precipitous drop in consumer demand for rice after 1960, and the fact that agricultural productivity indices were lagging far behind those of the manufacturing sector (Nōgyō to keizai henshū iinkai 2011, 80).

By 1970, Japan was producing far more rice than it could possibly consume—or, thanks to extraordinarily high rice prices, export. Rather than reduce rice subsidies, which would have driven many farmers/JA members/voters out of business, the LDP-government introduced yet another redistributive program, this time to reduce the supply of rice. The rice acreage reduction program, or gentan, imposed production targets on farmers, channeled subsidies via JA to farmers who complied with them, and penalized villages that failed to cooperate.

Gentan soon eliminated the rice glut, but at a hefty price: government expenditures skyrocketed; inefficient, part-time farmers hailed the subsidies as yet another reason to remain on the land; and incentives for land consolidation were further weakened. But since JA organizations benefitted handsomely from gentan and other redistributive policies, they did nothing to correct their negative side effects. Gentan justified the JA network’s top-heavy, bureaucratized structure, which channeled government subsidies to farmers and, in time, assumed responsibility for the distribution of production targets. High rice prices and protections from cheaper imports enriched Zennō by positioning it to extract large commissions from farmer-members for its marketing services (Honma 2014, 48; Honma and Hayami 2008, 12). All the while, rice price supports, gentan, tariffs, and rural public works projects ensured the cooperative system a more stable membership than it otherwise would have had in the wake of urbanization; those members, in turn, lent clout to JA’s electoral activities and its lobbying efforts on behalf of the status quo.

The Farm Lobby’s Decline and the Shift to Structural Reform


By the mid- to late 1980s, troubling demographic trends and the specter of more open markets rendered the farm sector’s structural distortions and the redistributive policies that reinforced them increasingly untenable. The 1990 collapse of Japan’s asset bubble and the onset of slow economic growth catapulted these problems to crisis levels.

Of particular concern has been the rapid decline and aging of the farm population. In 1995, Japan counted approximately 2.65 million farm households (MAFF 2019b); in 2015, that number stood at just 1.33 million (MAFF 2019a). Of course, all countries experience a shrinking farm population as they industrialize and urbanize, and as technological advances increase agricultural productivity levels. The problem in the Japanese case is that there is no end in sight to that decline, in part because farmers are rapidly aging. As of 2018, the average age of Japanese farmers is 66.8 (MAFF 2019c), the highest in the world. Japan is also facing an acute shortage of farm successors (kōkeisha), caused, in part, by declining farm incomes; according to the MAFF, average farm household incomes in 2011 were roughly half those in 1990 (MAFF 2014). In sum, farming is losing its financial allure.

There is increasing awareness among agricultural stakeholders that for farmers to attract successors, farms must become more profitable—and for farms to become more profitable, the farm sector must change. Restrictions on land transfers must be loosened so that farms can expand. Farmers must be incentivized to develop more profitable management systems. And local cooperatives must be freed from the self-serving interests of the JA Group if they are to help farmers increase their incomes. Thanks to shifts in the political context of agriculture, including a breakdown in the cohesiveness of the farm lobby, some of these changes are now slowly unfolding.

For starters, the organized farm vote has been losing electoral influence as a result of Japan’s declining and aging farm population, the reform of electoral rules in both houses of the Diet and the rise of programmatic politics, and the partial reapportionment of rural electoral districts (Maclachlan 2014). Gone are the days when JA could mobilize upward of one million voters behind its candidates in upper house elections. The farm vote also carries less weight in the post-1994 mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) lower house electoral system than it did under SNTV/MMD. The decline of the organized farm vote has in turn changed the career trajectories of sympathetic LDP politicians under the new electoral rules. Candidates for the lower house can no longer win seats by depending solely on the support of one or a few special interest groups; instead, candidates must use programmatic appeals to attract support from as broad a swath of the electorate as possible (Krauss and Pekkanen 2011, 190–191). Furthermore, single-issue candidates enjoy fewer opportunities for career advancement within the LDP than they once did. Consider, for example, Toshio Yamada, JA’s sponsored candidate in the upper house since 2007, who has received only minor appointments in the party over the years. That he managed to gain elected office at all—not once, but three times—is likely the result of concerted support not from JA’s farmer-members but from its staff (George Mulgan 2011, 112–113, 117, 199). This is not to suggest that the organized farm vote no longer matters. To the contrary, it can still make a difference in the winner-takes-all single-member districts (SMD) of the lower house, where the loss of a small percentage of the electorate as represented by a local multipurpose co-op can spell defeat for a candidate (Interview, Honma). And LDP candidates in rural districts still go to great lengths to secure JA’s electoral endorsement (Maclachlan and Shimizu 2015). Finally, JA continues to play an important electoral role at the prefectural and local levels. But when all is said and done, as the politics of personalism cedes ground to more programmatic appeals in national elections, the anti-reformist farm vote is losing traction.

The MAFF is also changing. Fissures are widening among farm officials—while some officials remain stalwart defenders of the status quo, others are pushing for change. For instance, the ministry’s Management Bureau (Keiei kyoku), a traditionally conservative unit that oversees JA, is pushing to support entrepreneurial farmers, and the Production Bureau (Seisan kyoku) is promoting market-oriented agricultural reform (Interviews, MAFF officials). And as reformist elements of the ministry grow more emboldened and the movement toward structural reform picks up speed, the MAFF’s ties to JA have weakened. As a result, the MAFF has retreated from elections, thus further diminishing the power of that postwar iron triangle—the farm lobby—in the agricultural sphere. By the 2001 election, the MAFF had stopped fielding its officials to run as JA’s sponsored candidates in upper house elections (Takagi 2014a). Since LDP politicians have few incentives to run for these positions, candidates—including Yamada—are now recruited primarily from among the ranks of high-ranking JA officials.

As the farm lobby loses its intergroup cohesiveness and influence, advocates of structural reform within the LDP are on the rise. Early rumblings of this reformist impulse surfaced as early as 1986 with the release of the Nakasone government’s Maekawa Report, which, among other things, called for the liberalization of agricultural imports and a reduction in agricultural price supports (Ōtawara 2014, 9). During the 1990s, electoral reform and the mounting demographic and economic crisis of the countryside accelerated this momentum. In 2002 the neoliberal government of Junichiro Koizumi (2001–2006) called for JA reform, only to back down after LDP members of the farm lobby threatened to derail postal reform (Interview, Honma). As we shall see, Shinzō Abe revisited that issue during his second stint as prime minister (2012–2020), putting JA reform and other structural reforms at the top of his agenda.

The shifting balance of political power between the farm lobby and structural reformers in favor of the latter has been accompanied by a host of reforms that represent a significant—but by no means complete—retreat from redistributive agricultural policies. And with each step away from those redistributive policies, JA’s economic and political influence has decreased. The opening of agricultural markets to imports is perhaps the most dramatic case in point. The farm sector was no stranger to imports; from 1960, five years after the country joined the GATT, Tokyo began to slowly liberalize the importation of a long list of food items (Nōgyō to keizai henshū iinkai 2011, 32). By the end of the bubble years (1985–1990), and despite strong opposition from JA, beef, oranges, and a number of other politically sensitive items were on the liberalization docket in response to US pressure. Even more dramatically, in 1994, Japan pledged to loosen import restrictions on twenty-eight commodities, including rice, when it joined the Uruguay Round’s Agreement on Agriculture. For twenty-seven of those commodities, Japan agreed to gradually replace its quotas with tariffs; Japanese rice, however, was partially liberalized through “minimum access quotas” until 2000, when it, too, was subjected to tariffication (see Davis 2003; Davis and Oh 2007).

After signing the Agreement on Agriculture, the Japanese government moved to dismantle the legislative foundations of JA’s dominance in the all-important rice market by repealing, in 1995, the 1942 Staple Food Control Act. Necessitated by the pending increases in food imports, which undermined government efforts to keep prices high, the law’s repeal freed farmers to sell their produce outside of JA. Rice retailers, for their own part, no longer required government licenses to enter the market, which meant that supermarkets and other larger retailers could now sell bags of uncooked rice. Rice prices, which were now somewhat more responsive to the market signals of supply and demand, began to decline. All told, these developments hurt small-scale farmers and convinced some competitive farmers to abandon JA and seek more profitable routes to market. They also, as George Mulgan aptly put it, weakened JA’s historically powerful position as a “corporatist intermediary” between farmers and government (George Mulgan 2000, 625–626).

The government’s gravitation toward a more market-oriented approach to agricultural production marked a milestone in 1999 with the enactment of a new agricultural “basic law”—the Basic Law on Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas. The statute endorsed the introduction of more market-sensitive agricultural strategies while justifying continuing government intervention on behalf of farmer risk reduction and market stability. It encouraged, for instance, government support for production strategies that are attentive to consumer demand while ensuring a “stable supply of good-quality food at reasonable prices,” and the promotion of the global “competitiveness of domestic farm products” while guarding against the “adverse effects” of competition from imports (MAFF 1999). As such, the stipulations acknowledged the ambivalence of both farmers and JA toward competition in the farm sector, which is to be expected for as long as JA and its sympathizers have a political voice. But when all is said and done, the law’s enactment symbolized a significant departure from postwar Japan’s highly protectionist, JA-centric approach to agricultural production and a step toward a more diverse and competitive agricultural market.

Meanwhile, successive governments have taken steps to promote the expansion of farms through land consolidation. As we have seen, the 1961 Agricultural Basic Law had called for this very move, but aside from a few modest amendments to the 1952 Agricultural Land Law that recognized more diverse farmland and leasing rights (McDonald 1997, 64–65), the prevailing commitment to redistributive priorities that kept small, part-time farmers on the land ensured that progress toward significant land consolidation was, at best, incremental. More significant were the 2009 amendments to the Agricultural Land Law that for the first time in history authorized non-farm corporations to lease farmland (Honma 2014, 81–82; Jentzsch 2017). These measures opened the door to construction corporations, supermarket and convenience store chains, and other corporations to move upstream into agricultural production.

One mechanism through which de facto farmland consolidation can occur is the hamlet-based farm association (shūraku einō). These associations group together privately owned farms in one or a few hamlets to pool labor and equipment, centralize farm management, and facilitate access to various farm services. As such, the associations alleviate some of the pressures on aging farmers and ensure that farmland will be cultivated even in the absence of farm successors.

In the interests of positioning farms to better meet the challenges of market liberalization, governments since 1992 have pushed for the incorporation of both hamlet-based farm associations and traditional farm households (Takagi 2014b). Incorporated family farms can hire non-family members, which the traditional family farm cannot do, thus expanding their pool of agricultural, managerial, and financial expertise. The incorporated farm is also, in theory, less challenged by the successor crisis; whereas the traditional family farm can only be bequeathed to family members, the incorporated farm can be sold to an employee or someone else outside the family. Incorporated hamlet-based farm associations, for their own part, can lease the land of infirm member-cultivators or those who retire and lack successors. Finally, incorporation facilitates farm expansion and hence the enterprise’s creditworthiness—advantages that in turn enhance the enterprise’s eligibility for special government status and accompanying financial benefits (Umemoto 2014, 6).

The government is also more willing now to single out “winners” in the farm population for special treatment, all in the interests of improving farm productivity. Of particular note has been the promotion of ninaite (lit., agricultural “carriers” or “bearers”), or “core farmers,” usually full-time farm households and other types of farm enterprises that operate, or are expected to operate, “effective and stable” farms (Banno 2014). Among the more prominent core farmers nowadays are “certified farmers” (nintei nōgyōsha), or farm enterprises that have received official designation as larger-scale, stable farms by their local governments in accordance with the 1993 Agricultural Management Enforcement Law (Nōgyō keiei kiban kyōka sokushin hō) (OECD 2009, 61). While all core farmers are entitled to subsidies, those earmarked for certified farmers are particularly generous—start-up grants, tax breaks, preferential access to loans and leased land, and the like. Although the rate of farmer certification has been disappointingly slow, the prioritization of core farmers in general, and certified farmers in particular, marks a noteworthy shift away from redistributive policy supports for all farmers toward measures designed to promote the market-oriented structural reform of agriculture.

More recent LDP governments have tried to up the ante even further by limiting the dispensation of direct income-support payments to full-time (core) farmers. This controversial move triggered a backlash from farmers and JA—so much so that the DPJ outright rejected this policy objective upon assuming power in 2009, extending income-support subsidies to all farmers regardless of their long-term viability or productivity levels. The recent Abe government sought a return to more stringent standards for the dispensation of income-support subsidies, but with only limited success.

Agricultural Reform under the Abe Government


Shinzō Abe’s second ascent to power in 2012 ushered in a new era in farm politics—one that witnessed further declines in the power of the three-pronged farm lobby and an acceleration in the pace of agricultural reform, one of the major objectives of the “third arrow,” or structural reform component, of “Abenomics.” Abe introduced major changes to the agricultural policy process, the gist of which were captured in two of the reigning political slogans of the day: “Kantei agricultural politics” (Kantei nōsei) and “Elevate the government, humble the party” (Seikō tōtei). The point of these procedural reforms was to strengthen the reformist hand of the prime minister and his allies in the Cabinet Office vis-à-vis both the MAFF and farm zoku (LDP policy tribe) politicians (see chapter by George Mulgan in this volume). The reforms also marked a partial convergence with changing norms in agricultural policymaking in the developed world, where the narrow interests of individual farmers must increasingly compete with a broader range of demographic, economic, environmental, and social objectives (Daugbjerg and Swinbank 2012).

To fulfill its reformist goals, the Abe government downgraded the MAFF’s role in agricultural policymaking in part by formally centralizing the process in the Kantei for the first time in postwar history. Now key policy reforms were to be hammered out in the Cabinet Office’s Headquarters for the Creation of Agricultural and Regional Vitality, which was staffed by cabinet members and private sector representatives and supported by the Council on Regulatory Reform (Kisei kaikaku iinkai, CRR) and the Industrial Competitiveness Council (Sangyō kyōsōryoku kaigi, ICC)—both of which included corporate representatives with strong, neoliberal proclivities and a corresponding commitment to treating agriculture just like any other industry (Taniguchi 2015, 15). Long a target of JA pressure, the MAFF’s position in the policy process was downgraded; from now on, its primary function was to implement policy (Murata 2016, 16; Taniguchi 2015, 6–9).

The new government further weakened the MAFF by pushing for the promotion of reformist officials to positions of bureaucratic authority—officials like Masaaki Okuhara, who by mid-2016 occupied the vice-ministership, the ministry’s top bureaucratic position—and appointing political reformers like Yoshimasa Hayashi to serve as minister (2012–2014, 2015). These and a host of other personalities inside the MAFF played leading roles in the introduction of many of the reforms chronicled below (Iida 2015, 78–79).

The reformist impulse also gained traction within the farm zoku. Although members like Toshio Yamada remained vociferously opposed to the government’s reform agenda, others jumped on the neoliberal bandwagon in response to the demographic and economic challenges of the countryside, the diversification of farmer interests, and new electoral incentives. Consider, for instance, Tomomi Inada, lower house (SMD) and nominal farm zoku member since 2007 from Fukui Prefecture’s deeply agricultural 1st district. By her own admission, Inada was at one time convinced that “protecting agriculture” was tantamount to “protecting Japan,” and that the country was taking neoliberal reform too far. But circumstances eventually convinced her that agriculture’s full potential could only be unleashed under more competitive conditions and that JA was irresponsible and had to change (Inada 2016, 73–76). In February 2014, Abe appointed Inada chair of the LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC), just in time to help weaken zoku resistance to the government’s key agricultural reforms. Avowed rivals of the farm zoku showed up in other important party positions as well—committed reformers like Shinjiro Koizumi, who in October 2015 landed a spot in the PARC’s all-important Agricultural Committee.

The Kantei’s activist leadership role, the packing of key bureaucratic and party positions with reformers, and the marginalization of traditional MAFF and zoku voices during policy deliberations all proved crucial to the speed at which the Abe government rolled out its signature agricultural reforms. Many of those reforms were carried out as part of the government’s 2013 Plan for the Creation of Agricultural and Regional Vitality (Nōrinsuisangyō・chiiki no katsuryoku sōzō puran), which advocated for the transformation of agriculture into a growth industry and the doubling of rural incomes within ten years. For Abe the plan marked the beginning of a new era of “aggressive agriculture” (seme no nōgyō) marked by the strengthening of competitive, entrepreneurial forces in the farm sector and a concomitant weakening of JA controls over local multipurpose co-ops and farmers.

Some Abe reforms met with little political resistance, even though they indirectly weakened part-time farmers and JA’s market dominance by accelerating the diversification of farm enterprises and alternative routes to market. As we have gleaned through interviews with agricultural stakeholders and policymakers at the local, prefectural, and national levels, there can be attributed to an emerging consensus in Japan the idea that the twin challenges of a rapidly aging farm population and the liberalization of agricultural markets can only be met if farms become more profitable.

One way to help farms become more profitable is to facilitate greater economies of scale through farmland consolidation (see Jentzsch 2017). To that end, the Abe government passed legislation in December 2013 to establish farmland consolidation banks (nōchi chūkan kanri kikō, lit., intermediate farmland management organizations, or FLCBs) in all forty-seven prefectures, a goal that was achieved by late 2014. A more effective variant of organizations introduced in 1970 (Yamashita 2008), the FLCBs empower prefectural governments to serve as intermediaries in the supply and leasing of farmland. Since the banks can be only as effective as local leaders and officials want them to be, their performance tends to vary markedly by locality. Some local co-ops have passively refrained from cooperating with the initiative, since it threatens the livelihoods of part-time farmers—the bedrock of co-op membership—and reduces their long-standing participation in farmland transactions. Moreover, farmers have resisted the initiative in some areas out of fear it will enable more non-farm corporations to break into farming. Finally, it is unlikely that the FLCBs will enable the government to fulfill its goal of concentrating 80 percent of farmland in the hands of core farmers by 2023; as of March 2019, the level stood at just 56.2 percent (MAFF 2019d). That said, the banks do correlate with a modest uptick in farmland consolidation, which had remained stagnant at roughly 48 percent between 2011 and 2014 after rising from nearly 28 percent after 2006 (MAFF 2017, 7).

Another Abe government goal was the promotion of the “6th industrialization” (6ji sangyōka) of agriculture—the creation of value-added production chains involving the primary, secondary, and tertiary industries (1 + 2 + 3 = 6). The government has established special funds to promote this initiative and programs to help farmers partner with other stakeholders. Abe took a personal interest in farms that venture down the value-added chain, targeting them as models for the future by visiting them with local dignitaries and the media in tow. In so doing, Abe not only championed the development of a more diversified and competitive food system outside of JA’s grip; he also appeared to be turning his back on inefficient, JA-dependent, part-time farmers, many of whom are simply incapable of adopting more entrepreneurial farm strategies.

Other reforms on the Abe government’s agenda were met with more heated opposition from JA and other agricultural stakeholders. Japan’s participation in negotiations to establish the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), Abe’s signature effort to further integrate the Japanese economy—including agriculture—into global markets, is the most dramatic case in point. Although Abe conceded to LDP and JA demands to cushion “five sacred items” (rice, wheat, pork and beef, dairy, and sugar) from liberalization, the controversial twelve-nation pact was expected to empower competitive farmers and open new opportunities for farm exports. On January 20, 2017, the day US president Donald Trump was sworn into office, the Japanese Diet ratified the pact despite opposition from across the political spectrum. But a week later, President Trump eviscerated Abe’s hard-won victory by officially withdrawing the US from the agreement. Today, an eleven-nation version of the pact is in effect, but with safeguards still in place for those five sacred items. Meanwhile, in late September 2019, Japan and the United States concluded a bilateral free-trade agreement (FTA) that includes significant Japanese concessions on the agricultural front; in a nod to JA, rice will remain protected, but the beef and pork sectors will be significantly liberalized.

Also contentious was the Abe government’s retreat from gentan. Between 2013 and 2018, the government gradually phased out production targets for rice and the payment of subsidies to farmers who complied with them. Farmers are now free to decide for themselves how much rice to produce, thus relieving JA of its government-sanctioned responsibility for allocating those production targets. The announcement was heralded as a long-overdue attack on rice price supports that coddled part-time farmers at the expense of more innovative core farmers. Responding to pressures from JA and other circles, the government agreed to generously subsidize farmers for producing rice for livestock feed, a move that symbolizes the lingering power of JA and rural politicians who still depend heavily on the farm vote. The subsidies have also produced all manner of market distortions, including a shortage of rice used by restaurants, food processors, and other businesses, and a concomitant increase in rice prices (Doi 2018). Economists criticize these subsidies for disincentivizing the rationalization of rice production and keeping inefficient part-time farmers in business; some JA representatives welcome them for the very same reasons.

Last but not least, the Abe government stoked the flames of JA opposition by targeting JA itself for major reforms, thus violating one of the last remaining taboos of postwar Japanese politics. Economically, the goal was to expand opportunities for local co-ops and their farmer-members to respond more directly and effectively to local agricultural conditions and consumer demand, in part by loosening Zennō’s controls over local cooperatives. Politically, reform promised to weaken Zenchū’s already diminishing influence over Japanese politics, thus further strengthening the prime minister’s hand in policymaking. In May 2014 the Council on Regulatory Reform (CRR) laid out an ambitious plan: dismantle Zenchū and its prefectural chapters; convert Zennō into a joint-stock company, thus stripping it of its sweeping anti-monopoly and tax exemptions; require the majority of members of co-op boards of directors to be either certified farmers or private-sector experts in business management; and reduce the responsibilities of the JA Group’s local cooperatives to carry out the financial functions of JA Bank (Nōrinchūkin). In effect, the committee sought to free the cooperatives from the alleged tyranny of higher-ups in the JA system while stripping them of their “multifunctionality,” thus forcing them to focus on their core agricultural responsibilities.

After much political wrangling (see George Mulgan 2016), the amendments to the 1947 Agricultural Cooperative Law that finally cleared the Diet in August 2015 highlighted the lingering influence of JA and its LDP allies. JA Bank was spared the reformers’ axe. The transformation of Zennō into a joint-stock corporation was stipulated as an option, rather than a requirement. And Zenchū and its prefectural chapters were preserved. Other changes can be counted as a victory for the Abe government. The co-op’s board of directors was reformed in accordance with the CRR’s recommendations. Zenchū was converted from a cooperative organization into a general incorporated association (ippan shadan hōjin), comparable to any other Japanese trade association. Zenchū was also stripped of its authority to impose mandatory audits on local cooperatives, which it had used to shape the management and financial decisions of those co-ops, and to collect levies from the co-ops, which funded not only those audits but also Zenchū’s lobbying efforts. (Zenchū’s prefectural equivalents, however, remain free to collect those levies.) Finally, Zennō was forbidden from withholding various benefits from local farmers and co-ops that refused to sign on to a full menu of Zennō services.

In an interesting postscript, the Abe government passed another law in spring 2017 to further weaken the economic foundations of JA power: the Law to Support the Strengthening of Agricultural Competitiveness (Nōgyō kyōsōryoku kyōka shien hō). Included in the provisions are stipulations requiring providers (including JA) to publicize the prices of fertilizers, pesticides, farm machinery, and other agricultural inputs. The law also promotes new entrants into the farm input manufacturing industry and the consolidation of existing players, as well as subsidies for farmers seeking to upgrade their farm equipment—all with the express purpose of lowering production costs and hence increasing farm household incomes. Although the law’s passage failed to attract much media attention, it imposes greater transparency on JA (Interview, Yamashita).

These reforms appear modest when stacked up against the Abe government’s original reform blueprint. But when assessed against what had once been politically feasible, they are deeply significant. JA’s controls over local farmers and co-ops have been loosened. And opportunities for non-farm household corporate enterprises to engage in agricultural production have widened. But the Abe government’s structural reform agenda by no means sounded a death knell for the farm lobby’s influence. To wit, following the enactment of the Law to Support the Strengthening of Agricultural Competitiveness, the lobby has experienced a minor resurgence. In August 2017, Shinjiro Koizumi was replaced as head of PARC’s Agricultural Committee by a former JA official, and Toshio Yamada, the farm zoku stalwart, has become a more vocal member of the committee. Meanwhile, the MAFF lost a few of its reformist bureaucrats to retirement, including Masaaki Okuhara. The fallout from these shifts in the political winds grew apparent in late 2017, when the Abe government set out to liberalize the wholesale distribution system for agricultural and marine products. Apart from the introduction of measures requiring transportation and wholesale firms to disclose their fee schedules, the initiative fell far short of overhauling the country’s costly agricultural transportation and wholesaling networks (Daiyamondo, December 23, 2017).

In sum, the momentum toward agricultural reform has slowed. But this does not mean that agriculture itself will no longer change. It is our position that years of small-scale regulatory reforms, topped by the significant changes of the early Abe government, and the partial disintegration of the farm lobby, have unleashed new energies and expectations within the agricultural sector that are likely to persist even in the absence of a proactively supportive national government. As even Zennō begins to champion more market-friendly “self-reform” (jiko kaikaku) and rural localities struggle to prevent their communities from disappearing, we should expect more farmers and co-ops to embrace more diversified and profitable production and farm management strategies. What remains to be seen, however, is whether these now spontaneous initiatives will be enough to rescue Japanese agriculture from its ongoing demographic and economic crisis.
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Chapter 22

 The Bank of Japan

Central Bank Independence and the Politicization of Monetary Policy


Gene Park




As with many of the other institutions discussed in this volume, Japan’s central bank, the Bank of Japan (BOJ), went through an important institutional transformation during the 1990s. In April 1998, the new Bank of Japan launched as an independent central bank with new protections to limit political influence on monetary policy. The establishment of legal independence was a historic change, but monetary politics since 1998 has unfolded in unpredictable ways. Legal independence structured the politics over monetary policy, and the BOJ asserted its newfound autonomy at critical times. Still, the degree of de facto autonomy has varied significantly even as legal independence has remained a constant.

As this chapter shows, the BOJ’s assertions of newly achieved independence had the effect of further politicizing monetary policy over the longer term. Prolonged periods of deflation and debates over the appropriate monetary response to it drove the politicization. Ultimately, the BOJ’s perceived failure to take adequate measures to address economic stagnation invited greater political intervention, culminating with Prime Minister Shinzō Abe’s virtual takeover of the BOJ after taking office at the end of 2012.

Prime Minister Abe’s assertion of political control over the BOJ was accomplished through elections and the democratic process. He framed the BOJ’s previous policies as a failure and articulated an alternative vision of how a reflationary policy could stimulate economic growth. His long political tenure enabled him to control appointments to the BOJ for eight years (until his resignation for health reasons in 2020), to break up insular networks, and to reduce the influence of the policymaking bureaucracy, in particular the BOJ itself. This development reflects the broader trend toward the centralization of power in the executive and away from unelected civil servants. While, overall, the trend reflects Japanese democracy in action, the politicization of monetary policy may have unintended consequences, including focusing more political pressure on the BOJ.

This chapter starts with a description of the BOJ’s path to legal independence, followed by an overview of the new BOJ. The chapter then discusses how debates over deflation and the appropriate monetary policy response politicized monetary policy and the BOJ itself, which ultimately led to much more assertive political control by Prime Minister Abe over the BOJ even in the context of legal independence. The chapter covers this development over three periods: (1) from the launch of the BOJ as an independent institution through its first experiment with quantitative easing (1998 to 2007); (2) from the onset of the Global Financial Crisis until the election of Prime Minister Abe (2007–2012); and (3) from Abe’s takeover of the BOJ in 2012 until 2020. A subsequent section then explores in greater depth the political contours created by the new policies launched by the BOJ under Abe’s influence. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion on the implications of these developments for Japanese democracy, central bank independence, and the BOJ.

The BOJ: The Path to Legal Independence


In June 1997 the Japanese Diet revised the Bank of Japan Law, granting the BOJ legal independence for the first time since its establishment in 1882. The law, the details of which are discussed in the following section, took effect on April 1, 1998. Prior to this change, the BOJ had very low statutory independence. According to one index measuring central bank independence, the BOJ ranked nineteenth out of twenty-one industrial economies during the 1980s (Cukierman, Webb, and Neyapti 1992, 380).

The Bank of Japan Law of 1942, which had been passed during wartime to give the government stronger control over the BOJ, provided the basic legal framework. After the end of the war and under US occupation, the government made minor changes, but the government’s authority over the BOJ largely remained intact. The cabinet could remove the governor and vice governors, and the minister of finance had the power to remove others, such as executive directors, auditors, and advisers (Article 47). The Bank of Japan Law also did not provide a clear mandate—such as price stability—giving the executive wide latitude to dismiss BOJ officials.

In a broader context, the BOJ reform followed the trend during the 1980s and 1990s, when governments across much of the developed and developing world adopted central bank independence. The global diffusion was spurred in part by the theory of central bank independence (CBI). According to this theory, politicians, fixated on their electoral cycle, have incentives to stimulate the economy, which if unchecked could spur inflation (Kydland and Prescott 1977). Even if a central bank wanted to limit inflation, markets might not find such a commitment credible, since politicians could pressure the central bank to provide monetary stimulus. By introducing central bank independence, a government could solve this credibility problem by insulating it from political pressure.

In the case of Japan, though, inflation concerns were somewhat peripheral to the adoption of CBI. Indeed, from the mid-1980s onward, despite low central bank independence, inflation had remained low (Cargill, Hutchison, and Ito 2000), and in the mid-1990s, the economy had tipped into deflation. Instead, the adoption of BOJ was largely driven by a confluence of domestic factors.

First, by 1997 there was a growing sense of policy failure on the part of Japan’s economic bureaucracy due to the prolonged period of crisis and economic stagnation. In the 1980s the Japanese economy experienced an economic bubble as asset prices soared. After the bubble burst in 1989, the economy went into recession. The Ministry of Finance (MOF) and BOJ came under criticism for allowing the bubble to happen in the first place, and then for mishandling the response afterward. The asset bubble collapse also strongly impacted the financial sector, triggering a series of crises, including one involving housing credit cooperatives (jusen) that led to a public bailout that generated public anger.

Second, corruption scandals within the economic bureaucracy created a public backlash and intensified political pressure for the government to reform it. Part of the corruption that came to light involved the excessively cozy relationship between MOF officials and the financial institutions they regulated. Electoral reform from 1993, discussed in other chapters, created incentives for the parties to tackle corruption (Dwyer 2004).

Third, the above pressures dovetailed with Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto’s reforms to transform Tokyo into a major financial center. Ultimately, his package of Big Bang financial reforms became the vehicle that led to the revision of the BOJ Law. The loser from these reforms was the MOF, whose image had been severely damaged by the scandals and perception of economic mismanagement. A new independent agency was created, the Financial Services Agency (FSA), which took over regulation of the finance industry from MOF. MOF also lost its authority over the BOJ with the passage of the 1997 BOJ Law.

The New BOJ


The new BOJ Law introduced, for the first time, clear objectives: financial stability (Article 1) and price stability (Article 2). The new BOJ Law notably did not include employment as an objective, although Article 2 states the pursuit of price stability should contribute to the “sound development of the economy.”

In addition, the new BOJ Law vested the BOJ with independence by revising several provisions. The law eliminated MOF supervision and authority over the BOJ and established a new independent Policy Board with broad powers. The board is composed of a total of nine members—three executive members (one governor and two deputy governors) and six non-executive members. The board members are appointed by the cabinet, “subject to the consent of the House of Representatives and the House of Councillors” (Article 23). Board members serve five-year terms, and the cabinet cannot remove them before their terms expire.

The new BOJ Law also allows the government and Diet to monitor the BOJ and to provide input on monetary policy. Government officials, specifically the minister of finance and the minister of state for economic and fiscal policy (or someone delegated by either), can attend monetary policy meetings. They may also submit proposals and request postponement of votes on proposals (Article 18). In contrast to the old law, however, the Policy Board has the power to reject the request for a postponement. The new BOJ Law also increases transparency. The BOJ must publish minutes and release full transcripts after a set period of time determined by the board (Article 20).

In terms of relations with the Diet, the BOJ must submit reports to the Diet about twice a year. Furthermore, the House of Representatives and the House of Councillors can summon BOJ officials for questioning (Article 54), a power that the Diet has used liberally.

Overall, the new BOJ Law has brought the BOJ more into line with other central banks by creating an independent policy board with members who are protected from dismissal, although there are significant differences across central banks. In the case of the Federal Reserve Bank in the United States, the Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC), a twelve-person board, oversees monetary policy. The president appoints seven members to the Board of Governors, who all have seats on the FOMC. These appointees must be approved by the Senate, and in contrast to the BOJ Policy Board, they have much longer terms, fourteen years, although in practice many do not serve their full terms. The president also chooses a chair and vice chair of the Board of Governors to four-year terms. These terms have no impact on their terms as members of the board.

Another key difference with the BOJ is that five of the members of the FOMC are drawn from the heads of the twelve Federal Reserve Banks, covering different regions in the US. The head of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York is always on the FOMC, and the remaining four seats rotate on a yearly basis between other the Fed’s other regional banks. These institutional features provide the FOMC a greater degree of independence compared to the BOJ’s Policy Board. Over two terms, the president will be very unlikely to have the opportunity to appoint all the members of the Board of Governors, and the president cannot directly choose the heads of the Federal Reserve Banks.

In the case of the Bank of England (BOE), the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) is its policy board. There are five “internal” members, and four “external” members. The three internal members are drawn from the leadership of the BOE, the governor, three deputy governors, and the BOE’s chief economist. The governor of the BOE is appointed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer to an eight-year term with approval from the prime minister and monarch, and the governor serves as the chair of the MPC. Deputy governors, appointed through the same process as the governor, have five-year terms with a maximum of two terms. The Chancellor of the Exchequer also appoints four external members to three-year terms, also with a maximum of two terms. The external members focus exclusively on monetary policy and not broader issues of governance in the BOE. In comparison to the BOJ, the notable difference is that the chair of the BOE has a longer term than the governor of the BOJ, while external members have shorter terms than BOJ Policy Board members.

Deflation and Monetary Policy


When the BOJ gained its independence in 1998, the economy was falling back into deflation, and the deflationary spells persisted for about the next fifteen years (see Figure 22.1). From 1998 to 2012, the Japanese economy experienced declining prices for nearly 70 percent of the months (compared to same month from the previous year) during that period. Due to the prolonged periods of deflation, Japan’s price level, as measured by the consumer price index (CPI), in 2012 was well below that from 1998. Although inflation has picked up since 2013, when Prime Minister Abe appointed new leadership to the BOJ, the current level still remains below that from when the BOJ became independent. Japan’s trend line is a clear outlier compared to other economies that have seen price levels rise steadily over the same period (see Figure 22.2). To what extent deflation was viewed as a problem and how the BOJ should respond to it evolved into the central issues of monetary politics in Japan.
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Figure 22.1. Inflation rate (monthly, percent change from same period previous year).

Source: Data from OECD.
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Figure 22.2. Core CPI: Japan, EU, UK, and USA.

Source: Data from OECD.





Deflation often reflects economic weakness, but economists have pointed out a number of reasons that deflation can also be harmful to the economy. If prices decline, aggregate demand may stagnate or decline. Somewhat ironically, deflation can reduce the incentive to spend since the value of money—in real terms—actually increases over time since future purchasing power increases as prices decline. Aggregate demand may also be curtailed through the effect of deflation on the debt burden. Under deflation, the burden of repaying debt increases, thus reducing the spending and investment of borrowers. Declining demand can lower investment and wages, further weakening the economy (Baig et al. 2003).

Deflation also is potentially dangerous, since it can undermine the effectiveness of monetary policy, making it hard to exit. Conventional monetary policy, which targets the short-term interest rate, is subject to the “zero lower bound.” In other words, the interest rate cannot fall below zero (although, as discussed below, in recent years central banks have taken the “unconventional” step of using negative interest rates). Under deflation, though, a zero percent interest rate might in real terms be too high to stimulate the economy and pull it out of deflation.

Due to this constraint, John Maynard Keynes suggested that fiscal policy rather than monetary policy be used to fight deflation. More recently, however, economists have suggested ways that newer “unconventional” monetary policies might be used to pull an economy out of deflation. One of these policies is quantitative easing (QE). With QE, a central bank no longer focuses on the short-term interest rate but instead targets an increase in the monetary base, which is the currency in circulation plus the deposits of commercial banks held by the central bank. In practice, central banks create new money and then use that money to purchase assets, such as government bonds and equities. Thus, those assets are taken onto the central bank’s balance sheet and the newly created money is introduced into the economy. The expansion of the monetary base can provide stimulus through several channels, such as a wealth effect as asset prices rise due to the central bank purchases, exchange rate depreciation, and the lowering of longer-term interest rates as bond holders rebalance their portfolios. Central banks can also employ negative interest rates to get around the constraint of the zero lower bound. Central banks can lower the interest rate below zero by charging fees on the deposits that banks make at the central bank, which should in principal give them incentives to lend out funds to avoid such charges.

Deflation and the Early Debates over Monetary Policy in Japan, 1998–2006


Japan’s early experience with deflation at the time was a cautionary tale to many economists, one that spurred new thinking about unconventional monetary policies. Economists began to argue as early as the end of the 1990s that the BOJ should take the deflation problem more seriously and urged bolder monetary action and other measures (e.g., fiscal) to address it (Bernanke 1999; Dominguez, Rogoff, and Krugman 1998). In 2000 the BOJ hosted an international conference, and renowned economists from around the world presented papers on measures the BOJ could take (Ito 2004). A steady flow of papers laying out monetary strategies for escaping deflation increased in subsequent years.

Within Japan, though, the politics of monetary policy produced a slow and cautious response to deflation. While the politics involved a constellation of actors, the key actor was the BOJ itself. The past cast a long shadow over the BOJ, despite the creation of a new independent Policy Board. Perhaps not surprisingly, given that deflation was a relatively new phenomenon, the first governor, Masaru Hayami (1998–2003), continued to view inflation as the primary threat. With its newfound independence, the BOJ fell into what some scholars described as an “independence trap”: the BOJ Policy Board sought to demonstrate its independence to establish its inflation-fighting credibility causing it to take a timid policy stance toward deflation (Cargill, Hutchison, and Ito 1997, 173).

With its eye still on the threat of inflation, the BOJ was slow to view deflation as problematic. Governor Hayami, a former career BOJ official, and several other board members suggested that deflation was not a cause for alarm if it was due to innovation and the diffusion of technology. Hayami in fact argued that such “good deflation” was what the Japanese economy was experiencing (Park et al. 2018, 13). Masaaki Shirakawa, another former career BOJ official, who later served as governor from 2008 to 2013, focused on the demographic causes of deflation arguing that it was largely due to Japan’s aging population.1

Another crucial dimension to the debate was the appropriate policy response to deflation. Within the BOJ, there was skepticism toward one of the key unconventional monetary policy interventions—QE—on several grounds. The BOJ economist, Kunio Okina, had argued that monetary base expansions would not be effective in stimulating the economy, and also ran the risk of creating price volatility. This view, which became known as the “BOJ theory” in the mid-1990s, came into public view as Okina debated this point with an academic economist, Kikuo Iwata, who argued that the BOJ should focus on expanding the monetary base, in the pages of a well-known economic magazine in Japan.

The BOJ internally also feared that QE would expose it to financial risk. If the BOJ took onto its balance sheet new assets that it purchased with newly created money, then it might be exposed to losses if the value of those assets declined. The BOJ is not indemnified against such losses, and large losses could potentially trigger political intervention, threatening its independence. Large expansions of the monetary base, the reasoning went, might also lead to price volatility that could be damaging to the economy.

The government and legislature in particular also play key roles in monetary policy in Japan—discussed more below. Still, several factors contributed to the relatively strong position of the BOJ. First, the BOJ had gained legal independence. Second, deflation has not been particularly unpopular among voters. Indeed, polls by the BOJ suggest that the majority of citizens either had positive or neutral views of deflation in Japan (Park, Cheung, and Katada 2020). Conversely, research has shown that inflation is widely unpopular in a number of different contexts (Frey and Schneider 1978; Hibbs, Rivers, and Vasilatos1982; Lewis-Beck 1980). Given these preferences, legislators had little immediate electoral pressure to respond to inflation, while, conversely, they have incentives to respond to inflation. These asymmetric preferences have been confirmed in empirical work which has found that legislators are more likely to pressure the BOJ when there is inflation and less likely to do so when there is deflation (Park et al. 2020).

While voters might not provide politicians incentives to deal with deflation, politicians still have incentives to push for monetary easing to avoid economic downturns and sustain economic growth, and such pressure ultimately pushed the BOJ to first experiment with QE. The Japanese economy fell into recession due to the effects of the Asian Financial Crisis, just as it gained independence in April 1998. The ruling party, the LDP, pushed for greater monetary easing to revive the economy. During this time a rebellious board member, Nobuyuki Nakahara, introduced numerous proposals for quantitative easing, but the BOJ Policy Board voted them all down. Instead, the board opted for a zero interest rate policy (ZIRP) with a commitment to keeping the interest rate at that zero until the economy improved.

The BOJ, anxious to normalize its monetary policy, prepared to lift ZIRP by raising the interest rate above zero over the course of 2000. The government strongly opposed the anticipated rate hike and took the unusual move of formally requesting a delay to the proposal. Ultimately, the Policy Board ignored the request and pushed ahead with the hike in August 2000, angering the government and ruling LDP. Governor Hayami and several other board members argued that the move was necessary to assert the BOJ’s policy independence (Kamikawa 2014, 14). The LDP responded by drafting a legislative proposal to amend the BOJ Law. Some within the LDP called for establishing an inflation target and giving the government greater influence over monetary policy.2 When the economy fell back into recession after ZIRP was lifted, political pressure greatly intensified.

This misstep provoked widespread criticism and ultimately forced the hand of the BOJ. Under intense scrutiny, the BOJ turned to its first experiment with QE in March 2001, despite having previously rejected the option multiple times in Policy Board meetings. Toshihiko Fukui, another former BOJ career official like Governor Hayami, took over the reins of the BOJ Policy Board in March 2003. Widely seen as more open to monetary easing to tackle deflation, Governor Fukui steered the board toward maintaining QE. By 2005, though, Governor Fukui and the board began to view Japan’s price trends as warranting an exit from QE. The BOJ also increasingly worried about potential balance sheet losses on its asset purchases from its QE program. As the BOJ prepared to exit QE, once again voices within the government and LDP raised concerns. Even using the rosiest of indicators, the inflation rate cited by the BOJ was just above zero, and other indicators, such as the GDP deflator, suggested that Japan had not surmounted deflation. Of note, Shinzō Abe, who was chief cabinet secretary under Prime Minister Koizumi at the time, voiced opposition to the move. The BOJ did have an ally in the government, Kaoru Yosano, state minister of economic and fiscal policy and a well-known fiscal conservative. In March 2006 the BOJ stopped QE and then went one step further by allowing tapering, or allowing the monetary base to contract rather than freezing it at a specific level.

While the QE was a new experiment for the BOJ, the overall magnitude was small in comparison to the BOJ’s QE program launched in 2013. By way of comparison, the monetary based increased by around 26 percent from March 2001 to March 2006. Under Governor Kuroda, the monetary base increased by over 244 percent from 2013 to 2020, and BOJ at the time of this writing continues with monetary base expansion.

The Global Financial Crisis and the BOJ’s Pyrrhic Victory, 2007–2012


After the BOJ exited QE, the politics of monetary policy entered a new phase. First, the BOJ’s first experiment with QE didn’t fundamentally change its basic view of QE. In fact, one of the lessons that the BOJ drew is that Japan’s QE was not in fact effective during that period, even though others outside of Japan, including Ben Bernanke, concluded that QE did have positive economic effects.3 With the appointment in April 2008 of Masaaki Shirakawa, a well-known skeptic of QE, and yet again another former BOJ career official, as governor, the BOJ Policy Board became even more resistant to using QE.

Second, with the onset of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in 2008, the economic environment took a significant turn for the worse. While Japanese financial institutions were not as exposed to the bad assets to the extent of some their overseas counterparts, the economy contracted and a more severe period of deflation ensued.

Third, due to the changes mentioned above, the politics of monetary policy intensified. Politicians across party lines increased their demands for the BOJ to reflate the economy to restore economic growth, and over time battling deflation evolved into a major political issue. Yet the BOJ Policy Board became even more resistant to this pressure and avoided implementing aggressive unconventional measures to counter deflation. Ultimately, though, the BOJ’s assertion of its independence, which created an ever-larger gap between itself and many politicians, proved to be a pyrrhic victory. The general election of 2012 gave the new Abe administration a clear mandate to push monetary policy in a new direction and exert much greater control over the BOJ.

The appointment of Masaaki Shirakawa was a strange choice given his skepticism of QE. He emerged from a highly contested nomination battle that reflected divided government. At the time, the opposition Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ, now renamed the Democratic Party) controlled the House of Councillors and thus could block appointments. After the government had two nominations rejected, Shirakawa emerged as a compromise. The DPJ contended that the two nominees, both former MOF officials, were too close to the government and thus would be susceptible to government pressure, thus compromising independence (Dwyer 2012, 181). Given the onset of the financial crisis, the parties ultimately agreed on Shirakawa, in part because he was already serving as deputy governor and would thus provide a degree of continuity.

With the onset of the GFC, the Federal Reserve Bank (FRB) and Bank of England (BOE) moved quickly to avoid a financial meltdown and to reflate their economies to avoid a Japan-like deflation trap. Both banks dropped their target interest rates to near zero, and then launched large-scale quantitative easing. At the helm of the FRB was Ben Bernanke, who had closely studied the experience of Japan, and steered it to embrace very aggressive unconventional monetary policies to avoid the fate of Japan. The FRB launched its first QE (QE1) in November 2008, and then launched several more rounds through 2014. In the end, the FRB increased its balance sheet by over 4.8 times, far more than the 26 percent increase under the BOJ’s first QE experiment. The BOE also implemented QE on par with the scale of the FRB.

By contrast, the BOJ took a much more cautious approach. The BOJ lowered interest rates, but given that the target interest rate—the call rate—was below 1 percent, there was little room to stimulate the economy. By contrast, the FRB and BOE began the GFC with policy rates over 5 percent, which they quickly dropped to near zero. The BOJ, while providing liquidity to the financial sector, proved to be reluctant in launching QE. One side effect of not embracing QE while the FRB and BOE did was that the yen strengthened considerably, a problem that was exacerbated by the flight to safe-haven reserve currencies like the yen.

In 2008, Prime Minister Tarō Asō did launch at a 5 trillion yen stimulus package, and then the following year he announced a 15 trillion yen package. As the depth of the crisis became clearer, Asō also called for the BOJ to implement QE (Park et al. 2018, 156), but the pressure had little effect, as the BOJ remained intransigent.

The August 2009 general election brought to power the DPJ for the first time, with a landslide victory. While the leadership of the DPJ initially continued largely to support central bank independence, a significant number of party members took up the mantle of reflating the economy to revive growth. These legislators formed the Anti-Deflation League, which grew to 150 members. The Anti-Deflation League pressured the DPJ leadership to set an inflation target and add a clear employment mandate to the BOJ Law. They also called for incorporating demands for these changes and monetary easing into a campaign manifesto for the July 2010 House of Councillors election (Dwyer 2012, 189–192).

It is unclear if the BOJ responded to this pressure, but in October 2010 the Policy Board introduced a new “Comprehensive Monetary Easing” (CME). Under the CME, the zero interest rate policy (ZIRP) was brought back and the central bank committed to limited asset purchases—in other words, a very small QE. The size of the intervention was so small, though, that it is difficult to view the CME as a political win for the DPJ and its Anti-Deflation League. The BOJ continued its conservative course, even after the events of March 2011 (3/11)—a massive earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear crisis—pushed the economy into deep contraction and the yen strengthened significantly. Throughout this period Governor Shirakawa continued to emphasize that deflation was not a monetary phenomenon. Not surprisingly, political pressure on the BOJ mounted.

Given that Governor Shirakawa owed his appointment to the DPJ, the party expected some degree of cooperation on monetary policy. On adopting large-scale quantitative easing, however, the BOJ did not budge. The BOJ policy board, though, did agree in February 2012 to an inflation “goal” (as opposed to a target) of 1 percent.4 This did not stop calls from within the DPJ to revise the law so that the government could dismiss the BOJ governor.5 Seiji Maehara, state minister of economic and fiscal policy, then pressured the BOJ to sign a joint statement with the government that committed it to actually achieving 1 percent inflation.6

Monetary politics reached a new level with the December 16, 2012, general election. In the lead-up to the election, the DPJ and LDP, as well other smaller parties, called for bolder measures to address deflation. In its campaign manifesto, the DPJ emphasized its target of achieving 1 percent inflation and pronounced that it would end deflation by 2014. Not to be outdone, the LDP listed overcoming deflation as one of the top priorities in its manifesto. Their manifesto announced a 2 percent inflation target and also mentioned considering changes to the BOJ Law. Beyond the manifesto, the head of the LDP, Shinzō Abe, declared that the BOJ should purchase all newly issued bonds.

Monetary policy had fully entered the realm of electoral politics. It was clear that the party that would take power would redirect the BOJ’s monetary policy, something that was feasible, since the terms of the governor and two deputy governors would expire not long after the election of 2012. That task fell to the LDP, which came to power in a resounding victory.

Shinzō Abe and the BOJ, 2012–2020


On December 16, 2012, the LDP won big, bringing Shinzō Abe to power.7 The LDP took just over 60 percent of the seats in the House of Representatives, and together with its coalition partner, the New Komeito Party (NKP) held over two-thirds of the total seats. Once in power, the LDP and Prime Minister Abe held it. Abe became the longest-serving postwar prime minister in Japan.

The long tenure of Prime Minister Abe gave him unprecedented influence over the BOJ. In January 2013 the Abe government compelled the BOJ to sign the “Joint Statement of the Government and the Bank of Japan on Overcoming Deflation and Achieving Sustainable Economic Growth.”8 The statement committed the BOJ to a clear 2 percent inflation target and added that it would aim to achieve this target at “the earliest time possible.”

Prime Minister Abe then appointed new leadership at the BOJ that was in line with his vision for using very aggressive monetary policy to overcome deflation. In selecting appointees, Abe bypassed traditional channels of consultation with the BOJ and MOF (Park et al. 2018, 167). His close economic advisor, Koichi Hamada, an emeritus professor of economics at Yale University, announced bluntly that “what we don’t want is someone who would be under the thumb of the BOJ’s own people.”9

In March 2013, Prime Minister Abe appointed Haruhiko Kuroda, a former MOF official who had also served as president of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), as governor of the BOJ. Kuroda had been publicly critical of the BOJ, calling for much bolder monetary policy. Notably, he was the first governor since BOJ independence who had not been a former career BOJ official. Abe also appointed Kikuo Iwata, a vocal reflationist academic economist, as deputy governor. Perhaps to soften the blow to the BOJ, he appointed one career BOJ official, Hiroshi Nakaso, as a second deputy governor.

The new leadership of the BOJ steered monetary policy in a bold new direction. Governor Kuroda famously announced that the BOJ would do whatever it took to defeat deflation. The BOJ then launched its Quantitative and Qualitative Easing (QQE) program. In addition to “quantitative” asset purchases, the BOJ would focus on the “qualitative” mix of assets in order to specifically bring down longer-term interest rates, which remained in positive territory even as short-term interest rates remained at zero. The scale of QQE far exceeded the BOJ’s first QE. In April, the asset purchase target was in the range of 60–70 trillion yen per year, and then raised in 2014 again to 80 trillion per year, in part due to the contractionary effect of a consumption tax hike that took effect that year. With the inflation rate still significantly below 2 percent, the BOJ then experimented with other measures, including introducing a negative short-term interest rate policy in 2016.

Some of these moves incurred opposition in the BOJ Policy Board. In particular, the 2014 proposal to increase the size of the asset purchases and the 2016 negative interest rate proposal barely won a majority of votes; both passed by 5 to 4 majorities. Over time, Prime Minister Abe was able to replace the entire Policy Board, effectively removing any serious opposition. In fact, Abe was able to make a second round of many appointments, including his reappointment of Governor Kuroda to a second term in February 2018.

With the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic, the BOJ entered a new phase as it sought to stabilize the financial sector and economy. The BOJ provided loans to financial institutions and supported business through purchases of corporate bonds. The BOJ also removed limits on its asset purchases, which it at had capped at 80 trillion yen per year, although this move was largely symbolic as asset purchases had fallen well below this cap.

The Politics of the BOJ’s Unconventional Monetary Policies


Studies of the BOJ’s monetary policies since the appointment of Governor Kuroda have found several positive economic effects on the Japanese economy.10 That has not, however, dampened the debate over the BOJ’s monetary policies. First, the inability of the BOJ to reach its inflation target has invited sharp criticism. This is not a unique problem, as the European Central Bank (ECB) has also struggled with low inflation, even after launching aggressive unconventional monetary policies, including a negative interest rate lower than the BOJ’s. In part, this is in part due to Kuroda’s announcement of a very ambitious specific timeline (initially two years) to achieve the inflation target. The BOJ has had to revise this time frame multiple times, and the BOJ still seems far off from achieving it. One specific criticism has been that setting an unrealistic target has undermined the credibility of the BOJ.

Critics also have argued that Abenomics more broadly has not helped most ordinary Japanese citizens. They point out, among other things, that real wages are stagnant11 and that inequality has risen.12 Others point out that the BOJ’s unconventional monetary policies have a number of negative side effects, such as increasing risk in the financial system as investors seek out higher returns, and exposing the BOJ’s balance sheet to the risk of losses on its vast asset purchases.

Furthermore, there is growing evidence that the distributional effects of these policies are shaping the politics of monetary policies. Banks, for instance, have suffered from the negative interest rate policy, which has eaten into their margins. Conversely, the unconventional monetary policies have boosted asset prices benefitting asset holders. There is now some evidence that when stock prices decline in Japan, politicians increase demands for monetary interventions to raise stock prices (Cheung et al. 2020). Similarly, exchange rates also appear to drive monetary politics. When the yen strengthens and the trade balance declines, politicians are more likely to put pressure on the BOJ (Katada, Cheung, and Park 2019). Japan’s demographic profile also comes into play. Yamada and Park (2020) find that the elderly are more inflation-averse than non-elderly voters, and that the elderly tend to be more opposed to QE, which has been used to induce higher inflation. Although the share of the elderly is large and growing, for now there does not seem to a relationship between the concentration of older people in the single-member electoral districts for the House of Representatives and candidate preferences.

Japanese Democracy, the BOJ, and Central Bank Independence


Central bank independence (CBI) is an idea based on the need to delegate monetary policy to unelected technocratic experts. The theory of CBI has been predicated on the need to insulate these officials from pressure so that they can limit inflation. Given the political costs of high inflation as well as the discursive power of the theory of CBI, elected officials in many countries in fact took the step of tying their hands and granting some degree of independence to central banks.

This political arrangement has always been contingent on the trust of elected officials that the delegated experts will be able to manage monetary policy effectively. With the onset of deflation, however, the appropriate policy course came to be debated more and more in Japan as well as other parts of the world. While there was agreement in avoiding high inflation in earlier periods, there was much less consensus on the costs and dangers of deflation. In Japan, CBI and the lingering tradition of deference to bureaucratic expertise created a policy bias of viewing deflation as relatively benign, and policy board members continued to see inflationary threats despite persistent deflation (Park et al. 2018).

The failure to take deflation seriously was ultimately settled through the democratic process with the LDP’s landslide victory at the end of 2012 and Prime Minister Abe’s long hold on political power. While there was no legal change to the BOJ’s independence, Abe used his appointment power to assert greater control and limit the influence of BOJ civil servants. More generally, this change reflects broader shifts in Japanese democracy since the 1990s. The electoral reform of 1994 and a host of administrative reforms under Prime Minister Hashimoto spurred a greater centralization of power and control of the bureaucracy (Mulgan 2017; Shinoda 2005). The BOJ had been one of the last holdouts, due to several factors, including the shield of legal independence, informal practices that enhanced the informal power of entrenched bureaucratic interests, frequent turnover in prime ministers, and the technical nature of monetary policy (Park et al. 2018).

What do these developments mean for central bank independence and monetary policy? On the one hand, legal independence remains. On the other, despite legal independence, Prime Minister Abe filled all of the positions on the Policy Board with members that align with his preferences. So, in practice, legal independence has not really provided a meaningful firewall against pressure from the executive. Still, it is worth bearing in mind that Abe is the exception. His ability to exert such influence over the BOJ was due in large part to his historically long political tenure. Given that a repeat of Abe’s long tenure may be unlikely, future prime ministers may not exert the same degree of influence over the Policy Board. Thus, one cannot write off the significance of legal independence.

Nonetheless, in a broader sense, monetary policy has been much more deeply politicized since the establishment of legal independence. This culminated during the general election of 2012, which saw monetary policy and deflation as central themes in LDP’s campaign manifesto, something that no other industrialized democracy has seen. Whatever the preferred direction of policy, politicians will pay much greater attention to monetary policy. In terms of appointments, future prime ministers will likely follow Abe in ensuring that they have a high degree of control over these selections. Also, and more specifically, the experiment with unconventional monetary policy has had important distributional effects, and, as discussed above, political actors now grasp that such policies can have significant effects on the exchange rate, the labor market, and asset prices.

Lastly, it is important to bear in mind that economic circumstances and policies will drive the debates. The changing politics of monetary policy were driven by low inflation and deflation, and by disagreements over how best to respond. Future debates may revolve around new monetary policies that have yet to be tried. Thus, new economic ideas are likely to be central to monetary politics. The COVID-19 pandemic pushed Japan back into deflation. It is too early to know if the BOJ’s current monetary policies will be effective. Even prior to the pandemic, the BOJ’s target interest rate on ten-year JGBs (Japanese government bonds) was already “near zero” and the short-term interest was negative. Japan, it should be added, is not unique in this regard. Indeed, the Euro area finds itself in a similar position. Thus, the debate over what central banks can do is a matter of global concern being discussed by economists and policymakers across the globe. The downturn has spurred further discussion of ideas once thought of as radical, such as helicopter money—essentially the creation of new money that the treasury could use to spend on new project or to deliver tax cuts. Once a fringe idea, Modern Monetary Theory (MMT) is now on the edges of the mainstream. This dialogue is likely to shape the terms of the debate even if it is not possible to predict which ideas political leaders and central bankers will be willing to try.




Notes


1. For instance, see Masaaki Shirakawa, speech at the 2010 Fall Meeting of the Japan Society of Monetary Economics, September 26, 2010, https://www.boj.or.jp/en/announcements/press/koen_2010/ko1009f.htm/.


2. “Bank of Japan Gets Earful over Policies, Legal Proposals—Critics Slam Central Bank for Interest-Rate Revisions, Call for Clear Price Targets,” Nikkei Weekly, March 19, 2001.


3. See Park et al. 2018 for details.
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Chapter 23

 Social Inequality in Japan


David Chiavacci




Social inequality is one of the central and unsolved issues of modernity. It is in the intersection between the idea of a market economy, with competition as an irreplaceable element, and democracy, with equality as one of its fundamental principles. Democratic, market-oriented societies have always had to find a solution, or a compromise, to this inherent tension and sometimes violent conflict between competition and equality in order to achieve social inclusion, coherence, and (more or less) stability of the nation. In fact, the very terms of “left versus right,” by which we normally (and even today still primarily) think about national politics, are a scale of this political and social tension about inequality. In most democracies the solution to this inherent contradiction has been a more or less comprehensive welfare regime with a safety net and a redistribution of wealth between social classes through taxes and welfare programs. Still, up to the 1970s, social class and the opposition between owners and workers constituted the main cleavage in most democracies that shaped voting behavior and party landscape (Knutsen 2007).

When turning to Japan, we have to acknowledge that its postwar social contract of social inclusion and fairness was quite different from this standard arrangement of most Western democracies. Starting with the first comprehensive OECD study on income inequality (Sawyer 1976), comparative studies using Japan’s Family Income and Expenditure Survey (FIES) showed over decades a very equal income distribution in Japan on a similar level as that in Scandinavian countries, but without their extensive redistribution through high taxes and a large welfare state. However, in recent years, comparative research has more often used the Income Redistribution Survey (IRS) for calculating income inequality in Japan, which results in a much more unequal distribution and much higher relative poverty rates, not at the level of liberal economies like the United Kingdom or United States, but above the OECD average (for details, see Chiavacci 2008 and Moriguchi 2017). Which of the two national surveys is more representative is an open question that is hotly debated among specialists. Even a recent inter-ministerial study group could not reach a final conclusion (CAO, MIAC, and MHLW 2015). Still, regarding the question of social inequality, it was not a well-developed welfare state, but rather shared (high) growth that guaranteed postwar Japan coherence and stability. As a central element of this social contract of shared growth, the main flow of redistribution through taxes was not between social classes, but from urban centers to rural areas. Once established, this model of social inclusion was highly successful and a central factor for political stability and the nearly uninterrupted dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in Japan over decades. It resulted also in a “dual party system” (Scheiner 2006, 5), in which the countryside was dominated by the LDP and the urban areas were marked by party competition. Regarding social cleavages in voting behavior and party support, there has been a long continuity of relative irrelevance of social class. In his contribution to a seminal volume about social cleavages, Watanuki (1967) pointed out that social cleavages by values instead of income and social class define much of voting behavior in Japan. For decades, by far the most important social cleavage was the urban-rural split in Japan’s democracy.1

However, this should in no way be taken as an implication that the importance and role of social inequality, which has not changed over the postwar period up to the present day. Under the surface of continuity, we can differentiate a tumultuous phase of conflict over equality (about 1945–1960), which ended with the establishment of the social contract of shared growth (about 1960–1975), and was then followed by the strengthening of that contract (about 1975–1995). Still, from the late 1990s onward, the social contract has come under pressure. The former narrative of Japan as a general middle-class society (sōchūryū shakai) with a fair distribution in chances and outcomes has been replaced by a new model of Japan as a gap society (kakusa shakai), marked by increasing inequality and rising poverty (Chiavacci 2008). This discursive transformation in the dominant self-view of Japan played an important role in the political earthquake in 2007 and 2009, when the LDP lost the elections and was pushed for a few years into opposition. The LDP returned to power in 2012 under Shinzō Abe, but his new economic policy, called Abenomics, was again primarily a reaction to social anxieties regarding social and regional inequalities and an attempt to reestablish shared growth as social contract and the LDP as a catch-all party.

From Social and Political Conflicts to the Establishment and Enhancement of Shared Growth as Social Contract


Before turning to the more recent developments in more detail, let us start in this section with a short overview on the main developments in Japan’s postwar democracy concerning social inequality, up to the late 1990s. The total defeat of Imperial Japan in the Pacific War and the resulting US-led occupation was a turning point in the modern history of Japan, which led to two opposite developments concerning equality and politics. On the one hand, Japan was transformed into a much more equal society. In fact, Scheidel (2017, 115–123) uses Japan as a prime example for his thesis that not peace, but rather mass violence, has led to declining inequality in human history. Before the war, Japan had been a liberal economy, in which income and wealth were very much concentrated in the top 1 percent, but because of the war’s destruction, the country became a much more equal society (Moriguchi and Saez 2008, 718–721). However, this transformation was not only due to the war and accompanying hyperinflation, but also the result of political reforms. Already during the war years, the Japanese state developed a much more active labor market policy. The goal was to protect the income and livelihood of workers and their families in order to close ranks for the national war effort. Moreover, welfare policy gained a completely new and even unique momentum during Japan’s total war, which “inspired the most active period of welfare policymaking in Japanese history” (Kasza 2011, 192). This economic equalization was further reinforced and consolidated through the reforms put in place by the US-led occupation, which redistributed farm land from landowners to tenants, dissolved the largest family-owned business empires (zaibatsu), and recognized labor unions and left-wing parties.

However, these reforms and empowerment led to the founding of new political parties on the left and the flourishing of labor and farmer’s unions, which started to challenge the conservative parties and business establishment over questions of equality and co-determination. The resulting years of political turmoil were further reinforced by the fundamental question of Japan’s future social contract and national project. The former quest for a leadership position in the world system, which had led to wars of expansion and the complete subordination of the Japanese people to this goal, was, in view of the war destruction, including two atomic bombs, no longer generally accepted. Even the conservative establishment was marked by an internal split concerning Japan’s future path (Pyle 1992, 31–32). One group, under the leadership of Shigeru Yoshida, prioritized economic reconstruction and accepted political subordination under the United States. This position became known as the Yoshida Doctrine. The other group favored instead reestablishing full independence from the US as soon as possible and a remilitarization of Japan for regaining a leading role in the world system. Progressive forces in turn envisaged a full demilitarization of Japan and a prioritization of individual rights as the core of a new national project.

In the early postwar period, the political party system was clearly aligned into left and right, but party support and voting behavior did not follow class patterns. In 1955 the party system consolidated with the funding of the LDP on the right and the Japan Socialist Party (JSP) on the left. Like their smaller predecessors, their political positions were clearly marked by class discourse (Imada 1999, 140–142). However, the dividing line in voting behavior was primarily along the line of traditional-conservative values versus modern-progressive values instead of class consciousness (Watanuki 1967, 456–460). Party support correlated more strongly with level of education and age instead of income and class position, because questions of the new national project and of remilitarization overshadowed antagonisms between capitalism and socialism in public debate. Moreover, unionization among blue-collar workers in small and medium enterprises remained weak, and a majority of them continued to vote for conservative parties.

The huge Mi’ike strike and the mass demonstration against the renewal of the Anpo (Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan) in 1959–1960 were the climax and endpoint of these years of political and social conflicts (Gordon 1993; Kapur 2018). Japan’s political stability and democracy were under threat in view of labor unrest and mass protest, including the storming of the parliament. The LDP reacted by voting for Hayato Ikeda as new party president and prime minister. Under his leadership the LDP turned away from questions of remilitarization and security policy and instead prioritized national reconciliation and economic growth. Ikeda was not only “an honor student of the Yoshida school” (Shimamoto et al. 2015, 134), but he expanded and reinterpreted the Yoshida Doctrine significantly. Through his famous Income Doubling Plan (shotoku baizō keikaku), he turned it from a means for rebuilding national greatness by focusing on economic development into a new model of shared growth. The Yoshida Doctrine was now a project of general well-being and increasing purchasing power for the whole population. The goal was no longer to make Japan great again, but to improve people’s livelihood. Through the economic expansion, the problems of inequality and poverty would be solved (Milly 1999). The Income Doubling Plan became a huge success, in view of Japan’s high growth of nearly 10 percent per year up to the 1973 oil shock. It resulted in a spread of mass consumerism and of social upward mobility. By keeping its promises of generating general well-being, the LDP became the champion of shared growth, in which the conservative elites shared the fruits of hard labor and industrialization with the general population.

Around 1970, the social contract of shared growth came under pressure because of rampant environmental pollution due to the fast economic expansion. The LDP reacted swiftly and pragmatically by introducing stricter environmental legislation, which suggested that both economic growth and environmental protection could be possible. Moreover, the short but drastic recession caused by the oil shock in 1973 also contributed to the renewed acceptance of economic growth as a priority by large parts of the population (Chiavacci and Obinger 2018, 9). Japan’s political economic model and social contract of shared growth was further reinforced through an increasingly dominant view of Japan as a general middle-class society, and as a fair and classless society. It seemed nearly a realization of squaring the circle, as this political economy of shared growth and its life-course ideals included strong individual competition, despite supposedly uniquely high levels of social equality regarding chances and outcomes (Chiavacci 2008). The LDP became a catch-all party covering a large political spectrum, stretching from the far right to the left of center. It alone seemed able to perpetuate Japan’s economic success story in view of the JSP stubbornly maintaining socialist positions, which resulted also in secessions from the JSP and new, more centralists parties.

The political economy of shared growth was based on the prioritization of increasing productivity and fast growth instead of redistribution through high taxes and a well-developed welfare state. Like other East Asian economies, Japan established a productivist welfare state regime, in which social inclusion was guaranteed through high growth and productivity gains instead of a welfare safety net (Choi 2013). Still, the LDP cemented its status as a catch-all party by introducing and expanding over its decades in power a number of policies that were functional equivalents to a well-developed welfare state (Estévez-Abe 2008), often in reaction to crises that were threatening its dominant position (Calder 1988). The main profiteers of these particularistic policies were rural interest groups, especially the agriculture and construction industries. Over time this resulted in a strong bias of the LDP for the countryside (Sugawara 2004), which became locked into the convoy system of growth that was overwhelmingly produced in the urban centers. In Japan’s political economy of shared growth, it was not the cleavage between social classes, but rather the cleavage of the rural-urban divide that primarily defined the political system. Accordingly, redistribution through taxes was not realized between social classes, but instead from the urban centers to the rural peripheries (DeWit and Steinmo 2002; Kabashima 1984; Suzuki 2019).

Overall, Japan’s political economy of shared growth was, despite its evolution over the years, a period of stability and continuity covering nearly four decades. However, in the late 1990s, the resounding effects of the bursting of the speculation bubbles on the economy and labor market marked the beginning of a new era of a rapid succession of political-economic models of growth and equality (see Table 23.1). As substantial economic growth gave way to economic stagnation, the model of shared growth lost its main foundation and was no longer fully maintainable. Models of neoliberal growth, welfare growth, and Abenomics have been proposed as alternatives, but none of these had the same success and impact as the shared growth model. In fact, all three are not full departures from shared growth, but rather adapted versions of it.
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The Neoliberal Turn and Japan as a Gap Society


The contract of shared growth first came under pressure through the introduction of neoliberal policies in Japan following the reforms introduced by Ronald Reagan in the US and Margaret Thatcher in the UK. A first wave of market-oriented liberalization and structural reforms was already implemented during the years of Prime Minister Nakasone in the mid-1980s, but the main period of neoliberal reforms was the decade from 1996 to 2006 (Tiberghien 2014, 40–45).

For decades Japan had been an economic success model of growth, even after the breakdown of the Bretton Woods system and the oil price crisis marked the end of the golden era of capitalism in the early 1970s. In contrast to most advanced economies in the West with recurrent recessions, high inflation, and rising unemployment, after the 1973 recession Japan was again on a path of economic expansion, with near full-employment, a growing trade surplus, and an industrial switch to high-tech products. At the time, ideas of “Japanization” and “reverse convergence” became influential, according to which Western economies would have to copy Japan’s advanced model (Sugimoto 2014, 24–28). However, in the early 1990s, Japan’s growth came to a sudden end. A very low prime rate policy after the 1985 Plaza Agreement caused speculative bubbles in the real estate and stock markets. These financial bubbles burst in the early 1990s. At first, the government tried to overcome this economic shock and resulting stagnation through a Keynesian growth policy. However, after the mid-1990s, an increasing number of experts and politicians of the conservative establishment attributed the lasting economic malaise not simply to speculation and investment excesses, but also to structural imbalances due to Japan’s dual economy of competitive export sectors and protected domestic sectors. The US economy and its successful implementation of a neoliberal growth strategy became the point of reference in public debate and among policymakers (see, e.g., Keizai Senryaku Kaigi 1999; Nakatani 1996). In order to bring Japan back on a growth track, structural reforms were needed. Prime Ministers Ryūtarō Hashimoto (1996–1998) and Keizō Obuchi (1998–2000) introduced deregulation measures, but it was Prime Minister Junichirō Koizumi (2001–2006) who proclaimed a neoliberal growth model (see Table 23.1). He positioned himself as a reformer from the inside who would take on the old conservative establishment and its encrusted interest networks, stating, “I will change the LDP, and if it does not change, I will destroy it” (Koizumi and Inose 2003, 119).

In this neoliberal discourse of a structural overhaul of Japan’s economy, the political meaning of equality changed fundamentally, which meant turning away from the social contract of shared growth. Comparative research of the 1980s and early 1990s clearly documents the strength and prevalence of a social consensus between the population and the conservative establishment to restrict competition and prioritize social equality in Japan (Kluegel and Miyano 1995; Verba et al. 1987; Wright 1997). The new neoliberal model envisaged a trickle-down effect to the lower social classes, which meant that growth would be shared in the long term. Still, for the time being, increasing inequality was one of its main objectives in order to strengthen competition and incentives for individual effort as a basis for a new economic dynamism as well as national competitiveness. The “bad equality” (akubyōdō) embedded in the old model of shared growth was seen as a social sickness holding back Japan’s growth potential (Dore 1999). Iwao Nakatani (1997, 400), an influential economist and member of governmental reform committees, sums up this view nicely:

The Japanese must realize the need to replace the postwar emphasis on egalitarianism with a more balanced vision recognizing the importance of fair competition for the sake of increasing efficiency. That is, Japan cannot be efficient and remain competitive in the world market if it continues to be preoccupied with the equality of outcomes seen in the overemphasis on the distribution of income. Egalitarianism, which long helped to increase demand, strengthen the spirit of cooperation among employees, and maintain the social order, has become a drag on creativity, competitive élan, and the desire to work and excel.

In parallel with this neoliberal reform discourse and its (partial) implementation, public and scientific debates about rising inequalities emerged that led to a new model of Japan as a gap society, in contrast to the former general middle-class society. The trigger of these debates was two empirical studies by Tachibanaki (1998) and Satō (2000). Tachibanaki argued that income distribution in Japan had become much more disparate. According to his analysis, Japan “has the most unequal income distribution of all advanced industrial economies” (Tachibanaki 1998, 6)—even more unequal than the US. Satō’s study on social mobility showed a social closure of the upper white-collar class. The chance to reach a leading position in Japan had drastically diminished for those who had not been born into this “knowledge elite” (chishiki erīto) (Satō 2000, 51–63). A number of publications supported and further enlarged these arguments of rising inequality and social polarization (e.g., Genda 2001; Kariya 2001; Miura 2005; Yamada 2004; for details, see Chiavacci and Hommerich 2017).

The accuracy of these studies and their sweeping arguments has been fiercely debated among social scientists. Overall, empirical studies suggest that Japan had neither been an exceptional role model of equality up to the 1990s, nor been completely transformed since then into a divided society marked by winners and losers (for details, see Chiavacci 2008). Still, this new model of Japan as a gap society had fallen on fruitful social soil and become the new dominant discourse. Three main factors are responsible for this triumph march.

First, social inequality, measured in income and wealth distribution as well as social mobility patterns, may have remained relatively stable in Japan, especially in comparison to the UK and the US, which had much more far-reaching neoliberal reforms than Japan. However, since the late 1990s, household incomes and social upward mobility had started to stagnate and even to decrease. After having risen over decades, average workers’ household incomes fell by over 10 percent between the late 1990s and early 2000s, and have been stagnating ever since (Chiavacci and Hommerich 2017, 8). This long-term standstill of household income is unique among advanced industrial economies (see Figure 23.1).
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Figure 23.1. Long-term average growth of median real income in advanced industrial countries (in percent).

Source: Data from Thewissen et al. 2015, 16.





Regarding social mobility, for decades intergenerational upward mobility had been increasing more than downward mobility. From 2000 onward, however, upward mobility not only diminished, but downward mobility grew. The ratio between the two began to fall starkly (see Figure 23.2). The relative chances of mobility are stable in Japan (Ishida 2018), but opportunities of upward mobility have decreased and risks of downward mobility have increased. In summary, income distribution and relative chances of social mobility may have remained stable, but social upgrading ground to a halt. The cake started to stagnate and even to shrink, and many people started to worry about the size of their slice. Even when economic growth returned between 2003 and 2008, and company profits increased significantly again on average, salaries and incomes continued to stagnate and upward mobility did not return to earlier levels.
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Figure 23.2. Social mobility in Japan, 1955–2015.

Source: Data from Ishida 2018, 49.





Second, studies that diagnosed new and rising inequalities, and that declared a fundamental turning point in societal development, hit the mood of the time perfectly in view of the neoliberal turn in politics discussed above. As more inequality was proclaimed a new national goal by an increasing segment of the conservative establishment, many people started to worry, in view of their falling or stagnating income and their children’s diminished career possibilities, about the future of their families, which seemed to become (potentially at least) victims of this new social contract of the survival of the fittest. Empirical analysis showed that status anxieties and fear of the future were no longer confined to the margins of society, but reached the core of the middle classes (Hommerich 2017; Slater 2010).

Third, there were a number of high-profile public debates about increasing atypical employment, rising poverty, or increasing regional differences linked into the new narrative of Japan as gap society. This resulted in an enlargement, intensification, and consolidation of the new discourse. Politically, the most important new element in the gap society model was the debate about rising regional inequalities between urban centers and rural areas. It included a redistribution from the urban centers to the rural areas, as regional disparities had already been an important political topic under the social contract of shared growth. However, under the new neoliberal growth model, regional redistribution to rural areas was cut back, and instead decentralization was introduced in order to strengthen rural self-reliance and self-responsibility. These policies led to increasingly vocal opposition from rural communities and politicians. By the mid-2000s, the growth of regional disparities had become a primetime topic in mass media and gained a new resonance in public opinion (Elis and Lützeler 2008, 15–16; Hijino 2016, 185–187). The background of this is a decoupling of economic growth from rural development. In earlier periods, economic recovery spread to the countryside, with a time lag of about one year, but during the economic expansion from 2003 to 2008, in many rural areas no significant economic improvement occurred (Higuchi 2008, 5–6). Hence, not only large parts of the population in general, but especially rural areas, saw themselves excluded from the return to economic growth under the newly proclaimed neoliberal model.

The Politicization of the Gap Society Model and a Change in Power


At first, the quest of Koizumi to reinvent the LDP as a champion of neoliberal growth seemed to be successful. He gained public support for his reform program and attacks on the old guard of the conservative establishment to the point of being criticized as a populist. In particular, the 2005 lower house election, in which he was able to make postal privatization the predominant election issue, was a sweeping victory for Koizumi’s reform agenda not only against opposition parties, but also internal LDP opponents. However, at the same time, discussions about increasing inequality and a dichotomization of society became more intensive and politicized (Chiavacci 2008; Chiavacci and Hommerich 2017). Criticism of the Koizumi administration and its structural reforms grew more vocal. As it no longer seemed able or willing to produce growth for the whole nation, the LDP came increasingly under pressure. Not only the opposition, but also members of Koizumi’s LDP started to make structural reform policies directly responsible for rising social inequality and exclusion (Asahi Shinbun 2006). Yet the prime minister and his cabinet remained committed to the neoliberal reform course. Koizumi (2006) replied to his critics that not creating an equal society but a vibrant society full of opportunities was important and fair:

Recently, I frequently hear from people that, “There is both light and shadow to the reform. The social disparity widened as a result of advancing structural reform.”…

However, I have been advancing reform bearing in mind the question of how to make Japan a society in which the people’s vitality could be exerted, and which provides abundant opportunities for each and every individual to realize their latent potential. I am convinced that we must advance reform to create a society where even those people who have failed on their first or second attempt can keep challenging themselves instead of giving up.

Still, the gap society frame continued to gain momentum, and public opinion switched. Up to the mid-2000s, structural reforms and the deregulation leading to a society marked by free competition had enjoyed quite a strong backing, but now a return of public support for an egalitarian society became discernible (see Figure 23.3).
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Figure 23.3. Japan’s Ideal Society, 1999–2015.

Source: Data from JILPT 2017, 8.





Koizumi stepped down in September 2006 and the subsequent LDP prime ministers were weak figures with short terms of office. Facing increasing criticisms and shifting public opinion, they tried to change the LDP’s image of a ruthless reform party through the introduction of more socially balanced policies. However, instead of steering the LDP in a truly new direction, they were hardly able to keep the government together. In short, the ground was laid for attacking the LDP. What was needed was a political entrepreneur who would exploit the gap society model and propose an alternative to the neoliberal growth model. This political entrepreneur was Ichirō Ozawa, who was elected president of the main opposition party, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), in April 2006. In view of the increasing politicization of the gap society narrative, he reinvented the DPJ, which is apparent in the shift of the DPJ’s basic policy orientation in its manifestos for the lower house elections of 2005 and 2009 (DPJ 2005, 2009). In 2005, the DPJ pressed for even more comprehensive structural reforms than the LDP, but in 2009 Ozawa had remodeled the party into a guarantor of social equality by promising to reestablish a good livelihood for the entire population. Under his leadership, the 2007 upper house and the 2009 lower house elections ended with crushing victories for the DPJ. This was not only a change in power, but a political earthquake as well. Since its foundation in 1955, the LDP had reigned in Japanese politics almost without interruption, and had been ousted from power only in 1993 for a brief period of ten months.

Still, the debates about rising social inequalities per se would hardly have been enough to defeat the LDP. The DPJ under Ozawa’s leadership politicized especially increasing regional disparities as part of the gap society model. It stressed that rural areas had become decoupled from national economic growth and were falling into irreversible decline. This narrative proved to be decisive. For decades, the countryside had been the LDP’s main and undisputed power base. However, from the late 1990s onward, when the LDP started to focus on structural reforms, redistribution to the countryside declined strongly and negatively affected rural areas (Higuchi 2008, 14–16; Yamada 2011). At first, it seemed that the Koizumi administration had found the answer to the problem of rural decline in the form of large decentralization programs. However, these reforms did not lead to a turnaround. To the contrary, rural areas were even further decoupled from national growth. The LDP was no longer a champion of shared growth for its traditional voters in rural Japan. By promising to increase again redistribution to rural areas in its 2009 electoral campaign (DPJ 2009, 4, 10–11), the DPJ became, for the first time for many rural voters, a valuable alternative. In its election victories of the late 2000s, it defeated the LDP on its own turf, winning most rural election districts that had been LDP strongholds for decades (Chiavacci 2010; Shiratori 2010). Overall, the gap society model did not lead to new social cleavages along class boundaries. Yet the political crisis narrative proved to be central for the dealignment of the rural-urban divide that had marked the political system for decades (Gethin 2018, 95–97).

It can hardly be argued that the time of DPJ-led government was based on a clear political-economic model of growth and equality. The party’s three years in power (2009–2012) were characterized by a fast alternation of three prime ministers, a wavering policy agenda, and the Triple Disaster of March 2011, as well as internal power struggles and party secessions. Still, the main thrust was in the direction of a model of welfare growth (see Table 23.1). In its successful election campaigns, the DPJ had promised both growth and a more egalitarian society through more redistribution to households and making consumption the main motor of growth. Once in power, it started to restore resources to rural areas (Hasunuma 2013). However, in addition to its internal conflicts and inconsistent policies, the DPJ administrations committed grave political mistakes. Shortly before pivotal national elections, the DPJ announced its intention of fiscal consolidation through consumption tax hikes and of joining negotiations for the TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement). Thus, it abandoned fundamental policy promises and prioritized fiscal and trade policy over consumption and rural interests (Ido 2014).

Abenomics: Back to the Golden Past?


Thanks to internal conflicts and mistakes made by the DPJ, the LDP was handed the opportunity to reclaim power under Shinzō Abe, who ran his successful 2012 lower house election campaign under the slogan of “Regaining Japan!” (Nihon o torimodosu). Under Abe, LDP portrayed itself as the only political force capable of bringing back the old prosperous Japan. Under the Abenomics buzzword, Prime Minister Abe introduced a set of economic policies comprising monetary easing, fiscal stimulus, and structural reform. In essence, it was an adapted version of the LDP’s former shared growth model (see Table 23.1). Apart from the perfect public relations work that catapulted Abe as Superman onto the cover of the Economist (2013), Abenomics’ main innovation was to identify the inadequate monetary policy and resulting deflation as the principal causes for Japan’s economic stagnation since the early 1990s. Through a new monetary policy in coordination with the Bank of Japan, the Abe administration promised to lead Japan back to a path of sustained growth. The creation of an inflationary monetary situation—and not the prioritization of redistribution—it argued, would result in renewed shared growth and social inclusion. Demand stimulation and supply-side reforms were also included in Abenomics, but they were much less emphasized. Hence, it gave the impression that growth could be achieved without painful structural reforms or raising inequality. However, reestablishing shared growth proved to be a daunting task. It not only meant that Japan needed to achieve inflation and economic growth, but that this macroeconomic turnaround would need to result in rising incomes for the general population, including in rural areas.

Prime Minister Abe was well aware of these challenges. After coming to power, he and his cabinet lobbied repeatedly and strongly for increasing salaries. A senior commentator noted that Abe’s “campaign for higher wages looks even stronger than [that of] the Japanese Trade Union Confederation, the country’s largest labor organization” (Marutani 2018). This activism of a conservative politician and government, supporting the workers in negotiations between the labor unions and employers, is unorthodox, to say the least. Moreover, the Abe administration reacted swiftly to new challenges. In June 2014, the Masuda report made stark predictions about rural depopulation and decline (Masuda and NSK 2014). This ignited intense public debates about rural areas’ demographic situation and future prospects. In response, in September 2014 the Abe administration promptly adopted a new policy of regional revitalization (chihō sōsei) to increase the competitiveness of rural areas for overcoming stagnation and becoming part of national growth. Although the policy proposals were hardly convincing, these measures were sufficient to control the debates about demographic and rural decline in the run-up to the December 2014 lower house election (Hijino 2016).

Still, the rural challenges remained. A large national survey of February 2015 revealed a clear gap in the evaluation of Abenomics between urban and rural areas (Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2015). While a majority of urban respondents assessed Abenomics positively, the majority of rural residents expressed a negative view. The year 2015 also saw the rekindling of the public debate on old-age poverty (Fujita 2015; NHK 2015). Again, it did not take long for the Abe administration to react. In September 2015 it presented an updated version of Abenomics. The three original policies were merged and supplemented with two new policies of “dream-weaving childcare support” and “social security that provides reassurance” (ISKK 2015). These two new policies are clearly directed at specific audiences, moving beyond economic policies into social welfare. Katada and Cheung (2018) speak accurately of a “social turn” in Abenomics. The formulation of a new goal to achieve “lively and prosperous retirement” directly addresses the problem of old age poverty (ISKK 2015, 10). Regional revitalization is also stressed and given the tag of “local Abenomics” (ISKK 2015, 7). Thus, unlike earlier political-economic models of growth and equality that could be assigned relatively clearly to one type of welfare state, Abenomics, with this social turn, started to move toward the construction of a mixed type of welfare state (see Table 23.1).

Abenomics still has not delivered shared growth. The economy is growing, stock market prices are rising, and companies are posting substantial profits. But economic expansion has not translated into significantly growing household incomes, the real litmus test of its success. Average worker household income continues to stagnate (Fukuda 2018, 220–223). Studies using different aggregate indicators unanimously show increasing regional disparities, with rural areas still being decoupled from the economic growth in urban centers (Hayashi 2015; Tachibanaki and Urakawa 2012). In a survey taken in November 2017, four of five respondents felt no positive effect from the recent economic expansion (Asahi Shinbun 2017). Public opinion polls document that positive expectations for Abe’s economic policies have significantly fallen (Maeda 2018, 133–137). The gap society narrative remains dominant in public debate. Fierce critics point out that Abenomics has not only failed to reintroduce shared growth, but that it is also further increasing social inequalities (Inoue 2018; Okamura and Yuji 2018). A new study on Japan as a new class society (Hashimoto 2018) did not only became a bestseller, it also led to another round of mass media reporting on increasing social inequality, polarization, and poverty (e.g., Shūkan Daiyamondo 2018; Shūkan Tōyō Keizai 2018). Even inside the LDP, critical voices on Abenomics became louder. Though Abe clearly won the LDP party presidency election of September 2018, this was only due to LDP parliamentarians’ votes. His opponent, Shigeru Ishiba, who in his recent book likened Abenomics to a temporary shot of medicine instead of a sustainable solution to stagnating household income and rural decline (Ishiba 2018, 121–146), was able to amass nearly half of the LDP member votes (Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2018). Hence, even inside the LDP not everybody is satisfied with Abenomics.

Concluding Remarks


In the late 1990s, Japanese democracy entered a new era. The golden era of shared growth and a general middle-class model that overcame the fierce social and political conflicts of the first postwar years and that marked Japan as a dominant social contract for decades had come to an end. Attempts to construct a new social contract or to return to this golden era of equality have failed. The approach of Abenomics has resulted in continuous economic expansion, which profited both companies and young workers, and permitted the LDP a series of election victories. However, these electoral successes were primary the result of a fragmented opposition and the absence of a convincing counter-model, rather than the strength of the LDP under Abe, which has not returned to be a catch-all party and has not won back the hearts of the voters.

What does the Japanese case tell us then about the relationship of social inequality and democracy in general? In a recent survey article on wealth inequality and democracy, Scheve and Stasavage (2017) identify three key features that show why democracy and inequality are sustainable together: (1) social cleavages other than wealth, (2) voter preferences against redistribution, and (3) democracy captured by the rich. The discussed development of Japanese democracy refers to one more important factor: fast and general upward mobility that covers questions of inequality. Beginning in the 1960s, Japan was for decades a prime example of Ernest Gellner’s view of modern society: “Modern society is not mobile because it is egalitarian; it is egalitarian because it is mobile” (Gellner 1983, 24–25). Still, once this general upward momentum broke down in Japan in the late 1990s, and then got politicized a few years later, questions of inequality have come again to the forefront of the public sphere.

In this context, we may also refer to the recent debates about income stagnation and the rise of populism in democracies. Milanovic (2016) shows in his analysis of worldwide income increases that the middle classes in advanced industrial economies were the losers in globalization, as their incomes have stagnated in contrast to the population in many developing economies (especially China) as well as the worldwide top-income elite who could realize large income growth. This has been connected by many commentators to the election of Donald Trump in the US, Brexit in the UK, gilets jaunes (yellow vests) protests in France, or the rise of populist parties in many European democracies. Still, this recent destabilizations of democracies has also to be attributed to a rising importance of the rural-urban cleavage. In the case of Japan, we noted above a dealignment of the division between rural and urban voters. In contrast, in Western democracies, especially rural areas have become hotbeds of anti-establishment movements. In fact, despite the new gap society model and accompanying discussions on rural decline as well as new mass protest movements (Chiavacci and Obinger 2018), Japan and its democracy look, in international comparison, still very stable, and the Japanese government under Abe was recently lecturing Western governments about social cohesion.




Note


This chapter is indebted to the author’s earlier publications about social inequality and its political impact in Japan (see Chiavacci 2008; Chiavacci 2010; Chiavacci 2018; and Chiavacci and Hommerich 2017).

1. Starting with Watanuki (1967), many authors have identified a social cleavage between progressive and conservative as the main fault line in Japanese politics. This social cleavage seems to overlap quite strongly with the urban-rural cleavage (i.e., progressive cities versus conservative countryside). However, to use a value dimension of progressive versus conservative implies a continuity that does no justice to the social dynamics in Japan after 1945. In early postwar Japan, the countryside had quite strong progressive forces like the farmers’ unions, which were later replaced by pro-LDP farmers’ cooperatives as the main political organization (Chiavacci 2010, 52). In other words, it was not traditional values, but political processes, that turned rural areas into strongholds of the LDP (Babb 2005).
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Chapter 24

 Immigration and Democracy in Japan


Michael Strausz




In 1979, the question of what to do about the large numbers of Vietnamese fleeing persecution after the Vietnam War was one of the major topics discussed at the G7 meeting in Japan—the first G7 meeting that Japan had hosted. This question was particularly embarrassing for Japan, because shortly before the G7 meeting, when Prime Minister Masayoshi Ōhira had visited the United States, Japan had only admitted three refugees from Vietnam: the Vietnamese widow of a Japanese citizen and her two children. By the time of the G7 meeting, Japan had admitted only a few more refugees from Vietnam, and there were reports of private criticism by world leaders (Strausz 2019, 103–105). Interestingly, however, the public criticism that those leaders offered was often much more muted. While President Jimmy Carter of the United States was in Japan for the G7 meeting, he said at a town meeting in Shimoda that “Japan has been very generous in its financial contributions, but because of the homogeneous nature of your own society, Japan has not yet decided to receive very many of the Vietnam refugees” (USGPO 1980, 1173).

President Carter’s suggestion that Japan does not admit many refugees (or foreign laborers, or immigrants), largely because of Japan’s ethnic homogeneity, is commonly asserted by members of the public in Japan and the United States, as well as media commentators in both countries. And there is some truth to this suggestion, for Japan is more ethnically homogeneous than many advanced industrialized countries. However, despite President Carter’s words, Japan went on to permit resettlement of a total of 11,319 refugees from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia between 1975 and 2005 (Akashi 2010, 94, note 5). In other words, despite its “homogeneous nature,” Japan eventually found a way to admit a significant number of Southeast Asian refugees. Moreover, because of the history of Japanese colonialism, as well as severe labor shortages that have periodically plagued Japan since the late 1960s, Japan has relatively large populations of “Zainichi Koreans” (Koreans who can trace their families’ time in Japan to the period when Japan colonized Korea, 1910–1945), as well as other populations of foreign laborers from all over the world. Ultimately, this chapter will argue that the way that Japan deals with both the admission and treatment of foreign laborers will help shape the nature of Japan’s democracy going forward.

I begin with an overview of the foreign community in Japan today in comparative perspective, focusing on several competing explanations from the literature of why Japan is such an outlier. Second, I look more carefully at the foreign communities in Japan today and the political conditions that have created the major visa categories currently in use. Third, I look at the new visa categories that were created by the 2018 revision to the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act (ICRRA) for laborers who had previously been excluded, including agricultural workers and construction workers. Fourth, I discuss Japan’s famously restrictive refugee admission policy. Fifth, I examine the relationship between public opinion, civil society, and immigration policy in Japan. And, finally, I look at the ways that Japan’s immigration policy and policymaking might impact the future of Japan’s democracy.

Japan’s Foreign Population in Comparative Perspective


Contemporary Japan’s approach to immigration is unusual when compared with other advanced industrialized countries. In 2015, the most recent year for which comprehensive data is available, 11.89 percent of the population of the median OECD country was made up of migrants, and the median G7 country had 13.2 percent migrants, while Japan’s population had only 1.61 percent migrants. Only two OECD countries had a smaller percent of migrants than Japan: Poland (1.6 percent) and Mexico (0.94 percent). After Japan, the G7 country with the smallest percent of migrants in 2015 was Italy, with 9.68 percent migrants (almost six times as high a percent as Japan).

However, while many advanced industrialized countries are taking steps to decrease immigration, in recent years Japan has been doing the opposite. Between 1989, the year that intense labor shortages led to a major revision of the ICRRA, and 2004, the number of foreign residents in Japan doubled, from 984,455 to 1,973,747, and the number has continued to grow (with the exception of the period between 2009 and 2012, when the number fell in response to the global financial crisis). In 2018, foreign residents made up more than 2 percent of the population of Japan for the first time in postwar history (see Figure 24.1 for more details).


[image: display]
Figure 24.1. Total number of foreigners and foreigners as a percent of population, 1990–2018.





Scholarship and popular discussions of immigration in Japan suggest several explanations for Japan’s relatively small (but increasing) population of foreign residents. In my own interviews with Japanese politicians, bureaucrats, and interest group representatives, many have asserted that the reason Japan’s foreign population remains small is because of demand; that is, many people planning to emigrate choose other countries over Japan (Strausz 2019, 10–12). While this explanation is not particularly helpful for refugees (who generally want to escape oppression and/or refugee camps more than they want to migrate to a particular country) or for low-skilled1 migrants from the developing world (for whom the wage differential between Japan and their home country is what makes Japan attractive), this explanation is somewhat helpful when thinking about potential migrants with advanced degrees and/or other extremely marketable skills.

In a cross-national study of migrant flows into eighteen OECD countries, including Japan, Fitzgerald, Lebang, and Teets (2014, 419–423) find that countries can make themselves more attractive to migrants through policies such as permitting dual citizenship. However, they also find that even if Japan enacted all of the “pro-migrant” that they analyze, Japan would still be a less attractive destination than any of the other countries in their model because of structural variables, including Japan’s lack of land borders, its relatively obscure language, and the relatively small numbers of migrants that live there. An additional reason for the relative undesirability of Japan to highly educated potential migrants relates to wages. Takenaka, Nakamuro, and Ishida (2016, 525) find that immigrants from the West in Japan earn less for each additional year spent in Japan (holding a variety of other factors constant). Things are a little bit better for immigrants from Asian countries—they do not earn less for each additional year spent in Japan, but they also don’t earn more for additional years in Japan.

Other scholars have focused more on institutions to explain Japan’s relatively small population of foreign residents. Breunig and Luedtke (2008) analyze the manifestos of ruling parties in eighteen developed countries between 1987 and 1999 (including the LDP in Japan), and they argue that, holding a variety of factors constant, parties in countries with fewer institutional checks on majoritarianism—like Japan—are more likely to support restrictive immigration policies because publics tend not to support immigration. Seol and Skrentny (2009) argue that, unlike Western European states, Japan and South Korea make family reunification by immigrants difficult because “supranational institutions at the global and especially European level have created norms or expectations for family reunification for migrants to Europe” (Seol and Skrenty 2009, 594).

Institutions undoubtedly play a major role in shaping many policy outcomes. However, there is some debate among specialists about how many checks on majoritarianism Japan really has. For example, Hymans (2015) uses the large number of veto players in nuclear power policymaking to explain the persistence of nuclear power gridlock after the Fukushima disaster. Moreover, accounts of the liberalization of immigration control policy in Europe that focus exclusively on the role of the European Union and other international institutional factors miss important domestic political dynamics that were essential in making those changes possible (See Bonjour 2011 for an account of the liberalization of immigration control policy in the Netherlands).

Other scholars have focused on the role of ideas in explaining Japan’s relative reluctance to admit immigrants. Seol and Skrenty (2009, 580) argue that “Asian states have an elite political culture that affects migrant settlement outcomes differently from in Europe. Specifically, Asia is still characterized by the repertories and assumptions of a ‘developmental state,’ which may prioritize economic growth over individual rights, making the region distinct from Europe.” Bartram (2000, 25) cites Robert Wade’s argument that Japanese bureaucrats tend to advocate policies that “can meet a national interest test rather than a clamorous opportunity test” in order to explain Japan’s reluctance to admit foreign laborers in the 1960s and 1970s.

More recently, I have argued that a key factor in explaining Japan’s reluctance to admit immigrants is that in the postwar period there has not been an influential strain of thought among Japan’s governing elites which suggests that some group of foreign residents has a legitimate role in Japan. Moreover, because Japan developed labor shortages late relative to peer countries such as France, England, and Germany, Japan’s governing elites were able to observe the French, English, and German experience with foreign labor, and those governing elites generally agreed that the European experience was a failure that should not be repeated in Japan (Strausz 2019).

Foreign Communities in Japan Today


As Table 24.1 demonstrates, the four largest groups of foreigners in Japan today are all from East or Southeast Asia. The largest group of foreigners comes from China, followed by South Korea, Vietnam, and the Philippines. The fifth-largest group of foreign residents comes from Brazil. Although these Brazilians moved to Japan from South America, many if not most of the Brazilians living in Japan have Japanese ethnicity.



Table 24.1 Foreign Residents in Japan by Nationality, 2018


	China
	764,720

	South Korea
	449,634

	Vietnam
	330,835

	Philippines
	271,289

	Brazil
	201,865

	Nepal
	88,951

	Taiwan
	60,684

	United States
	57,500

	Indonesia
	56,346

	Thailand
	52,323

	Peru
	48,362

	India
	35,419

	North Korea
	29,559

	Other
	283,606

	TOTAL
	2,731,093


Source: Data from Ministry of Justice 2019c, compiled and synthesized by author.



I begin this section with this observation because it points to how easy it can be for someone from the West to underestimate the amount of diversity in Japan. When considering that, like Brazilians, most Peruvians in Japan have Japanese ethnicity, it is important to note that ten of the thirteen largest groups of foreign nationals in Japan have East or Southeast Asian heritage. Thus, much of the diversity in Japan is not immediately evident to many outside observers of Japan, because the East and Southeast Asian populations in Japan are often physically similar to ethnic Japanese citizens of Japan.2

Table 24.2 outlines the seven largest visa categories used by foreign residents of Japan. Three of these categories—the foreign student visa, the technical internship visa, and the long-term residency visa—function as “side doors” for low-skilled foreign labor. Foreign students in Japan—the second-largest visa category—can work for up to twenty-eight hours per week when school is in session, and up to eight hours per day during extended holidays (Ministry of Justice n.d.), and they are an important source of foreign labor for many retail establishments in Japan. Almost 40 percent of these foreign students come from China, and in her book on Chinese students and foreign labor in Japan, Gracia Liu-Farrer suggests that “the magnitude of the contemporary trend of student migration between these two countries is unprecedented. What is new is the merging of these two types of migration [student migration and labor migration] and the blurred boundary between students and laborers” (Liu-Farrer 2011, 141).



Table 24.2 Foreign Residents in Japan by Visa Types, 2018 (all visa types with more than 100,000 people)


	Permanent residents
	771,568
	33.8% China, 16.8% Philippines, 14.6% Brazil, 9.2% South Korea, 25.6% other

	Foreign students
	337,000
	39.3% China, 24% Vietnam, 8.6% Nepal, 5.1% South Korea, 23% other

	Technical interns
	328,360
	50.1% Vietnam, 23.7% China, 9.2% Philippines, 8.2% Indonesia, 8.8% other

	Special permanent residents
	321,416
	89.8% South Korea, 9% North Korea, 0.4% Taiwan, 0.3% China, 0.5% other

	Engineer/humanities/international services
	225,724
	36.2% China, 15.4% Vietnam, 10.9% South Korea, 5.1% Taiwan, 32.4% other

	Long-term residents
	192,014
	33.9% Brazil, 27.1% Philippines, 14.7% China, 5.5% Peru, 18.9% other

	Dependents (family)
	182,452
	43% China, 14.3% Nepal, 8.4% Vietnam, 6.6% South Korea, 27.7% other

	Spouses
	115,050
	25.6% China, 19.1% Philippines, 11.1% South Korea, 6.8% United States, 6.1% Thailand, 31.3% other


Source: Data from Ministry of Justice 2019c compiled and synthesized by author.



Technical interns are admitted through visas that permit them to stay in Japan to train in a particular company. The first foreign technical interns were admitted to Japan in the 1960s and 1970s—including ten Taiwanese trainees at a chemical factory (Clark 1970) and 331 nurses from South Korea (Akashi 2010, 750), but the technical internship program was formalized and greatly expanded in the 1989 revision to the ICRRA. The 1980s was a period of intense labor shortages in Japan, and some in the government and business community supported establishing a visa for low-skilled laborers (Milly 2014, 63–64). However, others were concerned about replicating what they saw as the problems that Western European states had faced after permitting foreign unskilled laborers, and so to satisfy this group the ICRRA revision permitted trainees but not foreign low-skilled laborers.

Although trainees are not officially laborers, there is a strong and statistically significant correlation between the intensity of labor shortages in a prefecture (measured by the job-seeker’s ratio) and the percentage of that prefecture’s population that is made up of trainees (Strausz 2019, 85). In other words, despite the official position that the Technical Internship Trainee Program is an international development program, it functions as a low-skilled labor program.

Their legally ambiguous status (as both students and laborers) made trainees relatively easy for employers to abuse, and in 2007 the US State Department’s Trafficking in Persons Report indicated that “[s]ome migrant workers are reportedly subjected to conditions of forced labor through a ‘foreign trainee’ program” (US State Department 2007). As a result, in 2009, “trainees were formally given the status of workers eligible for the full range of worker protections” (Milly 2014, 69).

Like the technical internship visa, the long-term residency visa was formalized in the 1989 revision to the ICRRA. This visa is granted to those with Japanese ethnicity. There are three common misconceptions about this visa category. First, contrary to how this visa is sometimes discussed, it is not only used by those with Japanese heritage from Latin America. Although, as Table 24.2 demonstrates, the plurality of long-term residents come from Brazil, the second- and third-largest nationality groups using this visa come from China and the Philippines, respectively. Second, while this visa category has indeed become an important source of low-skilled foreign labor, the designers of the 1989 law did not anticipate the extent to which this law would be used for laborers (Akashi 2010, 113–114; Milly 2014, 65; Tanaka 1995, 20). Indeed, shortly after the 1989 revision to the ICRRA went into effect, Katsunori Toda, a planning officer from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, predicted that it was unlikely to result in foreigners returning to Japan and settling:

The descendants of those who have succeeded in the country in which they settled are the ones who come, so there is little likelihood of their settling in Japan—that is the difference between them and other Asians. As far as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which allows emigration, is concerned, it would in fact be a problem if they were to return and settle. (Cited in Seigo 1997, 11–12)

Third, this visa is not de facto recognition by the Japanese state that those with Japanese ethnicity belong in Japan. Indeed, in 2009, after the global financial crisis, the Japanese state set up a policy that permitted ethnic Japanese with Latin American citizenship to accept a fixed payment from the Japanese state in exchange for surrendering the right to reenter Japan with their previously held visa status for at least three years, “subject to adjustment based on Japanese economic and employment conditions” (Milly 2014, 173).

Yunchen Tian argues that that in recent years the Japanese state has come to rely on technical interns rather than long-term residents, because “(t)he original justification for the [long-term residency] programme, which assumed that shared filial heritage would facilitate cultural assimilation, was proven to be largely unfounded.” However, he goes on to argue that this movement away from ethnicity-based immigration policy “has not resulted in the liberalisation of migration policies, but rather the entrenchment of an extremely restrictive, exclusionist, and profoundly illiberal guest worker programme that does not even fully recognise its participants as labourers” (Tian 2019, 13).

Michael Sharpe is somewhat more optimistic about the possibility that decreasing reliance on ethnic Japanese immigrants could create a new kind of liberal, multiethnic Japan. He argues that “although this policy [of giving ethnic Japanese preferential immigration treatment] was established to maintain homogeneity, it may have helped push open the doors wider to the realities of an increasingly multicultural Japan” (Sharpe 2014, 167). I return to these arguments in the final section of this paper.

In addition to those three visa categories that are sources of low-skilled foreign labor, there are two other visa categories that are important to mention. The engineer/humanities/international services visa is a relatively new category, established in 2014. This visa is a catch-all for various types of skilled labor; as the Immigration Bureau explains on its website: “In order to respond flexibly to the needs of companies, etc. related to the acceptance of foreign nationals in professional and technical fields, the division between ‘Engineer’ and ‘Specialist in Humanities/International Services,’ which was based on a division of knowledge (sciences/humanities) necessary for the work, was removed” (Ministry of Justice 2015).

The special permanent residency visa is reserved for those who trace their or their family’s time in Japan to Japan’s colonization of Korea, Taiwan, and other parts of Asia before and during World War II. Japan occupied Korea between 1910 and 1945, and almost 99 percent of those with this visa category have either North or South Korean citizenship. After a series of reforms in the 1970s and 1980s, special permanent residents gained a series of social, economic, and cultural rights, including access to the national health insurance program and the right to employment in previous off-limits areas, including attorneys, nurses, postal carriers, and professors at national and municipal universities (Strausz 2019, 46–49). After these and other reforms in the 1970s and 1980s, it is reasonable to argue that, with respect to special permanent residents and other permanent and long-term foreign residents, “citizenship rights for foreign residents in Japan are on par with those of other democracies with relatively generous provisions including, but not limited to, access to most state administered social welfare benefits residential security, and limited political rights” (Chung 2010, 44).

These changes were consistent with changes to the Immigration Bureau’s overall approach to the Zainichi Korean community. This new approach was first articulated in an essay by Immigration Bureau bureaucrat Hidenori Sakanaka, who argued that Japan should extend rights to Zainichi Koreans because it would promote assimilation of that community and thus avoid “a situation where ethnic consciousness [for Zainichi Koreans] provides spiritual uplift” (Sakanaka [1975] 1999, 151).

The Zainichi Korean community in Japan has been politically active; in the 1980s activists organized a civil disobedience campaign regarding the fingerprinting requirement. Before 1980 all foreigners in Japan, including Zainichi Koreans whose parents might have been born in Japan, had to be fingerprinted every three years. In 1985 more than 10,000 foreigners in Japan refused to be fingerprinted, and the fingerprinting requirement for foreign residents was eventually removed (Strausz 2006–2007).3

More recently, activists in the Zainichi Korean community in Japan have campaigned in favor of granting foreign permanent residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan. The political party Kōmeitō (the junior partner of the Liberal Democratic Party [LDP] in the ruling coalition between 1998 and 2009, and again beginning in 2012) has proposed laws numerous times in support of granting foreign residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan. However, this has become a hot-button social issue for the right wing in Japan; emerging far-right nativist groups have rallied around this issue in particular,4 and LDP politicians have broken with their junior coalition partner. Elsewhere I argue that LDP politicians don’t support proposals to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan because such proposals do not appeal even to those LDP members who believe that Japan can handle minor challenges to the idea that it is a “one-ethnicity state” (Strausz 2010).

Interestingly, while the LDP has never been particularly supportive of efforts to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan, LDP politicians seem to have become more strongly opposed to such proposals after 2005 (all data in this paragraph is compiled by the author from Taniguchi 2003–2016). In 2003, 2004, and 2005, an average of 24.3 percent of LDP Diet members supported efforts to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections.5 However, that number fell drastically to 7.2 percent in 2009, and it has not surpassed 2 percent since 2009.6 Interestingly, this does not appear to be simply a reflection of a change in public opinion, as surveys in 2009, 2012, and 2014 showed the plurality of the Japanese public (48.5 percent, 41.4 percent, and 42 percent, respectively) supporting efforts to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections.7

One possible cause of this drift by LDP politicians against proposals to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections is the emergence of what Smith calls the “Nativist Right” or “Action Conservative Movement.” The repertoire of contention of this new type of far-right group in Japan includes “explicitly and performatively racist, xenophobic activism.” Smith traces their emergence to the 2002 joint hosting of the World Cup by Japan and South Korea (as well as the emergence of the North Korean abduction issue and a backlash against the boom in Korean popular culture in Japan) (Smith 2018, 237). However, Smith also notes that two of the groups most associated with that movement: Shuken Kaifuku o Mezasu-kai and Zaitokukai emerged in 2006 and 2008, respectively (241). It is certainly possible that the emergence of these groups as vocal opponents of granting foreign permanent residents the right to vote in Japan has increased the cost for LDP politicians to support policies to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections. The relationship between public opinion and immigration policymaking will be discussed in greater depth below, in the section on “Public Opinion, Civil Society, and Immigration Policy in Japan”.

From Side Door to Front Door: The 2018 Revision of the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act


By 2018, labor shortages in Japan had reached historically unprecedented levels (Strausz 2021). Before 2017, the new job seeker’s ratio in Japan—the ratio of open jobs to new job seekers—had peaked in 1973 at 2.14 (meaning there had been 2.14 jobs for every new job seeker). As the ratio had begun to grow in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Japanese firms had begun to seek foreign workers for the first time in postwar history. That was the highest Japan’s new job seeker’s ratio had ever been, until 2017, when it reached 2.24. By 2018 it had climbed to 2.39 (Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare 2019).

In this economic context, firms were desperate for foreign labor, and particularly “low-skilled” labor in industries like construction, agriculture, and caregiving. Because Japan did not have visa categories for low-skilled laborers, firms relied on foreign students, technical interns, and “long-term residents” (with Japanese heritage) to fill these jobs. However, there were not nearly enough holders of those three visa categories to fill all of the open jobs in Japan.

In February 2018, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe announced that the Japanese government would produce a plan by the summer to admit “professional, technical foreign workers” (senmonteki, gijutsuteki na gaikokujin) (Asahi Shimbun 2018). The English-language press translated this as “skilled workers” (Yoshida 2018), but this interpretation is based on an expansion of what the Japanese government counted as “skill,” as the proposal being discussed would establish “skilled” visa categories for areas that had not previously been treated as skilled, including construction workers, caregivers, and agricultural workers.8

Throughout 2018, the number of new visa categories being proposed climbed, and the eventual revision to the ICRRA passed in December established fourteen new categories. As the proposal was being discussed, Prime Minister Abe regularly insisted that it was “not an immigration policy” (Yomiuri Shimbun 2018a, 2018b, 2018c), because the proposed policy “would establish strict residency limits and family members would not be permitted to accompany laborers to Japan” (Asahi Shimbun 2018).

The revision establishing the new categories was passed on December 8. On December 24, the Abe Administration announced a Cabinet Understanding that established a goal of admitting 345,150 foreign residents under these new visa categories in five years (the Cabinet Understanding also established an office with 100 locations all around Japan that would help foreigners with issues relating to daily life; Yomiuri Shimbun 2018e).

The new visa categories went into effect on April 1, 2019. It is early to say how much these new categories will ultimately be used, but by the end of June 2019, only 20 people had been admitted to Japan under these new visa categories—11 Thai foundry workers, 6 industrial machinists from Vietnam, 2 agricultural workers from Cambodia, and 1 food and beverage manufacturing worker from Vietnam (Ministry of Justice 2019b).

Although this is a slow start, this visa category has the potential to lead to a significant shift in the major pathways that foreign workers end up taking into Japan. Erin Chung argues that this revision actually represents more of the same:

By creating yet another set of visa categories that prioritize some foreign workers over others, this system is likely to harden the hierarchies of noncitizens in Japan, which now range from permanent residents with quasi-dual-citizenship rights to industrial trainees who are not recognized as workers. (Chung 2019, 221)

More broadly, she argues:

Far from lagging decades behind Western democracies on the path toward becoming a liberal migration state, Japan has been on a different trajectory altogether. Its approach increasingly resembles the Singaporean and Gulf state models that treat unskilled foreign workers as permanently deportable populations whose access to rights is tied to their utilitarian functions, rather than what might be expected in a mature democracy. (Chung 2019: 221)

I return to this argument in the chapter’s final section.

Refugees in Japan


In addition to unskilled laborers, Table 24.2 has a second surprising omission: refugees (see Flowers 2009 for a discussion of Japan’s response to global refugee norms). While the number of refugees residing in Japan is not reported in the Ministry of Justice data source from which Table 24.2 was compiled, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees reported that there were 14,511 refugees in Japan at the end of 2015 (UNHCR 2016). Moreover, the vast majority of those that apply for asylum status have their applications rejected. As Table 24.3 demonstrates, between 2012 and 2018, there was no year when 1 percent of those who applied for asylum were granted that status in Japan. In contrast, the median EU country in that period granted asylum to 9.1 percent of applicants.
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Kalicki (2019, 361) notes that the spike in applicants that we see beginning in 2011 is due to a 2010 change in application procedures. After 2010, asylum applicants were granted six-month work visas while awaiting results of their hearing. In short, for a time asylum seekers became yet another source of foreign labor. As of January 2018, however, asylum applicants were no longer permitted to work while awaiting the results of their hearing (364), which could be the reason that the number of asylum applicants dropped from 19,629 in 2017 to 10,493 in 2018.

These asylum seekers are applying for recognition of their formal asylum claims made after arriving in Japan. However, countries often permit the resettlement of refugees as a part of an agreement with another country and/or an international organization, in a manner that bypasses the formal asylum process. Between 1975 and 2005, Japan permitted the resettlement of 11,319 refugees from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia under such an arrangement (Strausz 2019, 98). Elsewhere I have argued that this resettlement was only permitted once Japan’s governing elites were convinced that this policy would not set a precedent that would make it more difficult for Japan to reject other populations of refugees (Strausz 2019, 116–117). In the 2010s, Japan adopted policies to resettle much smaller numbers of refugees from Syria and Myanmar (the caps were set at 150 refugees from Syria and 30 per year from Myanmar; Strausz 2019, 117). Even this small number of Syrian refugees marked a departure from the initial position of Prime Minister Abe, who said in 2015, in response to a question about whether Japan would join other countries in admitting refugees from Syria and Iran, “It is an issue of demography. I would say that before accepting immigrants or refugees, we need to have more activities by women, elderly people and we must raise our birth rate. There are many things that we should do before accepting immigrants” (Reuters 2015).

Public Opinion, Civil Society, and Immigration Policy in Japan


A number of civil society groups and interest groups in Japan have worked to promote the rights and interests of foreigners in Japan. Kremers (2014) highlights the way in which advocacy by a network of such groups was instrumental in the decision to revise the ICRRA in 2009 to grant technical interns the legal status of workers. Shipper (2008) examines the ways in which Japanese civil society organizations have supported undocumented immigrants. Milly (2014) analyzes the ways in which civil society groups have worked with local governments to address the treatment of foreign communities in Japan. Chung (2010, 116) shows how Zainichi Korean civil society organizations in Japan have “mobilized the community around their foreign citizenship status in the post-Cold War era to gain political visibility and strength in Japan.”

Of course, there are also increasingly loud organizations that contest the rights of foreigners to be in Japan (Smith 2018). How does the Japanese public fit into this? Does the public relate more to the groups that support the rights of foreigners in Japan, or more to the groups that oppose foreigners in Japan? Or is the public largely indifferent to issues involving foreigners?

As noted above, under “Foreign Communities in Japan Today,” surveys in 2009, 2012, and 2014 suggested that the plurality of the Japanese public supports efforts to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan. Moreover, in December 2018, just after the revision to the ICRRA that would permit the admission of unskilled and low-skilled foreign labor for the first time, a Yomiuri Shimbun poll suggested that the public was more supportive of the expansion of foreign manual labor in theory than they were of the ICRRA revision. In the poll, 46 percent indicated that they approve of the expansion of foreign manual labor in Japan, with 39 percent opposed. However, only 37 percent approved of the December 8 ICRRA revision, while 48 percent did not approve (Yomiuri Shimbun 2018d).

Green’s 2017 analysis of the 2010 Japan General Social Survey looked at a question about immigration (rather than foreign labor, like the 2018 Yomiuri Shimbun poll) estimates that only 37 percent of the Japanese public supports increased immigration, while 63 percent oppose immigration (Green 2017, 383). It is unlikely that this extremely large discrepancy between the 2010 data that Green analyzed and the 2018 Yomiuri data can be explained by the difference in wording between “immigration” and “foreign labor.” It is more plausible to suggest that most of this difference is caused by the difference in economic circumstances between 2010, a time of relatively high unemployment, when long-term residents with Japanese ethnicity were being paid to leave Japan, and 2018, when there were record-breaking labor shortages.

Green’s analysis explains opposition to immigration as resulting from various factors, including lack of English ability (which he uses to measure superficial contact with foreign residents) and growth of foreign population in a respondent’s prefecture. Kobayashi et al. (2014) demonstrate that Japanese are more accepting of citizenship applications when presented with individual applicants than with nationalities (i.e., more accepting of a description of an individual Korean than of applicants by Koreans in general), and that a foreigner’s willingness to assimilate is positively related to Japanese views of that foreigner’s application for citizenship.

Both Green and Kobayashi et al. suggest that sociotropic concerns about the cultural impact of immigration on Japan are more important than economic concerns (particularly labor market competition). However, a recent study by Kage, Tanaka, and Rosenbluth (2018) argues that Japanese public opinion toward foreign residents can largely be explained by the economic self-interest of survey respondents, rather than sociotropic concerns. In particular, they find that unemployed respondents and respondents working in low-skilled jobs in industries without labor shortages tend not to support low-skilled labor migration, which is consistent with the economic self-interest of those respondents (Kage, Tanaka, and Rosenbluth 2018, 90).

Conclusion: The Future of Immigration and Democracy in Japan


Regardless of whether anti-immigrant sentiment is more driven by economic or sociotropic concerns, a recent study by Asano, Nissen, and Strausz (2019) argues that those with anti-immigrant sentiments tend to let those sentiments shape their evaluation of political candidates, while those who believe that foreign residents enrich Japan tend not to. In other words, xenophobes tend to make opposition to immigration a voting issue, while multiculturalists do not. Thus, even if a majority of Japanese voters support immigration in the abstract, Japanese politicians may recognize they are more likely to be punished by a minority of anti-immigration voters than rewarded by a majority of pro-immigrant voters. And that will make major efforts to increase immigration very difficult to implement politically.

This brings us to the question of the future of Japan’s immigration policy. As already discussed, Chung (2019, 221) has argued that Japan is developing an immigration policy that “increasingly resembles the Singaporean and Gulf State models that treat unskilled foreign workers as permanently deportable populations whose access to rights is tied to their utilitarian functions, rather than what might be expected in a mature democracy.” However, Hollifield and Sharpe (2017, 372) suggest that Japan could be developing a migration regime that is in line with most other advanced industrialized democracies: “We argue that despite a reputation for social, political, and legal closure and a reticence about admitting immigrants, Japan is making halting moves toward a national immigration policy, what could be a ‘Meiji moment’ with policy innovation and potential transformation of Japanese society.”

So who is right? Is Japan’s immigration control governance becoming more like Canada and other advanced industrialized countries, or more like the United Arab Emirates and other Gulf States? Chung is certainly right to point out that the rationale for the 2018 revision to the ICRRA is more consistent with the approach by Singapore and the Gulf States, which tend to treat foreign laborers as “permanently deportable populations” with rights directly tied to their utilitarian functions. However, unlike Singapore and the Gulf States, Japan is a democracy, and this fact has led to significant reforms since the 1970s in the way that foreigners are treated.

For now, Japan still has far fewer foreign residents than the Gulf States, as well as most advanced industrialized nations. In 2018 just over 2 percent of the population of Japan was composed of foreign residents. Despite the 2018 revision to the ICRRA, labor shortages in Japan will continue—both because of short-term economic factors as well as longer-term demographic trends—and Japan will likely continue to expand the numbers of foreign residents. The circumstances under which those numbers of foreign residents are expanded will shape the kind of democracy that Japan will become.

In the past, decisions about immigration have mostly been made by bureaucrats, particularly in the Ministry of Justice. As Figure 24.1 shows, even after the Diet’s major revision to the ICRRA in 1989, there was a relatively gradual, linear increase in immigration, rather than an immediate spike. This suggests that while the increase was made possible by the 1989 revision (passed by politicians), its proximate cause was a combination of market forces (i.e., potential immigrants deciding on Japan based on a cost-benefit calculation adjusted to the new regulatory environment after 1989) and decisions by Ministry of Justice bureaucrats about how to interpret and implement the visa categories that were established by law.

However, given the severity of the labor shortages that Japan is currently facing, as well as Japan’s aging and declining population, it is unlikely that Japanese politicians will wait another twenty-nine years before again making a major revision the ICRRA to create more kinds of visa categories or otherwise rapidly expand immigration. In short, given Japan’s severe economic and demographic challenges, politicians are now likely to take a more active role in immigration policy than they had in the past. If political leaders after Prime Minister Shinzō Abe want to make Japan into a “country of immigration” where foreigners are granted a variety of rights and treated as potential citizens, rather than as temporary workers, those leaders will have to contend with the well-organized anti-immigrant groups in Japan who care very much about immigration and vote on that issue. In short, in order for Japan to become a “country of immigration,” instead of a “country of temporary foreign labor,” political leaders and/or civil society leaders will have to convince the public that a new, more multicultural vision of Japanese national identity is worth fighting for.

One possible path by which Japan may become a “country of immigration” relates to the role of mainstream organized labor in Japan. In the past, mainstream labor unions have been opposed to foreign labor, because they have seen that labor as non-union competition for their union members. For this reason, parties on the left have been divided on expanding immigration, and during the three-year government of the center-left Democratic Party of Japan, between 2009 and 2012, Japan did little to expand immigration. However, on the day the 2018 revision of the ICRRA was passed, Yasunobu Aihara, the head of the secretariat of Rengō, the Japan Trade Union Confederation (a federation of mainstream Japanese labor unions), posted an article on Rengō’s website that concludes: “Rengō, along with providing consulting support and organizing with the foreign laborers, will work hard to create a reality where all laborers in Japan can work and live safely, and can organize into regional Rengō-affiliated unions” (Aihara 2018). In other words, Aihara treats these new foreign laborers as potential union members, rather than competition for existing union members (See Strausz 2021 for more discussion of this point). If mainstream unions in Japan come to support expanded immigration, then parties on the left might become parties of immigration, and thus begin to articulate a new vision of Japan as a country of immigration rather than a country of foreign labor.




Notes


1. I follow common practice and use the term “low-skilled” to mean laborers working in jobs that do not require postsecondary education. I use this term reluctantly, because “low-skilled” laborers—including home care workers, construction workers, and agricultural workers—are generally extremely skilled in their professions.


2. These differences are more noticeable to speakers of Japanese who are proficient enough to recognize foreign accents (including many Westerners).


3. The fingerprinting requirement for most foreign residents was restored in 2006, but special permanent residents remain exempt (Strausz 2006–2007, 656).


4. Smith (2018, 246–248) provides a compelling ethnographic description of a far-right rally against granting foreign permanent residents the right to vote in Japan. Smith notes that far-right nativist groups sometimes disagree with older far-right groups, because commitment to anti-communism and/or pan-Asianism means that these older groups are less overtly xenophobic than the new groups (he calls the new groups the “Nativist Right” or the “Action Conservative Movement,” and he distinguishes them from both the “Old Right” and the “New Right”).


5. The numbers are similar when looking at LDP candidates. In 2003, 2004, and 2005, an average of 26.2 percent of LDP candidates supported efforts to grant foreign permanent residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan.


6. The numbers are similar when looking at LDP candidates. In 2009, 10.4 percent of LDP candidates supported giving foreign permanent residents the right to vote in local elections, and that number has not exceeded 4 percent since 2009.


7. Public opinion data on policies to grant foreign residents the right to vote in local elections is only available from the Asahi-Tokyo University survey administered by Taniguchi in 2009, 2012, and 2014. The question about granting foreign residents the right to vote in local elections in Japan was excluded in 2008 and 2017, and data from the 2019 upper house election was not available at the time I wrote this chapter.


8. See Oishi 2018 for more discussion of the ways that the Japanese state expanded the definition of “skilled labor.”
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Chapter 25

 Japan’s Grand Strategy for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific


Narushige Michishita




There are two major objectives in Japan’s grand strategy. The first is to maintain the balance of power in the face of a rising China by strengthening security cooperation with the countries such as the United States, Australia, Southeast Asian countries, India, and South Korea. The second is to bring about economic prosperity, peace, and stability in the Indo-Pacific region by cooperating with the countries in the region, including China. In other words, the first objective is focused on the competitive, political-military aspect of Japan’s grand strategy, and the second objective is focused on the cooperative, economic-developmental aspect. These two aspects are expected to complement and reinforce each other in achieving peace and prosperity for Japan and the countries in the Indo-Pacific region. Peace will serve as a foundation for prosperity, and prosperity will hopefully consolidate peace and make coercion and conflict less attractive.

The competitive, political-military aspect of Japan’s strategy was spelled out in two policy documents—the National Security Strategy and the National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG)—although in a discreet manner. The Japanese government has not openly discussed the idea that maintaining the balance of power in the face of a rising China is one of its most important security policy goals. However, it has already become a widely shared view within the government and the security policy community in Japan that balancing with China is indeed one of the most important objectives of Japan’s strategy.

In contrast, the second, cooperative and economic-developmental aspect of Japan’s strategy has been clearly promulgated by the Japanese government as the vision of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP).” Presented as the “FOIP strategy” at first by Prime Minister Shinzō Abe in August 2016 during the Fourth Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TICAD VI) convened in Yokohama, it defined the “Indo-Pacific” as the area covering the Asia-Pacific region, the Indian Ocean, the Middle East, and East Africa, and called for the promotion of three things: the rule of law and freedom of navigation, economic prosperity, and peace and stability. In November 2018, the FOIP strategy was renamed the FOIP vision (Government of Japan 2019; MOFA 2020).

These two major components of Japan’s strategy complement each other. If the balance of power is maintained and peace prevails in the region, China will be discouraged from using force to expand its influence and encouraged to take a more cooperative path. If economic cooperation flourishes and the region prospers, there will be a better chance for peace and less need for the countries in the region to resort to force.

No strategy is static or perfectly cohesive. Japan’s strategies will keep evolving, and some of their components will conflict and contradict with one another. However, the major objectives of Japan’s grand strategy will likely remain relatively stable. The country will continue to be focused on maintaining the balance of power and promoting cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region for the foreseeable future.

Strategies could fail, of course. Having a sophisticated grand strategy does not automatically mean that Japan will succeed. For example, if the United States become highly isolationist and decides to disengage from the Indo-Pacific region, Japan’s grand strategy will definitely fail. In that case, Japan might be forced to start bandwagoning with China instead of balancing with it. However, given America’s strong desire to remain the most powerful country in the world, and its tremendous material and nonmaterial capabilities, hedging against an isolationist America has not become a significant element of Japan’s grand strategy.

In the 2010s, Japan moved away from isolationism and toward internationalism in the international security arena. It can now exercise the right of collective self-defense, and the Self-Defense Forces have started to operate more actively in areas far away from Japan, such as the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean.

In this regard, some observers say that Japan is moving away from pacifism and toward militarism, but that is not true. Japan has never been pacifist. While Japan has always rejected the use of its own forces in the settlement of international disputes, it has also almost always supported the use of force by the United States. Pacifists do not support any use of force, whereas Japan supports the use of force that it considers to be legitimate or in its national interest. For example, Japan contributed $13 billion to both military and humanitarian efforts related to the Persian Gulf War of 1991 (Michishita 2019).

In fact, Japan has always based its grand strategy on defensive realist calculations of power in the post-1945 period. When the United States was dominant in the Indo-Pacific region and remained firmly committed to the security there, Japan depended on the United States and remained largely isolationist or a free rider in the security realm. However, when the Soviet Union started to significantly increase its military presence in the late 1970s, Japan responded by strengthening combined planning and exercise activities with the United States, bolstering its role in balancing against the Soviet Union. Japan’s international security role diminished precipitously when the Cold War ended, but it started to come back when China began posing a renewed strategic challenge to the security of Japan and the countries in the region.

Maintaining the Balance of Power


One of Japan’s most important policy goals is to create an environment in which China’s rise will be peaceful and cooperative. In strategic terms, maintaining a balance of power in the region and creating crisis prevention and management mechanisms are the most effective means of achieving that goal.

The balance of power has been shifting rapidly, due largely to the rise of China’s military might. According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), while US defense expenditures declined by 15 percent and Japan’s increased only 2 percent between 2009 and 2019, China’s defense spending increased 85 percent in the same period. In absolute terms, the United States still remained in first place globally, with $732 billion spent in 2019, while China was in second place with $261 billion. Japan spent $47.6 billion and was in ninth place. However, it must be noted that while the US military is globally committed and has been engaged in conflicts in the Middle East, the Chinese military is only regionally engaged and has not fought in a major conflict in the past four decades. When one considers the long-term trends, it is clear that in the future it will be difficult for the United States and Japan to keep competing with China on military spending, regardless of how closely the two allies cooperate (Tian 2020).

Against the backdrop of the rapidly growing defense expenditure, China’s activities at sea and in the air keep growing. Chinese naval vessels and bombers frequently advance into the Western Pacific across Japan’s Southwest islands—lying between Kyushu and Taiwan—presumably to enhance their ability to deny US forces access to the areas surrounding Taiwan. In April 2018, China’s carrier-based fighter aircraft exercised in the Western Pacific near Taiwan.

Japan’s position is not easy. While Japan’s Self-Defense Forces retain a qualitative edge over their Chinese counterpart in conventional capabilities, quantitative superiority matters much more in a peacetime cat-and-mouse game of “presence.” In FY2019, Japan flew 947 scrambles to intercept Chinese military aircraft approaching Japanese airspace. The frequency of scrambles in recent years has already gone beyond the Cold War peak of 944 per year (Self-Defense Forces Joint Staff 2020).

Chinese government-operated vessels continue to enter Japan’s territorial waters around the Senkaku Islands—at an average of 10.5 ships per month in 2019 (Japan Coast Guard 2020). The frequency of intrusion is not extremely high. The point is, however, that China is using the salami-slicing tactics of undermining Japan’s sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands by creating a new reality where Chinese ships consistently maintain its physical presence there.

Japan’s Response


The NDPG—the document guiding Japan’s defense policy since 1976—has been serving as the most important security strategy directive of the Japanese government since it was revised in December 2018, partly because the more overarching National Security Strategy has not been revised since the first version was issued in 2013. The 2018 NDPG stated that the balance of power was changing rapidly and the level of uncertainty was rising. In addition, the importance of newly emerging domains—outer space, cyberspace, and electromagnetic spectrum—was growing according to the new NDPG. In order to meet these challenges, the NDPG suggested that Japan make efforts in three areas: enhancing its defense capabilities, reinforcing the US-Japan alliance, and strengthening security cooperation with non-US partners (Government of Japan 2018).

First, Japan is strengthening its defense capabilities. Since the cumulative government debt that Japan has is larger than 200 percent of its gross domestic product, which makes it difficult for the country to spend much more on defense, the Japanese government seeks to improve the efficiency of its security policy. As such, the Japanese government has undertaken initiatives such as establishing a National Security Council as a system for more effective and coherent national security policymaking. It has loosened a self-imposed ban on arms exports and participation in international joint arms development and production, which would make it possible for Japan to acquire cutting-edge military equipment at more reasonable prices.

The Japanese government’s decision to reinterpret the constitution in 2014 and the Diet’s decision to enact the new security legislation in 2015 enabled Japan to start exercising the right of collective self-defense. With these changes, the Self-Defense Forces can now operate more closely together with foreign armed forces, including those of the United States. Moreover, the Japanese government revised the Development Cooperation Charter in 2015 so that Japan could use official development assistance (ODA) funds for not only economic purposes but for security purposes as well. Put simply, the aim of the new Japanese security policy is to improve defense capabilities in real terms without a significant increase in defense spending.

The 2018 NDPG called for developing defense capabilities encompassing both traditional and newly emerging domains. It also argued that Japan’s defense forces must be able to respond flexibly to different contingencies, such as “gray-zone situations”1 and full-fledged armed attacks. Japan will bolster intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance activities, and prepare flexible deterrent options, in order to enhance its ability to deal with gray-zone situations. Also, the decision to operate F-35B fighters on the light aircraft carriers Izumo and Kaga is expected to improve operational flexibility in gray-zone situations.

The Japan Coast Guard devotes some six hundred personnel and twelve large patrol vessels to protect the five small islands of Senkaku. China can send its aircraft and ships at the time and to the place of its own choosing, so that Japan has to maintain a high level of readiness at all times. Faced with such challenges, Japan has started to make an asymmetric region-wide response, defying China’s hegemonic attempts not only in the East China Sea but also in the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. For example, the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) has been making “strategic port visits” since 2017.2 JMSDF ships, including the 26,000-ton JS Izumo and JS Kaga, have made port calls in places such as Klang in Malaysia, Muara in Brunei, and Colombo, Hambantota, and Trincomalee in Sri Lanka. These are the ports where China’s influence is already visible or is expected to grow. With these strategic port visits, Japan seeks to strengthen security cooperation with the countries in the region and prevent China from monopolizing the ports (JMSDF 2017, 2018, 2019; Sankei Shimbun 2018).

Japan has also taken actions to demonstrate its security commitment in the region. In September 2018, five JMSDF ships, including the helicopter carrier JS Kaga and submarine JS Kuroshio, conducted an anti-submarine warfare exercise in the South China Sea. The exercise was significant in the sense that it was conducted inside the “nine-dash line” and that China had deployed its nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) around Hainan Island (Asahi Shinbun 2018, 1). Japan’s military operations in the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean will also serve as a reassurance to the countries in China’s neighborhood.

In the meantime, positive steps have been taken for crisis prevention and management between China and Japan. In December 2018, the two countries reached an agreement in principle to set up a hotline designed to prevent incidents at sea and in the air in the East China Sea. The two sides also agreed on annual assessment meetings and standardized communication protocols between their law enforcement vessels (Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2018b).

Second, Japan is strengthening its security relationship with the United States—including through the revision of the US-Japan Defense Cooperation Guidelines in 2015. In response to China’s anti-access/area denial strategy, the United States is developing the Third Offset Strategy and the Joint Concept for Access and Maneuver in the Global Commons (JAM-GC). Japan, for its part, is paying attention to the defense of the Southwest Islands in order to contribute to the new strategy developed by the United States.

The United States and Japan will work closely together in areas such as space and cyber, air and missile defense, training and exercises, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance operations, and in the development of flexible deterrent options. The two countries will develop and/or update combined operation plans, and enhance the quality of extended deterrence. Japan will play a larger role in providing logistic support and protection to US forces. Finally, the United States and Japan will work together on capacity building, humanitarian assistance/disaster relief, and counter-piracy.

In 2017 the United States expressed its willingness to contribute to the realization of a free and open Indo-Pacific in accordance with Japan’s FOIP vision. In 2018 the US government renamed the Pacific Command as the Indo-Pacific Command. The United States and Japan will also work together to maintain the balance of power in the East China Sea, the South China Sea, the Taiwan Strait, and the Indian Ocean.

Finally, Japan is strengthening security cooperation with the countries in the region, especially Australia, India, Southeast Asian nations, and South Korea. As mentioned above, while the United States remains the largest spender on defense in the world, China is quickly catching up. The United States no longer holds a predominant position in the Indo-Pacific region, and even if the United States and Japan work together very closely, they might not be able to maintain the balance of power given the rapid growth of China’s military expenditures. The idea, therefore, is to borrow the strategic weight that non-US regional partners can bring to bear in maintaining the regional balance of power.

Unlike during the Cold War, the countries of Asia are coming to possess considerable military capabilities of their own. According to SIPRI, India’s defense spending increased by 37 percent between 2009 and 2019, to a total of $71.1 billion in 2019, making India the world’s third-largest spender on defense. In tenth place globally, South Korea’s spending on defense increased by 36 percent over the same period, for a total of $43.9 billion.3 Australia is in thirteenth place in defense outlays; its spending went up by 23 percent, to $25.9 billion. If added up, the defense expenditures of India, Japan, South Korea, and Australia would amount to $188.5 billion, only $72.5 billion short of China’s expenditure. Also, the defense expenditures of India, South Korea, and Australia have grown significantly—if not as much as China’s did. If the US defense efforts are taken into account, Japan and its partners in the Indo-Pacific region might be able to maintain the balance of power fairly effectively.

In September 2017, Foreign Minister Taro Kono stated that in the context of maintaining and developing a free and open maritime order, Japan would (a) support the Freedom of Navigation Operations conducted by the United States, (b) conduct strategic port visits, and (c) continue to conduct combined maritime exercises with the countries in the Indo-Pacific (Kono 2017). Based on the latter two of these ideas, JMSDF ships, including 20,000-ton Izumo-class carriers, undertook a long voyage—about seventy days each—making strategic port visits and conducting combined exercises in the areas facing the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean.

In the meantime, Japan has been providing capacity-building assistance to the middle to small powers in the region, such as the Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and Djibouti. As of May 2020, Japan has provided 27 patrol vessels, 13 high-speed boats, and 11 pieces of coastal monitoring radar equipment to the countries in Southeast Asia, and offered different types of opportunities for human resource development for maritime law enforcement (MOFA 2020). These activities have two major objectives: empowering those countries so that they can resist China’s pressure, especially in the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean; and enhancing their ability to cope with drug trafficking, piracy, illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing, and other challenges.

In this context, Japan’s ability to exercise the right to collective self-defense has a level of importance that is difficult to exaggerate. Collective self-defense affords Japan the opportunity to conduct more robust combined training and exercises with its security partners. Furthermore, if the countries in the region, including Japan, can work closely together to conduct patrol and surveillance, as well as intelligence gathering missions, unilateral actions by China to change the status quo can be more effectively checked in both the South China Sea and the East China Sea.

Bringing about Economic Prosperity, and Peace and Stability, in the Region


Since 2016, when Prime Minister Abe announced the FOIP vision, it has become widely embedded in Japan’s developmental and security policy. In 2017 the Japanese government announced that it would base its future international aid policy on FOIP vision (MOFA 2017b). In 2018 the new NDPG mentioned the FOIP vision for the first time, and emphasized the importance of promoting “multifaceted and multilayered security cooperation” (Government of Japan 2018, 15).

The objective of the FOIP vision is to promote peace and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region by bolstering interactions between the Asian and African continents, as well as the Pacific and Indian Oceans, and by securing sea lines of communication in these regions (Abe 2007). The Japanese government seeks to achieve this goal by taking three important measures. First, it will promote the rule of law, freedom of navigation, and free trade. Second, it will enhance connectivity in three areas: infrastructure connectivity through providing high-quality ports, railways, roads, energy, and information and communication technology; human connectivity through enhancing education, training, and friendship; and institutional connectivity through promoting common rules based on economic partnership agreements and free trade agreements. Finally, the Japanese government will make capacity-building efforts in maritime security and engage in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR) activities.

From the perspective of Japan’s own national interest, the most important objective of the FOIP vision is to ensure Japan’s continued economic prosperity by tapping into the growth potential that the countries in the region—most notably India—have.

Evolution of the FOIP Vision: Deemphasizing the China Factor and Universal Values


Since 2016 the Japanese government has made important adjustments to the FOIP vision in order to make it more palatable to the countries in the region, including China. Through these adjustments, the FOIP vision has become desecuritized and lost its emphasis on “universal values.”

The Japanese government desecuritized its FOIP concept in 2018 for two reasons: to ease China’s concern that the FOIP’s most important objective was to “contain” China; and to make the policy more acceptable to China’s neighbors, who did not want to take sides between China and Japan. In January 2018, Prime Minister Abe expressed his willingness to work with China in order to meet the growing infrastructure demand in Asia, and to do so in the context of the FOIP vision. As long as the FOIP has an “anti-Chinese” connotation, it would be difficult for China to accept the idea. Also, countries such as Singapore requested that Japan drop the word “strategy” from its FOIP concept, and expressed their hope that China and Japan would start cooperating more closely. As a result, Abe started to use the word “vision” instead of “strategy” in the fall of that year. In November, the Japanese government officially renamed the FOIP strategy the “FOIP vision” (Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2018a, 4; Jiji Press 2018; Kamiya 2019).

Certainly, there is a debate over whether the FOIP vision has been truly desecuritized. A partial answer to this question was offered by Captain Teruaki Aizawa (ret.), a Senior Program Advisor at the Ocean Policy Research Institute. He wrote that Japan’s initiatives, such as strategic port visits and combined naval exercises in the Indo-Pacific region, had long remained under-defined. Although Foreign Minister Kono discussed them in his address in 2017, neither the Ministry of Foreign Affairs nor the Ministry of Defense defined those activities in official documents. That changed in 2018 when the revised NDPG declared that Japan would strategically promote security cooperation, and “actively leverage its defense capability” to work on defense cooperation and exchanges, including joint training and exercises, defense equipment and technology cooperation, and capacity-building assistance (Aizawa 2019, 7–8; Government of Japan 2018, 15). It looks as if the NDPG inherited military-security factors from the FOIP vision as the latter was desecuritized. Whatever the official discourse is, however, what is important is that both competitive and cooperative elements remain in Japan’s grand strategy.

As the Japanese government desecuritized the FOIP vision, it also stopped emphasizing the importance of “universal values” such as democracy and human rights in the same period. The change was aimed at making it possible for Japan to keep working closely with countries such as Cambodia, Myanmar, and Vietnam. In Cambodia, the government outlawed an opposition party and cracked down on the media. In Myanmar, Rohingya people are being persecuted. Vietnam is under Communist rule similar to the one in China. However, Japan is concerned that if it criticized these countries for being undemocratic, it might end up forcing them to rely on China, which is perfectly happy to have undemocratic countries in its neighborhood. As a result, while Japan provided support to make elections in Cambodia as democratic as possible, and assisted Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, it has remained relatively quiet on the issue of promoting democracy in these countries (Kitaoka 2019, 15–16).

Japan’s decision to desecuritize the FOIP vision and deemphasize liberal values indicates that the country’s guiding principle is based more on realist calculations than liberal ideologies. While liberal values are important, Japan would be willing to deemphasize them when they conflict with realist needs in order to work with Japan’s strategic partners.

Regional Development


In April 2017 the Japanese government announced that Japan’s development assistance policy would henceforth be implemented in accordance with the FOIP vision. There are three major objectives in the FOIP-based development policy: promoting prosperity in the region, creating Japan’s economic and business opportunities, and encouraging China to make its aid policy more responsible and mutually beneficial.

As noted above, prosperity in the region will result from enhanced connectivity in three areas: infrastructure connectivity through providing high-quality ports, railways, roads, energy, and information and communication technology; human connectivity through enhancing education, training, and friendship; and institutional connectivity through promoting common rules based on economic partnership agreements and free trade agreements. There are three major target areas: Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Africa. Japan has initiated various developmental projects in the three target areas as indicated below.



1. Southeast Asia: The Mekong region development to bridge the Indian and Pacific Oceans

• Development of the East-West Economic Corridor between Da Nang and Yangon, and the Southern Economic Corridor between Ho Chi Minh City and Dawei


• Developing roads and bridges along the two corridors


• Development of ports such as the one in Sihanoukville


• Enhancement of non-infrastructure connectivity through the introduction of an electronic customs clearance system and human resource development efforts to promote good business practices






2. Southwest Asia: Connectivity with India

• High-speed railway connecting Mumbai and Ahmedabad, and technology transfer through human resource development


• Development of other railway networks






3. East Africa: Connectivity between inland states to the Indian Ocean

• Development of Mombasa port, and the East Africa Northern Corridor, comprising access roads and special economic zones










In 2018, Japan’s gross official development assistance to Southeast Asia amounted to $2,992 million, South Asia $3,996 million, the Middle East and North Africa $1,683 million, Sub-Sahara Africa $1,333 million, and Oceania $219 million. India and Bangladesh were the first- and second-largest recipients of Japan’s ODA, with the amount of assistance standing at $2,232 million and $1,298 million, respectively (MOFA 2019a, 154–157). These figures show how South Asia and Africa have grown into important target regions in addition to Southeast Asia. Japan’s developmental assistance is expected to grow in South Asia because that region has tremendous growth potential. Oceania, which remains underinvested, will be another target.4 Oceania is becoming strategically more important due to the ongoing attempt by China to expand its influence in the South Pacific (Iida 2020, 5).

One of the advantages that Japan has in the development assistance effort is the significant cumulative investment it has made. Japan provided the total amount of $320 billion as ODA to Asia, Africa, and Oceania, and sent 168,000 experts and 51,000 volunteers between 1960 and 2016. Some 610,000 trainees studied in Japan between 1954 and 2016. As of the end of 2017, Japan’s foreign direct investment in ASEAN stood at $200 billion, with Thailand, Singapore, and Indonesia as the most important target countries (Japan National Security Secretariat 2020, 3).

In addition, Japan seeks to distinguish itself by branding its assistance as “high-quality.” In May 2015 the Japanese government launched the “Partnership for Quality Infrastructure” in order to promote quality infrastructure investment in Asia. In conjunction with the Asian Development Bank, Japan pledged some $110 billion over the next five years, which was about a 30 percent increase from the previous pledge. The idea is that while high-quality infrastructure is costly when it is built, it will be cost-effective over time because it is easy to use and durable, environmentally friendly, and disaster-resilient (MOFA 2015).

In terms of free trade agreements, the signing of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP or TPP11) in March 2018 has been the most important result of Japan’s effort so far. The CPTPP facilitates trade in goods and services as well as investment, and defines the rules on intellectual property rights, e-commerce, and so forth. It is expected to promote economic prosperity in the region, and enable Japan to benefit from it.

Regional Security


There are two important areas in which Japan seeks to promote regional security under the FOIP vision: capacity building to enhance maritime safety and security, and HA/DR to ensure sustainable development. As part of its capacity-building effort, Japan has provided equipment as well as education and training opportunities for human resource development, especially for maritime law enforcement purposes.

As mentioned above, Japan has provided patrol boats, radar, and training and education to the countries in the region. Part of this was about enabling them to resist China’s pressure, but another was about making it possible for these countries to tackle maritime challenges such as drug trafficking, piracy, terrorism, and illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing.

Second, as part of the HA/DR effort, Japan has provided equipment and technical assistance to the countries in the region. Emergency radio communication equipment for tsunami warning, power generators and medical equipment, and equipment for disaster risk management have been provided. Japan has also helped increase landfill capacity and supported policy planning and training on solid waste management in Pacific island countries.

Competition and Cooperation with China on Regional Development


Japan’s approach toward China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) evolved over time. At first, Japan was cautious and stayed away from the BRI. Over time, Japan realized that a more hands-on approach might produce better results, and it started to engage with China in promoting regional development on a case-by-case basis.

At first, Japan was skeptical of the BRI. There was a strong concern among Japanese policymakers that China might be using the initiative to fulfill its own parochial interest of expanding political influence, exporting excess products, and monopolizing natural sources. Policymakers and specialists in Japan did not believe that China’s aid projects were designed to benefit recipient countries. Moreover, there was a suspicion that China was attempting to expand its sphere of influence by force of money, and to use infrastructure such as ports and airfields for military purposes in the future.

What happened to the Port of Hambantota in Sri Lanka was a case in point. China provided the loan to construct the port. But when it turned out that Sri Lanka could not pay back the loan, China demanded the right to operate the port for ninety-nine years (Kitaoka 2019, 10, 12). Faced with public and political protests, China eventually agreed to share the responsibility of port operations with Sri Lanka (Kitaoka 2018, 5).

More recently, China started to expand its political and economic influence in the relatively small countries in the South Pacific, such as Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and Vanuatu. There are concerns that China might use some of the ports in these countries for military purposes in the future. Some specialists have speculated that China might establish one more defense perimeter in the Pacific called the “Third Island Chain” in addition to the First and Second Island Chains that China has been developing in the Western Pacific (Akimoto 2019).

Some Japanese policymakers were concerned that China might be developing a hub-and-spoke structure in the region, with China in its center, which would enable China to “divide and rule” the countries there. According to these Japanese policymakers, Japan should strengthen regional connectivity in a way that would enable the countries there to remain united and defy China’s political pressure, while also benefitting from its economic transactions with China.

In any case, the BRI has presented highly ambitious plans. BRI’s overall expense is expected to reach $1.2 to 1.3 trillion by 2027, according to Morgan Stanley. One of its biggest projects is the $68 billion China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, connecting China to Pakistan’s Gwadar Port on the Arabian Sea. China has spent about $200 billion on this project. So far, over sixty countries have signed up for the BRI or expressed an interest in joining (Chatzky and McBride 2020).

However, the Japanese government made a decision to start working with China on regional developmental projects. In June 2017 the Japanese government expressed its willingness to cooperate with China on the project undertaken as part of BRI. The change came when policymakers in Japan realized that China lacked knowledge and experience in undertaking high-quality development projects, and that engaging with China on BRI projects could actually serve the purpose of promoting fair and mutually beneficial economic development in the Indo-Pacific region. Japan’s involvement in BRI projects could also encourage China to abide by international rules and standards, and create business opportunities for the Japanese enterprises.5

Cooperation between China and Japan would help satisfy infrastructure investment needs in the region. In February 2017 the Asian Development Bank declared that Asia would need $26 trillion in investment from 2016 to 2030, or $1.7 trillion per year, if the region is to maintain its growth momentum, eradicate poverty, and respond to climate change (Asian Development Bank 2017). If China and Japan can cooperate more closely, that would certainly contribute to the achievement of this goal. On this point, Akihiko Tanaka argued that the railway between Nairobi and Mombasa constructed by China, and the infrastructure developed by Japan in the port area in Mombasa, were expected to generate significant synergy effect, for example.6

Although Japan adopted a more flexible approach to the BRI, there was a caveat: Japan would cooperate with China only if four conditions were met: (1) the infrastructure developed will be open to use by all, (2) procurement process is transparent and fair, (3) projects are economically viable, and (4) loans are repayable and do not to undermine the recipient country’s financial condition (Abe 2017). Shinichi Kitaoka, president of the Japan International Cooperation Agency, also argued that China should pay attention to environment protection when it implemented BRI projects (Kitaoka 2018). In any case, Japan and China agreed to discuss the BRI in July 2017 (MOFA 2017a). Japan’s policy change made it possible for Tokyo and Beijing to start working together on economic development projects in the region.

Then, in October 2018, Abe met with Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang in Beijing, and they agreed to promote “third country cooperation.” Since Japan preferred the “FOIP” label and China favored “BRI,” they decided to use the neutral term “third country cooperation.” Many business agreements resulted from the Forum on Third Country Business Cooperation held during Abe’s visit to China. Some 1,400 representatives from the business communities in both countries participated in the forum in Beijing and agreed on fifty-two projects. According to Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, the size of business will total some US$18 billion.

The third country cooperation model has not produced good results so far, however. The governments of Japan and China agreed to promote the joint high-speed railway project in Thailand, designed to link the three major international airports. Thailand was regarded as the ideal place for Japan and China to cooperate because Vietnam had territorial issues with China, the high-speed rail project in Indonesia had already been awarded to China, and India had concerns about the BRI project. However, Japan’s Itochu and Hitachi opted out due to risk concerns. The Japanese government’s leadership proved to be insufficient for private enterprises to take a high risk (Nikkei Asian Review 2018).

India as a Critical Factor


India occupies a special position in the FOIP vision for at least two reasons. First, as mentioned above, India is a critical factor in Japan’s effort to maintain the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific region. It also shares important values such as democracy, freedom, and the rule of law with Japan. Second, India is expected to become the most important source of economic growth, which Japan desires to tap into in the years to come. As a result, one of the most important economic objectives of the FOIP vision is to develop a high level of connectivity between India and Japan.

According to the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2019), the largest increases in population between 2019 and 2050 will take place in India. India is projected to overtake China in terms of population size around 2027. PricewaterhouseCoopers estimated that in 2050, India would be the world’s second-largest economy in terms of purchasing power parity, and the third-largest measured at market exchange rates. India would be one of the world’s fastest-growing economies between 2016 and 2050, together with Vietnam and Bangladesh. Measured at purchasing power parity, India’s share in the world economy is estimated to grow from 7 percent to 15 percent in the same period, while that of China will likely grow from 18 percent to 20 percent, and that of the United States and the European Union will decline from 16 percent to 12 percent and 15 percent to 9 percent, respectively (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2017). Ideally, India and Japan will develop a win-win relationship, where Japan provides technology and investment, and India provides manpower and business economic opportunities.

International Cooperation


The Japanese government’s position is that the FOIP vision is open to every country and that any country, including China, would be welcome to participate in the venture to promote Free and Open Indo-Pacific. In response to this overture, Indian prime minister Narendra Modi agreed to coordinate India’s “Act East Policy” with Japan’s FOIP vision, and cooperate with Japan in enhancing connectivity and maritime security in the region, when Abe visited India in September 2017. In November 2019, Modi announced the “Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative,” an action plan designed to foster rules-based international order in the Indo-Pacific region (Chaudhury 2019).

In November 2017, US President Donald Trump and Abe agreed to strive for FOIP’s three pillars: the rule of law and freedom of navigation, economic prosperity, and peace and stability. In this context, the United States and Japan started to work together in a mutually complementary manner. For example, Japan provided patrol vessels to the Philippines and the United States assisted the Philippines in training personnel to man those vessels. The United States and Japan funded the construction of a women’s center in Yap State of the Federated States of Micronesia (MOFA 2018b). In September 2018 the two leaders praised the cooperative projects designed to promote a FOIP, and promised to keep working together to achieve that goal (MOFA 2018c). In November 2018, the United States and Japan issued a joint statement that spelled out how the two countries would cooperate together in developing energy, infrastructure, and digital connectivity in the region (White House 2018).

In the meantime, in May 2018 the US Department of Defense renamed US Pacific Command as the US Indo-Pacific Command, and in June it released the Indo-Pacific Strategy Report. In December 2019 the US Department of State issued its version, titled A Free and Open Indo-Pacific. It is widely recognized that the US Indo-Pacific Strategy is more focused on military-security issues than the Japanese FOIP vision. Japanese policymakers argue that while it is true that there is a difference, it can be a blessing because the United States and Japan can complement each other in pursuing the same FOIP vision.

In November 2019 the United States, Australia, and Japan announced the establishment of the “Blue Dot Network” for infrastructure financing. Countries or companies willing to adhere to high standards of promoting quality, private-sector-led investment could participate in the network. If certified, those infrastructure projects would be globally recognized as sustainable and not exploitative, and local communities and investors could be confident of the quality of those projects (Hartman 2020).

In May 2018, Abe and the leaders of Pacific island countries shared the view of a free, open, and sustainable maritime order based on the rule of law in the Pacific, and acknowledged that it will contribute to peace, stability, resilience, and prosperity in the region (MOFA 2018a). In June 2019 the ASEAN adopted its version of FOIP vision titled “ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific.”

In June 2018, France issued the new version of the guidance paper laying out the French defense policy in the Indo-Pacific, titled “France and Security in the Indo-Pacific,” which was later updated in May 2019 (French Ministry of the Armed Forces 2019). In January 2019, Abe met British prime minister Theresa May in London. Abe welcomed Britain’s increasing engagement in the Indo-Pacific region, and the two leaders agreed to work together to promote the FOIP vision, particularly on issues such as maritime security, quality infrastructure, and telecommunications infrastructure (MOFA 2019b).

Future Outlook


Japan has come a long way since Abe came into office as prime minister in 2012 in terms of formulating a fairly well-defined grand strategy. Prime Minister Abe and his aides certainly deserve a lot of credit. The question now is whether the new prime minister Yoshihide Suga, who has pledged to inherit the FOIP vision, will be able to implement this grand strategy as effectively and energetically as Abe did?

Despite the aforementioned general shift from isolationism toward internationalism, Japan remains divided on security policy issues. While the ruling Liberal Democratic Party leans toward proactive and internationalist policy, opposition parties such as the Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan are more cautions and isolationist in their outlook. “Pacifist” isolationist sentiment remains strong, and isolationists and internationalists are still contending with each other. On security policy matters, isolationists typically argue the following:



1. People in the world love Japan for its pacifist image. If Japan became more proactive on security matters, that image would be tarnished. Moreover, there is a limit to what Japan can achieve with military force anyway.


2. The US-Japan alliance has worked well. Japan can keep relying on the United States. We don’t want to put our service men and women in harm’s way. What happened to US soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq can happen to ours.


3. If Japan becomes proactive on security matters, countries in the region, such as Korea and China, would become frightened. Worse yet, that could result in an arms race.






On the other hand, internationalists in Japan tend to argue a different view:



1. Some people in the United States (like Trump) think that Japan is a free rider, or at least a cheap rider, on security matters. If Japan fails to share the burden of maintaining international peace, that view will stick.


2. The US-Japan alliance has been working well, but China is rising and becoming more assertive. The United States is less dominant in the Indo-Pacific region than before, and will not be able to maintain the balance of power in the region alone. Japan should do more to fill the gap.


3. Many countries in the region trust Japan. For example, The State of Southeast Asia 2020, a report published by the ASEAN Studies Centre in Singapore, showed that Japan was widely seen as the most trusted major power in the region (61.2 percent), and that the level of distrust of Japan was lowest among the major powers (21.3 percent) (Tang et al. 2020, 53).






Certainly, there is a limit to what opposition parties can achieve. It is unlikely that an opposition party will come to exercise important influence in formulation and implementation of Japan’s foreign and security policy. Moreover, Japan’s strategic direction has remained relatively stable despite power transitions. In fact, Japan’s move toward a more proactive approach in the Indo-Pacific region had already begun when Abe came into office in 2012. For example, Japan’s defense strategy laid out in the 2010 NDPG by the government led by the Democratic Party of Japan stood on three pillars—Japan’s own defense efforts, cooperation with the United States, and cooperation with South Korea, Australia, Southeast Asian countries, and India—similar to the one formulated in 2018. The 2010 NDPG also discussed “strategic and effective use” of ODA (MOD 2010, 5–9). It was also when the Democratic Party of Japan was in power that Japan decided to partially lift its self-imposed ban on arms exports (Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2011). Regardless of the ruling party’s ideological inclination, Japan has continued to become more strategic and proactive throughout the past decade.

Nevertheless, there can be a limited but meaningful adjustment in Japan’s grand strategy in the near future. For example, Suga could deemphasize the competitive military balancing aspect of Japan’s grand strategy and put more emphasis on the cooperative economic-developmental aspect, given the likely fiscal and economic challenges that Japan will face in the post-COVID-19 era. In other words, while it is unlikely that Japan will make significant adjustments in the critical elements of its grand strategy, relatively minor but fairly meaningful readjustments will be possible.





Notes


1. China seeks to effect changes in the status quo by using force in a low-key but sustained manner in the areas such as the East China Sea and the South China Sea. Such an approach is called “gray-zone coercion,” or “salami-slicing,” or “cabbage-leaf” tactics (See Harold et al. 2017, 17, 24). “Gray-zone situations” can mean (a) a precarious peacetime situation with China’s sustained effort to unilaterally alter the status quo, or (b) crises resulting from the culmination of China’s coercive actions or from inadvertent clashes among the countries involved.


2. Foreign Minister Taro Kono (2017) used the term, “strategic port visits,” in his speech in New York in September 2017.


3. Given South Korea’s significant strategic weight, the ongoing row between Japan and South Korea poses one of the most daunting challenges to the success of Japan’s security strategy. South Korea’s economic dependence on China is another challenge. More than 10 percent of South Korea’s gross domestic products comes from the country’s export to China. South Korea would join the United States and Japan in balancing with China only if South Korea’s leaders and people find the cost of bandwagoning with China exceeds that of balancing.


4. Japanese government officials, interview by author, July 10, 2019.


5. Japanese government official, interview by author, Tokyo, March 9, 2020.


6. Akihiko Tanaka, Remarks in the session at the National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies, November 11, 2019.
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Chapter 26

 Japan and International Organizations


Phillip Y. Lipscy and Nobuhiko Tamaki




Scholars generally recognize the Central Commission for Navigation on the Rhine, founded in 1815, as the first instance of a modern international organization (Pevehouse, Nordstrom, and Warnke 2004). Although early international organizations were limited in both membership and scope, the founding of universalistic institutions—such as the Universal Postal Union in 1874 and the League of Nations in 1920—represented significant efforts by states to alter the conduct of international relations through institutionalized cooperation. After the end of World War II in 1945, the number, scope, and authority of international organizations exploded. International organizations—such as the United Nations (UN), International Monetary Fund (IMF), and World Trade Organization (WTO)—have come to occupy a major role in essentially all policy areas of international relations.

It is in this context of a fundamental transformation of international relations that we must understand Japan’s engagement with international organizations. Japan’s emergence as a great power and economic powerhouse coincided with the rise of international organizations in global politics. When the League of Nations was established with great fanfare in 1920, it also marked a milestone for Japan, with a permanent seat on the League Council enshrining the country’s great power status. However, Japan delivered a catastrophic blow to the League, and ultimately itself, when it abandoned the institution in 1933 over its prerogatives in Manchuria. The postwar Japanese economic miracle was fueled by institutions like the World Bank and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Yet Japanese policymakers grew frustrated by their underrepresentation in major international organizations, most notably the UN Security Council and IMF.

Japan’s engagement with international organizations is deeply intertwined with the country’s democratic institutions. Since World War II, Japan has been a major actor in the complex web of international organizations that constitute a core pillar of the liberal international order (Funabashi and Ikenberry 2020). The order is supported by a core group of like-minded democratic states. In recent years, Japanese foreign policy has increasingly adopted the language of liberal internationalism as illustrated by the Free and Open Indo-Pacific vision. Furthermore, international organizations have strengthened Japan’s democratic institutions both indirectly, by facilitating economic growth and the development of a robust middle class, and directly, by making government more responsive to the voices of disadvantaged members of society.

This essay will proceed as follows: The first section briefly covers theoretical perspectives on international cooperation and embeds Japan within this broader literature. We then proceed chronologically to survey major academic debates about Japan’s engagement with international organizations across three main time periods: from the Meiji Restoration until World War II, the postwar liberal international order, and the most recent period of contestation over the future of the order. Finally, the essay will close with a conclusion and suggestions for future researchers.

Theoretical Perspectives on International Organizations


Why do international organizations exist? Robert Keohane laid out the basic function of international institutions as facilitating international cooperation by providing a basic legal framework, reducing information asymmetries, and reducing transaction costs (Keohane 1984). In turn, formal international organizations, which are defined by the presence of a concrete organizational structure and administrative staff, are effective in solving problems that require a degree of centralization and independence (Abbott and Snidal 1998). This article will devote attention primarily to formal international organizations, though we will discuss how cooperation through less formalized institutions is also an important and interrelated feature of Japanese foreign policymaking (Pekannen 2016).

International organizations composed of sovereign states encourage their members to share information, constitute common rules, interact freely and repeatedly, and revise agreements when the rules are to be reviewed. International organizations, in other words, provide benefits for the governments of sovereign states by providing a mechanism to peacefully resolve conflicts and problems. Moreover, international organizations are embedded within a broader international order (Ikenberry 2010) and allow countries to manage power transitions through renegotiation diplomacy rather than violence (Lipscy 2017; Zangl et al. 2016).

Scholars have explored various features of international organizations, such as the various ways they are designed (Koremenos, Lipson, and Snidal 2001; Rosendorff and Milner 2001) and how they interact with and orchestrate cooperation among other actors (Abbott et al. 2015; Abbott, Green, and Keohane 2016). In recent years, an influential literature on regime complexity has explored the complex interaction among international organizations that occupy the same issue area (Alter and Meunier 2009; Alter and Raustiala 2018; Davis 2009; Henning 2017; Keohane and Victor 2011; Lipscy 2015a; Morse and Keohane 2014; Pratt, 2018; Raustiala and Victor 2004). This has also given rise to scholarship on entry and exit into international organizations (Davis 2019; von Borzyskowski and Vabulas 2019).

The study of Japan’s engagement with international organizations is not limited to literature that specifically examines Japanese diplomacy or international relations. Japan has been a major international actor during a period in which scholarly attention increasingly turned toward the study of international organizations. Japan’s economy is among the largest in the world, and it has played an important role in major international organizations for over a century. Studies of Japan have therefore featured prominently in general, theoretical and empirical work that seeks to understand the politics of international organizations.

This is exemplified by the work of Christina Davis, who frequently uses Japan as an important source of empirical evidence in examining the politics of cooperation and dispute adjudication in the WTO (Davis 2003, 2012; Davis and Shirato 2007) and other economic organizations (Davis 2019). Similarly, Megumi Naoi has empirically examined various aspects of Japanese trade policymaking, including its policies toward the GATT/WTO and Trans-Pacific Partnership, to shed light on broader questions about the political economy of trade (Naoi 2009, 2015; Naoi and Urata 2013. Phillip Lipscy has used Japan’s bargaining over organizations like the IMF and World Bank to examine broader theories about institutional renegotiation (Lipscy 2015a, 2017, 2020a). There is considerable work in a similar vein that examines Japan’s interaction with international institutions to advance the broader international relations literature (Goddard 2018; Lim and Vreeland 2013; Pekkanen, Solís, and Katada 2007; Solingen 2008).

Work on Japan’s engagement with international organizations is often not about Japanese policymaking per se, but about leveraging various aspects of Japanese politics and international relations to contribute empirical evidence to broader theoretical debates in the study of international relations. This will also be evident in the following sections. Although we organize the literature chronologically for expositional convenience, clear themes emerge from each time period that speak to general theories of international cooperation and contestation.

Imperial Japan and International Organizations: Adaptation, Transformation, and Exit


Why do international organizations matter for Japan? How has Japan viewed and approached international organizations? Reviewing the history of Japan’s relations with international organizations requires us to focus on the fact that Japan encountered the Western international order as an outsider and newcomer. In addition, Japan was forced to adapt to the existing order twice, first in the Meiji era in the late 19th century, and then again in the mid-twentieth century after its defeat in World War II.

In the late nineteenth century, Japan encountered an international order that was regulated by European ideas and norms. Existing members of the international order did not regard Japan as an equal member of the order and imposed unequal treaties on the country. Japan in the Meiji era thus mostly attempted to gain regular membership in the order by adapting to European norms. Japan’s efforts to improve its status achieved a measure of success when Japan successfully revised the unequal treaties, although Japan’s original aim was more modest, namely to regain administrative control over foreign residents and travelers (Iokibe 2010). After World War I, Japan gained the status of a permanent member of the Council of the League of Nations. Imperial Japan thus adapted to the existing international order and received recognition as a great power in the most prominent international organization of the era.

Japan, however, did not just adopt and follow existing rules. Once assured of its great power status, Japan sought to transform international organizations to fit its interests and identity. Japan’s proposal of a racial equality clause during the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 was a notable effort to reform the existing order. In the early 1930s, when the Great Depression and emerging fascism eroded the prestige of status-quo powers, Japan, amid the fall of its nascent democracy, more directly challenged the existing order by invading Manchuria. Despite international condemnation, Japan recognized the independence of Manchukuo, a puppet state.

The Manchurian incident ultimately triggered Japan’s exit from the League of Nations, but this was not Japan’s original intention. In the process of the Leagues’ arbitration of the dispute, Japan sought recognition of Manchukuo’s sovereignty, but China refused. The negotiation and arbitration faced a deadlock, but Great Britain committed to finding a way to prevent Japan’s departure. Japan’s delegation did the same. Japan was effectively negotiating for a great power veto over areas that fell under its core national interests, citing the Suez Canal as a territory with similar value to the United Kingdom (Lipscy 2017).

However, the deterioration of the security situation in Rehe Province drastically altered Japan’s position in the League. Japan’s imperial army sought to take action in Rehe for the stability of Manchukuo, but in the process of arbitration, the League prohibited its members from engaging in military operations; the violation of the rule would trigger economic sanctions by the League’s member states. Because Japanese policymakers viewed the operation in Rehe as critical, departure came to be seen as the only way to avoid sanctions. Japan finally withdrew from the League of Nations on March 27, 1933 (Hatano 2019; Inoue 1994).

There is considerable theoretical debate about Japan’s departure from the League during this period. Goddard (2018) argues that Japan was outside of crucial international networks during this period, making it difficult to secure its aims without seeking to overturn the international order. Lipscy (2017) argues that there were important design deficiencies in the rules of the League of Nations that disadvantaged powerful states—such as the absence of a great power veto, unanimity rules, and the co-equal status of the council and assembly—that compelled Japan to leave. These institutional features were removed from the United Nations, allowing major powers like the US and USSR to remain members despite conflicts that implicated their core national interests.

Japan’s exit from the League is remembered as a great diplomatic folly. Nevertheless, exit did not mean total disengagement from the international order, as Japan maintained its relations with other powers and continued to participate in other institutions. Foreign Minister Yasuya Uchida, who initiated Japan’s exit, accepted a US invitation to the London Economic Conference in 1933. Japan also chose to remain within the arms-control regime. Subsequently, Foreign Minister Koki Hirota sought to improve relations with the US, Great Britain, China, and the Soviet Union. His diplomacy was called wakyo gaiko, “concert diplomacy” (Hatano 2019; Kitaoka 2011). Japan also retained its commitment to the League of Nations Health Organization even after its exit from the League (Yasuda 2014). Thus, withdrawal from the League of Nations, though consequential and ultimately catastrophic for Japan, did not equate to exit from the international order itself.

Postwar Japan in the American-Led Liberal International Order


Imperial Japan collapsed with a devastating defeat in World War II. In 1952, Japan, which regained its independence from the US Occupation, was forced to adapt once again to a new, drastically altered international order. The US-Soviet Cold War rivalry divided postwar international society. As a US ally, Japan embraced the US-led order while seeking to renegotiate terms it saw as inequitable to suit its own interests and identity (Tamaki 2020a, 2020b).

Japan in the Liberal International Order


The liberal international order is “a distinctive type of order, organised around open markets, multilateral institutions, cooperative security, alliance partnership, democratic solidarity and United States hegemonic leadership” (Ikenberry 2010). The order emerged after World War II as the United States sought to unite democratic nations around free-market principles and against Communism. Within the order, major democratic nations united as allies, achieved economic prosperity through free trade, and coordinated their actions in international organizations. Japan’s participation in the order has been buttressed by its democratic institutions, participation in the global free trade regime, and membership in international organizations. However, Japan’s status as an enemy state during World War II meant its standing within the order was subject to frequent contestation.

In the 1950s and the 1960s, Japan struggled to join the GATT and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (Goldstein, Rivers, and Tomz 2007). Japan sought to gain GATT membership to receive most-favored-nation (MFN) status from Western nations, which was critical for Japan to increase its exports and recover from the wartime devastation. However, European nations, wary of competition from cheap Japanese goods, invoked Article 35 of the GATT to exclude Japan from the free trade system; the article allowed GATT members to refuse MFN status to a new member state (Akaneya 1992; Tadokoro 1993). Japan also attempted to join the OECD, an international organization primarily composed of advanced industrialized countries, seeing membership as a symbolic milestone to mark Japan’s restoration within the international order. However, Japan again faced European resistance.

US support for Japan’s membership in major international organizations reflected a calculus based on security interests (Davis 2019). Japan increased its commitment to the liberal order to overcome skepticism about its membership. In the early 1960s, Prime Minister Hayato Ikeda’s government improved Japan’s relationship with the US by framing Japan as the third pillar of the free world to counter Communism, along with the US and Western Europe. Ikeda then successfully persuaded European nations to revoke their opposition to Japan’s full participation in the GATT and OECD (Suzuki 2013).

In the 1970s, Japan further enhanced its contribution and commitment to the liberal order, especially in the economic domain. Japan facilitated the establishment of the International Energy Agency in the face of the oil crises and participated in the management of global economic issues at the G7 summit (Kojo 1995; Oyane 2016; Shiratori 2015). Membership and integration into the liberal order gave Japan important tools to pursue its economic interests. The GATT/WTO allowed Japan to benefit from expanding free trade while protecting its domestic interests through adjudication mechanisms (Davis 2003, 2012; Davis and Shirato 2007). Japan’s use of “aggressive legalism” to pursue its economic interests has subsequently expanded beyond its origins in the WTO (Pekkanen 2008).

International organizations have also played an important role in strengthening Japanese democratic institutions by expanding rights and promoting inclusiveness. Minority groups like the Ainu, Burakumin, and Koreans have been empowered by the international human rights regime to secure greater influence within the Japanese political system (Tsutsui 2018). International law has also been an important source of empowerment for Japanese civil society on women’s issues (Simmons 2009). However, the impact of international organizations has been more limited in areas such as refugee protection, where NGO influence on Japanese policymaking has been constrained (Flowers 2008). Furthermore, Japanese policymakers have sometimes cynically taken advantage of international institutions and norms to deal with extraneous domestic priorities (Leheny 2006).

Renegotiation Diplomacy


As Japan sought to achieve acceptance within the liberal international order, it also faced an important challenge: institutional renegotiation. An important feature of Japan’s engagement with international organizations is its status as a latecomer. In both the period before and after World War II, Japan started as a weak country and experienced rapid economic growth, closing the gap with established powers in the international system. Japan’s rise and its attempts to shape the international order have thus featured prominently in studies of institutional renegotiation, or how countries seek to alter the status quo in existing international organizations and regime complexes.

Japan’s rapid postwar growth, combined with cumbersome institutional procedures for changing the terms of cooperation, meant that the country found itself underrepresented in many major international organizations established after World War II (Ogata 1983; Lipscy 2008). Rather than passively accepting all features of the order, Japan has at times sought to modify and reform the US-led order to suit its interests and values (Tamaki 2020a). Japan has thus been a central player in contestation over international organizations and renegotiation diplomacy (Ikenberry and Lim 2017; Lipscy 2015; Morse and Keohane 2014; Zangl et al. 2016).

Japan’s renegotiation diplomacy has achieved mixed success. In policy areas where Japan has credible outside options, such as development aid and regional cooperation, it has been able to leverage the threat of resource reallocation to secure greater influence and formal voting power. However, progress has been slow or minimal in issue areas where such outside options are less credible, such as balance of payments lending and collective legitimization. Hence, Japan has achieved greater success in renegotiating the terms of cooperation in institutions like the World Bank compared to the IMF or the United Nations Security Council (Lipscy 2017).

A major arena for Japan’s renegotiation diplomacy has been the United Nations (UN). The absence of a permanent seat for Japan on the UN Security Council has been seen as deeply symbolic of Japan’s exclusion from the highest echelons of the postwar order. Japan’s quest for improving its status also focuses on modification of UN institutions that stigmatize and discriminate against Japan, such as the so-called “enemy State” clauses of the Charter. Japan has sought reform by arguing that these features are anachronistic, leveraging its financial contributions, and portraying itself as a bridge between the East and West (tozai no kakehashi). In addition, the cultural, economic, and social activities of the UN have provided opportunities for Japan to promote its foreign policy interests and elevate its international status.

Japan, viewing the US-led liberal order as essential for its security and prosperity, has sought modifications to the UN while also supporting its basic foundational principles. Therefore, Japan has not joined developing nations in Asia and Africa that have sought radical revision of the UN system. Developing nations have thus often regarded Japan as a status-quo power that opposes their reform proposals, whereas Western powers tend to see Japan’s efforts as a challenge to their institutional privileges. Japan’s attempts to navigate these competing and often contradictory interests in the UN have thus far failed to yield meaningful reforms in its favor (Pan 2013).

Underrepresentation in the IMF has also been a major source of frustration for Japanese foreign policymakers and a focus of diplomatic efforts over the years (Ogata 1989; Rapkin, Elston, and Strand 1997; Rapkin and Strand 1997). Japan initiated a major diplomatic campaign for greater representation in the institution in the 1980s, but these efforts were repeatedly frustrated. Japan’s formal voting power came into line with its global GDP share largely because of its stagnant economy, not because of successful diplomatic efforts. In addition, Japan appears to exercise very limited informal influence over the IMF’s lending activities compared to the United States and major European countries (Lipscy 2017).

Regionalism


Another pillar of Japan’s policy toward international organizations has been regionalism. The development of regional institutions alongside global institutions has allowed Japan to further its interests in East and Southeast Asia, with a primary focus on the economic sphere. In addition, cooperation through regional institutions has allowed Japan to strengthen its bargaining leverage and status in global institutions.

From the 1970s to the 1990s, Japan’s initiatives in Asia reflected confidence based on postwar Japan’s rapid economic growth (Kahler and Frankel 1992). Many Japanese policymakers saw Japan’s government-led economic model as a good fit for the rest of the region. US aid policy, through promoting democracy, liberalism, and human rights, tends to intervene in the recipient states’ values, societies, and political systems. On the other hand, Japan has been cautious about intervening in the recipients’ domestic affairs and has typically sought mutual agreement and consensus. Japanese policymakers saw their own development model as best suited for Asian nations and believed economic success would foster peace and stability. Japan thus played an important role in shaping Asian regionalism and the various regional institutions that emerged to facilitate cooperation (Anderson 1993; Fujiwara 2013; Hatano and Sato 2004; Ikenberry and Inoguchi 2007; Kono 1997; Krauss and Pempel 2004; Miyagi 2017; Park, Pempel, and Kim 2011; Solingen 2005; Tamaki 2020a; Wakatsuki 2006; Ye and Calder 2010).

Japanese foreign policy has had an important impact on the institutionalization of Asian international relations. Japan played a lead role in the 1966 establishment of the Asian Development Bank, an institution that it continues to dominate informally (Lim and Vreeland 2013; Wan 1995; Yasumoto 1983). From the 1970s, Japan supported regional economic development through economic assistance. Southeast Asian nations, as a result of US retreat after the Vietnam War, sought to establish their own international organizations centered on the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Japan supported regionalism through the establishment of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) in 1989. Japan, along with Australia and ASEAN nations, took the initiative to promote regional institutionalization (Funabashi 1995; Lee 2015; Tanaka 2017). Japan has played a central role in promoting institutionalization in East Asia, a region that is increasingly becoming a hub of global economic relations (Pekkanen 2016).

Japanese regionalism in Asia led to some tension with the US over international organizations. The US welcomed Japan’s complementary role but became alarmed by the possibility of Japan’s resurgence as an autonomous great power, which could undermine US leadership (Tamaki 2009, 2018). In the early 1990s, Japan attempted to legitimate its government-led development model in the World Bank, which resulted in tension with the neoclassical orthodoxy promoted by the US. Moreover, in the face of the Asian financial crisis in 1997 and 1998, Japan regarded US-led financial liberalization as a major cause of the crisis and attempted to establish an Asian Monetary Fund (AMF) (Iida 2013; Lipscy 2003). However, Japan’s AMF initiative failed due to harsh opposition from the US and Chinese ambivalence (Hiwatari 2003; Oshiba 2016; Sakakibara 2000). Subsequent to the Asian Crisis, Japan took a lead role in establishing the Chiang Mai Initiative, which started as a bilateral swap network but gradually became institutionalized and formalized as the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization (Ciorciari 2011; Grimes 2011).

Having said that, Japan’s diplomacy also shows remarkable consistency in the idea that the US-led liberal order has been the foundation of regional peace and prosperity. After the end of the Cold War, Japan’s commitment to international organizations strengthened beyond the economic realm; Japan’s participation in multilateral security dialogues, such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and its engagement with global climate issues illustrate the country’s expanded activity in the international order (Tiberghien and Schreurs 2007; Yuzawa 2007). Japan also responded to international pressures by stepping up contributions to UN peacekeeping operations. However, constitutional restrictions on the use of force have often limited the efficacy of Japanese forces stationed abroad (Dobson 2003, Ishizuka 2004). Japan’s struggle to achieve meaningful greenhouse gas reductions has also raised questions about its ability to exert leadership in climate change cooperation (Aldrich, Lipscy, and McCarthy 2019; Incerti and Lipscy 2018, 2020).

From the 1990s to the mid-2000s, Japan primarily focused on trust-building in multilateral forums or in nontraditional security issues (UN peacekeeping operations, terrorism, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, environmental security, etc.), rather than traditional military/national security (Tamaki 2020a). As evident in the Junichiro Koizumi government’s attempts in the 2000s, Japan pursued a permanent UN Security Council seat even after the Cold War (Kitaoka 2007; Murakami 2016; Soeya 2016). Nevertheless, unlike the incumbent permanent members of the UN Security Council, Japan maintained limited involvement in military conflicts.

Japan’s Evolving Approach to International Organizations


The end of the Cold War raised important questions about Japan’s role in the world order. Scholars in the realist tradition saw a dark future, predicting a return to traditional great power politics with the breakdown of Cold War bipolarity. As the second-largest economy in the world, Japan was seen as a natural challenger to the United States, leading to predictions of greater friction and military competition (Waltz 1993). These predictions turned out to be wildly off the mark: Japan remained firmly allied to the United States and maintained low military spending. During the Trump administration, Japan increasingly emerged as a defender of core principals of the liberal order even as the US turned inward (Funabashi and Ikenberry 2020; Hikotani 2017; Katada 2020; Solís 2020).

However, in other ways, Japan’s contributions to the liberal international order proved disappointing. After the Cold War, Japan faced increasing calls to step up its contributions to the maintenance of the order to reflect its perceived status as an economic superpower (Dore 1997; Hunsberger and Finn 1997; Lincoln 1993). Although Japan responded to these pressures by increasing foreign aid disbursements and participation in peacekeeping operations, these contributions began to wither as budgetary pressures and rising regional security threats led to a shift in focus away from global problems toward domestic and regional challenges.

Assertive Renegotiation


Furthermore, in recent years there have been some signs that Japanese foreign policymakers have become more willing to engage in assertive renegotiation, threatening withdrawal from international organizations that do not conform to their interests. In 2015, Japanese policymakers sharply criticized UNESCO for including documents about the Nanking Massacre in its “Memory of the World” list. The Abe government threatened to withdraw funding from UNESCO and contemplated withdrawing from the organization entirely if documents related to comfort women were also accepted. These pressure tactics ultimately resulted in an outcome favorable to Japan and a blocking of comfort women documents (Lipscy 2020b).

Japan’s exit from the International Whaling Commission (IWC), which was declared in 2018 and enacted in June 2019, is another example of such assertive renegotiation. Japan’s traditional custom of whaling and eating whale meat has been criticized by Western activists and governments (Morita 1994; Takahashi 2018). The Japanese government has long sought compromise with anti-whaling nations through negotiations within the IWC. Japanese foreign aid was also used as a point of leverage to secure votes from IWC members (Strand and Tuman 2012). However, anti-whaling nations have favored a total whaling ban.

From the Japanese viewpoint, the ideological position of anti-whaling nations suggested that they had no intention of finding common ground with Japan (Catalinac and Chan 2005). It became increasingly clear that the IWC would never accept Japanese preferences to continue whaling in some manner. The primary reason for Japan to remain a member of the IWC was thus to maintain good relations with anti-whaling states and Japan’s reputation as a supporter of institutionalized cooperation.

Reportedly, before deciding to leave the IWC, the Japanese government carefully estimated the impact of the exit on Japan’s economic and security relations with the US, European nations, and especially the most active anti-whaling nation, Australia. In the context of US president Donald Trump’s repeated withdrawals from major international organizations, Japanese policymakers calculated that a Japanese IWC exit would not trigger as much international attention or condemnation as it might have during previous years. Although some reports sharply criticized Japan’s exit from the IWC as similar to Imperial Japan’s exit from the League of Nations (Asahi Shimbun 2018), Japan ultimately faced few negative consequences for its withdrawal.

Japan’s policy toward UNESCO and the IWC reflect a greater willingness by Japanese policymakers to engage in assertive renegotiation more often seen by countries like the United States and Russia. A Japanese foreign ministry official attributes this to a “psychological change” in Japanese foreign policymaking stemming from fading memories of World War II and a sense that quiet diplomacy has not always been effective (Lipscy 2020b). Furthermore, the aggressive rhetoric and actions toward international organizations by President Trump supplied political cover to Japanese policymakers to pursue their interests without attracting a great deal of international attention or criticism.

However, we should be cautious about extrapolating too much from Japan’s recent policies toward international organizations. Unlike the League of Nations, the IWC and UNESCO are relatively peripheral organizations. Moreover, Japan withdrew from the IWC while strengthening its commitment to defending the existing liberal order in other areas, like the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). Japan’s policies toward these organizations have not noticeably hampered the country’s foreign policymaking in other areas. Japan also has a long history of using financial contributions as a bargaining chip in renegotiating international institutions (Lipscy 2017). In this sense, assertive renegotiation may represent an escalation in tone and tactics, but it is broadly consistent with postwar Japan’s diplomatic tradition to confirm its status within the liberal order even as it tries to modify a part of the order to reflect its own interests and identity (Tamaki 2020a).

Institutionalization of Security Relations


In recent years, Japan’s approach to international organizations has been increasingly influenced by its national security concerns. The transition was accelerated by Sino-Japanese tensions, which intensified at the end of the 2000s and became most evident during the Senkaku crises in 2010 and 2012. In the early 2010s, China also clarified its attempts to create China-led international organizations (such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank [AIIB] and Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership [RCEP]) and promoted the One Belt One Road Initiative OBOR), also known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). These Chinese moves alarmed Japan and raised questions about the robustness of the US-led order as a mechanism to guarantee Japanese security.

The governments of the Democratic Party of Japan and Shinzō Abe moved to institutionalize security relations with Australia, India, Southeast Asian nations, Great Britain, and France. These efforts mainly consisted of regular bilateral dialogues, but also involved a multilateral security forum to check Chinese expansion. Japan’s concerns about China have also influenced Japan’s policies regarding ASEAN-related organizations and the governance of cyberspace. When it comes to economic organizations, Japan’s enthusiastic pursuit of the TPP provides a typical example of the security-economic nexus in Japan’s approach to international organizations; Japan intended (but failed) to tie the US with Asian rule-making to compete against China (Jimbo 2018; Oba 2019; Sahashi 2017).

Although Japan still relies primarily on the bilateral US-Japan security alliance to guarantee its security, multilateralism has emerged as an increasingly important feature of its international security policymaking (Midford 2017; Vosse and Midford 2018). This is exemplified by the Free and Open Indo-Pacific vision. Japan’s emerging security concerns have led Japan to actively shape the regional order in Asia, providing important insights for the broader political dynamics of institutional contestation and cooperation in the midst of power transitions (Dian 2020; Koga 2020; Satake and Sahashi 2020; Tamaki 2020a).

However, Japan has also sought to hedge to some degree by improving its relations with China. Japan has increasingly engaged with initiatives emphasized by China, such as RCEP and BRI. Japan’s engagements with China are aimed at part in stabilizing the security situation with China, as well as ultimately moderating China’s policies. As China challenges the US-led liberal order, Japan’s approach to international organizations has become increasingly intertwined with its security policies. Amid questions about the US-led order, Japanese officials and experts have increasingly sought to pursue proactive measures to buttress its national security beyond dependence on the US-Japan alliance (Tamaki 2020a).

Conclusion


This is a fascinating time for scholars of Japan and international organizations. After the end of World War II, Japan’s engagement with international organizations was stable and predictable, largely shaped by the country’s position within the US-led liberal international order. As a key democratic ally of the United States, Japan largely acted as a reformist status quo power, supporting and upholding the order while pursuing incremental changes to improve its status from a position of initial weakness (Lipscy 2020b; Tamaki 2020a).

However, recent developments have introduced considerable uncertainty about Japanese policy toward international organizations. The liberal order is under challenge from all sides, with the rise of powerful autocratic states and turbulence in core Western democracies like the United States and United Kingdom. The Covid-19 pandemic heavily affected leading Western democracies, further eroding the legitimacy and global leadership position of these states. Japan’s engagement with international organizations is thus closely intertwined with the future of global democracy and what role Japan wishes to play as the order evolves in response to these major challenges.

Japan has stepped in to support the order in crucial areas, resuscitating the TPP after US withdrawal and promoting quality infrastructure investments as an alternative to China’s BRI. However, Japanese policymakers have also become more assertive and willing to threaten exit from international organizations that do not suit their interests. This new assertiveness could provide leverage to facilitate constructive reforms. However, if Japan focuses its attention on narrow, nationalistic prerogatives, it will likely accelerate the weakening of the order and allow autocratic states to assert greater influence.

Which direction will Japanese policymakers choose? The outcome is not predetermined, and Japanese leaders face a real choice in how they approach international organizations. States tend to leave international organizations when their preferences diverge from existing members and when other countries also leave (von Borzyskowski and Vabulas 2019). This means Japan can actively help sustain the order by working to forge consensus among member states, refraining from exit itself, and helping to address grievances of dissatisfied states. The main impediment to Japan playing such a constructive role may be the evolution of Japanese domestic politics, which has increasingly shifted foreign policymaking authority from bureaucrats to politicians sensitive to popular sentiment and nationalistic impulses (Catalinac 2016; Lipscy 2020a).

Compared to other areas of research in Japanese politics, such as elections or security studies, Japan’s policies toward international organizations remain relatively understudied. There are several reasons for this lack of attention. First, there is a nontrivial divide in the way the topic is studied by scholars based in Japan and those based in Western academic institutions. Much of the Japanese literature focuses on diplomatic history, while the Western literature often studies Japan’s engagement with international organizations from a broader, theoretical perspective. There is room for greater, collaborative research that draws on the strengths of both approaches.

Second, there is a misguided perception that Japan’s policy toward international organizations is less substantively important than other topics. It may be true that Japan’s participation in international organizations has less immediate implications for Japan’s national survival than the US-Japan alliance. However, the centrality of international organizations in the liberal international order, as well as intensifying institutionalized contestation, make this a critical topic for scholars to study and evaluate.

Third, it is sometimes difficult to study Japan’s policy toward international organizations due to practical constraints, such as lack of data or other forms of information. Easily quantified measures, such as voting shares or personnel representation, may not necessarily be the most important dimensions of Japan’s engagement with international organizations. There is ample room for the incorporation of methods unavailable to previous generations of scholars, such as text analysis and various strategies of causal inference, to study Japan’s diplomacy toward international organizations.
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Chapter 27

 International Status and Japan


David Leheny




Prime Minister Shinzō Abe made one of his more commented-upon statements early in his term as prime minister when, in 2013, he appeared at a forum at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in Washington. In the very opening of his speech, Abe said:

Last year, Richard Armitage, Joseph Nye, Michael Green and others published a paper about Japan in which they asked if Japan would end up becoming a Tier-two nation. Secretary Armitage, here is my answer to you. Japan is not, and will never be, a Tier-two country. (Abe 2013)

Abe’s striking opening was unsurprisingly noted at the time for the way it seemingly captured the returning prime minister’s vaunted nationalistic tendencies. When observers questioned the meaning of what he had said, it was either to call attention to a perceived area of Japanese policy failure, like the government’s partial efforts against human trafficking and its continued “Tier 2” ranking in the US State Department’s “Trafficking in Persons” Report (Asia Policy Point 2013), or to suggest a nearly psychological motive of rebuilding Japan’s self-confidence (e.g., Shibata 2015). The focus, that is, was either on the act of concealment involved in claiming status Japan did not fully deserve, or on the self-aggrandizement of the claim and the needs that such a claim might meet.

But the utter weirdness of the statement, particularly at the opening of a speech at a distinguished Washington think tank, escaped attention. After all, there really is no formal designation as a “tier one” or “tier two” nation, because countries are not ranked with the same authoritative clarity of, say, tennis players. To be sure, there are different markers of international status—participation in the G7 or among the permanent membership in the United Nations Security Council—but these are both imperfect (after all, few would argue that G7 member Italy is actually more globally consequential than nonmember China, or that permanent Security Council member France more globally relevant than nonmembers Germany or Japan) and imbued with more than just international bragging rights. Membership in one or the other confers actual capabilities, like participation in leading monetary decisions or the right to veto key international security measures. Seeming to sense this, in their original CSIS report urging Japan to be a more active security partner of the United States, Nye and Armitage sought to define what a “tier-one nation” is, writing that, “[i]n our view, tier-one nations have significant economic weight, capable military forces, global vision, and demonstrated leadership on international concerns” (Armitage and Nye 2012, 1). Given the vague muscularity of this quasi-definition, one obvious way to respond would be to ask for some clarification on the criteria being used when Armitage and Nye asked “is [Japan] content to drift into tier-two status?” Instead, Abe seemingly accepted the terms of the query by answering no.

Status matters, and not just, and perhaps not even especially much, to Japan. Indeed, a vibrant literature in international relations has emerged around the meaning and importance of status, with some potentially obvious consequences for how we might think about Japan as well. But quite beyond that, some of the dominant debates about Japan in international politics in recent years have implicitly focused on status, particularly when they point to global reputation and the country’s amenability to international norms, and even to its “soft power.” All of these concepts point to an international hierarchy that reflects more than simple material power. These literatures emerge from different intellectual trajectories—the realism of some of the foundational work on reputation and status, the constructivism in studies of norms, and the modified liberalism of “soft power” debates—but all stipulate that there is some resource in the international system associated with rank, respect, or attractiveness that is desirable and motivating for states despite the absence of evidence that it actually enhances capabilities. It is likely impossible to know whether this matters especially for Japan. But it does seem to matter particularly to Japan—in the sense that there are particular ways in which international status is a consistent theme in Japanese political debate and social thought. If politics is about more than contestation over who gets what, when, and how, and if it involves questions of justice, proper behavior, and collective aspiration, the pervasiveness of international status as a rhetorical touchstone in Japan should be a core concern for our debates about the country’s political scene. This chapter argues that taking it as such requires attention not just to Japan’s global position—which is always more complex than a ranking of “tiers” of powers—but also to the ways in which this position is understood, debated, and represented within Japan.

This chapter proceeds in three parts. First, it outlines recent debates about international status, arguing that the turn to social psychology underscores that status is, even as a matter of international relations, something that is felt or experienced more than something objectively identifiable. Material dimensions of power matter greatly, of course, but status lives largely in the minds of a system’s inhabitants. Second, in keeping with key findings in these debates about global status, the chapter calls attention to narrative, and in particular the ways in which a widely reproduced national story of Japan’s global emergence in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has shaped claims about what Japan’s international status is supposed to be. Third, it maps the affective dimensions of this story about Japanese status against the backdrop of incidents that highlight Japan’s role as either a leading subject (e.g., a tier-one nation) or the object (tier-two or worse) of international relations. In doing so, this section traces specific moments during which Japanese have been encouraged to be proud of their position as a scientifically advanced, economically capable leader in Asia; to be anxious about their country’s subordinate role vis-à-vis the United States; and to be proud and hopeful about the ways in which the country’s cultural products would confer on it “soft power,” or the expectation that it is sufficiently respected and liked to be able to persuade other countries to do what Japan wants. All of these involve a story of a Japan that commands—or is on the verge of commanding—the kind of respect that a country with status, a tier-one country perhaps, deserves.

Status


The question of international status is intimately woven into the conventional story of modern Japan. Mark Ravina’s excellent overview of the Meiji Restoration, the moment in which revolutionaries defeated the samurai government and created what is typically depicted as its first modern state, is titled To Stand with the Nations of the World, from a phrase used by the country’s new leaders to reflect their goal of making Japan a country that would match well with other global powers (Ravina 2017). Conventional depictions of the era often fall into the trap of anachronism, presenting the civil war that culminated with the Restoration in 1868 as purely an effort to “modernize” Japan, rather than a power grab by elites from Japan’s previously dominant, economically and technologically innovative Southwest against a weakened central government in Tokyo. And even among celebratory public descriptions of the era in Japanese, there is some difference of opinion regarding whether the real international goal of Meiji leaders was to guarantee Japan’s sovereignty by making it sufficiently powerful to resist the colonization taking place elsewhere (e.g., Abe 2016), or to ensure that other leading, modern nations would recognize it and treat it as one of their own.

This issue of shared status has become a consistent refrain in accounts of Japan’s early twentieth century, with, for example, the public broadcaster NHK providing a primer for children about the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), announcing it had “improved Japan’s international status” (nihon no kokusaiteki na chii ga takamari) even as it noted frustration with the subsequent US-brokered Portsmouth Treaty, which was widely reviled for its “unequal” treatment of Japan (NHK for School, n.d.), a position consistent with Sandra Wilson’s (1999) account of the war in Japanese memory. Alexis Dudden’s (2006) study of Japan’s imperial control of Korea shows how colonization, perhaps the preeminent display of straightforward power in international relations, itself reflected status concerns of the early twentieth century: the leading powers in Europe and America had legally institutionalized colonies, so it would be virtually impossible for Japan to be a leading country if it did not.

And this might well make Japan thoroughly normal. Indeed, over the past two decades, political scientists have begun to rethink the issue of status as something separate from material power, sometimes by positing different kinds of hierarchy in global society and sometimes by rethinking the older notion of “prestige.” When Kenneth Waltz published his profoundly consequential Theory of International Politics (Waltz 1979), he explicitly worked to update how scholars were to understand “realism,” or the idea of competitive power politics, in the international system. Hans Morgenthau, the traditional realist whose work (Morgenthau 1948) lay at the core of much of the midcentury English-language literature on international relations, had famously argued that countries differed in terms of national character, and that they might be motivated to pursue qualities such as “prestige,” separate from but enhancing material and other capabilities (Mercer 2017; see also Kuntz 2010). Waltz’s zen-like conceptual austerity led him to jettison much of that baggage, envisioning states as differently-sized balls on a billiards table, indistinguishable save for their power relative to one another. But in part because of limits to the explanatory power of realism and the recognition of newer forces in global politics—international organizations, formal regions, nonstate military and corporate entities—scholars have aimed to rethink hierarchies in international relations, the ranking systems that may operate according to logics beyond narrowly construed indices of power (Bially Mattern and Zarakol 2016).

Status has, if anything, been more notoriously difficult to define in precise terms than power. After all, many of the markers of status—Security Council membership, G7 membership, possession of nuclear weapons—also confer power over other states, power that would be assessed as such by virtually any fair-minded observer. Seeking or maintaining this status, therefore, might be driven by a clear-eyed understanding of power itself, not just by the goal of achieving status. Indeed, when status is institutionally conferred, the battles to define and to hold status might be difficult to distinguish from other efforts to build national strength (see, e.g., Paul and Shankar 2014; Pouliot 2014). This has led to fascinating efforts to distinguish those actions that might be designed to achieve status for its own sake rather than as driven by power (e.g., Volgy et al. 2014), but without yielding much scholarly consensus about what status actually is or how it should be appraised analytically. Indeed, a particularly important strand of recent literature, much of it focusing on the actions of China as a rising power, is less concerned with demonstrating that status matters independent of material power than in showing the choices that states make to signal it (e.g., Pu 2019; Pu and Schweller 2014; Wohlforth 2014). As one younger scholar of Chinese foreign policy and international status puts it, “while status signals are sometimes associated with material goods such as aircraft carriers and space programmes, status is fundamentally social and relational” (Pu 2017, 150). The material goods themselves might be sought in part because of a state’s status concerns, and merely having them may not be enough; their relevance to a proper global and local appraisal of a state’s status is essential too.

Largely for this reason, the international relations scholars who have worked to reintegrate status concerns into the field have increasingly turned to social psychology, long mined for insights in global politics. They have ultimately considered states to be almost like people who measure themselves against one another. The preeminent approach to international status does exactly this, using “social identity theory” (SIT) from psychology to explain state behavior (e.g., Clunan 2014; Larson and Shevchenko 2014). But if states are embedded in something more than an international system, perhaps closer to an international society—one in which members are governed in part by the rules and norms over their interactions with one another, just as humans are in their own social interactions—how can we understand what those rules will dictate? Even if we can disentangle the question of status from more commonly used visions of power itself, it leaves open the questions of how we understand what status is and how we might study its effects independent of material strength. Another tension here is that states might be made up of people, but they are not people themselves; while it might make immediate sense to say that “Japan was angry about its treatment as an unequal power in the negotiations over the Portsmouth Treaty,” we understand that this refers to many people within the country, or to specific officials in the government. Bridging the gap between individual feelings about status and how one feels about one’s country remains a central challenge for the field (Ward 2019).

These innovations suggest that while status might be analyzed as a mirror of power, its consequences go deeper and touch on the ways in which people experience the political world, both in terms of their own nation as well as the worlds they inhabit. And this should be unsurprising. Indeed, to the extent that status concerns have been prevalent in modern Japanese political history, they involve the representation of Japan’s place to and among Japanese, not just Japan’s external behavior. And Japan seems to be far from alone, with notions of status differing across nations, based in part on the ways in which their histories are turned into narratives about national rise and fall—in which status is not just about a country vis-à-vis other powers or an invisible global hierarchy, but rather in terms of nation’s own history. China, whose status is often analyzed merely for its potentially destabilizing emergence as a global superpower, displays signaling and representational strategies that are as much temporal as spatial—looking not only at how China compares to other countries like the United States, but also how China compares to what it had ostensibly been in the past and what its leaders and citizens aspire for it in the future. And this is why references to China’s central global position in the classical period and in the early modern past, as well as to the century of “humiliation” leading to its current resurgence, matter so deeply in Chinese political rhetoric at home and abroad (Freedman 2016). This suggests that we must examine in more textured ways the representation and experience of status in politics, considering how people communicate about it, who characterizes it and how they do so, and what markers and benchmarks become most salient in different contexts.

And this is why status matters in discussions about Japan. When the Harvard-based sociologist Ezra Vogel wrote his now-classic book Japan As Number One (Vogel 1979), it was noted by English-language readers as a prescient commentary on Japan’s economic growth and social cohesion, particularly for the “lessons” they offered to a post-Vietnam, recessionary United States. But that paled in comparison to the importance of the Japanese-language version (translated by politician Hironaka Wakako and professional translator Kimoto Akiko), which became a major hit, a cultural touchstone, and an acknowledgment that now a scholar at arguably the world’s number one university recognized that Japan was, or would soon have a claim to be, the world’s number one country. Indeed, the speakers (including former prime minister Nakasone Yasuhiro) at a commemorative symposium in Tokyo in 2011, with Vogel himself in attendance, largely asked what had gone wrong for Japan, and what it would take for it to once again become something like number one, or at least what attributes it still had that marked its global status. The fond conversation was not just about the scholarly process that led a distinguished sociologist to make such an unusual claim, but more about an era in which such a claim had been possible, and about what would need to happen for Japan to deserve once again top global status (Fukada 2010).

Japan’s Status during Its “Long Postwar”


Two Japanese narrative films, both based on real events, and released just over a year apart, provide some sense of just how pervasive and complex the representations of Japan’s international status are, even in moments that would seem to be largely apolitical. In 2010 the director Fukasaku Kenta released We Can’t Change the World (But We Wanna Build a School in Cambodia), based on the memoir by medical-student-turned-aid-activist Kōta Hada (Hada 2010). The film traces the work of mostly aimless male students at a medical college after one of them is inspired by an advertisement at a post office to try to build a school in rural Cambodia. The film presents Cambodia as a site of beauty but misery, with the young Japanese protagonists finding meaning in their own lives through their efforts to help the children there. And while the Cambodian characters teach the Japanese a few things about kindness and friendship, the Japanese are in a position to help them through their wealth, training, and know-how, ultimately bringing smiles to the faces of the Cambodian children who would otherwise be uneducated and seemingly unclothed much of the time. No one refers to status directly, but the film makes virtually no sense without it, both because of the assistance Japan can provide by dint of its superior status as well as the potential loss of cultural community values that Japan’s advanced status has generated.

Two years later, and in a different vein, anxieties about Japan’s international status would be central to a big-budget drama about one of the country’s proudest recent accomplishments. When Japan launched in 2003 its remarkable Hayabusa spacecraft, a robotic ship that landed on an asteroid and carried samples back to Earth, it was such a major story that it became the focus of not one or two, but three popular films. The biggest success of the three was Hayabusa: The Long Voyage Home (2012), starring the international star Ken Watanabe as one of the lead engineers. At a crucial moment, an American engineer from NASA, whose representatives are largely dismissive and condescending throughout the film, expresses not just admiration but even envy of what Watanabe’s team has accomplished with their ship. It is not a simple toss-off line, but is instead treated as deeply meaningful to a proudly acknowledged Watanabe; the success is validated not just by the ship’s returning safely with its precious cargo, but by the recognition of this success by American engineers. The Americans are not particularly unkind or unfriendly, but they are clearly used to looking down on Japan, and their reaction feels less like an embarrassing comeuppance and more like an acknowledgment that Japan—with its technological cleverness and aptitude—can surpass even American accomplishments in space.

These features, both essential to understanding the films and their emotional weight, show how common representations of Japan’s international status are. They also demonstrate that these representations are not simply about Japan as compared to other countries, and not just about the material conditions that are critical to both accounts, but about the story of what Japan has been and what it is supposed to become. This story can be used politically, of course, but it is usually most powerful when it is not perceived as such, when it is simply taken for granted as common, shared understanding of Japan’s past, present, and its desired future. Among the more noteworthy cultural trends in Japan from the 1990s onward has been the development of “Shōwa nostalgia,” known for the era of Hirohito, the Emperor Shōwa whose reign lasted from 1926 through 1989. While the period might be remembered primarily for the nearly two decades of colonialism and a decade of war, culminating in Japan’s defeat in 1945, the nostalgia is often centered around Japan’s postwar striving, the country working together to establish it as an economic and technological superpower. While not entirely inaccurate, this particular representation of Japanese history has required a substantial amount of work, much of it private and not directed by any state entities, but focused on a romantic portrayal of postwar Japan and the postwar Japanese (for analyses, see, e.g., Abe 2016; Ichikawa 2010; Kaneko 2013).

Different time frames, of course, complicate Japan’s national story. From elementary school onward, Japanese children learn about the roots of Japanese society from the hunter-gatherer period onward, with special attention to the swashbuckling, politically riven days of the “period of warring states” (14th–16th centuries) and to the political unification of Japan during the Tokugawa era (1600–1868). But in a good deal of popular representation, modern Japanese history is dominated by what historians (e.g., Gluck 1991) have dubbed “the long postwar,” a period of a few decades that is politically, socially, and culturally important not only because of what happened, but also because of the way in which the era has been conventionally narrated. And it makes sense, both in terms of the violence of its inception as and the violence that that victimization has in many ways suppressed.

After all, Japan remains the only nation to have had atomic weapons used against it. The Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings of August 1945 have both been etched into the national memory as essential symbols of Japan’s ghastly experience with war, and therefore of its subsequent position as a peaceful power. One of the consequences of this has been the ways in which these emblematically modern moments have concealed the past that led to them, notable in the struggles over incorporating Japan’s imperial and wartime behavior into the history represented at, for example, the Hiroshima Peace Museum. Another has been the production of 1945 as almost a foundational moment for contemporary Japan: its near-complete destruction, from which all of Japan’s subsequent accomplishments, as well as the global status it achieved, ought to be measured.

The subsequent decades—the “long postwar”—offer a great deal of grist for the nostalgia mill. After all, despite the extraordinary suffering in the final years of the war and the first years of the Occupation, the Japanese economy began to hum far more quickly than anyone might have expected, owing in part to good fortune, good decisions, and the human infrastructure Japan had already achieved as a well-educated, technologically advanced state in the interwar and wartime eras. While the Showa era included some of the most contentious moments in Japanese political history—like the protests against the US-Japan alliance in 1960 that forced Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi to resign, or the 1968 demonstrations and riots that culminated in the shuttering of many of Japan’s top universities for a year or more—it is now more frequently depicted as that period of sustained economic growth when the country achieved its miracle. It doubled national wealth in the 1960s, became the world’s second-largest economy in the 1970s (when Vogel concluded it would soon be no. 1), and by the 1980s was such an economic power that somewhat panicked American observers and writers began to speak of it as a genuine threat to American power, leading to some of the wilder intellectual currents of the era. Among these were “No to ieru Nihon” (The Japan That Can Say No), the provocative book by Sony founder Morita Akio and nationalist politician and novelist Ishihara Shintarô, which argued Japan was too technologically advanced and economically powerful to have to follow orders from Washington, and Michael Crichton’s 1992 conspiracy novel Rising Sun. And so when the Japanese economic bubble popped and the economy began to contract in the early 1990s, it was not just about a loss of money—though that was of course painful too—but also about the risk to the very status that Japan had ostensibly achieved (Leheny 2006a).

This has been etched into popular memory by far more than official statements, textbooks, and the like. It also lies at the beating heart of a substantial amount of Japanese popular culture, particularly since the pop of the Bubble Economy. For years in the 1990s and 2000s, public broadcaster NHK ran a popular quasi-documentary series, Project X, with each episode telling a stylized story of one of Japan’s postwar economic or technological successes. The episodes followed a formula, built on recent interviews, archival footage, and re-enactments, telling the story of a determined group of (nearly always) men in a Japanese institutional environment (a firm, a worksite) whose grit and determination allowed them to build something with lasting value: new transistors, the Seikan Tunnel, and so forth. These sentimentally rendered heroes were nearly anonymous Everymen, any of whom might be the salaryman or worker living next door (Shimoda 2013). One of the elements of this popular, long-running, sometimes mocked series was its easy, nearly natural representation of the postwar Japanese “miracle” as driven not by the vicissitudes of the global economy or the brilliance of Japanese political leaders, but rather the determination and ingenuity of its regular workers. When they argued, it was not over putatively quotidian qualities of jealousy, greed, or the like, but rather over the best way for everyone to get the job done. Indeed, the shared growth narrative is so central that it is the visible but otherwise unremarked-upon backdrop of one of Japan’s most successful cinematic ventures of the past two decades: director Yamazaki Takashi’s hugely popular and acclaimed Always: Sunsets on Third Street trilogy (released in 2005, 2007, and 2012), which comically but sentimentally presents the Everymen/Everywomen in a 1950s–1960s Tokyo neighborhood as symbols of a rebuilding Japan (Asaba 2008). The era that could nostalgically look back on this previously rising Japan was also one that could treat Vogel’s bestselling book as a hallmark of a time when Japan had still been able to dream of being number one.

The reality of pre-1990 Japan, of course, was far more complex than all this implies, with tumultuous periods marked by intense party conflicts, labor strikes, environmental despoliation and politically challenging reforms, corruption scandals, struggles for equality by feminist and minority rights organizations, and the like. But this nostalgic production of the postwar period largely emerged in the culture of post-Bubble Japan, or during the Heisei era, when the pop of Japan’s economic bubble and the disruption of educational, career, and savings plans for many injected a note of intense anxiety into 1990s Japan. And yet for decades, the country’s place in a US-led order helped to reinforce a wartime sense that Japan—by dint of its successful modernization, its economic growth, its technological and scientific successes—sat at the apex of the Asian nations. After all, while Japan was constitutionally and politically incapable of reconstructing its military empire, the government worked quickly to rebuild its economic connections in the region, typically by emphasizing how Japan would lead East and Southeast Asian countries toward sustained and productive development (Hatch and Yamamura 1992; Korhonen 1994). It was also a marketable diplomatic strategy in Japanese domestic politics, in which Japan’s growing leadership in international aid, typically directed toward Asia, became a popular and even convincingly romantic position for the country: exporting its economic miracle through the generosity of its training, investment, and advice to a region that lagged behind Japan and the advanced industrial West.

And so even while status has been a long-standing concern in Japanese politics, we might map it against the story that was frequently told within Japan and outside of it about what kind of country it had become, about the bright future that was undermined by economic decline, and about the effort to rebuild it today. After all, if status is largely in the minds of its beholders, the imagination of where Japan stood globally and what it had more recently become matters for how we might talk about status and its putative roles in Japanese politics. And these mattered for the experience of a rising Japan—one that by many metrics became the leading economic power in the Asia-Pacific by the 1980s, the primary source of aid and investment to many countries in the region—even as it took a back seat to the United States in many major diplomatic initiatives and had virtually no military footprint outside of its own territory. Japan was respected and powerful in myriad ways, certainly understood to be an economic vanguard of a rapidly developing Asia, but less consequential than some of its nationalists had hoped.

Tragic Stories, Hopeful Future: Status in Three Episodes


At least in the world of politics, the role of status as a rhetorical tool—something that a politician might hope to use to rally support for a cause he or she is championing—might be most easily seen in legislative minutes. And since the late Bubble Era and beyond, Japan’s parliamentary records have displayed a continual reference to what Japan had become and what it would now be expected to do. Sometimes it was a reminder of what Japan was expected to do, now that it was an economic leader, such as when Environment Agency official Akio Yagihashi told a parliamentary committee in 1992 that “because of its international status as an advanced industrial nation, Japan is expected to help developing countries with their pollution problems” (Kokkai gijiroku 1992). Sometimes it could be an expression of how policy tweaks could allow Japanese culture to be appreciated globally, and thus enhance Japan’s status, such as a 1993 meeting when Justice Minister Masaharu Gotōda said that improved immigration controls would allow legal visitors to enter Japan more smoothly, and they would be welcomed warmly by Japanese, thus “raising Japan’s international status” (Kokkai gijiroku 1993). And it has frequently been the focal point of arguments that Japan ought to player a larger security role on the global stage, such as the young LDP parliamentarian Shin’ichi Nakatani arguing in 2018 that Japan’s contributions to international peacekeeping missions, such as during the Iraq War, represented “our sweat to achieve international peace, which is very much connected to security Japan’s international status” (Kokkai gijiroku 2018). The reference to Japan’s status as something to be maintained, achieved, or demonstrated is so frequently, and so easily, deployed across the political spectrum as to be virtually unnoticeable.

But the reason political actors might emphasize status is that it is such a frequent theme in much of civic, social, and cultural life, and perhaps most powerful exactly when it feels least political. For example, one of the top media sensations of the mid-1980s, near the apex of Japan’s postwar economic success, was the touching story of a group of activists, medical professionals, and even the conservative prime minister to save the lives of two disabled boys from Vietnam. And yet even here, questions of Japan’s status played a crucial role in the story’s development and representation.

The tensions surrounding Japan’s position as the peaceful leader of a developing Asia under the US security umbrella was never more pronounced than in the late–Cold War 1980s, particularly after it had been a tacit supporter of the American role in the Vietnam War. And perhaps no moment illustrated this better than the 1986 medical treatment in Tokyo of the conjoined Vietnamese twins, Nguyen Viet and Nguyen Duc. The congenital problems of Viet and Duc (or Beto-chan and Doku-chan, as they were colloquially known in Japanese) were almost certainly caused by their pregnant mother’s exposure to Agent Orange in one of the areas saturated by the United States’ use of the chemical weapon during the Vietnam War. Made famous by a Japanese photojournalist working in Vietnam, Viet and Duc were brought to Japan at the direction of Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone aboard his official plane when Viet’s bout with encephalitis threatened to kill them both (see Nakasone 1986; Beto-chan Doku-chan no Hattatsu o Negau Kai 1986). This propelled them onto the front pages of Japanese newspapers, and the activist physician accompanying them onto Japanese television news programs. Over the next two years, the boys’ health was one of the biggest news stories in Japan, with the media extensively covering their recuperation in Tokyo and return to Vietnam, and then the subsequent travel of Japanese medical professionals there in 1988 to assist in the separation surgery that left Viet, the older brother, in a coma that would last until his death nineteen years later, but that likely saved the life of Duc (Miwa 1989).

The story might be understood as simply a tragedy or even an atrocity, with Viet’s abbreviated development and Duc’s myriad health problems caused by the use of a chemical weapon by pacifist Japan’s most important ally in a conflagration that turned much of one of Japan’s Asian neighbors into a poisoned wasteland. But in Japan, the story is usually told as one of triumph, with resolutely peaceful Japan recognizing its kinship with a benighted Asian country that also experienced overwhelming American violence, and turning its scientific and technological strength to the humanistic goal of saving the lives and health of children, even in children’s books like Letter from Viet and Duc (Matsutani 1991). Even today, when Nguyen Duc is almost certainly the most famous living Vietnamese person among Japanese, the story gains its emotional impact not only from the traumas unleashed on these children, but also and significantly from Japan’s status as a regional leader, but the right kind of leader: appreciated, understood, welcomed, and beloved.

But when status appears most visibly in Japanese political debate, it does so because something about Japan’s international status is seemingly at stake, and in a way that can be viscerally felt. In February 2001, a ship owned by a fisheries-oriented vocational public high school in southwestern Japan was on a training voyage around the Pacific when it was struck from below by a US Navy nuclear submarine, sinking the ship within five minutes and killing 9 of the 35 crew on board, 4 of them high-school students. The sinking of the Ehime Maru became an unwelcome crisis in US-Japan relations, with both governments seeking to mollify an angered Japanese public, particularly because this incident followed by only six years the notorious rape of a twelve-year-old girl by three US service members in Okinawa.1 Every aspect of the story seemed designed to outrage Japanese further: that the submarine was demonstrating evasive maneuvers to a group of wealthy VIPs as part of a public relations program (Fuji TV 2001); that the crew of the submarine did not immediately rescue survivors, explained later because any further motion by the submarine, whose captain immediately radioed for help from the Coast Guard, might have capsized the debris to which the Japanese crew were clinging for life (National Transportation Safety Board 2005); and the refusal of the US Navy to court martial the captain, choosing instead administrative measures that ultimately ended his career but did not incarcerate him (see Waddle 2002).

But during the political negotiations that took place afterward, leading to a remarkable if showy American decision to raise the ship from its deep resting place and to search for bodies, the question of Japan’s status vis-à-vis the United States remained of paramount importance. Left-wing critics of the United States, like the famed socialist parliamentarian Hideo Den, demanded that American officials stop treating Japan high-handedly, always assuming they are “the world’s number one,” and that they be forced to act according to the demands of Japanese culture and emotionality over the deaths of these boys and men (Kokkai gijiroku 2001a). Most conservative supporters of the alliance supported the idea of raising the ship as a half-measure short of Waddle’s arrest, though the Sankei newspaper’s Takayama Masayuki controversially argued that Japanese demands to raise the bodies—a costly and exceptionally difficult endeavor—were beyond the pale and nearly embarrassing for a country of Japan’s status (Takayama 2001), or that, more positively, Japan could learn from the “honor” Americans showed in following through on their commitments to treat the Japanese well. Indeed, in a subsequent analysis delivered to Diet members themselves, the distinguished political scientist Yoshihide Soeya argued that the concern that had been underlying not only Japan’s behavior but also America’s careful response was anxiety over Japan’s place—its ability to be independent and sovereign in its relationship with the United States (Kokkai gijiroku 2001b).

This anxiety over the loss of status—from the beloved and benevolent leader of Asia to a weak cog in the American empire, barely able to defend its own children from a military superpower—helps to explain the rapid rise and the durability of soft power discourses in post-Bubble Japan. The pop of Japan’s rapidly overvalued property and stock markets in the late 1980s and early 1990s of course threatened the status that Japan had started to develop through the 1970s and most of the 1980s, particularly as the Chinese and Korean economies made dramatic gains as Japan’s sank. Hardly in a position to compensate through extensive military adventures or other potential forms of status-signaling, Japanese officialdom latched with astonishing speed in 2001 and 2002 onto the idea that Japan maintained “soft power,” the term that Joseph Nye—of the tier-one/tier-two nation analysis—had created for persuasive or attractive rather than coercive power in global affairs. Nye himself first wrote of soft power in the late 1980s, back when the United States itself faced questions of its status with the rise of civilian economic powers like Japan and Germany. For Nye, American liberal ideals, as well as its multiethnic tolerance, together with the global reach of its cultural and media avenues, gave the United States significant resources to affect other countries because of their attractiveness and omnipresence; in contrast, insular, introverted Japan was unlikely to develop soft power. Indeed, for a number of years, Japanese analysts largely agreed with Nye’s dim assessment of the likelihood that ostensibly closed, inward-looking Japan would be as globally persuasive or appealing as an open-armed, welcoming United States (Nye 1990).

Although soft power is notably difficult to assess, rendering it mostly ignored by political scientists, it has itself been extraordinarily persuasive among journalists and diplomatic pundits. And it was an American journalist—Douglas McGray, a frequent tech writer for Wired and other major magazines—who did the most to popularize the term in Japan. Visiting the country for several months on a Japan Foundation fellowship, McGray famously penned the essay “Japan’s Gross National Cool” for Foreign Policy, the popular international affairs magazine largely serving as a hipper, glossier counterpart to the more established Foreign Affairs. McGray’s essay, largely viewing Tokyo as a hub for global creative talent, rapidly became the talk of the halls of Japanese bureaucracies and think tanks (McGray 2002). Not everyone agreed, of course, but the idea that a Cool Japan—based on the country’s high-tech industries, spectacular modern art scene, and imaginative visual and entertainment cultures—would halt the nation’s seeming global decline had obvious implications for officials, politicians, artists, and entrepreneurs seeking to link their own visions of a new Japan to the optimistic judgment of this American journalist. The Nikkei Shimbun hosted a Cool Japan symposium in 2003 with McGray, “Iron Chef” Morimoto, and creators behind such distinguished anime series as Sailor Moon and Pokémon. The timing of all of this could hardly have been better, particularly after the historic win by Hayao Miyazaki of the Best Animated Feature Oscar for Spirited Away, the first non-American film so honored.

Needless to say, Spirited Away did not put anime on the global map, whatever its popular and artistic successes. Japanese animated films and programs were already substantial, and in some cases dominant, elements in the global entertainment scene, not to mention the success of Japan’s console game systems, and even, in some Asian markets, its music scene (Leheny 2006b). And yet, as in the case of the United States, there is virtually no evidence that soft power mattered in the ways in which Nye suggested—the ability to get other states to do that which they would otherwise not do through persuasion rather than coercion. What there was, however, was a now widely reported concept attached to Japan by an American writer in a publication read by diplomats, journalists, pundits, think-tank members, and academics around the world, acknowledging that Japan might have “it,” even if it was not entirely clear what “it” is or means. The mere authoritative claim that Japan had soft power was enough to matter, at least in terms of marking Japan’s status as the kind of nation that would be respected and indeed loved because of the complex, humanistic kindness of its cultural values as expressed through its popular culture (Kondo 2008). This is, of course, a dramatic oversimplification of Japan’s globally popular cultural products, which also include pornographic anime, hyperviolent B-movies, and baroquely scripted fantasy video games. But the same is true of American popular culture overseas, which can at times speak to multicultural, liberal ideals through Hollywood fare like the film Glory, released around the same time Nye created the term “soft power,” but which also included the violent, often racist Rambo and Death Wish film series in the same era (Leheny 2018, 90–116).

The issue is not whether Japan really had (or has) soft power, or whether America has it. There are myriad indices that show Japan to be a well-liked, respected country in international affairs, but it is virtually impossible to demonstrate that this grants Japan actual “power” to get what it wants in global politics, even if it might attract more tourists or consumers. These outcomes matter too, but the idea of “soft power” clearly goes beyond the mere likability of a country. It suggests that likability matters, that it moves the country upward on an internationally visible hierarchy of nations. And the durability of these frames suggest that even if “Cool Japan” has lost some its luster as an administrative frame, and even as it is far more typical now to talk of the failure of Cool Japan rather than of its success, the emotional push behind it—the desire for respect, admiration, and affection that would partly constitute power—suggests just how persistent the drive for status continues to be.

The Durability of Status


In 1975, Japan’s Diplomatic Blue Book, the official statement of the country’s foreign policy policies, included the following statement that reflected both on what made Japan distinctive and what its vaunted international position now demanded of it:

Thirty years after the end of World War II, Japan’s international status has risen markedly as a result of it having unswervingly maintained a diplomacy of peace, of having sought to enhance interchange and harmony with other nations, and of having achieved a steady recovery and development of its national strength and resources. Today, Japan stands as a leading industrial and trading nation in the world; it is now in a position to contribute actively to the progress of mankind and to act as an important stabilizing force on the international political scene.

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1975)

Thirty years later, Foreign Minister Nobutaka Machimura used similar language to describe Japan’s place:

This year marks a turning point, sixty years after the end of World War II. In retrospect, Japan lifted itself up from the devastation of the war and achieved miraculous economic development, having established its international status as a country that aspires for peace through international contributions that befit its national power. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2005)

Over those thirty years, Japan had changed dramatically, as had the world itself, but the official statement remained that Japan had achieved leading international status, through its peaceful, collectively built economic development, in the decades after the devastation of the Pacific War, and would need to play a leading global role. But this general frame, emphasizing Japan’s global status established through its collective effort and peaceful technological capacity, remains a core theme for Japan even as the global news of 2020—marked by the COVID-19 pandemic and global economic downturn—makes so much of contemporary political life precarious. Indeed, upon lifting Japan’s national “state of emergency” in late May 2020, Prime Minister Abe took the opportunity to situate Japan’s own seemingly successful efforts to limit COVID-19 casualties within the collaborative efforts of the Japanese people and shrewd scientific capacity, once again establishing Japan as a benevolent global leader:


The number of new cases has dropped below 50 nationwide in recent days and the number of hospitalized patients, which at one time approached 10,000, has fallen to under 2,000.…Since March, an explosive increase in infections has occurred in the United States and Europe. Globally, more than 100,000 new infections are being confirmed on a daily basis, and some countries have undertaken lockdowns and other enforcement measures over more than two months.…Japan’s responses to this infectious disease are an outstanding model for the world. Last Friday, Mr. António Guterres, Secretary-General of the United Nations, commended Japan’s efforts in this way.…Many of the countries that have until now led the world’s political and economic realms are now fully occupied by their domestic responses. That is the reality. We must not under any circumstances relax our guard. Precisely because we are in such a moment, we will adhere firmly to the universal values of freedom, democracy, basic human rights, and the rule of law. And, Japan should, in a free and open manner, lead the world’s infectious diseases controls, working hand in hand with countries that share these values. (Abe 2020)

Viewed one way, the durability of the language, despite transformations in the global political scene, as well as in Japan, might indicate the hollowness of status, or the rhetoric surrounding it. It might, in this view, be nothing more than an expected trope for officials, whether they were pushing to play a larger role in global economic affairs as Japan was with the run-up to the 1976 creation of the G6, when Machimura spoke for government pushing for a larger military role in the midst of American wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in 2005, or as Abe announced steps to return Japan to “normal” after a COVID-19 wave. And as China’s growth role has expanded, Japanese officials have been only that much more concerned to emphasize, through contrast, what Japan’s international status is (as in Abe’s pointed reference above to countries that “share” values of freedom and openness), and how it is meaningful both to Asia and to the larger global order.

But Japan’s international status might be understood as politically salient not because of its seemingly limitless flexibility in what it might denote, but rather in how it might be read by the very Japanese who will act and indeed vote on it. The recognition in recent literature on status in international relations—that it is something that is felt or experienced, not just something that can be understood in purely objective terms—allows a different glimpse into how the international system shapes the political lives of Japanese. Whether in their pride in achieving technical, scientific, and economic leadership; or in their frustration and anxiety over a vulnerable and subordinate position in their relationship with the United States; or their hopes for “soft power” that demonstrates their having risen among the ranks of the respected and beloved, Japanese face continual reminders of what their country’s place is in a shifting set of global hierarchies. And here, the repetition, the reassurance of Japan’s status might tell us a great deal about public anxieties over what Japan is, what it had been, and what it might yet (or fail to) become. In this sense, thinking about Japan’s place among other nations requires some attention to the stories told by and among Japanese observers about their country’s past and present, as well as the future demands that the country’s putative status might place upon it.
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Introduction


As many countries have experienced a backlash against globalization and a turn toward populism, Japan stands out as a stalwart defender of free trade and multilateral institutions. While President Trump of the United States openly mocked the World Trade Organization as a “disaster” and withdrew from liberalizing agreements, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the WTO Director General and negotiated on proposals for WTO reform and leadership to conclude regional liberalization agreements. Japan has refrained from either initiating tariffs or responding to the trade war with defensive or retaliatory protection measures. Does this support for free trade result from a disconnect with voters, or from a responsiveness to preempt discontent against trade? In asking such questions, this chapter evaluates Japanese democracy with regard to trade policy. It will consider the role of trade as a challenge to democratic effectiveness that requires governments to balance the interests of the mobilized few and the aggregate welfare.

The conventional wisdom about Japanese trade policy among experts and scholars long portrayed it as the “reactive state” seeking to minimize liberalization, with partial steps taken after facing threats from trading partners (Calder 1988b). At best, the conditions to open Japanese markets required a skillful combination of external pressure linked to domestic interests for an effective gaiatsu story of outside-in pressure (Davis 2003; Schoppa 1993). But by the end of the 1990s, many pointed to changes in this approach. Strengthening law in the multilateral setting gave new options that Japan could use to challenge protection by other countries so it was not only on the defensive (Iida 2006; Pekkanen 2001b). Within the proliferation of trade venues, Japan has sought to advance its trade interests with an increasingly diversified set of policies (Pekkanen, Solis, and Katada 2007). Belatedly, the government began to take up the trend toward negotiating preferential trade agreements to avoid trade diversion (Manger 2009). This period could be described as a more active navigation of rules, but it still left Japan in the category of rule-taker. Since 2010, Japan made its foray into rule-making as the government has proposed rule reforms and a new agenda, initiated more litigation, and shaped high-standard preferential agreements.

This chapter reviews the state of research on Japanese trade policy. It examines how preferences, domestic institutions, and the trade regime complex have contributed to the evolution of Japan from reluctant to active leadership on trade policy. Empirical trends are evaluated in terms of trade flows and tariffs, as well as policies related to WTO adjudication patterns and preferential trade agreements.

The Building Blocks of Japanese Trade Policy


The key elements of trade policy are economic interests, political institutions, and adjustment strategies. This section offers a brief overview of the evolution in Japan’s economic interests and how they are shaped in the context of domestic and international constraints.

Demand for Market Access


From the perspective of economic interests, open markets contribute to Japan’s economic prosperity. During the period 2016–2018, trade constituted 17.4 percent of Japan’s GDP. Japan ranks as the fourth-largest exporter of merchandise goods in the world, and over 86 percent of its exports are manufacturing-sector goods. The United States and China each received 19 percent of Japanese exports in 2018. Japan also stands as the fourth-largest importer of merchandise goods, with petroleum as the leading import category. China is the largest source of imports (23 percent), and the United States and Europe each provide around 11 percent of Japanese imports (World Trade Organization 2019). With its leading industries—automobiles, auto parts, and electronics—heavily reliant on overseas markets for sales, negotiations for market access are a high priority in Japan’s trade policy agenda.

From the early years of the postwar era, the Japanese bureaucracy, under the guiding role of the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), supported an export orientation backed by industrial policy in what came to be called the developmental state model (Johnson 1982; Woo-Cummings 1999). By targeting select industries with potential knowledge spillovers and high returns to growth, the government sought to develop key export industries (Pekkanen 2003). Much of the research on Japanese trade policy of this era examines the degree of public-private cooperation fostered by industrial policy (see, e.g., Okimoto 1989).

Consequently, with globalization, Japanese industry has been at the forefront of developing global value chains. The shift to invest in developing countries of East and Southeast Asia led to fears of offshoring but turned into a positive force to encourage growth (Hatch 2010; Katada 2020). Some scholars emphasize the market-driven logic whereby economic efficiency drove the creation of a regional production network, and others highlight political initiatives that facilitated their emergence (Munakata 2006; Pempel 2005; Ravenhill 2010). Japanese multinational firms have deftly managed political tensions in order to gain from an optimal sourcing of inputs (Vekasi 2020). The consequence has been to build a greater dependence on open markets in Japan’s economy, as a wide range of industries are engaged in related party trade with overseas affiliates. Figure 28.1 shows the declining share of Japan in world trade, but this underestimates the importance of exports by Japanese multinationals based in China and other countries, which is attributed to their trade balance. In the year 2018, Japanese firm subsidiaries based in China were the source of 27 percent of Chinese exports to Japan and 1 percent of Chinese exports to the world (excluding Japan) (METI 2020; World Bank n.d.).
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Figure 28.1. World trade shares. The graph shows shares of world trade in goods and services (sum of imports and exports from balance of payments accounts measured in current US dollar figures for each country as a percentage of world total).

Source: Data from World Bank Open Data.





Positive Views of Free Trade


There are high levels of public support for free trade. In a 2020 survey conducted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), 76.1 percent of respondents positively evaluated government policy to support free trade.1 This was only a small drop from a high in 2017, when 81.6 percent responded positively.2 From this perspective, one can largely explain Japan’s trade policy as reflecting broad economic interest and public support for free trade.

Yet the debate over trade in Japan has often given rise to sharp divisions. Leading up to ratification of the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement in 2016 (prior to US withdrawal and renegotiation as the Comprehensive Trans-Pacific Partnership), opinion was split between 39 percent approval and 31 percent disapproval, with a large number recording no opinion.3 Support falls when framing in terms of a tradeoff between gains for access to markets and losses for some industries at home. Concern for farmers is especially high, and some of the views of the public reflect more than direct material interests. One perspective is that consumers consider pro-producer values and concerns about social or environmental outcomes, which leads them to support regulatory policies and trade barriers contrary to economic theories about their interest in lower prices (Vogel 1999). Naoi and Kume (2011) point to more sociotropic origins for preferences for protection, with evidence from a survey experiment showing that farm interests in Japan achieve more public support for protection when information prompts respondents to view them as producers; this elicits support from those who relate to shared job insecurity as producers competing in the global economy. Consequently, Japanese trade policy navigates a reservoir of general support for free trade and concern for any negative impact on weak sectors.

Domestic Institutional Context


A general pro-trade policy orientation among business and the public allows Japan to largely avoid a populist backlash against trade. The organization of interests by parties and institutional processes reinforce this consensus. Without partisan differences or interbranch conflict over trade openness, the voices of discontent remain on the margins.

There is little variation in the position of Japanese parties toward international trade. With the exception of the Japanese Communist Party, engagement with the multilateral rules and support of an open position toward free trade holds strong support among the Japanese parties as a whole, and especially the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). At the same time, resistance to agricultural liberalization also benefits from political consensus. Rather than shifting priorities within the state, external pressures of negotiations have changed the aggregation of these interests in ways that promoted agricultural liberalization (Davis and Oh 2007). There have also been critical institutional changes within Japan. Naoi (2015) highlights how party centralization and majoritarian politics in the legislature have enhanced Japan’s use of trade liberalization alongside side payments to mitigate the discontents from liberalization.

Rarely has trade policy emerged as a central issue in elections. In particular, one might have expected there to be prominent attention to the Trans-Pacific Partnership in the 2014 election, when negotiations were reaching their conclusion. During the lead-up to joining these talks, opposition within Japan by farm groups and other interests had grown fierce and public opinion was split. The 2012 election saw limited campaign attention, as the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) was cautiously in favor of the agreement and the LDP hedged its position with conditions suggesting it opposed the deal. After defeating the DPJ in the 2012 election, the LDP went ahead to formally join the TPP negotiations the next year. Yet in the December 2014 election, the LDP sought to hide the issue during the campaign to the point that it was a stealth decision (Katada and Wilbur 2016).

Japanese-Style Trade Adjustment


While remaining committed to an outward orientation, Japanese trade policy also features strong compensation to help uncompetitive sectors. On its path to liberalization, the government has retained barriers in sensitive sectors at higher levels and allocated subsidies to support declining industries. Packages to accept trade liberalization have been paired with compensation for those on the losing side. This approach is consistent with the broader strategy of redistribution that has helped to sustain the Liberal Democratic Party over decades of economic cycles and policy crises (Calder 1988a; Estevez-Abe 2008). It differs from the limited trade adjustment programs of the United States that target individuals harmed by trade, or comprehensive social welfare established in Scandinavian countries to provide a general safety net for society. Instead, Japanese policies target sectors and regions with a mix of policies that include some to build competitiveness and others to offset economic losses. Critics worry that the compensatory dynamic slows adjustment, but the result has helped to uphold a politically sustainable pace of structural change in the economy.

Nowhere is this pattern of slow reform and compensation for adjustment more evident than in agriculture. After decades of completely closing its rice market to imports, in the Uruguay Round agreement Japan accepted minimum access quotas to import rice. While the conversion to tariff-rate quotas in 1998 left a prohibitive 800 percent tariff on rice outside of the quota, the amount imported within the commitments expanded to slowly bring rice into Japanese markets (see Figure 28.2). Across all protection of the agricultural sector, Japan has lowered the level of total support from 2.5 percent of GDP in 1986 at the start of the Uruguay Round to around 1 percent of GDP in 2018 (see Figure 28.3). While this still leaves Japan at a higher level than most other countries, it nonetheless represents a significant policy change.
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Figure 28.2. Opening the rice market. The graph shows the value of imported rice in Japan (all unprocessed rice, local currency).

Source: Author’s calculation, data from Ministry of Finance, Trade Statistics of Japan, “A Series of Data for Principal Commodity.”
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Figure 28.3. Trends of agricultural protection. The graph shows the Total Support Estimate, which aggregates the net value of all transfers from taxpayers and consumers arising from agriculture policy measures as percentage of GDP.

Source: Data from OECD, “Agricultural Support Estimates (Edition 2020),” OECD Agriculture Statistics (database).





Each step to liberalize agriculture has come with compensation and moderate reform. The Uruguay Round was accepted only after the government compiled a $50 billion dollar package of assistance to rural areas (Davis 2003, 201). At the same time, the Uruguay Round Agriculture Agreement established constraints on agricultural spending that reinforced domestic reforms of the sector with the elimination of the Food Control Law that had administered prices since 1942, along with further changes to loosen regulations over land ownership and commodity distribution. The Trans-Pacific Partnership agreement also offered a generous budget for countermeasures, with the largest share allocated to farmers and rural regions (Solis 2017, 209). Prime Minister Abe catered to farmers during election periods, as farmers remain a powerful political lobby and support for rural regions serves as a popular form of economic redistribution (Maclachlan and Shimizu 2016). Yet once he had secured election victory in 2014 with farmer support, Abe moved forward on agricultural reforms. Under the stated goal of doubling farm incomes, the government revised the Agricultural Cooperatives Law in 2015.

As a result of this liberalization and compensation approach, Japan continues to offer more support to its farmers than any other OECD member. The total amount of support provided to farmers reveals that Japan remains at the high end of industrial nations, with generous levels of budget and price support provided. Under pressure from trade policies and through gradual domestic reforms after each round of negotiations, overall transfers have been declining.

Trade Policy Process


Scholarship on Japanese trade policy has long described interministry rivalries that contribute to a fragmented policy process (e.g., Calder 1988b; Fukui 1978; Schoppa 1997). Even as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs holds the lead role for international negotiations, it must share authority with the Finance Ministry, which manages customs, and the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, which overseas both domestic and external trade policy. Other line ministries, from agriculture to telecommunications further expand the potential veto players for any reform. Bringing in external pressure helped to overcome deadlock in critical areas such as agricultural liberalization (Davis and Oh 2007). Such issues confront most governments, but they have been notable in Japan due to the rigid vertical organization within each ministry and the weak authority of political leaders.

Two changes have shifted this balance. First, as Japanese trade policy has adapted to globalization, METI has become a stronger advocate of liberalizing policies. From leading a mercantilist policy focused on its role to guide industrial policy, it has asserted new roles to advocate for opening the economy. It has developed legal strategies to use WTO dispute settlement instead of bilateral negotiations (Davis 2012; Pekkanen 2001a). At the same time, as deadlock of the WTO negotiations prevented progress on key issues for Japanese export interests, METI has led in the push for negotiating preferential trade agreements.

Second, trade has been a focus area for Kantei diplomacy whereby the Prime Minister’s Office asserts a greater role in the policy process (Katada and Wilbur 2016; Shinoda 2007). This new policymaking approach has expanded the authority of committees established at the cabinet level. It has also been accompanied by more intervention by the Prime Minister’s Office in appointments and delegation channels within the ministries (Pugliese 2017). The emergence of Junichiro Koizumi and Shinzō Abe as long-serving prime ministers supported leadership, as they could capitalize on administrative reforms that enhanced political control of the bureaucracy (Rosenbluth and Thies 2010). Strategic appointments at top levels of the bureaucracy and increasing the staffing within the Cabinet Office enabled the Prime Minister’s Office to push through policies such as the TPP and agricultural policy reform (Mulgan 2018).

The new attention to digital trade by Japan is an example of this change in policy process. The issue had been part of a working group within METI on e-commerce that coordinated with counterparts in the WTO for midlevel discussions on data privacy, taxation, and other regulatory challenges. It suddenly emerged at the forefront of Japan’s trade agenda when Prime Minister Abe raised it as part of the 2019 Davos World Forum. While there are benefits for Japanese multinationals, and the issue represents an area for close cooperation with the United States, few saw strong industry lobbying or high public awareness of the matter prior to the prime minister’s initiative to call for “Data Free Flow with Trust.” He went on to make digital trade governance his signature policy for Japan’s leadership of the G20 Osaka Summit in July 2019. The ideas were rapidly put into effect a few months later in the US-Japan digital trade agreement, which set a new template for digital trade governance. A top-down style and rapid development mark a new approach to trade by Japan that has facilitated shared leadership of an emerging issue.

Japan’s Place in the Trade Regime Complex


To the surprise of those accustomed to seeing Japan as mercantilist and reluctant to liberalize, the decade since 2010 witnessed Japan emerging as one of the last bastions of free trade. In an era where the United States has begun to question the value of the multilateral trading system and engages in a trade war with China, it falls on Japan to help support a fragile regime complex built around the WTO and an expanding network of preferential agreements. While Japan remains closely tied to the United States in foreign policy and trade, the government has left behind the days of asymmetric dependence on the United States. China has been Japan’s largest trade partner since 2007, and Japan has forged its own independent voice in regional diplomacy.4

Multilateral Rules


From the beginning, Japan was a rule-taker in the trade regime. As a former enemy state after the war, Japan was not part of the creation of the regime in 1948. It joined the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1955 after five difficult years of waiting to earn approval of members and with modest concessions to open its own economy. The lenient rules on accession and geostrategic interests of the United States to support an ally made it easy for Japan to join without eliminating its industrial policy subsidies or making significant tariff reductions (Akaneya 1992; Davis and Wilf 2017). In turn, however, Japan’s access was limited, as several countries, including the UK and many European countries, granted membership while invoking a waiver to refuse most-favored-nation treatment to Japan for nearly a decade.

Japanese exports surged in the 1960s and 1970s such that trade tensions strained relations with the United States. The open trading system was a critical condition for export-led development at this juncture and helped Japan retain access to markets while managing trade conflict. The rules allowed Japan to export while engaging in negotiations that slowly brought down its own barriers. The exceptions built into the multilateral regime were permissive of Japan’s protection of its weak agricultural sector. Yet even here the pressures of multilateral deals and reciprocity eventually brought Japan to the table to allow more agricultural reforms and service liberalization to open up the underside of its dual economy.

For decades, Japanese trade policy was notable for its defensive response to bilateral demands in the form of a series of managed trade agreements (voluntary export restraints or administrative guidance for import quotas) (e.g., Bergsten and Noland 1993; Calder 1988b; Schoppa, 1997). Eager to satisfy US demands, MOFA saw bilateral agreements as an efficient solution to resolve tensions. MITI (now METI) could retain control as the mediator and enforcer of the agreement vis-a-vis domestic actors as it fell on the ministry to issue directives that would achieve the terms in the agreement. This process reinforced bureaucratic influence in relationships with firms. Entering the 1990s, however, the Japanese government could not as readily pressure firms that were both less reliant on government funds and licenses in a globalized economy and facing the collapse of the bubble economy and onset of slow growth. Katada (2020) offers a comprehensive argument about how this transition to become a mature developmental state has forced METI to transform its approach to foreign economic policy. Managed trade was increasingly unsustainable.

Searching for a way out of the endless cycle of negotiations with the United States, many sought a new approach. Joining hands with Europe, Japanese negotiators supported reforms for a more effective enforcement tool within the multilateral system. The more legalized dispute settlement process established as part of the World Trade Organization in 1995 allowed Japan to switch strategies toward a more aggressive use of law to challenge foreign trade barriers and defend against complaints (Pekkanen 2001a, 2008). Figure 28.4 shows that Japan has been a regular participant in filing complaints against other WTO members. The turn toward relying on WTO for enforcement of trade rules adds leverage against foreign governments and manages domestic demands for accountability (Davis 2012).
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Figure 28.4. Initiation of WTO disputes by country. The graph displays the number of complaints filed by a country over the period 1995 to 2019 among the most frequent users.





Japan remains a strong advocate for the rule-based settlement of disputes, even as the most frequent user of the dispute process—the United States—challenges the Appellate Body through its refusal to approve new justices. Japanese officials negotiated proposals in an attempt to address some of the issues criticized by the United States regarding procedures and judicial activism (Inside U.S. Trade 2019). Prime Minister Abe kept the WTO reform issue on the agenda at the G20 Osaka Summit in July 2019 with a leaders’ statement that urged WTO reform and action to support a functioning dispute settlement system. Japan refrained from joining the EU-led Interim appeal arrangement announced in May 2020 as a workaround response to US opposition. In this way, the government sought to mediate between the opposing sides in this latest challenge to the multilateral system.

Preferential Trade


Japan had long been committed to multilateral rules and less engaged in negotiation of preferential agreements. Indeed, Japanese officials were among those who voiced concerns at the GATT and WTO meetings on regional trade agreement notifications about their compliance with multilateral rules. It was not until the late 1990s that Japan first began to establish study groups and consider negotiating its own preferential agreements. The process went forward slowly, but over twenty years the government concluded a significant number of preferential agreements to encompass a majority of Japanese trade.

One driving force has been to join the bandwagon and avoid negative effects of trade diversion. Early on, NAFTA set up barriers that could have harmed Japanese auto industry access to the critical North American market. Not only for trade but also investment gains, it was critical for Japan to conclude a free trade agreement with Mexico, which it did with strong support from industry (Manger 2009; Solis 2003). The widening efforts of other countries to negotiate FTAs continued to raise the bar for Japan. In particular, as South Korea broadened its FTA partners, including those in East Asia as well as the US and EU, Japanese industries felt an urgent need to gain a level playing field. With tariff gaps as large as 10 percent for important export products, negotiating an agreement to achieve equal access was a priority for industry and METI (Yoshimatsu 2015). Entry into effect of the South Korea-EU agreement in 2011 and the US-Korea Free Trade Agreement (KORUS) in 2012 increased the pressure on Japan. The government began trade talks with the EU in 2013, and in that year agreed to consider joining the Trans-Pacific Partnership negotiations that would have brought it into a free trade agreement with the United States.

Deliverable policies such as a free trade agreement also hold greater value in an era of political competition and increasing attention to policy goals. Political conditions in Japan by the late 1990s were more favorable to the move toward active trade liberalization. Electoral reforms had brought higher attention to policy goals and centralized party coordination (Rosenbluth and Thies 2010). There is strong consensus to support agriculture across all of Japan’s political parties. Yet both Komeito and the Democratic Party of Japan have shown more openness toward agricultural liberalization. Komeito joining the LDP ruling coalition from 1999 and the DPJ assuming ruling party status in 2009 shifted the policy preference of the government toward accepting the need for concessions on agriculture as part of an active trade agenda. Indeed, it was the DPJ government under Prime Minister Noda that advocated for joining TPP negotiations. While the LDP won its 2012 election on a platform that was seen as negative on TPP, this did not stop the government from going forward to enter the TPP negotiations and ratify the agreement (Davis 2019). Prime Minister Abe would later usher in the agreement as a pillar of Abenomics.

Economic statecraft forms an outlet for diplomacy when pacifism and historical legacy continues to restrain Japan’s leadership in the region for security affairs. Japan’s foreign aid policy played a major role in diplomacy from the 1980s through the 1990s. In the early years, aid was seen as the supporting arm of outward trade and investment policy. Many saw aid with yen loans as another tool to expand markets, although under pressure Japan shifted to larger shares of grant aid (Orr 1990). Wan (1995) links the aid and trade policies of Japan during this era with a theory about how spending to support other countries reflected a strategic choice by Japan to offset its reluctance to engage in economic reforms—foreign aid could mitigate the negative impact of its mercantilist policies that accumulated a large trade surplus. By the early 1990s, Japan had emerged as the largest donor. The economic downturn, however, restrained further ambition on this front, as Japan’s total ODA leveled off and began to decline in the late 1990s, with policies focused more on partnerships with multilateral and NGO sector organizations. The shift coincided with the onset of preferential trade initiatives as a new form of economic cooperation with neighbors that would not be as costly. Having begun to reform its own economic model, Japan could stop spending on aid as a cover for its trade policy and instead use trade to encourage cooperation with the countries of Southeast Asia.

From a slow start, Japan has rapidly accumulated a large number of preferential trade agreements, which the government prefers to call “economic partnership agreements.” As of 2020 it has completed agreements with Singapore, Mexico, Malaysia, Chile, Thailand, Indonesia, Brunei, ASEAN, Philippines, Switzerland, Vietnam, India, Peru, Australia, and Mongolia, along with regional agreements with the ten ASEAN countries, eleven countries of CPTPP, and twenty-eight members of the EU.5 In November 2020, leaders of fifteen nations including Japan, China, and Korea joined a major new agreement, the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), which will lower tariffs and harmonize rules of origin. The phase 1 agreement with between Japan and the United States for Trade in Goods falls short of the comprehensive economic partnership agreements mentioned above, but nonetheless is a significant step toward freer trade with the United States. As noted by former USTR negotiator Wendy Cutler, the terms were “amazingly similar to the provisions and market access commitments of TPP” (Nikkei Asian Review 2019b). Exclusion of rice liberalization by Japan and auto market liberalization by the United States limits the overall commitments, while the digital trade agreement forges new ground.

The early agreements were largely seen as low yield on economic gains. They were characterized by lower trade liberalization through selection of small partners, exclusion of sensitive sectors, and lower trade liberalization in terms of tariff reduction (Naoi and Urata 2013, 329). Furthermore, utilization rates have hovered at lower levels, as firms do not opt to trade at the preferential rate, either because complicated procedures and rules of origin are burdensome or because the reductions do not align with trade demand. Figure 28.5 shows that Japanese exporting firms use the agreements at a higher rate than partner country firms trying to export to Japan. More recently, the CPTPP and the Japan-EU Economic Partnership Agreement stand out for encompassing larger trade partners along with most trade. In particular, the Japan-EU Agreement will eliminate tariffs on 94 percent of EU imports into Japan and 99 percent of Japanese imports into EU, alongside significant regulatory harmonization and increased access for government procurement bids (Nikkei Asian Review 2018). Japan has moved from tentatively engaging in preferential agreements with smaller partners to setting high-standard and comprehensive deals with major partners.
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Figure 28.5. FTA utilization. The graph shows utilization of free trade agreements for exports from Japan (left) and imports into Japan (right). This is a snapshot for the year 2014 when data was last available.


Source: Export data is from World Integrated Trade Solutions (World Bank), based on calculations from dollar values for exports under preferential rates relative to total value for exports under both preferential and MFN rates. Import data is from JETRO. The x axis indicates the agreement partners.
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Closer examination of the process of negotiating this array of agreements reveals two trends. In comparison to the United States, Japan has been slower in the negotiation process, but faces few hurdles for approval in the legislature. The median time from initiating talks toward an agreement and final entry into force has been 1,047 days for Japan over its sixteen agreements, which is slightly less than the median 1,122 days for the United States over its fourteen agreements. Yet the United States has a faster period in the negotiation—532 days relative to 751 days for Japan, and accumulates longer time with days to ratification and transition for agreements to go into force.6 Japan has not resorted to long phase-in of agreements. Figure 28.6 shows many long negotiations for Japanese agreements delayed at study group or negotiation phases that contribute to a long negotiation period, but the United States has several agreements that experience delays to achieve ratification in Congress and to phase in the agreement.


[image: display]
Figure 28.6. Completing trade agreements. The graph compares the US and Japanese process for concluding free trade agreements. The figure on left shows time from start of talks to signing agreement, and the figure on right shows time from start of talks to the agreement entry into force. The x axis labels identify the agreement partners.
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This pattern is consistent with the Japanese-style trade adjustment discussed earlier. Building consensus and pairing agreement passage with compensation requires coordination that can slow the negotiation process. In the Uruguay Round, this led Japan to be among the last holdouts to agree to compromises for agricultural policy reforms. Within the government, parallel groups of officials in the agriculture ministry were assigned to cover trade negotiations and adjustment assistance planning, and in the final stage approval of the agreement was contingent on the Diet passing a $50 billion package of subsidies for farmers and rural areas (Davis 2003, 201). For the CPTPP, Japan began considering entry into talks in 2009 but did not formally decide it would join until 2013. As Prime Minister Noda sought joining TPP as a priority of his administration, he was on the verge of announcing he would enter negotiations when the threat of resignation by his agriculture minister led to a vague statement to consider negotiations (Sakuyama 2015, 166). Strong veto players and the need to pair trade agreement with compensation lengthen the time needed for the negotiation period in Japan. On the other hand, that early investment in consensus building saves time at the legislative approval stage.

The cumulative result for Japan now amounts to an impressive array of trade agreements. Figure 28.7 shows the growing diversification of Japanese exports away from the high dependence on the US market in the 1980s. Having concluded preferential trade agreements with the EU, the eleven partner governments in the TPP, and the United States, Japan has established a liberalizing regulatory framework for a substantial share of its exports. When RCEP enters into force as the latest agreement signed by Japan, China and Korea will be added as new partners.
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Figure 28.7. Expanding scope of liberalization. The figure shows the share of Japanese exports to trade partners as a percent of Japan’s total exports to the world.

Source: Data from United Nations Statistics Division, UN COMTRADE.





Sino-Japanese Trade


Japan plays a significant role as referee for China’s position in the multilateral trading system. Standing as a key ally of the Western alliance system with deep cultural and economic interests in China, Japan has strong incentives to encourage positive engagement with China. Its greatest challenge ahead lies in the effort to broker a resolution to current hostility between China and the United States.

Sino-Japanese relations were long centered on trade exchanges. From early participation in the Chinese tributary system to merchant trade continuing through Japan’s two centuries of self-isolation, and then its aggressive invasion of China, business has found ways to navigate complicated political relations. Following the Communist revolution in China, Japan severed ties with China at the insistence of the United States, in a move resisted by many in Japanese business and political circles who viewed China as the natural partner for Japan’s economic recovery. Indeed, US advocacy for early entry by Japan into GATT was in part compensation to lure Japan away from trading with China (Forsberg 2000, 112). Nevertheless, while following the US policy to recognize Taiwan, Japan allowed private trade agreements with the PRC to continue in different forms. By 1970, Japan stood as China’s largest trade partner and had been the source of important technology transfers such as a Japanese-financed synthetic fiber plant, and Japanese businesses provided critical industrial inputs such as fertilizer and steel (Vogel 2019, 320–322). Once the United States announced it was engaged in talks with China, Japan’s newly selected prime minister, Tanaka Kakuei, visited China and normalized relations in 1972. This put Japan ahead of the United States and Europe in the establishment of ties with the PRC and launched a new era of expanding Sino-Japanese trade.

Japan played a critical role for China’s entry into the WTO. When the Tiananmen Square killing of protesters sparked worldwide outrage, it abruptly halted China’s negotiations to join the GATT. Japan followed the West to impose economic sanctions, but it also was the first to lift its relatively light sanctions. In 1990 the government announced that it would resume government-backed lending to China, and Prime Minister Kaifu signaled a return to normal diplomacy with a visit to Beijing in 1991 (Vogel 2019, 355). Japan took an early stand in favor of Chinese accession to the trade regime. Early in 1994, the Foreign Ministry came out to publicly urge positive engagement toward letting China join GATT expeditiously (Sankei Shimbun 1994). Over the next five years, Japan used quadrilateral meetings with leaders from the United States, Canada, and Europe to urge the importance of accepting China in the WTO (Nakatsuji 2001, 20). Even as other countries resisted, Japan continued its advocacy, with Prime Minister Hashimoto making this a major part of his remarks at the 1996 G7 Summit (Asahi Shimbun 1996). The negotiations for China to join WTO would take much longer. Japan concluded its bilateral agreement ahead of both the EU and United States. The announcement of Japan’s agreement with China on terms for market access of goods in 1997 was criticized in Europe and the United States for not seeking enough concessions from China and favoring an early deal for political reasons (Financial Times 1997b). Japanese negotiators defended the need to let China enter the WTO on realistic terms that recognized it would retain significant tariffs, which should be left for future negotiations to lower barriers after it had become a member (Financial Times 1997a). This helped set an approach that would eventually characterize the decision by all members to let China enter the WTO—demanding some liberalization at accession as part of an ongoing gradual move to open markets.

Heralding Japan’s role to help bring China into the WTO, the 2001 Japanese Foreign Ministry “Blue Book” explains the rationale behind its approach:

Japan has supported the realization of early accession to the WTO by China believing that this will serve to strengthen the multilateral trading system, further promote China’s reform and open policy, and enable China to become a more constructive member of the international community. In 1999, during Prime Minister Obuchi’s visit to China, Japan reached a substantive agreement with China on bilateral negotiations, the first among advanced nations, thereby lending momentum to the advancement of China’s accession negotiations with other countries and groups. (MOFA 2001)

Nineteen years later, some challenge whether China’s state-led capitalism is compatible with the WTO. Many share disappointed hopes over the degree of reform achieved by China and its role in the organization. This presents the challenge of whether Japan can now mediate the conflict.

The trade war between the United States and China since 2018 has caught many Japanese firms in the crossfire. Over 70 percent of Japanese executives surveyed in March 2019 felt the US-China trade war would harm their business (Nikkei Asian Review 2019a). Japanese multinationals with joint ventures in China face new tariffs for sales to the United States, which led some to consider moving plants to alternative locations, and the Japanese government bowed to US pressure to limit purchases from the Chinese telecommunications giant Huawei.

To date, Japan has avoided direct confrontation with either side. The Japanese government refrained from retaliation against the US tariffs imposed on steel and aluminum even as other governments, including Canada and the EU, as well as China, imposed retaliatory measures and initiated a complaint at the WTO against the US measures. Although it has joined US complaints against China as a third party, Japan has to date only been a complainant against China in two WTO dispute cases it filed in 2012.7 Japanese firms have responded to tensions arising in the Sino-Japanese relationship by diversifying their supplies and supporting host communities in China to counteract the challenges (Vekasi 2019, 2020). As the leader of the G20 summit meeting in July 2019, Prime Minister Abe managed to smooth over differences among participants to achieve a joint statement in support of the trading system, with a commitment to “keep our markets open” and a pledge to work constructively with WTO members for reforms.8

Forging ahead with its own trade agreements with CPTPP and the Japan-EU trade agreement forms a way for Japan to apply pressure on the United States and China. Japanese negotiators worked tirelessly to conclude the RCEP talks that would bring China into a broader agreement for better market access in the region. The bilateral trade in goods free trade agreement with the United States cemented US-Japan cooperation. Japan has joined Canada and EU to formulate proposals for reform of the WTO in hopes to restart a negotiation process for multilateral trade. Since the May 2018 onset of US-China trade war, together with the US and EU, Japan has joined six trilateral meetings to shape consensus on a WTO reform agenda and approaches to their common concerns about China’s trade policies (Inside U.S. Trade 2020). At the same time, Japan renewed engagement with South Korea and China during meetings in December 2019 as another line of trilateral cooperation. It was an important step to endorse the need to build a free trade agreement between the three countries and support the WTO negotiation process. Ultimately, under the framework of RCEP, they have finally found a way to join together in a free trade agreement. Japan’s strategy represents an open door approach to welcome integration with China even while hedging against over-reliance on China by deepening ties with other partners.

Conclusion


As some countries question their commitment to open trade, Japan has embraced deeper liberalization. Despite slow economic growth and rivalry with China as a powerful neighbor, few calls arise in Japan for decoupling the economy from China or globalization. On the contrary, Japanese trade policy presents a strong commitment to multilateralism and an expanding number of free trade agreements. The foundation of this resilience in Japan’s commitment to open trade lies in both interests and policy. Leading export industries, public opinion, and the political elite support free trade. Japanese-style trade adjustment has helped to moderate resistance by limiting the scope and pace of liberalization while pairing it with compensation to targeted regions and industries.

The domestic political context supports this aggregation of interests for a stable policy outcome. Increasing centralization of authority in the Cabinet Office facilitates coordination across ministries and policies developed to serve broad interests. Kantei diplomacy today has replaced the reactive state model of the past. Yet this is not an unresponsive form of top-down governance. Norms of consensus and the political influence of declining sectors such as farmers put a brake on liberalization to assure that redistribution softens its impact. The result has been a politically sustainable level of liberalization.

To return to the opening question, how has Japan withstood the backlash against globalization and populism? This chapter argues the answer lies in the building blocks of economic interest and domestic institutions that have been supported by trade policy strategies to pair liberalization with trade adjustment and engage actively in rule-making. Japanese democracy has shown itself to be effective in navigating the transition from a closed mercantilist economy to a fully open economy, with a government that aspires to lead in support of the free trade regime. The long path of lowering protection walls while still retaining barriers in sensitive sectors frustrated foreign trade negotiators for decades, but also avoided the backlash at home from abandoned regions or workers. To the extent that slowing structural adjustment of declining sectors provided a cushion for employment and regional development, it was less efficient by economic standards. Moving faster, however, may have risked political instability. Japan’s choices in trade policy reflect a careful balancing of both economic and political goals.
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Notes


1. This combines two categories of response for those who approve, and those who somewhat approve the policy. The survey was conducted in March by telephone for a nation-wide random sample. MOFA survey available at https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/press/release/press4_008414.html, accessed May 1, 2020.


2. MOFA survey available at https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/press/release/press4_004390.html, accessed May 1, 2020.


3. TV Asahi poll results available at https://www.tv-asahi.co.jp/hst_archive/poll/201611/index.html accessed 5 April 2020.


4. See Katada (2020) for comprehensive update on the new approach of Japanese economic statecraft in the region and Tamaki (2020) on Japan’s Asian diplomacy.


5. See METI update, available at https://www.meti.go.jp/policy/trade_policy/epa/english.html.


6. Delays for some U.S. agreements have resulted from the end of fast track legislation or the requirement that counterpart government ratify other treaties and make legislative changes prior to the agreement going into force, as in the US-Colombia FTA.


7. DS 433 “Measures Related to the Exportation of Rare Earths” resolved in favor of Japan in 2014; DS 454 “Measures Imposing Anti-Dumping Duties on High-Performance Stainless Steel Seamless Tubes” resolved in favor of Japan in 2015.


8. Commentators noted when the G20 finance minister meeting in 2017 dropped the statement to “resist protectionism,” and again when the 2018 G20 leader’s statement in Toronto failed to include any reference to WTO or endorsement to avoid protectionism/uphold open markets. In comparison, the 2019 declaration was a positive step for a pro-trade endorsement.
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Chapter 29

 Finance and Japan


Saori N. Katada and Yoichi Nemoto




The Japanese government took a remarkable foreign policy initiative in recent history on the heels of a momentous financial crisis in 1997–1998. The Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) was a proverbial opportunity in that respect for Japan’s financial leadership. As the AFC swept through East Asia, new proposals emerged to contain the crisis directly, which have contributed to constructing the future scheme of regional financial cooperation. We define “regional financial cooperation” in terms of policy efforts to prevent and resolve currency crises among the regional members. The policy coverage of such efforts is generally akin to that of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and includes nurturing local-currency bond markets. Therefore, financial cooperation influences not only the regional financial and currency arrangements, but also global financial and monetary governance.1

This study attributes the origins of the initiatives, which shifted Japan’s approach to regional and global financial governance, to two sources. One arises from the economic transformation of the region and is related to rethinking, especially among the policymakers in Japan’s Ministry of Finance (MOF) and the Bank of Japan (BOJ), of the manner through which Japan should relate with the region on financial matters. The AFC became the critical juncture that shifted not only the speed but also the forcefulness of the Japanese government’s rethinking. The other source of the shift emerged from the transformation of the government’s policymaking structure itself, which has modified Japan’s policy priorities. Throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s, Japan’s bureaucratic-centered state shifted its policymaking decision to political leaders.

This chapter examines the rise of the Japanese government’s financial initiatives in East Asia and their global impact, with an emphasis on the importance of policy ideas, how these ideas change, and how institutions and policy networks filter new ideas. In such a dynamic, the crises play a very important role in shifting the foundation of policy debates. The policy network and state institutions are influential in defining the role that the Japanese government plays in regional cooperation, as well as in global institutions such as the IMF.

Following this introduction, the chapter discusses the underlying forces behind Japan’s regional financial leadership, especially since the mid-1990s. Then, by focusing on the path leading up to the AFC, the following section examines how the new ideas regarding regional financial cooperation emerged and found a center stage during the crisis. After examining the developments of policy network and state institutions in the third section, the fourth section discusses how the Japanese initiatives and policy ideas put forward in the late 1990s and the early 2000s have found their place in the post–Global Financial Crisis debates concerning innovation in global financial governance.

Japan’s Financial Leadership: Crises, Policy Ideas, and Policy Network


In the last decade of the twentieth century into the first decade of the twenty-first, regional financial cooperation became an important forum for financial governance (Sohn 2005). That is to say, the world has observed a movement away from the financial framework singly centered on the IMF and toward new regional systems such as the ones that emerged in East Asia in the aftermath of the AFC. This study points out that, as global financial governance diversifies from the IMF-centric system through the two crises, the AFC (1997–1998) and the Global Financial Crisis (GFC; 2008–2009), the framework against financial crises has developed into a system of tangled governance involving national, bilateral, regional, and global measures (Henning 2017). Supported by new policy ideas, the Japanese government began to engage in such multilayered financial leadership based on the shifting policy ideas associated with the best mode of financial cooperation.

“Policy idea” refers a set of shared beliefs about cause-and-effect relationships, which shape our understanding of facts and evidence. Policy ideas influence policy options and policy preferences (Goldstein 1993; McNamara 1998). Such policy ideas also determine goals and priorities, and suggest strategies and paths to achieve these goals (Blyth 2007; Park et al. 2018). In the realm of foreign policy, these ideas provide a roadmap for policymakers in uncertain environments (Goldstein and Keohane 1993, 14). For regional financial stability, the importance of the IMF since the 1944 Bretton Woods Conference was a persistent and paramount feature, and its institutional mandate as a “globalizer” based increasingly on neoliberal policy ideas shaped policy goals into the 1990s (Woods 2006, chapter 2). Until the AFC, the financial experts in Japan did not seriously question this idea.

Policy ideas are usually protected by institutions, or policy networks, where there is a “stable or recurrent pattern of behavioral interaction or exchange between individuals or organizations” (Ansell 2008, 1). With highly technical knowledge required in the field of finance, financial technocrats and experts have established a tight-knit circle of epistemic community in many capitals of the world, connected through their international networks (Haas 1992). Such policy networks become conduits where ideas and influences flow, and are converted into policy choices and decisions (Park et al. 2018). Accordingly, the state has served the main function in policy decisions regarding financial cooperation. Despite the transforming role of financial bureaucracy, and in the face of globalization, the nature of financial governance allows a state like Japan to take the lead.2

Furthermore, policy ideas and networks are not static or stable. They change over time. Some are gradual adjustments to the important transformation of on-the-ground reality, as seen in the case of policy debates over a development model between the Japanese government and the World Bank in the early 1990s (Lee 2008), while others are triggered by the shocks of crises. In the study of historical institutionalism, the crises also often constitute a “critical juncture” that shifts an institutional course of action (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007; Collier and Collier 1991; Pierson 2011). Hence crises can trigger double movements, by (1) introducing new policy ideas through adjudication of contested ideas, and (2) imposing changes on institutions, networks, and path-dependence.

Once a certain new policy idea and its associated practices settle in, it triggers a diffusion process through both old and new networks. The more central the actor of diffusion sits in these policy networks (old and new), the more effective a role the actor can play in the diffusion process (Solís and Katada 2015). Such diffusion can take place in the context of intergovernmental cooperation through learning (Füglister 2012). This is clearly the case between Japan and China through their regional financial cooperation in the 2000s. Furthermore, the post-AFC innovations in the regional financial arrangements in Asia established a core of future changes both at the global level, particularly in the IMF, and at the regional level in East Asia and Europe.

This is a new path. Regional financial cooperation was once viewed as a challenge to the principles of global financial governance. At the time of the AFC, there was a visible gap between how the Japanese government saw the role and the function of regional financial mechanisms and those understood by the IMF. The IMF did not see Japan’s Asian Monetary Fund (AMF) proposal as something that would complement the role of the IMF, and took it as an idea that challenged the IMF’s policy priorities (Sakakibara 2000, 182–190). Since the proposal of the Chiang Mai Initative (CMI), it has become more unambiguous that regional financial arrangements would function to supplement the existing global structure.3 Later, with the establishment of European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF) and European Stability Mechanism (ESM) to face the Euro Crisis, the financial governance paradigm shifted, so that not only the global framework but also regional financial arrangements coexist to tackle grave financial crises (Chabchitrchaidol et al. 2018, 1006). Drawing parallel to trade governance where bilateral and regional preferential trade agreements emerged alongside the global system of the GATT and the WTO, regional financial cooperation has progressed alongside global institutions in the face of financial crises (see Table 29.1).
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Evolution of Japan’s Finance


Japan’s imposing financial power rose in the 1980s in the aftermath of the strong rise of yen following the Plaza Accord of 1985. The power of the Japanese yen became most prominent during this period, when the Japanese banks occupied five to seven top spots out of the ten largest banks in the world.4 It was not until the AFC of 1997–1998, however, that the Japanese government began to show its determination to turn its focus to region-wide cooperation in finance with Asia. Until then, the Japanese government had conducted its economic cooperation with Asia mostly through foreign aid channels and under the US dollar dominance in the region, although there was intermittent focus on regional financial and currency cooperation. The policy turns toward Asia aimed at overcoming the region’s financial vulnerability and dependence on the US dollar. During the next twenty years, the Japanese government led the way in regional financial institution-building through initiating the CMIM/AMRO of financial crisis resolution and prevention mechanism, as well as by nurturing the Asian Bond Markets Initiative (ABMI) to increase bond issuance in local currencies.

There were already measurable policy interests in financial cooperation with Asia by the early 1990s, as a strong Japanese yen prompted the country’s outward foreign direct investment to Southeast Asia in the latter half of the 1980s. The BOJ proposed establishment of the Executives’ Meeting of East Asia–Pacific Central Banks (EMEAP) to its central bank counterparts in ASEAN, South Korea, Hong Kong, Australia, and New Zealand. The EMEAP began its deputy-level meeting in 1991, which was upgraded to governor’s level in 1997.5 The 1993 publication of the “East Asian Miracle” by the World Bank also encouraged Japan’s MOF to examine development of Asian economies. The shift in thinking was clearly visible in the 1994 policy report produced by the Subcommittee on International Financial Transactions of the Council on Foreign Exchange and Other Transactions (hereafter Foreign Exchange Council) with its subtitle “Deepening Network with Asia” that focused on the challenge of building financial cooperation network with the region.6 In the report, its research members identified the high rate of the US dollar’s dependence in the region after having visited economies in the region from Hong Kong and China to Thailand and Malaysia. This theme took a clear departure from “North-South” framing of the 1993 report that examined public and private financial flows to developing countries. It was, in fact, in the Institute of Fiscal and Monetary Policies (IFMP, currently the Policy Research Institute)7 of the MOF, where series of research on the Asian economies started in the early 1990s.8

The twenty-first-century financial crisis saw its first manifestation in the Mexican peso crisis of 1994–1995.9 Here a new type of crisis emerged, where rapid and massive capital movements induce vast balance-of-payments imbalances, which immediately lead to a currency crisis. Such a crisis elevated the importance of swift rescue responses by the monetary authorities. Although the financial contagion of this Mexican crisis barely reached Asia in 1995, policy discussion ensued as to how to address this type of financial crisis if it were to occur in Asia.10

Notwithstanding such preparatory works that laid the foundation for the Japanese government’s financial initiatives, it was not until the AFC that a complete shift in policy focus took place toward Japan’s active role in regional financial and currency cooperation. The US government did not participate in the Thai rescue package of August 1997, partly because its Treasury Department was bound by an appropriations bill that came in the aftermath of the Mexican peso crisis, which constrained the use of the Exchange Stabilization Fund until September 30, 1997. In that context, the Japanese monetary authority took an active role to convene a Tokyo meeting in support of Thailand in August 1997, the idea of which led to the unveiling of the AMF proposal in September.11

Facing the crisis and the debate over the appropriate economic model for development and sound financial management,12 the Asian Financial and Capital Markets Subcommittee at the MOF summarized in its 1998 May report the four main issues (discussed below) regarding regional financial governance. These issues later developed into the Japanese government’s actions toward building regional financial cooperation schemes. This report also took into account the criticisms against the Japan’s AMF proposal the previous year,13 and some of the changes in IMF policies in the next two decades can be traced back to the points raised in this report.14

The first element of the report was the regional need for a financial surveillance mechanism. The Japanese government first considered the urgent need of a complementary regional surveillance mechanism reflecting the frustrations over the traditional IMF policies responding to the AFC. Over the course of next dozen years, this goal to establish a regional surveillance mechanism for peer review (and possibly peer pressure) continued in various forms (Kuroda 2003, Kawai 2009). It was also important for Asia to install a robust surveillance mechanism, covering not only macroeconomic aspects but also the health of financial sectors.15 In May 2002 the process of Economic Review and Policy Dialogue (ERPD) started at the ASEAN+3 (China, Japan, and South Korea) finance ministers’ meeting. Later, with the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization (CMIM), the function of the ERPD was absorbed into the ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) with its establishment in 2011.

The second aspect has focused on the emergency funding mechanism responding to the “capital account” crisis. The 1998 report proposed the establishment of an international cooperation framework supplementing the IMF and including countries in the region as well as advanced economies. At that time, the Manila Framework, proposed by the United States and some Asian countries, was considered as a possible scheme.16 Nonetheless, the focal point shifted in May 2000, as ASEAN+3 members initiated the CMI (Henning 2002; Nemoto 2003). This regional emergency funding mechanism expanded its available resources from $80 billion to $240 billion and moved from a network of bilateral currency swap arrangements to multilateralized swap arrangements (i.e., CMIM) in the next ten years.

The third aspect has to do with provision of stability among the Asian currencies. In association with the fourth point on the cross-border capital flows, the currency arrangement in Asia was considered a part of solutions to tackle the “double-mismatch” problem that led to the AFC. This problem consists of both currency mismatch and maturity mismatch. In short, the crisis emerged from the Asian economies receiving short-term lending and investment from the United States and Europe, mostly in dollars, for long-term investment projects denominated in their respective local currencies. In order to address the currency mismatch, and being inspired by the launching of the euro in Europe in 1999, possible regional currency stabilization mechanisms were proposed. The Foreign Exchange Council linked this challenge with its past policy work of yen internationalization.17

Nonetheless, this currency effort did not bear much fruit in the regional financial cooperation, as the ASEAN monetary authorities began to allow more flexible exchange rate movements in relation to volatile financial flows to this region following the AFC. Henning and Katada (2017) find that, in the mid-2000s, many currencies started to shadow the renminbi (RMB) over time, as the Chinese monetary authority began to take steps toward the flexible RMB and its internationalization.

The final aspect addressed the control over volatile capital flows in and out of the region, associated partly with the double-mismatch challenge, but also with the IMF’s reluctance to allow the crisis countries to impose capital control during the time of AFC.18 The report supported the idea of possible capital control over short-term capital flows at the time of the crisis.

In sum, the report demonstrated a clear shift in the Japanese policymakers’ thinking at the time of the AFC, from a “North-South” framing (before the AFC) to regional financial cooperation (after the AFC).

Policy Network and Institutions


Institutional arrangements, both within Japan and around the region, had important effects on the evolution of regional financial cooperation around the time of the AFC. On the domestic front, the coherence of the policy was dependent on the MOF and its lead through the International Finance Bureau (国際金融局), later renamed as the International Bureau (国際局) in 1998. For the Japanese government, the AFC hit at a very chaotic time, as the country was facing its own domestic financial crisis. This was the time the MOF underwent a dramatic restructuring, after being criticized for lax financial supervision, which had given rise to the economic bubble in the late 1980s, and for mishandling the nonperforming loan problems in the aftermath.19 The public as well as politicians demanded institutional reform of the MOF (Hori 2005, 99–118). As a result, the MOF’s Banking and Security Bureaus separated from the MOF to become the Financial Supervisory Agency in 1998 (later the Financial Services Agency), and the BOJ acquired its de jure independence, also in 1998. Moreover, government financial institutions that were important for Japan’s contacts with the region, such as the Export-Import Bank of Japan and Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund (OECF), went through merger and restructuring during this period.

Regionally, the modus operandi of the Japanese government as it dealt with the East Asian governments had traditionally been through their planning agencies, which worked as a receiving window for Japan’s foreign aid. At the time of the AFC, there were limited lines of communication among monetary authorities of central banks and finance ministries for certain countries.20 Since then the contacts have expanded through the establishment of the ASEAN+3 framework and other regional dialogue forums. Such direct contacts have served meaningfully to enhance dialogues and transmit policy ideas. By 2012, finance ministers and central bank governors had come to meet annually, with biannual meetings for the deputies. Accordingly, at the level of vice ministers or deputy governors, they meet at least three times a year face-to-face with the Asian counterparts, including both vice ministers of finance and deputy governors of central banks. This dialogue framework includes both financial ministers and central bankers and has helped overcome the differences among the countries in the ways that jurisdiction is separated among these two entities over currency policies and financial supervision functions. In other words, this forum has bridged the gap between the group of financial ministries and the central banks.

The regional financial arrangement that places ASEAN in the center with soft collaboration between Japan and China has worked relatively well, as “the ASEAN countries were cautious not to rely too much on one source of financial resources” (Nemoto 2003). Meanwhile, both China and Japan have held similar views as two large creditor nations regarding their goal in establishing a regional financial mechanism (Grimes 2006). Close cooperation between Japan and China has established many channels of policy dialogue and communication. Since March 2006, finance ministers for Japan and China have met regularly, not only to discuss bilateral financial issues, but also their respective governments’ policies in the context of multilateral frameworks such as the G20 and ASEAN+3.21

On the domestic front, since the 1990s there has been a general shift in the process of the Japanese government’s policymaking from bureaucratic domination to politician-led formulation (Iio 2019; Muramatsu and Kume 2006). Under the rule of the Democratic Party of Japan (2009–2012), in particular, the leading party emphasized legislature-led policymaking in its political manifesto.22 Even in foreign affairs, it has become increasing difficult for the ministries and bureaucrats to lead policy formulation, partly due to the increasingly frequent personnel reshuffling in the ministries (Funabashi and Nakano 2017; Tanaka 2014).23 The new regional approach to financial governance, an idea that started to take shape within the International Financial Bureau of the MOF in the 1990s, established the basis of Japan’s posture toward regional financial cooperation. Despite general support by legislatures to this approach,24 the ministry was only able to implement the existing policy direction, rather than lead it, particularly in the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis. The Foreign Exchange Council, which used to take a leading policymaking role in the 1990s, was restructured and renamed. It served an advisory role on legal matters for the International Bureau of the MOF.25

An increase in political pressure had a negative effect on regional financial cooperation in Northeast Asia, where political considerations made it difficult to renew bilateral currency swap with South Korea.26

Post-GFC Developments


The Global Financial Crisis (2008–2009) supplied another trigger to move the ASEAN+3 finance ministers to agree on (1) moving the CMI forward into multilateralization, and (2) the establishment of the AMRO as an independent third-party macroeconomic surveillance unit in February 2009, five months after the outbreak of the GFC.27 The proposal toward CMI’s multilateralization and regional surveillance unit was already on the table from the ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ Meeting in Istanbul, Turkey, in May 2005.28 The slow negotiations over multilateralization followed, where the members could not reach agreement until 2010 on such issues as the contribution and voting share, reduction of the IMF link, or the location of a surveillance unit. With the GFC at its door, the Japanese and Chinese governments reached the final agreement to have an equal share of contribution of 32 percent for Japan and 32 percent (including 3.5 percent from Hong Kong) for China in the spring of 2009. MOF’s vice minister at that time, Naoyuki Shinohara, saw this arrangement as the major anchor of regional financial cooperation (Shinohara 2018, 233).

In addition and with the expansion of the size of CMIM resources, and the possibility of a reduction of the IMF link, Japan, along with other ASEAN+3 members, worked to establish AMRO by agreeing to the location of its headquarter in Singapore. In April 2011, AMRO was set up as a company (company limited by guarantee) in Singapore, and in February 2016 it was converted to an international organization after the AMRO agreement was ratified by all the member nations (Chabchitrchaidol et al. 2018, 1006–1011).

It should be noted that this regional emergency safety net of the CMIM has never been activated over the two decades since it was initiated. At the time of the GFC, some members, such as South Korea and Singapore, went to the bilateral currency swap lines offered by the US Federal Reserve for the liquidity shortfall of the financial institutions.29 Nevertheless, one can see broader implications of the Japanese government’s initiative to continue building and supporting regional financial arrangements in the form of CMI amid the post-GFC developments in regional and international financial architecture.30

Policy diffusion from the regional to the global stage has taken place in several ways. First, the post-AFC and post-GFC developments have certainly influenced the pillar of the global financial architecture led by the IMF. The IMF’s policies have responded to the post-AFC and post-GFC debates, including concerns over volatile financial flows to emerging market economies and utility of capital controls. The GFC motivated the IMF to revisit its financing facilities starting from the introduction of the Flexible Credit Line (FLC) in 2009, and the Precautionary and Liquidity Line (PLL) in 2011, to facilitate IMF’s quick response with rapid financing instruments (Birdsall et al. 2017; IMF 2014). In tackling its ex-post strict conditionality of imposing conditions on the IMF tranche disbursements, which may have deepened the stigma associated with IMF lending, the IMF introduced to ex-ante conditionality, where the borrowing countries are evaluated based on fundamentals, policies, and track records (Mühlich and Fritz 2018).

Furthermore, the debate over capital control shifted significantly in favor of such an option. Capital control measures, which were constantly overruled by the IMF’s internal assessment report until 2005, became much more accepted after the GFC (Gallagher 2015, 137). In December 2012, the IMF released its new “institutional view” allowing, on some occasions, regulation over cross-border finance by calling them “capital flow management measures” (IMF 2012). The IMF’s view seems to have shifted toward the ABMI. For example, the IMF (2018) states that high levels of external and foreign currency debt of emerging market countries (in non-ASEAN region) are a source of vulnerability.

Second, the policy idea of regional financial arrangements that began with the CMI in the early 2000s, in coordination with the global system, such as the IMF, permeated to new regional financial arrangements in other regions (IMF 2013, 2016). As discussed above, the establishment of the EFSF in June 2010 and ESM in October 2012 in response to the euro sovereign debt crisis resembled the CMI in the sense that the member countries have committed certain financial resources in advance as a way to resolve or prevent currency crises. Although neither the EFSF nor the ESM requires the IMF link for their emergency funding activation, European governments had already turned to the IMF programs in tapping the EFSF and ESM resources (Henning 2017). The Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA), established in conjunction with the New Development Bank among the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) in 2013, was reported to have the exactly the same IMF-link structure as CMIM.31

Third, CMI and AMRO have become members of a family of regional financial arrangements around the world, and policy dialogues among experts associated with these arrangements have promoted policy emulation. As other regional institutions of a similar nature, such as FLAR (El Fondo Latinoamericano de Reservas), EFSD (Eurasian Fund for Stabilization and Development), and CRA become active, CMIM “has supported learning among EMD (emerging market developing economies) officials” (Grabel 2019, 57). There are information exchanges among these institutions that have led to an accumulation of knowledge and diffusion of practice.32 As Grabel (2019, 57) notes:

It is not (yet) intended to substitute for other institutions, but the learning by doing, trust, bargaining, relationships and network creation by officials that takes place through CMIM…may create the conditions for more significant cooperation and further institutional development in this and other regions during future crises.

Fourth, a multilayered mechanism of emergency liquidity that supports institutions has introduced a challenge. Along with regional financial arrangements such as the CMIM, monetary authorities in East Asia have expanded their respective networks of bilateral currency swap agreements. One can understand these new arrangements as measures to supplement much-needed financial resources to prevent crises in the volatile post-GFC financial environment. At the same time, these mechanisms can also serve as a way to avoid turning to the IMF or even to the CMIM, whose emergency financial assistance accompany certain level of conditions.33 Under the latter scenario, it is conceivable that smaller countries would see this as an opportunity for “forum shopping” (Grabel 2019, 62).34 Such tangled governance of emergency finance (Henning 2017) presents a future task to solve in the context of global and regional financial governance.35

Finally, some recommendations to surmount the region’s US dollar dependence made by the Foreign Exchange Council in the late 1990s have been realized, while others did not make much progress. On the one hand, the committee pointed out that a fundamental impetus for the AFC was the stringent dollar-peg among the ASEAN countries. As discussed above, most of the ASEAN monetary authorities have now become more flexible in their exchange rate management, so that this has not posed any challenges except for the cases of very small countries. On the other hand, the dollar dependence continues in the area of international financial transaction, despite the progress of local bond issuance made through the ABMI.36 However, there has been some progress in currency diversification as the Chinese RMB became internationalized (instead of the Japanese yen) in the 2000s,37 and as the use of non-dollar Asian currencies increased in the CMIM.38

Conclusion


Emergency liquidity funding arrangements have undergone significant changes since the late 1990s, and the Japanese government has stayed in the forefront of these developments. With the transforming economic environment in East Asia, and increased economic interdependence in the region, Japan’s regional financial strategy has evolved from the one that bilaterally connected the country with Asia to a regional approach—a modality that has further influenced global financial governance.

In the late 1990s, the AFC was a particularly important catalyst for such a shift, and the crisis opened up a space for new policy ideas and created region-wide policy networks among finance ministers and central bankers. From its proposal of the AMF to establishment of the CMIM and AMRO, the Japanese government has actively engaged in constructing regional financial safety nets. Japanese international financial policies went through a drastic transformation in the late 1990s, triggered both externally by the AFC and internally through the country’s domestic financial crisis and administrative reforms. Such shocks and changes introduced an opportunity for often conservative Japanese government agencies to cast doubt on the existing international financial system and engender new ways of thinking.39 Although some structural conditions stand, such as the continued dominance of the US dollar in the region, as well as the importance of the IMF, the newly emerged policy ideas and regional institutions such as CMIM and AMRO have deepened financial defenses for the region.

Since then, such policy ideas and financial practices have expanded beyond the region. With the shock of the GFC as its tailwind, the IMF installed new lending facilities and began to accommodate ideas of capital flow management in the early 2010s. Despite having never been activated, the CMIM has become a case of other regional financial arrangements in Europe and beyond, with whom there are active exchanges of ideas, information, and expertise. Nonetheless, we have yet to assess conclusively how these tangled and multilayered financial mechanisms, including the bilateral ones, could recalibrate their respective priorities and practices for a safer financial world in the future. With the rapid rise of China’s economic power and global influence, seen in its leadership in the BRI and the AIIB, Japan might nonetheless be playing more of a passive role rather than a proactive one. On the domestic front, the monetary authorities, such as the MOF and BOJ, continue to serve as the conduit of regional cooperation, but the ministry- or bureaucracy-led policy initiatives have become difficult as the power of elected politicians strengthens. Therefore, as a representative democracy, progress in regional financial cooperation has become contingent on a favorable political environment at the national level.

Where is Japan’s financial leadership and financial governance architecture heading from here? With solid institutionalization of regional financial governance since the early 2010s, the Japanese government might be able to play an important role that will continue to shape regional financial governance alongside China. The COVID-19-induced global economic crisis demands the Japanese monetary authority step in, again utilizing the country’s financial access and carefully cultivated regional cooperation network.40





Acknowledgments


Nemoto thanks JSPS Kakenhi Grant Number 19K01621 for the research funding support for this work.




Notes


1. Governance consists of a set of authority relationships connected to manage common affairs (Kahler and Lake 2003).


2. Lake (2008, 51–53) argues that “state structure conditions the possibilities and politics of transnational relations,” and the way that a country engages in foreign relations would be influenced by the state-society relationship.


3. The Joint Statement of ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ Meeting of May 2000 that announced the start of Chiang Mai Initiative states that “in order to strengthen our self-help and support mechanisms in East Asia through the ASEAN + 3 framework, we recognized a need to establish a regional financing arrangement to supplement the existing international facilities.” See AMRO home page for the Joint Statements of ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ Meetings (before 2011) and ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ and Central Bank Governors’ Meetings (since 2012) (available at https://amro-asia.org/news-events/asean3-documents/asean3-joint-statements/). With regard to the reasons the CMI has an IMF link, Nemoto (2003, 23–24) argues that “the IMF link is actually more of a temporary compromise between potential lenders and potential borrowers in the ASEAN+3 than an actual acceptance of the criticisms made by the U.S. and IMF,” and notes that, under certain circumstances, the ASEAN+3 “will have to start considering its own conditionality and might come to discuss whether the IMF link is still necessary at that point.”


4. The Banker published a ranking of international banks based on bank assets. In 1985, Dai-Ichi Kangyo Bank, Fuji Bank, Sumitomo Bank, Mitsubishi Bank, and Sanwa Bank (Japan) made the Top Ten list. In 1995 (at the height of the yen-daka), Japanese banks occupied seven spots, where Sakura Bank and Norinchukin Bank had been added to the 1985 list. For a detailed analysis of the rise of Japan’s financial power, see Takeda and Turner (1992).


5. Ito et al. (2019, 88–89) point out that the EMEAP offered (Thailand) and provided (South Korea) short-term bridge funding and technical assistance for a payment clearing system (Indonesia) at the height of the Asian Financial Crisis. Grimes (2014, 287) notes that the EMEAP has since been a forum “for facilitating discussion over issues such as monetary policy, financial regulation, and payments systems.”


6. See Ministry of Finance (2018, 355–371).


7. The Institute of Fiscal and Monetary Policies changed its name to the Policy Research Institute in 2000 at the time of establishment of the Financial Services Agency.


8. Saito and Ishii (1996), and Saito and Hamashita (1998) are examples of such researches by IFMP. It is worthwhile to note that both Eisuke Sakakibara and Haruhiko Kuroda were the Presidents of the IFMP prior to them becoming the International Finance Bureau Directors-General in 1995 and 1997, respectively.


9. Michel Camdessus, “Drawing Lessons from the Mexican Crisis: Preventing and Resolving Financial Crises--the Role of the IMF,” speech given May 22, 1995. https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2015/09/28/04/53/spmds9508.


10. The American and European monetary authorities were looking at Japan to take the main role in containing these currency crises, if it were to take place in Asia. See Nakahira’s remarks in Saito and Hamashita (1998, 397–398). The then chairman of the Australian Federal Reserve Bank, Bernie Fraser, advocated an Asian version of the BIS at that time.


11. See Ministry of Finance (2017, 315–332) for the chronological description of MOF’s international finance policies during the AFC.


12. See Hall 2003; Wade 1998; and Wade and Veneroso 1998.


13. According to Sakakibara (2000), weak discipline in the proposed regional surveillance mechanism was a major hindrance of the AMF (in addition to exclusion of the United States from the mechanism). Kuroda (2005) is of the view that the US and IMF did not understand the gravity of the AFC at its early stage.


14. The report by the Asian Financial and Capital Markets of Subcommittee is titled Learning from the Asian Financial Crisis—Risks of Short-term Capital Flow Movements and Currency Crises of 21st Century. See Ministry of Finance (2018, 406–431).


15. See Eichengreen and Woods (2016) for ongoing challenges of the IMF to integrate macroeconomic and financial analysis and to overcome information silos within the institution (even after the Global Financial Crisis of 2008–2009).


16. The Manila Framework started in November 1997. Participating members were Australia, Brunei, Canada, China, Hong Kong SAR, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, US, MF, World Bank, and ADB (14 economies and 3 international organizations).


17. Japan also later proposed an alternative funding mechanism through bonds for a better circulation of regional savings among the Southeast Asian economies in the form of the ABMI.


18. Malaysia defied the IMF by rejecting its support and imposing capital control in 1998.


19. See Ito and Hoshi (2020) for the Japanese nonperforming loans and the banking crisis in 1990s.


20. Grimes (2008, 87) discusses that when the AFC hit, the Asian policymakers did not even know whom to call in other East Asian finance ministries and central banks to discuss what was going on and what the regional implications might be.


21. See home page of Ministry of Finance of Japan for Bilateral Finance Ministers’ Statements (at https://www.mof.go.jp/english/index.htm). Concrete details have been not mentioned in the press statements possibly in order to prevent other ASEAN+3 members from suspecting important issues are pre-agreed by the two countries.


22. See Funabashi and Nakano (2017).


23. Both MOF and BOJ continue to be the counterpart to their regional government partners even after the 1990s.


24. Such trends continued into 2015, when the AMRO was to be converted from a company to an international organization (IO). The vote in Japan, including the ones from the opposition parties, was unanimously in support of the treaty to establish AMRO as an IO in both upper and lower houses (transcript from the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee on May 14, 2015, from the upper house, and Foreign Affairs Committee on April 22, 2015 from the lower house—https://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/#/detail?minId=118903968X00720150422&current=8; https://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/#/detail?minId=118913950X01320150514&current=14).


25. According to the MOF website, the Foreign Exchange Council published only four reports on the matter between 2001 and 2019, while the same council used to produce reports almost every year in the 1990s. https://www.mof.go.jp/about_mof/councils/customs_foreign_exchange/sub-foreign_exchange/report/index.html.


26. For example, in response to Takeshima visit by the South Korean president Lee Myung-bak in August 2012, the chairman of the DPJ’s Policy Research Council Maehara was reported to have suggested that the Japanese government should hold off on renewing the bilateral currency swap agreements with South Korea (Yomiuri Shimbun, August 19, 2012, “Takeshima taikou sochi tsume, Seifu 21-nichi nimo kakuryo kaigi”). The agreements were not renewed and expired finally in February 2015 under the LDP administration.


27. The analysis of AMRO’s autonomy in conducting surveillance and lending program design, see Grimes and Kring (2020).


28. See the Joint Statements of ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ Meetings (before 2011) and ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ and Central Bank Governors’ Meetings (since 2012) (available at https://amro-asia.org/news-events/asean3-documents/asean3-joint-statements/).


29. For the case of South Korea during the GFC, see Aizenman, Jinjarak, and Park (2011). See also Ito (2017) for reasons of emerging markets’ preference for the central bank swap extended by the Federal Reserve with the IMF program and IMF-linked CMIM. Japan also concluded currency swap arrangements among central banks of five advanced countries, including the Federal Reserve System, for the liquidity shortage of financial institutions (available at https://www.boj.or.jp/en/announcements/release_2013/rel131031c.pdf). With the outbreak of Covid-19, the Fed extended the bilateral swap arrangements to South Korea and Singapore in March 2020 (available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/newsevents/pressreleases/monetary20200319b.htm).


30. Kawai (2015) summarizes and evaluates the progress of regional financial cooperation, particularly the ERPD, the CMIM and the AMRO.


31. See Grabel (2017, 215) for IMF link of other regional financial arrangements.


32. In October 2018, ArMF, AMRO, EFSD, European Commission, ESM, and FLAR released a joint RFA staff proposal regarding IMF-regional financial arrangements. See Cheng et al. (2018) (available at https://amro-asia.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/20181010_Joint-RFA-staff-paper_final_afterHLD.pdf).


33. For discussion of how the BRICS’ collective action created outside option to influence the established financial institutions, see Roberts, Armijo, and Katada (2017).


34. Meanwhile, Mühlich and Fritz (2018) analyze these regional financial arrangements to argue that the majority of countries do not have multiple options to forum shop due to either not having any major creditor interested in establishing bilateral swaps, or their regional arrangements are relatively small to be effective.


35. See Nemoto (2015, 253–258) and Chabchitrchaidol et al. (2018, 1013–1014) for necessity of coordination among global, regional, and bilateral facilities.


36. See AMRO (2016) for development of nonfinancial corporates’ issuance of foreign currency denominated bonds in ASEAN+3 region (available at https://www.amro-asia.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Non-Financial-Corporate-Bond-Financing-in-Foreign-Currency.pdf). It monitors its developments based upon the prospectus and points out potential risks in issuing bonds in foreign currencies.


37. See Ito (2017, 239–255) for progress of RMB internationalization as well as continued dominance of the US dollar in international financial system.


38. See “Strategic Directions of ASEAN+3 Finance Process,” which is an annex to the Joint Statement of the 22nd ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ and Central Bank Governors’ Meeting at Nadi, Fiji, in May 2019 (available at https://amro-asia.org/news-events/asean3-documents/asean3-joint-statements/). In this annex, “voluntary local currency contribution” together with the potential increase of IMF de-linked portion and pursuing closer coordination with the CMIM-linked institutions such as the IMF are mentioned as examples of the future directions of the CMIM.


39. Kimura (1998) describes the active responses and creative thinking of the MOF staff in facing the AFC.


40. As of May 22, 2020, the BOJ has accessed to $225 billion out of a $440 billion dollar swap arrangement activated by the Federal Reserve. The purpose is to support the Japanese financial institutions in dollar funding during the COVID-19. The outstanding reduced to zero by Dec. 10, 2020.
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Chapter 30

 Foreign Direct Investment in Japan

Growth, Trends, and Policy Efforts


Mark Manger




For several decades already, Japan has accounted for a large share of global foreign direct investment (FDI) commensurate with the size of its economy. At the same time, Japan has historically exported far more capital than it has attracted itself. In fact, nowhere among the G7 countries is the discrepancy between inward and outward FDI flows as stark as in Japan. This unusual asymmetry in capital flows is due to a peculiarly Japanese conundrum: until relatively recently, Japanese FDI policy did not aim to attract foreign capital, and indeed appeared to discourage it in important sectors. With the inception of the Abe government’s economic strategy known as “Abenomics,” policies have been put in place that make Japan’s legal and regulatory framework almost completely nondiscriminatory—Japan is indeed “open for business.” However, as this chapter shows, this has not reversed the long-standing pattern that Japan’s net FDI inflows are much smaller than those of other developed economies. In the past, politics impeded an opening of the Japanese economy; today, the economic “pull” of Japan is diminishing despite the best efforts of the Japanese government to attract FDI.

Concurrently, and despite relative neglect by policymakers, outward Japanese FDI has grown rapidly over the last decades. Japan started to negotiate bilateral investment treaties much later than other countries, and the treaties remain focused on protection of property rights rather than investment liberalization. Even the investment chapters of the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) concluded since 2002 make little attempt to pry open closed capital markets. They do, however, denote a remarkable change toward the active protection of overseas investment through international legal instruments such as the investment chapters in the aforementioned EPAs (Pekkanen 2008, 252–270). Past policies and regulatory measures on FDI, long officially changed, thus continue to cast a long shadow.

For the Japanese government, supporting outward and attracting inward FDI is a policy challenge of the first order. With a rapidly aging and shrinking population, Japan will only be able to sustain economic growth if it raises its rate of productivity growth. To be sure, the stagnation of Japan’s gross domestic product (GDP) masks a highly efficient economy in which the GDP per worker has consistently grown. But with a shrinking workforce, the Japanese public debt burden is shouldered by an ever-smaller number of taxpayers in the prime of their working lives. Basic notions of public accounting imply that to carry this debt, Japan will have to achieve greater productivity growth rates. Inward FDI can play an important role in this endeavor.

At the same time, outward FDI matters even more for Japan than in the past. Japan’s public enormous debt is likely only sustainable as long as it is mostly held domestically. Basic macroeconomic accounting implies that Japan must therefore maintain a positive current account balance. As the population ages and draws down its savings, a growing portion of this current account surplus must be generated by the returns on overseas investment. For this to be sustainable, Japanese firms must make profitable investments abroad. But here the news is good: perhaps contrary to expectation, the data in this chapter reveals that in international comparison, Japan’s firms appear to make remarkably good choices and appear to manage overseas investments well.

Nonetheless, political challenges remain. First and foremost, the Japanese economy is undergoing a “generational change” as a growing number of privately held firms pass from the hands of founders not to successors, but to investors. Much like in continental Europe, there are concerns that some of the “crown jewels” of the Japanese economy could fall into foreign hands—and in particular, small and medium-sized firms that are technological leaders in highly specialized products could be taken over by Chinese investors whose principal aim is to obtain intellectual property. This has prompted a step backward in FDI policy, as the Japanese government has announced measures to strengthen its tools to screen foreign investment. At the same time, with much Japanese FDI located in mainland China, Japanese firms face similar challenges to protect their intellectual property and to maintain a technological lead as their American and European competitors. While international legal instruments support these efforts in other countries, they are less effective in China, or not even available in the absence of an effective investment protection mechanism agreed on by the two countries.

Inward FDI and Productivity Growth


Foreign direct investment is a type of cross-border capital flow, in which investors seek significant influence or control of the management of a firm rather than short-term capital gains.1 Such a step is often only profitable if the investing firm has an advantage in terms of technology, management practices, or synergies with other activities that make it more productive than the local firm (OECD 2002). Alternatively, FDI might be “strategic” if a firm acquires a competitor, but, at least among market economies, this often results in benefits to consumers. Because of these perceived benefits, most countries try to actively encourage FDI.

For Japan, promoting inward FDI has become an important policy objective of the growth strategy (the third arrow) since the start of Abenomics.2 Several “Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)” on inward FDI promotion were defined and publicized in Japan’s 2013 Growth Strategy report, among them the goal of increasing inward FDI stock to 35 trillion yen by 2020 (Kantei 2013). In addition, a range of governmental advisory institutions were established, among the Council for Promotion of Foreign Direct Investment in Japan, the Expert Group for Promotion of Foreign Direct Investment in Japan, and the Working Group for Revising Regulations and Administrative Procedures. Together with the Cabinet Office and the Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO), these newly formed bodies have been defining policies to increase inward FDI into Japan.

Compared to past policies, this represents a significant change driven by two economic imperatives. First, data and studies indicate that Japan’s inward FDI remains very low compared with other advanced economies, suggesting that even by just “catching up” to average OECD levels, Japan would realize a large potential of inward FDI. For some FDI indicators, Japan’s figure constantly ranked among the lowest of all G7 countries and often far below the average of G7 on measures such as FDI inflows relative to GDP. This long-standing problem has caused much handwringing and inspired of plethora of economic studies during the past two decades (e.g., Blomstrom, Konan, and Lipsey 2000; Head and Ries 2005; Hoshi 2018; Hoshi and Kiyota 2019; Magnier-Watanabe and Lemaire 2018).

Second, thanks to recent advances, economists understand much better how and when FDI will raise a country’s growth rate. Numerous studies imply that, structurally, Japan’s economy could greatly benefit from inward FDI promotion. Among them, Balasubramanyam, Salisu, and Sapsford (1996) use cross-country data to show that inward FDI has a strong positive impact on economic growth in countries with competitive export sectors. Borensztein, De Gregorio, and Lee (1998) employ a cross-country regression framework and find that inward FDI contributes most to economic growth when the host country can absorb advanced technologies transferred by FDI. Nair-Reichert and Weinhold (2001) provide evidence that FDI raises future growth rates in more open economies. Similarly, Alfaro et al. (2004) analyze cross-country data and find robust evidence that countries with well-developed financial markets significantly benefit from inward FDI. At the macro-level these studies clearly support the notion that even a mature economy such as Japan’s can be benefit from inward FDI promotion as a complement to an export-focused trade policy, well-developed financial markets, and a strong absorptive capacity for technology.

Firm-level data that have become available during the last two decades lends further credence to these arguments. Hoshi (2018) points out that studies on FDI and economic growth using cross-country data may suffer from obvious endogeneity defects. Work based on firm-level data, however, supports the optimistic assessment. For instance, Fukao and collaborators (Fukao, Ito, and Kwon 2005; Fukao et al. 2006) use Japanese data for the manufacturing sector and note that firms acquired by foreigners show a greater improvement in performance than firms that remain in domestic hands. Criscuolo (2006) analyzes data on manufacturing firms for twelve OECD countries, including Japan, and again finds that the share of foreign affiliates has a positive relationship with labor productivity. Similarly, Todo (2006), using firm-level data in the Japanese manufacturing industries, shows that inward FDI boosts productivity because knowledge of foreign firms tends to spill over through their research and development (R&D) activities—and remarkably, the knowledge spillovers from the R&D of foreign firms is substantially larger than that of domestic firms. Fukao (2013) and Noland (2018) suggest that an increase of inward FDI in Japan’s service sector could have a particularly profound impact on domestic productivity due to the relatively limited presence of foreign service providers. At least on paper, the arguments that inward FDI is a key component of Japan’s economic restructuring are compelling.

The Continuing Growth of Japan’s Outward FDI


Outward FDI is the consequence of business decisions to either acquire foreign firms or set up foreign affiliates and potentially relocate part of a firm’s production overseas. By definition this is simply the reverse of inward investment motivations: because only more productive firms will choose to establish foreign affiliates, they will often earn a significant return. This is no different in the case of Japanese multinationals (Head and Ries 2003). Here, trends of the past largely continue: since the 1980s, Japanese firms’ overseas affiliates have helped expand market share and sustained exports by permitting a shift from Japanese home production to inputs into the production process (Blomstrom, Konan, and Lipsey 2000).

Compared with firms in other developed economies, Japanese companies started relatively late in their international expansion. From a low base relative to the size of the economy in the early 1980s, Japan’s outward FDI stock has grown more than sixfold since 1996. By 2018, Japan ranked first in terms of FDI net outflows. Perhaps unexpectedly, outward FDI in industries other than manufacturing is growing rapidly and has outpaced manufacturing FDI in terms of annual flows.

Among the earliest motivations for the relatively rapid expansion of Japanese firms’ activities abroad were the competitiveness challenges created by the appreciation of the yen and domestic wage growth. The general case for this in the economics literature is well established (Blonigen 1997; Caves 1988; Froot and Stein 1991; Klein and Rosengren 1994). The burst of outward FDI in the second half of the 1980s was likely driven by an almost 50 percent nominal appreciation of the yen against the currencies of Japan’s ten major trade partners, whereas the growth slowed with the weakening of the yen in the 1990s (Baek and Okawa 2001). More recent studies have corroborated this interpretation (Kogut and Chang 1996; Kubo 2019; Takagi and Shi 2011), to which we can add relative wages and import tariffs as determinants of the location of Japanese FDI (Baek and Okawa 2001). Outward FDI in Thailand and elsewhere throughout the region contributed to the development of a regional production alliance (Hatch and Yamamura 1996). Japanese FDI in low-cost locations is therefore generally “efficiency-seeking” in the time-honored terminology common in business studies (Dunning 1992), whether because of low wages, weak local currencies, or reduced transportation costs. Much of Japanese FDI into Southeast Asia and China—though less so in the latter in recent years—can be attributed to this motivation (Huijie 2018).

A second motivation of outward FDI is proximity to markets. Reflecting growth in host markets, a recent survey (METI 2018) indicates that local and intraregional sales exceed 70 percent in all major sites of Japanese firms with foreign affiliates. However, these two driving forces are not mutually exclusive.

Again, firm-level data provide further evidence. Kubo (2019) focuses on Southeast Asia and uses GDP per capita growth as a proxy for such perceived consumption potential, and finds that between 2008 and 2015, Indonesia and Thailand transformed from primarily efficiency-seeking FDI locations to economies that were mostly sought out by Japanese firms because of their consumption growth potential rather than because of exchange rate differences.

Trends in Japan’s Inward and Outward FDI


Japanese Inward FDI


It does not take an elaborate econometric exercise to discern these driving forces of Japanese FDI in the data. In the years following World War II, policy measures directly restricted inward FDI. Although regulatory changes opened the economy already in the early 1980s, foreign entry into the Japanese market remained rare. At the end of 1989, the total value of inward FDI stock in Japan was a mere $9.2 billion, and the subsequent decade saw no increase in terms of Japan’s global share of inward FDI. Foreign involvement started to grow more quickly since 1990s but was still relatively small in international comparison. Beyond headline figures, this is also reflected in the low number of mergers and acquisitions (M&A), the principal form of FDI between developed economies. For example, even in 1998, only about 900 mergers took place in Japan compared with over 11,000 in the same year in the United States (Blomstrom, Konan, and Lipsey 2000).

More recent data reveals the remaining sizeable gap between Japan and other advanced economies. Figure 30.1 shows FDI net inflows as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) for the G7 countries from 2005 to 2018. With the exception of 2008 and 2014, Japan consistently ranks lowest. In 2018, Japan’s FDI net inflows were a mere 0.5 percent of its GDP size, or $25.9 billion. In comparison, the G7 average was 1.85 percent of GDP. This stark contrast to the peer group cannot be simply attributed to a shrinking and aging population, since the two G7 countries with the most similar demographic challenges (Germany and Italy) regularly meet or exceed the G7 average.
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Figure 30.1. FDI net inflows as percentage of GDP, 2005 to 2018.

Source: IMF, Balance of Payments database.





Possible explanations for Japan’s comparatively low inward FDI have been discussed at length. Historically, the presence of keiretsu discouraged mergers and acquisitions by foreign investors because companies in a keiretsu group had close ties (including cross-shareholding) with each other that protected them from being acquired. Meanwhile, fierce competition among the different keiretsu kept profit margins low and left few attractive targets for acquisitions (Weinstein and Yafeh 1995). Lately, this may be more a matter of perception, since there is no econometric evidence that keiretsu structures still restrict FDI flows into Japan (Hoshi 2018).

A second possibility is that regulatory restrictions on FDI hinder inflows. Such restrictions include formal regulations on inward FDI as well as high government involvement in some industries, which leaves less room for private enterprises. Writing in the early 2000s, Fukao, Ishido, and Ito (2003) noted that non-manufacturing industries with tight regulations on inward FDI or high government ownership tend to have low inward FDI, but Hoshi’s more recent reassessment (2018) suggests that the impact of loosening the formal regulations may not increase Japan’s inward FDI much, as restrictions on inward FDI in Japan are not unusually high in non-manufacturing industries.

The OECD’s FDI Regulatory Restrictiveness Index supports the latter view. Japan’s overall FDI restrictiveness is lower than the United States as well as the G7 average. Between 1997 and 2018, Japan’s overall score improved by 30 percent, notably in telecommunication and media sectors, as shown in Figure 30.2. Limited restrictions can be found in some non-manufacturing sectors, including transport, media, and telecommunication, and to a lesser extent in the primary sector (e.g., agriculture, forestry, fishing, and mining), but these are poor explanations for the low level of FDI inflows.
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Figure 30.2. Change of FDI restrictiveness to Japanese sector from 1997 to 2018.

Source: OECD, FDI Regulatory Restrictiveness Index.





While further deregulatory efforts would certainly not hurt, it appears that improvements of Japan’s business environment for inward FDI are more urgent. Multiple business surveys conducted by the Japanese government have shown that foreign firms see the high cost of doing business as one of the top impediments to expanding business in Japan (Hoshi 2018). In 2015 the Abe administration set a key performance indicator to be “in the top three advanced economies in the Doing Business ranking by 2020.”3 Progress toward this goal has not only been limited, but Japan seems to be moving backward, as shown in Table 30.1.
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Obviously, other countries are not standing still either, so that relative rankings do not necessarily indicate an actual worsening of the business environment. Nonetheless, as Haidar and Hoshi (2015) emphasize, Japan would need to carry out significant reforms to be among the top three developed countries in the Doing Business ranking.

Country-level econometric studies shed little light on the causes of low FDI inflows (Blonigen and Piger 2014). Japan is simply a case of “unobservable country heterogeneity” driving the econometric findings.4 In the absence of regulatory restrictions, these are hard to identify, but the high cost of doing business, language barriers that affect in particular foreign services providers, and perhaps most importantly the perception of a shrinking population and hence market may matter more than actual impediments to investment.

Japanese Outward FDI


The small inward FDI flow contrasts starkly with the rapid growth of Japan’s outward FDI. In 2018, Japan’s FDI outflows were almost $160 billion, placing it into the first rank in the G7. In terms of FDI outflows as percentage of GDP, Japan’s figure increased from 1.1 percent in 2005 to 3.2 percent in 2018, putting it slightly behind France (3.78 percent) and Germany (3.98 percent) in third place in the G7. Most of Japan’s outward FDI stock is in North America, Asia, and Europe. Latin America and Oceania also saw rapid growth but from a very low base. Meanwhile, Japan’s FDI in the Middle East and Africa is minimal.

Although the general historical description thus remains valid—Japan exports a lot of capital but attracts very little—there are some very notable changes in the composition of these flows. Most importantly, there is a shift of investment focus from manufacturing industries toward non-manufacturing industries. Japan’s FDI outflows into non-manufacturing industries quadrupled from $20 billion in 2005 to almost $90 billion in 2018, while the FDI into manufacturing industries only doubled from under $30 billion to approximately $55 billion during the same period. Figure 30.3 shows the trend in the distribution ratio of Japan’s FDI outflows by manufacturing versus non-manufacturing industries from 2005 to 2018. Proportionally, Japan’s FDI outflows into the non-manufacturing industries rose from 40 percent to more than 60 percent of Japan’s total FDI outflows.
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Figure 30.3. Sectoral composition of FDI outflows over time.

Source: Data from Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO).





Drilling down into the data, we find that the top industries for Japanese outward FDI are communications, finance and insurance, chemicals and pharmaceuticals, wholesale and retail, and transportation equipment, electric machinery, general machinery, services, and real estate. Among manufacturing industries, outflows are mainly concentrated in transportation equipment, general machinery, electric machinery, food, and chemicals and pharmaceuticals.

Meanwhile, in the non-manufacturing industries, the telecommunications industry, hardly featuring before 2008, now represents more than one-fourth of Japan’s FDI outflows (as of 2018). Growth is also strong in finance and insurance and wholesale and retail, and to a lesser extent in services and real estate.

This shift from manufacturing to non-manufacturing industries in outward FDI suggests that most Japanese FDI is now market-seeking. However, some of the highest returns are still earned by investment in the manufacturing sector. For the future outlook of Japan as a “rentier economy,” rates of return are of obvious importance: if Japan were to achieve only low rates of return in non-manufacturing FDI, then the overall trend in returns would be downward. This could be exacerbated as Japanese manufacturing firms’ profits come under pressure as foreign competitors (in particular from China and South Korea) close the technological gap. For the figures below we employ the rate of return (RoR) on FDI5 to identify the trends of Japan’s outward FDI performance.

Figure 30.4 shows the RoR on FDI of the G7 countries from 2006 to 2018. Japan clearly outperforms the United States, particularly in recent years. More specifically, Japan’s RoR on FDI is about 8.0 percent on average6 between 2006 and 2018, while the figure for the United States is 7.7 percent, followed by the United Kingdom with 6.7 percent.
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Figure 30.4. Rate of return on FDI to G7 from 2006 to 2018.

Source: Data from IMF, Balance of Payments database; author’s calculations.





High FDI returns in manufacturing industries contribute to the overall good return of Japan’s outward FDI. Table 30.2 shows Japan’s RoR on FDI for manufacturing and non-manufacturing industries averaged over the period 2015–2018. Greater RoRs are observed for the industries in which Japanese firms have been investing abroad for a long time, mostly in manufacturing industries. In comparison, in industries where Japan has been investing abroad only for a few years, Japan’s RoR is still relatively low. Shifts in the RoR across industries over the next decade will provide a glimpse at Japan’s future prospects as a “rentier economy” that can maintain high levels of consumption thanks to past investments.



Table 30.2 Average Rate of Returns (RoRs) of Japan’s Outward FDI by Industries from 2015 to 2018


	Industry
	Industry Type
	Average RoR in Descending Order

	Transportation equipment
	Manufacturing
	14.48%

	Rubber and leather
	Manufacturing
	12.77%

	Transportation
	Non-Manufacturing
	12.33%

	Wholesale and retail
	Non-Manufacturing
	10.72%

	Precision machinery
	Manufacturing
	10.37%

	Electric machinery
	Manufacturing
	10.34%

	General machinery
	Manufacturing
	9.81%

	Services
	Non-Manufacturing
	9.23%

	Chemicals and pharmaceuticals
	Manufacturing
	9.00%

	Construction
	Non-Manufacturing
	8.64%

	Mining
	Non-Manufacturing
	7.02%

	Finance and insurance
	Non-Manufacturing
	6.61%

	Glass and ceramics
	Manufacturing
	6.33%

	Iron, non-ferrous and metals
	Manufacturing
	6.07%

	Lumber and pulp
	Manufacturing
	5.59%

	Food
	Manufacturing
	4.99%

	Petroleum
	Manufacturing
	4.63%

	Textile
	Manufacturing
	4.37%

	Communications
	Non-Manufacturing
	4.14%

	Real estate
	Non-Manufacturing
	3.59%

	Fishery and marine products
	Non-Manufacturing
	3.57%

	Farming and forestry
	Non-Manufacturing
	1.08%


Source: Bank of Japan, Balance of Payments Statistics; author’s calculation.



Protecting Japanese FDI abroad


Although the data suggests that Japanese firms are not deterred from foreign investment in most of Asia, official policy changes since the early 2000s underscore that they harbor concerns about host-country policies. At the best of Japanese multinational firms, the Japanese government has embedded clauses protecting the interests of Japanese firms in host countries in its Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs), the official term for the—mostly bilateral—free trade agreements Japan has signed (Pekkanen 2008, 256). These efforts come in two forms.

The first can be described as clauses trying to eliminate “trade-related investment measures” in WTO terminology. These measures, imposed by host countries, aim to promote the development of local industry and human capital. Typically, they take the form of requirements to use a minimum of local content in production, employ a share of locals, or to transfer technology. While there is an existing WTO agreement restricting trade-related investment measures (TRIMS), most host countries classified as “developing” have widely employed such measures.

The second are clauses protecting the property rights of investors in host countries. In many instances, the international legal instrument of choice is the bilateral investment treaty (BIT). While there are competing views on why host countries sign BITs (Allee and Peinhardt 2014; Poulsen 2014), it is clear that home countries hope to prevent expropriation, either directly or through indirect policies like restrictions on capital transfers. In the event of a dispute, they also seek access to a neutral, international arbitration body rather than having to deal with potentially politicized or simply inefficient local courts.

Japan’s EPAs include both types of clauses, but generally require little or no liberalization of investment rules, such as the opening of previously closed sectors. In this sense, Japanese policy is still a lot more “hands-off” than its US counterpart. This difference, and the relatively late implementation of a BIT program by the Japanese government, may be attributed to two causes. The first is a long-standing preference for multilateral solutions that was only abandoned when it appeared that the WTO negotiations would not deliver an agreement on investment (Pekkanen 2012, 125–126). Privileging a multilateral approach may also have helped avoid direct and potentially conflictive negotiations with partner countries in Southeast Asia that might have appeared overbearing, given the historical sensitivities. The second may be due to the sectoral composition of Japanese outward FDI. Manufacturing FDI is generally less likely to be expropriated than investments in the primary or tertiary sector because it generates jobs and hence its own constituency. Investment in resource extraction or infrastructure, on the other hand, is effectively “sunk” and may tempt host governments to alter their terms after the fact, and therefore comes with greater risks (Ramamurti 2001). Japanese firms may have had concerns about TRIMS, but they faced less expropriation risk because they created a lot of employment in the host countries. With the ongoing shift toward investment in service industries, the Japanese government is facing the same challenges and private sector demands to protect Japanese FDI overseas from expropriation.

Both concerns—TRIMS and quasi-expropriation—are perceived as acute in the case of Japanese FDI in China (Iida 2018, 144–152), but interestingly, at least on paper, China has committed to fully respecting the WTO TRIMS agreement. To this day, 25–30 percent of FDI transactions in China take the form of joint ventures, but fully foreign-owned enterprises are still required to export a substantial share of their production. De facto, this means that FDI which aims to sell into the Chinese market only must therefore take the route of joint ventures (Zheng 2019).

Japanese firms were among the most important investors in China for many years after the initial opening of the Chinese economy to foreign capital. Since 2013, however, Japanese FDI in China has been less than the geographic proximity and size of the Chinese economy would suggest (Wan and Zhang 2019, 118). Irrespective of protection of intellectual property of foreign investors in China, Japanese firms may simply become more wary of joint ventures with partners that come ever closer to their own level of technology.

Yet there is little indication that international legal instruments are used by Japanese enterprises to avail themselves of stronger legal protections. In 2014 the trilateral investment promotion and protection agreement between Japan, the Republic of Korea, and China came into force, the fruit of efforts that started in 2007 (Pekkanen 2012, 153). Although it is a “high-level” treaty that provides for investor-state dispute settlement, much like Japanese EPAs, it has only once been used as the basis for arbitration that is on the public record (Ansung Housing v. China), and this award went in favor of the host state. The contrast between the stock of FDI in China, the level of public complaints about treatment of foreign investors, and the long list of Chinese investment treaties with the small number of arbitrations is striking—and no instance of a Japanese firm taking the Chinese host state to a panel has become public. The pattern therefore continues to be that Japanese outward FDI takes place with or without official support. A similar continuity is observable in the case of inward FDI.

Abenomics and the Promotion of Inward FDI


The increasingly visible official support of Japanese outward FDI is matched by efforts to promote inward FDI. Since Prime Minister Abe assumed office in 2012, the administration has set itself a key performance indicator, initially stated in the 2013 Japan Revitalization Strategy report (Kantei 2013):

The government will develop an environment where all companies and human resources enjoy the benefits of global economy and facilitate full-fledged globalization in Japan in order to attract outstanding overseas manpower and technologies to Japan and to create employment and innovation. It will also aim to double inward FDI stocks to 35 trillion yen in 2020 (17.8 trillion yen at the end of 2012). In addition, it will promote fostering and use of a big pool of global human resources and active acceptance of highly skilled human resources from overseas to support unified domestic and foreign global economic activities by our companies.

Perhaps what is most remarkable about these objectives is that they are defined in measurable, quantitative targets.

Business Environment Improvements


Oversea investors are more likely to invest where they can easily consult with local regulatory authorities. Accordingly, the Abe administration has made numerous efforts to enhance the dissemination of business-related information and support services to foreign companies. In March 2015, Prime Minister Abe announced the “Five Promises for Attracting Foreign Businesses to Japan” (“Five Promises”), in which the fifth promise was specifically about improving the consultation services to foreign business:

The government will set up a system to make it easy for the foreign businesses which have invested much amount in Japan to consult the government. The Japanese Government and all local governments will work together as one to create a network for attracting investment to Japan. (Committee for the Promotion of FDI in Japan 2015)

An “Investment Advisor Assignment System” (IAAS) was officially established in January 2016. Under the IAAS, relevant ministry officials will act as advisors to eligible foreign companies.7 The Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO) also introduced the Personal Advisors System for Foreign Companies (PASFC) in 2017, which by now is supporting over a thousand foreign companies in Japan. JETRO provides comprehensive consulting services to each individual company, including information on policies and market trends in English, supporting individual projects, liaising between companies and local governments, and making proposals to the government for the improvement of regulations and procedures (JETRO 2018). In May 2018, JETRO launched another program, named “Support Program for Regional Foreign Direct Investment” to provide a “one-stop” service for foreign business via collaboration with local governments. JETRO’s regional office and relevant local authorities will assist foreign investors in business planning. In addition, JETRO has established Invest Japan Business Support Centers (IBSCs) in six municipalities throughout Japan—Tokyo, Yokohama, Nagoya, Osaka, Kobe, and Fukuoka—to provide consultation services to potential investors and help them recruit staff and find suitable office space.

Attracting Skilled Workers


Despite growing immigration, Japan does not have a legal regime that actively supports attracting skilled workers to Japan. With a shrinking workforce, this is becoming a significant obstacle. Indeed, a recent survey conducted by JETRO noted that out of the top ten obstacles to doing business in Japan, half were human resources–related, among them “Recruitment challenges” (1st), “Difficulty in communicating in non-Japanese languages” (2nd), “Difficulty in finding business partners” (6th), the “Immigration control system” (7th), and “Difficulty in living conditions for foreigners” (9th) (JETRO 2018).

The Expert Group on Foreign Direct Investment in Japan, created in 2014, specifically recognized this challenge in its initial report, prompting the Abe administration to announce “Five Promises” in 2015, of which four related to improving the living conditions for foreigners and their families. Another further policy package was announced in May 2016, labeled ambitiously as the “Policy Package for Promoting Foreign Direct Investment into Japan to Make Japan a Global Hub.8 Much of the content of the policy revolves around providing better schooling opportunities for international staff, and better provision of English-language services by medical institutions, banks, and mobile phone operators. It is fair to say that while this may appeal to expatriates, it does not recognize that policies to attract skilled workers used by relatively more successful countries speak of immigration rather than the facilitation of temporary stays that appears behind many of these policy proposals.

Corporate Tax Reform


Reforming Japan’s corporate tax system is not an FDI-specific proposal, but it is likely to help attract foreign investment. Japan’s effective corporate tax rate has been reduced in four steps, from 38 percent in 2012 to 31 percent in 2019 (JETRO 2018). A flanking measure was the June 2018 Partial Amendment of the Income Tax Act, allowing shareholders of the selling company to defer taxation on capital gains pertaining to stocks as consideration in merges and acquisitions. This implies that an acquiring company does not need to secure funds to pay tax obligations and may allow more (foreign or domestic) companies make acquisitions without using cash. Finally, the inheritance tax on foreigners was revised several times in order to encourage highly skilled foreign professionals to stay longer in Japan, decreasing the tax base in cases of inheritance where the deceased is a foreigner, and removing the inheritance tax on the overseas assets of foreigners after they leave Japan. These measures bring Japan in line with most OECD countries that still have an estate tax, with the exception of the United States, which considers all global assets.

Deregulation and Administrative Procedure Reform


The final and perhaps most potentially important reform area concerns regulations and administrative procedures that impede the expansion of foreign-owned businesses in Japan. Among them are simplifications of regulations and administrative procedures, an expansion of translations of Japanese laws and regulations into English (a service typically provided by investment promotion agencies around the globe), and the creation of a one-stop procedure. Further measures implemented in 2017 were a simplification of the procedures to incorporation and registration of companies and a facilitation of the legal residency establishment. Finally, in 2018 a project-based “Regulatory Sandbox” system was established whereby foreign-affiliated companies can develop innovative technologies and businesses on a demonstration basis without restrictions imposed by existing regulations. If the new business model is validated and applicable, it is suggested that the government will review regulations by utilizing the demonstration data, which may ultimately lead to regulatory reforms (JETRO 2018).

Two Steps Forward, One Step Back? Dealing with Investment in Strategic Industries


Notwithstanding these declared goals, there are signs that Japan’s FDI policy is starting to move in a different direction. In May 2019 the Japanese government expanded the list of companies in which the notification of foreign investment under the Foreign Exchange and Foreign Trade Act is mandatory to include the information processing, software, and telecommunications sectors. This change took effect on August 1, 2019. Reportedly, it is considering changes to the act to include purchases of land by foreigners, on which there are currently no restrictions. In the media, these were generally interpreted as aimed at preventing Chinese investment in firms at the forefront of technology.9 These measures echo similar steps taken in the United States and Germany.

While these changes may appear to be restrictive, they can be politically defensible. If overseas investors (notably from China) acquire Japanese firms because they have a lower cost of capital, possibly due to implicit state backing, then such investment is unlikely to generate productivity gains in Japan. In fact, if the principal objective is to acquire technology, then the investing firm may have revealed itself as a relative laggard. In practice, this may not be a distinction that can be made by regulators, suggesting that restrictions on foreign direct investment may well be perceived as discriminatory and aimed at slowing down competitors. Either way, they make it less likely for the Japanese government to achieve its self-declared goals.

Perceptions of demographically induced economic decline and the relative vulnerability of Japan’s economy to China-related trade shocks do not bode well for the goal of raising Japan’s inbound FDI. Nonetheless, it is hard to find fault with the policy measures to promote FDI implemented or proposed by the Abe government: within the realm of policy, the Japanese government has emulated most of the “best practices” of open economies around the world and put a comprehensive regime to promote FDI in place.




Notes


1. Formally, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) define the criterion for FDI as “ownership of 10 percent or more of the ordinary shares or voting stock of an enterprise” (IMF 2009; OECD 2008).


2. The other two arrows of Abenomics are aggressive monetary policy and flexible fiscal policy.


3. The Abe administration set a clear KPI specified in Japan’s 2015 Growth Strategy report, which states: “By strengthening Japan’s locational competitiveness in combination with other measures, Japan aims to be among top 3 developed countries in the ranking of the World Bank’s “Doing Business” by 2020 (ranked 19th in 2015)” (Japan’s Adjusted Growth Strategy, 2015, https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000111132.pdf).


4. Technically, these are country fixed effects, but more intuitively, they are factors that move slowly or are almost permanent and that make Japan different, without revealing what they are (See Kimino, Saal, and Driffield 2007).


5. We calculate the rate of return on FDI as FDI income in year t/FDI stocks at the end of year t − 1. Both FDI income in year t and outward FDI stocks at the end of year t—1 are obtained from International Monetary Fund (for countries) and the Bank of Japan (for Japanese industries).


6. The arithmetic mean is used here for calculating the average of rate of return from 2006 to 2018.


7. To be eligible, the company must (1) make a 20 billion yen direct investment in Japan and with over 500 employees; (2) operate in one of the strategic areas listed in the Strategic Market Creation Plan under the Japan Revitalization Strategy and be carrying out healthy business activities; (3) contribute to the invigoration of the Japanese economy through innovative business models and R&D activities.


8. See http://www.invest-japan.go.jp/committee/policy_package_en.pdf, accessed September 19, 2019.


9. Robin Harding and Leo Lewis, “Japan Plans to Tighten Rules on Foreign Investment: Approval Would Be Required When Taking Stakes in Strategically Important Industries,” Financial Times, UK edition, September 19, 2019.
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chapter 31

Japan and the Environment


Kim Reimann




While nature has long occupied an important position in Japanese aesthetics, philosophy, and public imagination (Anesaki 1973; Suzuki 1988), the environment has been more contested and problematic as a focus of politics in postwar Japan. Environment-related issues have evolved as the meaning of the environment itself has expanded to include a variety of sometimes clashing ideas pursued by many different actors. From being the symbol of horrific levels of pollution to becoming the promise of environmental high-tech solutions for global problems, Japan itself has been portrayed in environmental terms as both a villain and a star. These images have also paralleled Japan’s transformation from a high-growth nation in the 1950s–1970s into an economic superpower in the 1980s–1990s, and then a post-bubble advanced industrialized country facing new challenges in the late 1990s–2010s. Japan today remains a leader, a laggard, or somewhere in between, depending on the environmental issue in question and whose perspective is being advanced.

This chapter examines the transformation of the environment as a political issue in Japan. After examining the main actors, the chapter analyzes the mix of factors that have shaped environment politics and how the literature has produced new narratives on both Japan and the environment. It traces how issues related to the environment have shifted from being primarily a focus of national and local politics in the early postwar period, to becoming a global issue during the last decades of the twentieth century, to currently encompassing multilevel issues that engage all levels of politics and many actors. Using the case of climate change, it charts how domestic and international factors have become intertwined and shifted, reflecting Japan’s own engagement with the global economy and politics.

Main Actors


This handbook’s theme of evaluating democracy is a highly relevant one for environmental politics and the large, evolving cast of actors involved in this issue area. As will be clear in the following sections, political responses to demands by the public related to environmental concerns have been mixed. When society organizes and channels energy into political processes, the Japanese government can be very responsive. Organizing is not always easy and society is not always united, however, and this has led to a general impression of business and industry interests dominating in government policymaking and implementation.

In terms of major actors, for most environmental problems, the main policymaking actors within the national government are the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) and the Ministry of Environment (MoE).1 The former is considered the more powerful of the two, due to greater administrative capacity and stronger political backing, but it is also the case that METI does not always get the last say or have its way in every policy battle. As a common generalization, MoE has advocated higher environmental standards and pursued policies to establish a global “leadership” record for Japan, while METI has represented the interests of its industry clients and sees itself as balancing environmental concerns with economic growth (Kameyama 2017; Schreurs 2002). Given the cross-cutting nature of environmental issues, in addition to MoE and METI, practically all national ministries are involved in one or more areas of environmental policy (Schreurs 2002; Interviews 2019). Interministerial competition and collaboration are both common, with ministries seeking to expand their turf and budgets.

Other governmental actors, such as political parties and subnational governments, have also been key players. As the longtime ruling party and one of the three important actors in the “iron triangle” of bureaucrats, politicians, and big business that dominated politics in postwar Japan, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) leadership—and by extension the prime minister—has influenced environmental policy by stepping in during moments of crisis to adopt important environmental laws and agreements, by resolving bureaucratic stalemates over policies, and by otherwise making sure that business is fairly represented. Opposition parties have played a role, although mostly at the periphery and in the earlier period of the 1960s and 1970s. Local governments and subnational bodies have been players by adopting their own environmental laws, standards, and initiatives.

Lastly, nonstate actors are prominent actors in environmental politics. Business and industry have been well represented in policy debates and implementation through peak industry associations such as the Japan Business Federation (Keidanren), industry-specific associations, and nonprofit organizations set up to connect businesses with state-funded environmental projects and other opportunities. Industry is not always a united front, and global Japanese companies have also been affected by and responded to environment-related norms, standards, business practices and policy debates taking place in Europe and the United States. Finally, citizens, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and the scientific community have been active participants in environmental politics and policymaking, although they have been generally less powerful, and their roles and influence vary over issue area and time. They have shaped policies in key moments, however, and contributed to the public debate on many environmental issues.

The Environment: An Evolving Narrative


Several theoretical frameworks have been used to analyze environmental politics in Japan. Approaches to the topic have changed over time, as the focus of the literature itself has shifted from domestic to global policies and politics. This shift mirrors changes in Japan’s economic and global status, and the increasingly complex connections between domestic and global actors and arenas. The larger narratives coming out of the literature have presented three stories and shifts: (1) Japan as a pro-industry state with practically no environmental regulations and horrific pollution that responds by transforming itself to an “pollution miracle” of cleaner air and technological solutions (1960s–1970s); (2) Japan as an aspiring global environmental leader (1980/1990s–early 2000s) and high-tech industry leader in combatting pollution; and (3) Japan as a muddled and less ambitious player facing new challenges in the era of extended slow-growth, that nonetheless continues to pursue innovations in order to not fall behind (2000–2010s). These narratives include evolving engagement of nonstate actors in environmental politics, who conduct their own activities with expanding global connections throughout these three periods.

Building on Takao’s (2012) approach to examining the changing nature of domestic environmental policies over time as environmental issues themselves have become more global, I outline below how theories and explanations of environmental politics in Japan have shifted alongside changes in Japan’s status and new policy focuses. The literature charts Japan’s leadership trajectory and provides insights on Japan’s style of environmental leadership. I end by looking at the current period through the lens of climate change policy and the ways actors are engaging in global environmental issues.

Phase I: Domestic Politics and the Emergence of Environment Politics in Japan


Although the first clear case of environmental politics in Japan in the modern era dates back to the Meiji period (1868–1912) with the Ashio copper mines protests and other cases (Huddle and Reich 1987; Miyamoto 2013), it was not until the postwar period and the 1960s that a nationwide environmental movement emerged in the context of rapid industrial growth. As documented in numerous accounts, by the 1960s and early 1970s, Japan was considered one of the most polluted countries in the world. As people became gravely ill and the government failed to respond, a surge of local activism across the country took place that included protest, lawsuits, election of opposition leaders at the local level, and efforts to stop new development projects involving polluting industries (Avenell 2017; Huddle and Reich 1987; McKean 1981; Miyamoto 2013; Reed 1981; Reich 1984; Schreurs 2002; Upham 1987). The LDP and the state eventually responded, both at the local level, where local governments adopted their own standards and new regulations, and at the national level, with a series of national laws passed by the “Pollution Diet” of 1970 and other laws and regulations in the course of the 1970s (Schreurs 2002). By the mid- to late 1970s, Japan had among the highest standards for emissions and treatment of air pollutants in the world, and adopted a pollution victim compensation scheme that awarded considerable funds (Upham 1987). In addition to forcing companies to adopt and innovate pollution technologies through such regulations, MITI worked closely with industry to improve energy conservation and efficiencies in response to the oil crises of the 1970s (Schreurs 2005). As a result of these bold steps and strict implementation, Japan emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s as an environmental leader praised by the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) as a model for not only developing countries, but for European states with high levels of pollution as well (Reed 1981; Schreurs 2005).

This era was a foundational period both for Japan’s self-perception as a regional and global environmental model and for the literature’s view of environmental politics in Japan. The first generation of literature dealing with Japanese environmental politics focused on this period and on domestic environmental issues. Approaches included a combination of social movement theory (Broadbent 1998; McKean 1981; Reich 1984; Schreurs 2002), political structures (Reich 1984; Rosenbluth and Theis 2002) and the strong state (Upham 1987) to analyze the emergence of the citizen movements, the forms they took, and state responses to them. While these approaches focused on different research questions and used slightly different theories, there were commonalities running throughout these works, and the research produced a scholarly consensus on some of the basic facts of environmental policy and politics in Japan. First, the iron triangle of bureaucrats–LDP–big business in Japan remained the core power elite, and policymaking was driven from the top down, with the central government as a major player. Although bottom-up environmental protest and lawsuits created a crisis that the LDP and government was forced to respond to, the resulting response was top-down and placed the state back in control through bureaucracy-led processes (Upham 1987). Given the electoral structure and its overall bias toward business interests and continued LDP rule, the activist challenge from below of the 1970s was an “aberration” that the LDP was able to adapt to and overcome (Rosenbluth and Thies 2002).

Second, since the responses were top-down and tightly controlled by the national government, the success of anti-pollution measures did not reflect a meaningful political opening for environmental activists or the start of democratic participation in the policymaking process as it did in some advanced industrialized countries experiencing similar environmental problems. Activism was eventually contained and never successfully expanded to or institutionalized at the national level in the form of political parties or mass member national environmental organizations with lobbying and national political power (Broadbent 1998; McKean 1981; Miyamoto 2013; Schreurs 2002) While truly remarkable in many ways, the wave of local environmental activism of the 1960s and 1970s was not sustainable in the longer run. NGOs remained small-scale, and there were very few large national environmental NGOs that emerged from this period (Schreurs 2002). Activism with real political clout at the national level never took root during this period.

Phase II: Japan as an Aspiring Global Environmental Leader, 1990s–early 2000s


These basic assumptions from the first wave of literature carried on, but they took a different form in the next set of works examining Japan’s environmental policies. From the late 1980s through the 1990s, there was not a lot written on Japanese environmental policies, reflecting in part the lack of legislative activity and high-profile environmental activism at the national level (Schreurs 2002). Throughout most of the 1980s, few new environmental laws were passed, and although there were some new environmental movements within Japan, they did not capture scholarly attention until the 2000s. The lack of continued action on environmental issues by the government meant that, in practical terms, Japan—despite its new reputation as a model for other polluted countries—started to fall behind, leading to new serious but less visible environmental problems in later decades, such as dioxins in the 1990s (Rosenbluth and Thies 2002) and asbestos in the 2000s (Miyamoto 2013; Schreurs 2018, 84). It was the period of the 1980s–1990s in which both Japan and the United States started to fall behind Europe in a number of areas in environmental management, landscape conservation, and ecological modernization (Schreurs 2004, 2005; Takahashi 2018; Takao 2012).

The decade of the 1980s was nonetheless an important transitional period when the focus of public attention started to shift from domestic to global issues, with criticisms of Japan’s bad environmental record overseas sometimes overshadowing Japan’s positive domestic image of effectively combatting pollution at home. In fact, these two stories—Japan as polluter and pillager overseas versus Japan as a global model for pollution technologies at home—were two sides of the same coin. As Hall (2010, 176) has noted, precisely at the same time that Japan was developing pollution technologies and imposing stricter national and local environmental regulations in the 1970s, Japanese policymakers and businessmen started advocating “pollution export” and moving production of high pollution industries to East and Southeast Asia. In other words, starting in the 1970s, Japan’s global expansion and foreign direct investment (FDI) in the region was inextricably linked to reducing pollution at home by displacing the worst negative environmental impacts overseas. In the 1980s, Japan’s rise as an economic superpower magnified these trends, as rapidly increasing Japanese FDI and rising consumption patterns within Japan translated into a greater global environmental footprint. Japanese firms were now everywhere in the region and Japan became a major global consumer of seafood, tropical wood, oil, minerals, and other natural resources imported from Asia and other parts of the world (Schreurs 2002; Dauvergne 1997). Japanese activists and international NGOs (INGOs) kicked off the first wave of transnational activism, pressuring Japan on global environmental issues by calling attention to the nation’s role in regional deforestation, overfishing, species endangerment (whaling), pollution, and other issues. Avenell (2017), for example, has documented how key Japanese anti-pollution activists of the 1970s shifted their focus overseas as they came into contact with leaders of new citizen movements in the 1970s and 1980s in East Asia and the Pacific Islands, whose communities were suffering from industrial pollution and environmental degradation generated by Japanese firms and from the dumping of radioactive nuclear waste. By the end of the 1980s and early 1990s, activists in Japan and INGOs put Japan in the global media spotlight for its alleged bad environmental record in many areas, and strongly criticized Japan’s official development assistance (ODA) for funding environmentally destructive projects (Dauvergne 1997; Hall 2010; Potter 1994; Reimann 2010; Schreurs 2004).

This is an important backdrop to the 1990s and the next phase of Japanese environmental policy examined by scholars, which has focused more on global dimensions. After a decade of low-profile environmental policies in the 1980s, in the 1990s Japan suddenly put the global environment at the center of its foreign policy initiatives. The trend started in the late 1980s, led by LDP leadership with support from the bureaucracy and business community (Potter 1994). The first high-profile initiative was launched at the G7 Summit in 1989, with Japan’s announcement of $2.3 billion in environmental aid. This was followed in 1992 at the UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) by a pledge of $7.1 billion in environmental aid to be disbursed over five years (Hall 2010; Kameyama 2002; Potter 1994), as well as other high-profile government initiatives, such as MITI’s Green Aid Plan. Between 1990 and 2006, Japan was one of the largest provider of environmental aid in the world (Hall 2010; Kim 2018, 105), and it continues to be a top contributor of such aid.

To many observers at the time, given Japan’s previous record on the environment, its pro-business attitude, and the lack of an influential environmental NGO sector, these were a surprising set of events. But, as scholars of Japan’s environmental diplomacy and aid have all noted, Japan’s promotion of the global environment in the early 1990s was a perfect solution to simultaneously respond to international critics, improve Japan’s international image, support Japanese business and local governments, and pursue diplomacy with developing countries in the region (Hall 2010; Kim 2009; Okano-Heijmans 2012; Potter 1994; Schreurs 2005, 2018). In other words, Japan was not undergoing a revolution in thinking about sustainability or the environment in the late 1980s and 1990s, but was rather responding to international pressure while tailoring its response to serve important domestic economic interests. Japan’s past and current green aid can be seen as a continuation of Japanese-style ODA: it is mainly bilateral and done through loans, it benefits Japanese business, and it includes areas of infrastructure and training that most donors might not consider typical for “environmental” aid, such as earthquake monitoring, sewage systems, disaster management, and mass transit (Hall 2010; Kim 2009). Green aid fits into Japan’s long-held “self-help” philosophy of ODA and is consciously packaged as reflecting Japan’s own development experience of solving the problem of pollution with technology—i.e., the narrative of the 1970s “pollution miracle” mentioned above (Hall 2010; Kim 2009; Tonami and Müller 2014).

Green aid has expanded the number and types of Japanese actors involved in global environmental governance. Starting in the 1990s, environmental ODA spawned a new set of organizations and connections among public and private actors specializing in environment-related aid, ranging from quasi-government organizations that served as consultants to companies with pollution technology and local governments with planning experience in environmental cleanups (Interview 2019). They became a new set of transnational environmental actors, now making connections with state and nonstate actors in cities and national governments in Asia and beyond. Green aid was a particularly valuable opportunity for local governments that had transformed their polluted cities in the 1970s and 1980s and were looking for new opportunities for growth (Takao 2017). Kitakyushu, for example, became a model city for green aid. Having overcome its own terrible pollution crisis in the 1970s, Kitakyushu developed environmental projects with Dalian, China, both to share knowledge on pollution control and to deal with transboundary pollution such as acid rain coming from China (Takao 2017). Kitakyushu eventually won the UN Environment Program’s Global 500 Award and expanded its work to sixty-two cities in eighteen Asian countries (Takao 2017). While Kitakyushu was particularly successful, it was not an isolated case, and according to a survey conducted by MoE in 2002, about 68 percent of government officials at the local level had some kind of experience with transnational or international environmental initiatives (Takao 2012, 782).

In addition to new global aid contributions, Japan started to raise its international profile by joining more environmental agreements and launching regional environmental initiatives in the 1990s. In the 1990s, Japan banned driftnet fishing, cracked down on imports of endangered species listed in the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), and joined most of the new international conventions and initiatives spurred by UNCED (Schreurs 2004, 2005). In regional politics, Japan sought a leadership role, hosting new regional environmental conferences and initiatives such as the Environmental Congress for Asia and the Asia Pacific (ECO-ASIA), the East Asia Acid Deposition Monitoring Network (EANET), the Asia Pacific Network on Climate Change (AP-Net), the Forum for Nuclear Cooperation in Asia (NFCA), and the Asia Forest Partnership and the Asia Co-Benefits Partnership (ACP) (Kameyama 2002; Kim 2018; Reimann 2016). While Japan did not ratify as many conventions and treaties as some European nations, such as Germany (Schreurs 2004), it improved its record in the 1990s and has continued to pursue a higher global profile at international meetings.

Japanese global firms also went through a greening process starting in the 1990s and responded to the critiques of the 1980s accusing them of exporting pollution, endangering species, and supporting deforestation of tropical rain forests in Southeast Asia. In 1991 Keidanren announced its Global Environment Charter, which provided guidelines for good global practices for Japanese multinational corporations (Schreurs 2004). Following philanthropic trends in the United States and Europe of funding environmental NGOs (ENGOs), Keidanren set up the Keidanren Nature Conservation Fund in 1992 to fund NGO conservation projects around the world, and Japanese companies got more involved in supporting environmental causes (Reimann 2010; Schreurs 2002). Corporations widely adopted ISO 14,000 environmental certification and started to require ISO certification for suppliers in Asia (Kameyama 2002; Schreurs 2004). While hardly models of sustainable development, Japanese corporations cared about emerging global trends and adapted for image and business purposes.

Finally, the 1990s were a decade of growth of ENGOs and rising public interest in environmental issues in Japan. While the trend had already started in the late 1980s, beginning in the 1990s there was a sudden rise in the number of ENGOs in Japan (Dreiling, Lougee, and Nakamura 2017; Haddad 2018; Johnson, Saito, and Nishikido 2009; Reimann 2010). The majority of ENGOs were local-level and focused on service-oriented activities rather than advocacy and confrontational politics (Haddad 2018; Johnson et al. 2009), but there was a fairly sharp rise in ENGOs with a focus on global environmental issues, as well as new domestic environmental movements partnering with transnational actors (Reimann 2008, 2010). The rise of a more formalized and institutionalized ENGO sector in the 1990s had both top-down and bottom-up causes that included the opening of domestic political space with the fall of the LDP in 1993 and electoral reform in 1994; new state funding for ENGOs such as the Japan Global Fund for the Environment; rising foreign support of Japanese ENGOs working on global issues; international norms; and heightened public interest in global environmental issues, in part based on international events like UNCED in 1992 and Japan’s hosting of the COP3 climate change conference in 1997 (Dreiling et al. 2017; Haddad 2018; Johnson et al. 2009; Kameyama 2002; Mason 2014; Reimann 2010; Schreurs 2018) While ENGOs became a lot more active in this period and continue to do important work today, their policy impact and influence remains somewhat limited and indirect, such as agenda setting, project implementation, and awareness raising.

The new narratives that emerged in the literature from this period were mixed and interesting ones that signaled Japan’s arrival on the world stage, new domestic political openings, and an increasing intersection of global and domestic politics that introduced more players into the politics and practice of global environmental governance. Responding to outside pressure from the United States and global activists in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Japan launched new international environmental initiatives, but did so in a form of green aid that benefited domestic actors and reified a “Japan” model of self-help, technical fixes, and promotion of Japanese products. Japan’s new embrace of the global environment extended to the activation of many new actors who were now making connections at multiscalar levels, either through government initiatives or on their own accord through transnational alliances. In addition to outside pressures and events pushing these changes, internal changes in domestic politics opened up new possibilities for participation. While the iron triangle of the 1970s still existed, it began to loosen, and politics became more fluid. In contrast with the conceptualization of environment as pollution (kougai) that focused on industrial ills in Japan and dominated environmental politics in the 1960s–1970s, a new broader concept of the environment (kankyou mondai) emerged from both Japan’s deeper engagement with the world and a broader set of concerns related to the environment within Japan as well.

Current Post-Growth Japan and the Case of Climate Change


The 2000s and 2010s mark the next phase of Japanese environmental politics in which some of the contradictions and tensions in environmental policies and politics from the 1990s came to the surface. Japan continued to experience a long stretch of slow growth in the 2000s and 2010s, and there has been less diplomatic attention placed on the environment as Japan’s main global contribution. Environmental ODA has nonetheless remained generous and is still among the highest in the OECD as a percentage of total bilateral aid. Japan has continued to use global venues to champion environmental causes and show leadership, such as the Minamata Convention on Mercury, the Nagoya Protocol on Access to Genetic Resources, and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (Schreurs 2018; UN Environment 2017; Interview 2019).2 But the realities of close to three decades of slow economic growth and unexpected challenges such as the 2011 tsunami and nuclear plant disaster in Fukushima have produced a more muddled political landscape for Japan’s environmental politics in the twenty-first century. While some of the trends of previous periods have continued, there is more diversity among actors and how they are responding to environmental challenges.

Roughly speaking, one can divide the current period into two phases. First, for the starting decade of the 2000s, the general trends of the 1990s continued and the environment was a topic of strong public interest. ENGOs and other actors started to gain more political openings and representation in the political process. As legal restrictions on formation and taxation of nonprofit organizations were liberalized in 1998 and the early 2000s, there were hopes for the emergence of a stronger NGO sector, both in general and in the area of the environment. While business retained strong representation through METI, other ministries, and the LDP, shifts in the domestic political opportunity structure with the rise of the opposition Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) provided new spaces for promoting environmental agendas, especially when the DPJ came to power in 2009. This period of openings of the 2000s was transformed with the March 2011 (3/11) tsunami and nuclear disaster in Fukushima and the fall of the DPJ. Since 2011, Japan entered a new phase. With the re-election of the LDP and start of Prime Minister Shinzō Abe’s long tenure, the emphasis on economic growth has become the government’s main theme, and the issue of the environment—while still present—has become more complicated politically. China and other external sources of pollution are increasingly seen as responsible for global environmental problems, and the public is now more skeptical about both the government and how to respond to environmental problems. At the same time, some global trends continue to matter, with nonstate and subnational actors acting on their own separately from the national government to push for more ambitious environmental policies. It is a more muddled period that reflects both the economic challenges Japan is facing domestically and the undeniable reality that Japan continues to be deeply connected with the global political economy and global norms.

Japan’s Evolving Climate Change Policy


The case of Japan’s evolving climate change policy is a good one to explore the underlying factors that have shaped Japan’s global environmental policies in the current phase. In the area of climate change, Japan has been characterized as a laggard (1980s) that became a leader (late 1990s–early 2000s) and is now a laggard once again (Broadbent 2002; Incerti and Lipscy 2018; Kolmas 2017). This narrative summarizes the rise and fall of Japan’s key role in supporting international climate change negotiations. After having less ambitious goals for greenhouse gas emissions (GHGE) in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Japan came into the international spotlight at the COP3 conference in Kyoto in 1997 and the COP6 and COP7 conferences in Bonn and Marrakech in 2001, due to its crucial role in the completion and ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, only to once again be seen as a laggard due to its less ambitious targets and policies for the Paris Agreement of 2015 (Broadbent 2002; Kameyama 2017; Schreurs 2002). COP3 and the successful ratification of the Kyoto Protocol in 2001 were cases when international pressures and the national pride of hosting COP3 led to surprisingly ambitious commitments from Japan, which entailed last minute interventions by the prime minister (Broadbent 2002; Kameyama 2017; Tiberghien and Schreurs 2007). GHGE targets have been determined by the party in power, which has mainly been the LDP, maneuvering between global and national considerations rather than bureaucratic dominance (Kameyama 2017).

In terms of actual substance and implementation of policies to reach GHGE goals, however, the Japanese government’s climate change policy has not changed much in practice. Policies have consistently protected and promoted Japanese industry and have failed to bring down emissions. In contrast, nonstate and subnational actors have started play a more independent and at times assertive role, although ENGOs experienced political and internal setbacks in the wake of 3/11. Nonstate and subnational government actors provide a bottom-up connection to global norms and alternatives to the central government’s overriding focus on economic growth.

Policies: GHGE Targets


In terms of climate change policies, many observers have been critical of Japan’s lack of leadership in its GHGE reduction targets and its slow progress in reducing emissions (Incerti and Lipscy 2018; Kolmas 2017). Although Japan played a key diplomatic role at the COP3 conference in Kyoto in 1997 by agreeing to reduce its GHGE by 6 percent of 1990 emission levels, it successfully bargained in 2001 to allow for a 3.8 percent credit from emission sequestration by land use, land-change use, and forestry, in addition to potential reduction credits using the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), which allows countries to get emission credits when they aid developing countries with GHGE reductions (Kameyama 2017; Morishima 2003; Tiberghien and Schreurs 2007). While Japan’s ratification of the Kyoto Protocol in 2002 was essential for the continuation of the agreement, because of these credits, Japan’s GHGE reduction targets were in practice potentially less than half of the 6 percent target originally pledged in 1997, and some criticized Japan for not being more ambitious (Hattori 2018; Kameyama 2008). In 2010, Japan withdrew from the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol, again raising criticisms (Incerti and Lipscy 2018). Japan’s self-determined targets for the Paris Agreement are a reduction of 26 percent of GHGE relative to 2013 levels by 2030, and 80 percent reduction by 2050. The 2030 goal was seen by some as deceptive, since it uses 2013 as a base year, thereby making it look larger than if 1990 levels were used.3 Overall, Japanese officials and business are happier with the Paris Agreement than they were with the Kyoto Protocol, since the former includes both industrialized and developing countries, and the latter was seen as unfair because both the United States and China—the major producers of GHGE—did not participate (Hattori 2018; Interviews 2019).

The Japanese government has defended its targets and use of credits as the most realistic goals, given Japan’s energy mix, its economic challenges, and the capacity of Japanese business (Hattori 2018; Kameyama 2017; Interviews 2019). While aware of the science of climate change, officials at METI do not see Japan’s own GHGEs as significant contributors to climate change, and claim that Japan is not given enough acknowledgement for the energy efficiency it achieved in previous periods, as well as how additional efficiencies will be harder to obtain (Interview 2019). Japan currently represents around 3 percent of global GHGE and is the fifth-largest GHG emitter in the world.4 Although Japan is highly energy efficient, it has lost its previous global lead and several European countries (e.g., Germany, Italy, France, UK) are at similar or higher levels of efficiency.5 Japan has also consistently emphasized the importance of GHGE reductions in developing countries, which collectively make up a higher total percentage of GHGE, and whose emissions will continue to increase in the future (Interviews 2019). Although there is nothing factually incorrect with these views, most critics see this position as a laggard one in terms of global leadership (Kameyama 2017; Interviews 2019).

Implementation


Until now, national policies to achieve GHGE goals have not been very successful, although there have been some notable drops in emission levels in recent years. Not taking into account the various allowable credits it has had to use, Japan did not achieve its Kyoto Protocol 6 percent target during the 2008–2012 commitment period, and for most of the 1990s and early 2010s Japan’s GHGEs increased relative to 1990 levels (see Figure 31.1). Although emissions have gone down since 2013, as of 2017 they were still higher than the 1990s levels. This is not entirely surprising, given the fact that implementation has consistently had a demand-side focus that prioritizes economic growth, relies on voluntary actions, and avoids supply-side regulatory approaches. As described by both METI and Japanese industry, Japan’s approach to implementation is “bottom-up” and done through business-led voluntary targets that are seen as more realistic in terms of concrete results in reducing emissions (Kaneyama 2017; Interviews 2019).
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figure 31.1. Japan’s greenhouse emissions, 1990–2017.

Source: OECD statistics, at https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=AIR_GHG#. These figures do not include credits for land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF).





The issue of Japan’s energy mix is at the center of many criticisms of Japan’s climate change policies, and is a central problem that has become all the more challenging since the 3/11 nuclear disaster in Fukushima. Energy is a tough puzzle for Japanese policymakers, since it is the largest contributor to GHGE and Japan’s initial plans for reducing emissions in the 1990s and 2000s relied on aggressively developing nuclear energy. The nuclear accidents of 3/11 largely disrupted that plan, and with the shutdown of many nuclear energy power plants since 2011, Japan’s reliance on fossil fuels has increased from 64 percent to 84 percent (Aldrich, Lipscy, and McCarthy. 2019). Given the Japanese public’s continuing resistance to the idea of restarting and expanding nuclear power plants, it will take a lot of innovation in other energy areas for Japan to significantly lower GHGEs. In the meantime, METI has promoted the development of coal-fired power plants, both in Japan and overseas, which has been sharply criticized as moving backward and has contributed to Japan’s poor ranking in various global indexes related to climate change policies (Aldrich, et al. 2019; Cassegård 2017; Incerti and Lipscy 2018; Interviews 2019). While renewables are forecasted to provide an increasing percentage of energy needs in the future and have been strongly advocated by MoE, incentives for renewables were eliminated when the DPJ fell from power; in 2016 a feed-in tariff scheme put in place after the 3/11 accident to promote renewables was sharply scaled back in response to industry complaints about rising electricity costs and to protect utilities (Aldrich et al. 2019; Incerti and Lipscy 2018; Kameyama 2017; Interviews 2019). Under Abe, METI continued to push nuclear energy as an important energy source for reaching GHGE targets, although the percentage of nuclear energy currently remains very low. Energy sources will remain a central issue, and METI officials claim that energy-related problems may prevent Japan from reaching its current 2030 emission reduction target (Interview 2019).

Although there was a short period under the DPJ in 2009–2011 when MoE had some policy victories, overall METI has won over MoE when it comes to policy implementation. MoE’s efforts at carbon taxes and carbon trading have been hampered by industry and METI concerns that business will be harmed, resulting in one of lowest carbon taxes in the world (Aldrich et al. 2019; Interviews 2019) and a voluntary emissions trade scheme that is seen as largely ineffective because Japan’s largest GHGE emitters refuse to participate (Rudolph 2018). Compared with successes in Europe with various carbon-focused policies, Japan is often seen as lagging and overly beholden to industry demands.

The area in which MoE and METI have not clashed is the funding of environmental projects overseas to offset Japan’s GHGE. The 2000s–2010s marked a clear shift toward a larger portion of environmental ODA devoted to climate change. ODA has continued to support the commercial and diplomatic goals of green aid, but with a new twist of also supporting CDM programs to achieve Japan’s GHGE reduction goals. Climate change aid appeared in the late 1990s following COP3, and rapidly increased in the late 2000s and 2010s, with periodic announcements of new initiatives and pledges of funding, such as Prime Minister Fukuda’s $10 billion Cool Earth Partnership Fund in 2008 for mitigation and adaptation efforts in developing countries, and Prime Minister Abe’s pledge in 2015 at COP21 of $10 billion in public and private financing for climate change projects in developing countries (Kameyama 2017, 156; Schreurs 2018, 82). Figure 31.2 shows the rising amount of environmental ODA allocated to climate-change-related foreign aid projects and programs. Japan now devotes billions of dollars a year to climate-change-related programs, and its percentage of both environmental ODA (48 percent) and aid focused on climate change (45.5 percent) were well above the OECD averages in 20166 (OECD 2018).
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Figure 31.2. Japanese environmental ODA, 2002–2016, US$ million.

Sources: OECD 2011, 2018.





Coupled with METI programs that support the national development of emissions reductions technologies, such as the Cool Earth-Innovator Energy Technology Program (Schreurs 2018), Japan’s ODA approach to climate change is one that hits three sweet spots that supports (1) the reduction of developing country GHGEs, (2) the reduction of Japan’s GHGEs (via CDM) for its global targets, and (3) the promotion of Japanese technology exports and Japanese competitiveness in new innovative technology. Largely implemented by Japanese firms, subnational governments, and other Japanese actors, the programs clearly promote the diffusion of Japanese products and technologies (Interviews 2019). For example, unhappy with the UN’s system, Japan has developed its own CDM program called the Joint Crediting Mechanism (JCM), which provides funding for emissions reduction projects overseas; GHGE credits produced are shared by Japan and the host developing country. Projects are proposed and implemented by Japanese companies and organizations with local partners, and there are currently 147 projects in sixteen countries (as of December 2020).7

Japanese Industry and Business


As noted above, Japanese business has always played a key role, directly or indirectly, in climate change policy and implementation in Japan. Unhappy about Japan’s 6 percent GHGE reduction target under the Kyoto Protocol, Japanese business became more assertive in the 2000s–2010s in advocating its climate change position (Kameyama 2017). Representatives from industry dominate and/or are well represented on METI’s and MoE’s advisory committees for climate change policies, which, combined with easy access to top LDP politicians, has given them considerable policy influence since the 2000s (Sofer 2016). This has been most pronounced under Prime Minister Abe since 2012, whose appointed environment minister removed an environmental NGO from MoE’s advisory Central Environment Council to make it more business-friendly (Sofer 2016). Under Abe, business and Keidanren have been important contributors to determining how global goals are translated into national policies (Interviews 2019).

Japanese industry no longer speaks with one voice on climate change, however, and since 2010 a split between energy-intensive industries and more internationally oriented companies has become more pronounced. Cement, steel, utilities, and other energy-intensive industries are seen as the GHGE laggards that drive Keidanren’s and METI’s overall positions on climate change policy (Kameyama 2017; Interviews 2019). In contrast, leading Japanese global firms, as they have participated in international forums and come into contact with American and European companies active in climate issues, have started to alter their public positions on climate policy and advocate more ambitious goals for Japan and for themselves. For example, the Japan Climate Leaders’ Partnership (JCLP), a coalition set up in 2008 that currently has 119 corporate members, criticized Japan’s 2030 target for GHGE reduction when it was announced in 2015 and called for a higher target of at least 30 percent GHGE reductions at 1990 levels (JCLP 2015; Interview 2019). In 2018, JCLP called for more concrete government policies to reach the more ambitious 2050 targets of 80 percent and to strive to reach the higher goal of zero emissions (JCLP 2018).

Japanese corporations following international trends have started to see business opportunities in climate change, as well as reputational risks in falling behind their global peers if they fail to adapt (Interviews 2019). Japanese companies have joined RE100, an international initiative launched in New York in 2014 by INGOs and the UN, through which corporations pledge to use renewable energy for 100 percent of their electricity by a self-designated year.8 They have joined the Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi), organized by INGOs with the support of corporate sustainability experts, and are setting and committing to science-based targets for GHGE reductions. In response, the Japanese government has started to promote these initiatives, with MoE and METI offering grants, guidance, and funding for companies and ENGOs to participate in RE100 and SBTi (METI 2019; Interviews 2019). Finance and investment have also been affected, and Japanese banks, insurance companies, and investment-related firms are part of new global initiatives such as the Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), an international financial industry–led effort to develop corporate financial risk disclosures related to climate change. While the number of Japanese firms participating in these programs is relatively small, their participation represents a shift in Japan’s business community approach to climate change and an example of how global norms and trends are making their way into Japan through global business elite.

NGOs, Subnational Governments, and Other Nonstate Actors


Similar trends can be found among NGOs, local governments and other actors who have decided that the Japanese government is not doing enough to address climate change and who object to government policies such as the construction of new coal-fired power plants. As the Japanese government has excluded civil society from policymaking related to climate change in recent years, these actors have been focusing on other ways to promote action on climate change.

For the handful of nationally active NGOs in Japan that have focused on climate change and tried to influence policies, the 2000s–2010s were a challenging period. After a swelling of new interest and growth of new Japanese ENGOs with a general interest in climate change but little NGO policy influence during COP3 in Kyoto in 1997, in the early 2000s a small core group of NGOs emerged as voices for more ambitious climate change policies in Japan (Kameyama 2017). During the early 2000s through the 2008 G8 Summit hosted by Japan, policy-focused ENGOs such as Kiko Forum and WWF-Japan were able to gain some small avenues of access to the political process and lobby for climate change policies, although ultimately the end results were disappointing (Interviews 2019). After the 3/11 Fukushima nuclear accident, ENGOs entered a difficult period of internal divisions and marginalization from the policy process once Abe came back to power in late 2012. In terms of internal divisions, organizers of large anti–nuclear power protests after 3/11 adopted anti–climate change positions and accused climate change ENGOs of promoting nuclear energy (Cassegård 2018). Anti–nuclear power activists linked climate change policies with government policies promoting nuclear energy, and in fact the Japanese government had heavily promoted nuclear energy as a solution to climate change. Among the many new ENGOs that sprouted up in the 1990s and 2000s were organizations set up by former government officials using government subsidies who had promoted nuclear energy and/or were reticent about nuclear policies after 3/11 (Dreiling, Lougee, and Nakamura 2017). For the core group of advocacy ENGOs who had been active in pushing for more ambitious climate change policies, however, these were harsh accusations, since most of them were not pro-nuclear and had never held such positions (Interviews 2019). Post-3/11 politics and the anti–nuclear energy movement in Japan produced a schism that made it harder for climate change ENGOs to tap into a larger environmental movement in Japan (Interviews 2019). It also became harder after 3/11 for ENGOs to appeal to the public in general, with many Japanese less interested in climate change and more concerned about energy security (Sofer 2016).

Since 2015, ENGOs have focused more on projects and advocacy related to implementation and reduction of GHGEs. With Japan’s GHGE targets now set, NGOs have been active in organizing local movements against coal-fired power plants, promoting alternative energy, and putting pressure on business (Interviews 2019). With support from their global partners, for example, Greenpeace Japan, JACSES, and other advocacy ENGOs have organized campaigns on financing related to climate risks and have pressured large Japanese banks and the Japanese government to stop funding coal power plants overseas (Interviews 2019). Establishment insider NGOs such as WWF-Japan have worked behind the scenes to promote RE100 and SBT with their corporate partners and view these programs as among their biggest success stories (Interviews 2019). WWF-Japan has hosted a media “school” to train Japanese journalists on climate change politics, providing them with information separate from the Japanese government and press club system. According to one study, this program has led to more fact-based reporting, less reliance on government sources of information, and more critical coverage of Japan’s climate change policies (Konishi 2018).

Local governments have been active in promoting climate change policies as designated local implementers of nationwide efforts and through their own proactive initiatives (Hasegawa 2010; Kameyama 2017). The most dramatic example of the latter is the Tokyo Metropolitan Government’s successful cap-and-trade CO2 emission reduction scheme, which sets mandatory emissions reduction targets for large buildings in Tokyo. Started as a voluntary program in the 2000s, the program became mandatory in 2010 and led to emission reductions of 23 percent by the end of FY 2013 (Roppongi, Suwa, Puppim de Oliveira 2016). It is linked to a similar emissions trading system in neighboring Saitama prefecture and seen as one of the most promising government efforts in Japan (Rudolph 2018). A number of local governments have gone beyond national targets for renewable energy and have committed to zero emissions (Hasegawa 2010)

Such efforts by nonstate actors and local governments separate from the central government have recently come together as an emerging movement with the formation of the Japan Climate Initiative (JCI). Launched in 2018, JCI is a multisectoral coalition of Japanese companies, local governments, NGOs, and other civil society actors who want to show their commitment to climate change action beyond the central government’s policies and efforts. It is a “bottom up” effort at climate change that currently includes more than four hundred organizations, with new members joining every month since it was first set up (JCI 2019). While still a new coalition, it has been active both nationally and internationally as a platform for sharing information on climate change initiatives by nonstate actors, and for promoting more ambitious official climate change policies.9

Conclusion


To conclude and return to this handbook’s theme of evaluating democracy in postwar Japan, the environment is a policy area in which the interests and concerns of Japanese industry have been well represented and are never far from the minds of government officials and the LDP. Over the years, the Japanese state has worked closely with business to support industry’s responses to changing demands and challenges related to the environment, starting first with local pollution issues in the 1970s and 1980s, and then expanding to transnational, regional, and global environmental issues. While less prominent, civil society has also played a key role at critical junctures as an important check on environmental excesses and injustices through protest, engagement at the local level and transnational partnerships that put outside pressure on both corporations and the central government to change practices and policies. NGOs, citizens, and social movements have become influential in certain areas in more recent years, but they still lack the national organizational infrastructure and political power to win decisive policy battles and contribute to policymaking in a consistent and coherent way.

Given Japan’s long-standing focus on business and the economy, in many ways Japan’s potential as a global leader in the area of the environment will depend on the ability of Japanese industry and science to adapt, innovate, and diffuse new green technologies and products. Such developments will require significant state support, such as generous funding for research and development and infrastructure for green tech; proactive support of renewable energy, especially in cutting-edge areas like hydrogen and in underdeveloped areas with high potential in Japan such as geothermal energy; and policies that facilitate more sustainable consumption patterns by both producers and consumers. Leading Japanese firms appear to be aware that in order to not fall behind their peers in Europe and North America, they will have to embrace low carbon strategies and develop globally competitive green innovations. How well they do in this area and how their success is connected with Japan’s larger domestic and global environmental policies will determine Japan’s future leadership role in this pressing policy area.




Notes


1. For years prior to 2001, I will refer in this chapter to the predecessor institutions for these two ministries: the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) and the Environment Agency (EA).


2. The Nagoya Protocol is a supplementary agreement to the Convention on Biodiversity. Japan supports developing countries in implementing both the Minamata Convention and the Nagoya Protocol through special funds that provide financial and technical aid. The Sendai Framework includes responses to environmental disasters, including responses to climate change. Japan has hosted the World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction since 1994, has played a big diplomatic role in this UN initiative, and has devoted ODA to support developing countries prepare for managing disasters.


3. The year 2013 was chosen because it was a year of higher GHGE. Japan’s 2030 emission reduction goal of 26 percent at 2013 levels is equivalent to an 18 percent reduction of emissions at the 1990 level. While this is better than the United States, it is much lower than the EU, whose target for 2030 is the equivalent of 40 percent emission reductions at the 1990 level. Source: METI handout given to author, July 2019.


4. For most recent data, see the International Energy Agency’s Atlas of Energy, available online at http://energyatlas.iea.org/#!/tellmap/1378539487 (accessed on 9/16/2019). The top five are China (28 percent), the United States (14 percent), India (7 percent), Russia (5 percent) and Japan (3 percent). If one includes the EU as a whole, it would rank 3rd (10 percent).


5. There are several data sources that indicate this for most years in the 2010s, such as data on energy balances from the International Energy Agency and rankings done by the American Council for an Energy Efficient Economy. Overall, the EU is ahead as a region.


6. The OECD averages in 2016 were 33 percent of total aid allocated for the environment and 25.7 percent of total aid allocated for climate change. See OECD 2018, 349.


7. The JCM website provides extensive data on the projects. For a handout on all projects FY 2013–2019, go to http://gec.jp/jcm/en/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/190903map_en.pdf. Rudolph (2018) argues that since JCM has not generated a lot of GHGE credits, many see it as primarily commercial in its goals.


8. Japanese corporations that have made RE100 pledges include Aeon, Fujitsu, Konica Minolta, Marui Group, Nomura Research Institute, Panasonic, Ricoh, Sekisui House, Sony, and Takashimaya, among others. See the RE100 website for companies and their pledges: http://there100.org/companies.


9. JCI takes some inspiration from the “We Are Still In” movement in the United States, a coalition of nonstate actors and local governments that formed in 2017 after President Donald Trump announced that the United States would no longer be part of the Paris Agreement. It collaborates with these kinds of movements, especially at international conferences (Interviews 2019).
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Chapter 32

 Japan and Economic Regionalism in Asia


Hidetaka Yoshimatsu




Japan has been a major economic power in Asia since the 1960s. Not only has Japan sustained economic growth and the industrial upgrading of Asian countries through trade, investment, and foreign aid, it has also engaged deeply in the development of economic regionalism. While Japan’s regional position gradually waned, largely because of the economic growth of other countries, particularly China, it still maintains a significant influence on the development of international relations, including economic regionalism in Asia.

Japan has made an important contribution to the development of regionalism in Asia. It has been a major supporter of initiatives by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in forming regional institutions such as the ASEAN Plus Three (ASEAN+3), ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and East Asia Summit (EAS). Beyond this role, Tokyo took the lead in the development of regional institutions such as the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), or regional concepts such as an East Asian community and the Free and Open Indo-Pacific. Given that Japanese diplomacy has stressed economic affairs rather than security issues due to constraints from the peace constitution, its engagement in economic regionalism has been of particular importance.

After the second Abe administration came to power in December 2012, Japan became deeply engaged in the development of regional affairs in Asia, which is typically shown in its commitments to regional free trade agreements (FTAs). The administration presented a “proactive contribution to peace,” as a key diplomatic ideal, which has had a crucial influence on Japan’s foreign economic policy and its engagement in economic regionalism. Unlike previous administrations, the Abe administration lasted for more than seven years, which contributed to formulating cohesive and strategic foreign policies, including those for economic regionalism in Asia.

This chapter seeks to address two research questions regarding Japan’s engagement in economic regionalism and regional institutions for managing economic affairs in Asia. The first is how Japan has committed to the development of regional institutions for managing economic affairs. There are quite a few studies regarding the building, development, and essence of multilateral institutions in Asia (e.g., Haggard 2013; Macintyre and Ravenhill 2013; Pekkanen 2016a; Pempel 2010; Yeo 2019; Yoshimatsu 2014). These studies have examined the development of regional institutions in Asia through the perspective of historical institutionalism (Yeo 2019; Yoshimatsu 2014), or elucidated driving forces for institutional evolutions and designs (Macintyre and Ravenhill 2013, Pekkanen 2016a).

This chapter examines the development of Japan’s involvement in economic regionalism in Asia by taking note of particular features of regional institutions in Asia. In this regard, it pays attention to past research on the categorization of regional institutions. According to Pekkanen (2016b), all principal institutions are categorized into four types in terms of hard/soft and formal/informal. While the hard/soft formula is related to underlying legal rules with degrees of precision, obligation, and delegation, the formal/informal one is relevant to underlying organizational structure in terms of centralization and control as well as the degree of flexibility (Pekkanen 2016b, 12–14). The major trade-related institutions in the Asia-Pacific are classified into four categories: hard and formal (TPP), hard and informal (FTAs), soft and formal (APEC), and soft and informal (ASEAN+3 and RCEP) (Aggarwal and Koo 2016, 44). The multilateral institutions that promote regional cooperation in functional policy areas have developed under the framework of the ASEAN+3, which was positioned as the main vehicle for achieving the goal of realizing an East Asian community. Such functional institutions developed in various fields, such as finance, rice reserve, connectivity, the environment, and so on. This study seeks to elucidate Japan’s engagement in the creation and development of various kinds of regional institutions, and to articulate major features in the engagement.

The second question is: What factors have driven Japan to make commitments to economic regionalism in Asia? In addressing this question, this chapter takes into account three analytical angles. The first concerns geopolitical factors at the systemic level. In the anarchical international system where states are destined to protect themselves with their own power, international politics is dominated by great powers that hold greater capabilities and thereby retain a higher position in the international system (Waltz 1979). Smaller states are forced to formulate delicate strategies to maintain their national interests in great power politics, and the period of power transition is particularly important for such strategies (Kuik 2016). Japan’s regional strategies have been influenced by complicated regional politics in general, and by great power politics in particular. Japan is particularly required to formulate discreet and careful diplomatic strategies in a period of power transition. Such a requirement is likely to urge Tokyo to make insightful commitments to developing regional institutions for economic regionalism by taking into account the evolution of great power politics.

The second is related to policy formation through interest coordination at the domestic political level. Under constraints from the systemic level, states often exhibit different policy preferences for external policies and relations, or the state sometimes adopt diverse foreign policies in different policy fields or issue areas. Such phenomena could be explained by policy formation at a state’s domestic political level. In the domestic political system, societal actors have strong influence on the formation of public policies by providing policymakers with political resources and necessary information (Milner 1997; Moravcsik 1997; Schirm 2013). The political leaders of Japan, a democratic nation, pay due attention to responding to major concerns and interests of electoral and other audiences in society in formulating public policies. Requests from key societal actors impinge on the government’s commitments to economic regionalism, and political leaders are likely to show leadership in responding positively to such requests.

The third is related to ideational factors. Political leaders seek to make particular policies and programs acceptable by employing frames, which are defined as “persuasive devices used to ‘fix meanings, organize experience, alert others that their interests and possibly their identities are at stake, and propose solutions to ongoing problems’” (Barnett 1999, 25, cited in Payne 2001, 39). Political leaders strategically craft a new frame and advertise it to the external world in order to legitimize specific policies and programs, change people’s perceptions of problems or issues, and thereby attain desired policy ends (Campbell 2002, 26–28). Given diminished material resources, which is typically shown in declining economic power and reduced provision of foreign aid, Japan is likely to compensate for declining material capabilities by employing ideational factors; namely, it creates a new strategic frame, advertises it to the external world, and makes policies and programs integrated under its banner.

The following section reviews Japan’s involvement in the development of economic regionalism in Asia, followed by a section that investigates key drivers that propel Japan’s commitments to economic regionalism from international, domestic, and ideational standpoints. The concluding section summarizes the findings of the chapter and looks at future prospects.

Japan’s Role in the Evolution of Economic Regionalism in Asia


Since the late 1980s, Japan has committed to various kinds of regional institutions that helped to promote economic regionalism in the Asia-Pacific region. A representative institution that Japan played a leadership role in creating is the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). APEC was founded as the first intergovernmental institution for managing economic affairs in the Asia-Pacific, and it has functioned as a principal vehicle for economic dialogues among the member countries through ministerial meetings, senior officials’ meetings, and working groups. While its foundation meeting was held in Canberra, Australia, Japan’s Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI, now the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, or METI) played a critical role in collecting an accord on its creation from possible members (Funabashi 1995). MITI’s initiative derived from its realization that the Japanese government needed a reginal trade strategy as other advanced economies moved toward that direction (Katada 2020, 92).

Japan has led the development of economic regionalism through support for functional institutions under the ASEAN+3 framework. In the financial field, in 2000 ASEAN+3 members launched the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), a network of bilateral swap agreements to provide liquidity support for a crisis-stricken member. They then developed the CMI into the CMI multilateralization (CMIM) with the establishment of the ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) in Singapore as an international organization for regional financial surveillance (Grimes 2011). Japan undertook informal negotiations on the establishment on the CMI in order to gain explicit support from the United States as well as other East Asian countries. It was particularly sensitive to relations with Washington because its previous proposal on the Asian Monetary Fund was shot down by US opposition. The difficult issue of contribution quotas to the CMIM was also settled through a skillful compromise that Japan and China would contribute 32 percent each, though China’s share included 3.5 percent from Hong Kong (Rathus 2011, 114). Compared with other functional institutions in the Asia-Pacific, the CMIM has a hard-type nature, because the member governments are obligated to meet conditions before voting for a swap request, and to comply with covenants such as the submission of periodical surveillance reports.

The ASEAN+3 members wanted the establishment of a full-fledged regional institution for rice reserves in order to enhance food security and tackle poverty problems in rural areas. Through discussions at the ASEAN+3 Ministers on Agriculture and Forestry (AMAF+3) meetings, the East Asia Emergency Rice Reserve (EAERR) was introduced as a pilot project for reserving rice for an emergency. The EAERR pilot project was implemented for six years, beginning in April 2004, and in 2012 the ASEAN+3 Emergency Rice Reserve (APTERR) was launched on the basis of EAERR experiences (Belesky 2014). Japan led the development of institutional frameworks for rice reserves. After AMAF+3 agreed on a study of a regional rice reserve system in October 2001, Japan offered funds for the pilot project designed to explore the feasibility of a rice reserve system. Japan’s financial and technical support paved the way for the creation of the APTERR (Yoshimatsu 2014, chap. 5).

In parallel to the ASEAN+3, the EAS was created in 2005 among ASEAN+3 members plus Australia, New Zealand, and India as a regional forum to discuss political, security, and economic issues in East Asia. The EAS developed into an eighteen-member institution in 2011 by adding the United States and Russia as new members. The EAS has gradually grown into a significant forum where leaders frankly exchange views centered on political and security areas. Japan has been a key player that has propelled the development of the EAS, offering proposals such as the Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement in East Asia (CEPEA) and the Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA).

Asian economic regionalism in the 2000s was promoted particularly by the formation of free trade agreements (FTAs). The formation of an FTA in East Asia began with the 1992 ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) program, which developed into the creation of the ASEAN Economic Community in 2015. Japan initiated the formation of bilateral FTA networks in East Asia by signing the Japan-Singapore Economic Partnership Agreement (JSEPA) in January 2002. Afterward, Japan expanded bilateral FTA networks with ASEAN members, concluding FTAs with Malaysia in December 2005, with Thailand in April 2007, and with Indonesia in August 2007. In addition to intra-East Asia FTAs, Japan committed to the development of so-called cross-regionalism, which covers several countries from different regions, by concluding the Japan-Mexico FTA in September 2004 and the Japan-Chile FTA in March 2007 (Solís and Katada 2007). A significant achievement in cross-regional FTAs is the Japan-EU FTA, one of the key mega-FTAs, which came into force in February 2019, followed by the Japan-US FTA, which came into effect in January 2020.

Japan played a prominent role in the development of FTA formation covering broader areas in the Asia-Pacific. This was the case in the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The formal negotiations on the TPP began among eight members in March 2010, and Japan joined negotiations as the twelfth member in July 2013. Although Japan was the last participant in TPP negotiations, it played a meaningful role in propelling negotiations on controversial issue areas. For instance, Japan sought to help to advance negotiations on intellectual property rules, which deliberated on difficult issues such as generic drugs, the period of copyright protection, and geographical indication, by assuming the chair of a working group and hosting an emergency meeting on this issue. Overall, Japan sustained the US leadership leading to the successful conclusion of negotiations on the TPP by making necessary concessions in the domestic agricultural sector and settling difficult negotiation agendas such as the rule of origins on automobiles (Terada 2019, 1052–1055). The twelve TPP members reached an agreement in principle in October 2015, and the TPP was signed on February 4, 2016. The Japanese Diet approved the TPP agreement in December 2016 and passed the related legislation, making Japan the first signatory to notify the completion of domestic procedures.

After the US Trump administration withdrew from the TPP in January 2017, Japan took the lead in wrapping up negotiations among the remaining eleven members. In May 2017, trade ministers of the remaining countries reaffirmed the balanced outcome and strategic and economic significance of the TPP at a meeting in Hanoi, Vietnam. They tasked senior officials to launch a process to assess options to bring the agreement into force and to complete this process at an APEC summit meeting in early November. In subsequent negotiations, Japan exhibited a discernible leadership role. Indeed, domestic agricultural groups demanded the revision of promises on market access, which were made in negotiations with the United States. However, the government kept the stance not to revise market access, since revisions on market access would lead to similar demands in service trade, investment, government procurement, and so on. Japan’s persistence was highly evaluated by other members (Shinoda 2018, 215). Following the ministerial meeting in May 2017, the first senior officials’ meeting took place at Hakone, Japan, in mid-July. As was planned, the eleven members agreed on the core elements of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) at a ministerial meeting in Vietnam in November. In the negotiation process, Japan’s presence was undoubtedly prominent, hosting three out of the four senior officials’ meetings, between two ministerial meetings in Vietnam in May and November. Japan led other members to produce a high-standard trade pact in a swift manner, seeking to have as few frozen clauses as possible. Eventually, the CPTPP maintained the original text except for twenty-two frozen provisions, eleven of which were relevant to intellectual property protection.

In parallel to talks on the TPP, East Asian countries proceeded with negotiations on another regional FTA. In November 2011, sixteen member nations—the EAS members—agreed to launch negotiations on an East Asia–wide FTA known as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), and its first round of negotiations took place in May 2013. The negotiations faced great difficulty, largely because of significant diversities among the sixteen members in terms of economic size and the level of industrialization. The developing members sought to avoid market openings through high-level tariff reductions in order to protect their weak industrial sectors. After the completion of negotiations on the CPTPP, Japan began to show more leadership in the RCEP. In early July 2018, Japan, in collaboration with the 2018 ASEAN chair Singapore, hosted the fifth RCEP intersessional ministerial meeting in Tokyo, the first gathering held at a non-ASEAN member country.

Importantly, the Japanese government, in engaging in negotiations on FTAs, adhered to high-standard trade rules. The high-standard rules, which aimed at realizing trade and investment liberalization in a wide range of sectors and adopting obligatory rules with a broad coverage of policy areas, extended to various policy areas, such as investment, electronic commerce, intellectual property protection, regulatory coherence and transparency, and state-owned enterprises. The government made efforts to maintain the high-standard nature achieved in the TPP in negotiations on the CPTPP. Moreover, Japan, in collaboration with other CPTPP members, sought to transfer high-standard clauses achieved in the CPTPP to the RCEP.

In infrastructure investment, ASEAN members exhibited a strong interest in advancing physical connectivity in Southeast Asia. In October 2009, ASEAN leaders adopted the Statement on ASEAN Connectivity at the fifteenth summit, which led to an agreement on the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity (MPAC) one year later. The plan aimed to suggest the building of the ASEAN Community by assisting deeper intra-regional economic linkages and people-to-people interactions. Japan has sustained the development of ASEAN Connectivity. The Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA), which was founded under the Japanese initiative, suggested the three connectivity dimensions of physical, institutional, and people-to-people as a basic concept for the MPAC (Nishimura 2014, 108). The Japanese government quickly announced support for the MPAC through thirty-three flagship projects under the “Formation of the Vital Artery for East-West and Southern Economic Corridor” and the “Maritime Economic Corridor” for enhancing ASEAN Connectivity. Moreover, Prime Minister Abe launched the Partnership for Quality Infrastructure (PQI) in May 2015. In this new initiative, the Japanese government promised to provide US$110 billion for quality infrastructure investment in Asia from 2016 to 2020. On the sidelines of the Group of Seven (G7) Ise-Shima Summit in May 2016, the government announced the Expanded Partnership for Quality Infrastructure. In this initiative, the government swore to provide US$200 billion from 2017 to 2021 to be allocated to infrastructure projects in wider fields such as natural resources and hospitals. In order to substantiate commitments to quality infrastructure, the Japanese government promoted collaboration with the Asian Development Bank (ADB). The Japanese government assisted the bank in establishing a trust fund to promote the integration of high-level technology and innovative solutions as a part of quality infrastructure.

In summary, Japan has maintained a key position in developing regional institutions for managing economic affairs in Asia. This is demonstrated in its representation in the creation of APEC, functional institutions under the ASEAN+3 framework and trade-related institutions, as well as commitments to infrastructure investment. In this process, Japan has paid growing attention to hard-type regional institutions such as the CMIM. Compared with other institutions, FTAs hold hard nature in terms of underlying legal rules. Even in this case, Japan sought to expand the scope of legal rules by sticking to the idea of incorporating WTO-plus trade rules into the CPTPP and transferring major trade rules achieved in the CPTPP to the RCEP. Furthermore, Japan’s presence in economic regionalism has been highly enhanced through the formation of bilateral FTAs with the EU and the United States, its leadership role in the CPTPP, and significant prominence in infrastructure investment. This result was prominent given that Japan’s ratio in the world gross domestic product (GDP) declined from 17.6 percent in 1995, to 8.5 percent in 2010, and to 5.7 percent in 2018. Thus, Japan has played a pivotal role in developing regional institutions for economic regionalism in Asia, taking note of the value of hard-type institutions represented by FTAs.

Drivers of Japan’s Engagement in Economic Regionalism


The previous section overviewed Japan’s external economic strategies and its role in developing institutions for economic regionalism in Asia. Japan’s foreign economic policies and concrete engagements in multilateral institutions in Asia have been influenced by various forces and elements that function at the international and domestic levels. In this section, such forces and elements are examined in terms of geopolitical concerns, domestic policy formation, and the use of a strategic frame.

Geopolitical Forces


In the 2010s, there were significant evolutions in great power politics in the Asia-Pacific. The Obama administration adopted a “pivot to Asia” strategy that included effective deterrence against regional contingencies through the US-Japan alliance. The subsequent Trump administration pushed forward an America-first policy and an antagonistic posture toward multilateralism. Donald Trump, who announced his intention to withdraw from the TPP during the election campaign, signed an executive order to pull out of the TPP just after the start of the administration in January 2017. Trump also intensified the bilateral approach to FTA negotiations, including those with Japan, as well as a unilateral approach exemplified by the use of Section 301 of the 1974 Trade Act against China’s unfair trade practices. China enhanced its diplomatic presence through multilateral institutions in the 2010s. The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) raised its international profile by increasing the members from fifty-seven at the time of its foundation in December 2015 to one hundred by August 2019. The bank approved forty-six normal projects and eight projects under special fund by August 2019, covering countries mainly in South Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. The number of heads of state and government who joined the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Forum for International Cooperation increased from twenty-nine at the first meeting in May 2017 to thirty-seven at the second meeting in April 2019. In 2016, China was the largest trade partner of thirty countries in BRI trade network including Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and India (Song, Che and Yang 2018, 1252). China’s continuous commitments to the AIIB and BRI made further contributions to embed these countries into China-centered economic regionalism by integrating them into other programs such as the BRI Space Information Corridor.

The rise of China and the waning of the United States had a significant influence on Japan’s commitments to economic regionalism. Japan’s decision to join TPP negotiations in 2013 was significantly influenced by the China factor. Sino-Japanese relations deteriorated sharply after the nationalization of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in September 2012, and tension in the waters surrounding the islands escalated with more frequent activities by Chinese coast guard ships in Japan’s controlled waters. Under such conditions, Tokyo needed to strengthen political and security connections to Washington in order to urge Beijing to exercise self-restraint in its approach to disputes in the East China Sea. Since foreign and security relations with the United States deteriorated during the DPJ (Democratic Party of Japan) era, the reconstruction of a stable alliance was an urgent diplomatic issue for the Abe administration, and the participation in the United States-led TPP talks was positioned as a cornerstone of such reconstruction (Hughes 2012). The TPP was also regarded as a useful vehicle for coalition-building with like-minded countries on the basis of the universal values of freedom, democracy, basic human rights, and the rule of law. Japan’s balancing consideration was seen in the renegotiation process on the TPP. In the timing of renegotiations, Chile and Peru exhibited a willingness to include China as a new member to the pact. Japan declined such a willingness by clarifying a condition to include other economies that can accept the high standards of the TPP. Indeed, the CPTPP does not exclude China, but the maintenance of high-standard trade rules made it difficult for China to accept them in the near term (Davis 2019, 580). The prospect for a growing partnership between China and Latin American countries through the Pacific Alliance framework surely urged Japan to take the lead in renegotiations on the TPP (Terada 2019, 1056–1057).

China made efforts to reduce concerns about the AIIB’s management by making various compromises to its original plans, such as a reduction in its voting right, increased transparency in project selection, and a pursuit of cofunding with other MDBs, including the ADB (Pempel 2019, 261). However, the Japanese government has maintained a cautious stance on the participation in the AIIB due to concerns about fair governance and debt sustainability. Furthermore, the government advocated the PQI that had the nature to counter China’s AIIB initiative. The amount of US$110 billion that Abe announced in relation to the PQI could be interpreted to rival the AIIB, which had a proposed capital base of US$100 billion. Moreover, Abe stated in his speech announcing the PQI that “we no longer want a ‘cheap, but shoddy’ approach,” stressing the importance to “choose the long-lasting or high-quality item even if the price is a bit higher” by looking at the entire life cycle (Yoshimatsu 2018, 730).

As explained in the previous section, Japan has adhered to the adoption of high-standard trade rules in the CPTPP and RCEP, such as electronic commerce, intellectual property protection, and state-owned enterprises. Moreover, Japan has stressed four standards for infrastructure investment—openness, transparency, economic efficiency, and financial soundness—as key principles that should be taken into account in undertaking projects for infrastructure investment. The four standards imply that projects for infrastructure investment should be carried out in an open and transparent process and need to pay respect to economic efficiency in view of the life-cycle cost, and that support for infrastructure investment should not impose huge financial burdens on recipient governments. Japan has sought to make the four standards shared in various forums, such as APEC, Group of Twenty (G20) forum, and quadrilateral Japan-US-Australia-India consultation.

Japan’s engagement in the formation of liberal rules and standards is a strategic reaction to geo-economic trends that institution-building in economic regionalism accompanies intensive competition in rule-setting. The high-standard trade rules were necessary to constrain China-induced development regionalism that stresses state-led development projects in infrastructure, in contrast to the Western-oriented trade regionalism that pursues economic liberalization and deregulation (Terada 2018). Japan employed four standards for infrastructure investment as a normative ideal to induce China to undertake disciplined infrastructure investment, as its infrastructure support has caused serious debt problems in Asian countries such as Sri Lanka, Pakistan, the Maldives, and so on (Chung 2018). While China has attempted to raise its presence in economic regionalism through its material power of massive fund provision, Japan has sought to maintain its presence through ideational power by proposing rules and standards that would be common fundamentals for economic regionalism and governance.

The institutional rivalry between Japan and China is little more than a mirroring of competition to shape the regional order by national antagonists (Pempel 2019, 260). Japan’s commitments to the TPP/CPTPP and the PQI as parts of its strategy toward economic regionalism in Asia could be regarded as institutional balancing against China as a specific type of soft balancing, in which a state seeks to counter pressures or threats from an adversary state by initiating, utilizing, and dominating multilateral institutions (He 2008, 2015).

Japan’s China strategy showed some evolutions after 2017. In June 2017 Prime Minister Abe announced that Japan would consider positive participation in the BRI under several conditions, and he confirmed this new policy at subsequent summit meetings with Chinese leaders. In September 2018 the first meeting of the Committee for the Promotion of Japan-China Business Cooperation in Third Countries took place, and the First Japan-China Forum on Third Country Business Cooperation was held during Abe’s visit to Beijing the following month. Moreover, Japan became willing to strengthen collaboration with China toward the early conclusion of negotiations on the RCEP. The two governments found common interests in sustaining trade liberalization in the face of the Trump administration’s protectionism.

Japan has strengthened the Japan-US partnership, pursuing collaboration in new domains such as infrastructure investment, space, cyberspace, and the electromagnetic spectrum. Under the partnership with the United States, the balancing surely constitutes Japan’s key diplomatic strategy toward China in a wide range of policy fields, from the economy to security. However, the US Trump administration’s protectionism and anti-multilateralism have had a nuanced influence on Japan’s external economic policy. The inward-looking US commercial policies, including those toward Japan, were highly unpredictable. Accordingly, Japan pursued more autonomous, hedging strategies, including engagement and collaboration with China in the field of economic regionalism, as such a hedging strategy helps to minimize a risk associated with US protectionism and anti-multilateralism. An engagement orientation is also important for mitigating concerns among countries in the Asia-Pacific about a likely confrontation between China and Japan (and the United States) in managing regional affairs. In particular, Japan needed to attract ASEAN members who have hoped for stable Sino-Japanese relations, and their collaboration for providing regional public goods. If these two elements continue, Japan will be forced to stick to discreet policies toward China, combining an engagement orientation with a balancing strategy.

Domestic Politics


Trade and investment, which are economic activities undertaken by corporate groups, have permeating impacts on the overall economy and society. Accordingly, external economic policies have been major sources of political debate in which major societal groups seek to search for the possibility of profit expansion or protect their vested interests in the domestic market. In the development process of FTA policy in Japan, internationally oriented corporate groups strongly urged the government to make positive engagement in FTAs. This stance was clearly shown in major business associations’ statements on the TPP. Nippon Keidanren (Japan Business Federation) issued the first position paper to urge the government to consider an early participation in TPP talks in November 2010. Afterward, the federation encouraged the executives of the government and the LDP to realize the early participation in TPP negotiations through a series of position papers and direct consultations. Japanese big businesses expected that the TPP expand market access to the United States and other relatively closed markets such as Malaysia and Vietnam as well as facilitate the operation of supply chains through harmonized trade and investment rules (Katada 2020, 114).

The Abe administration sought, through the TPP participation, to revitalize the long-stagnated Japanese economy and foster new sources of economic growth (Solís and Urata 2018). In order to attain the revitalization of the domestic economy, the government pursued a policy known as Abenomics, which consisted of aggressive monetary policy, flexible fiscal policy, and growth strategy to stimulate private investment. The growth strategy was crucial in reinvigorating the economy in Japan, which suffered from a decreasing birth rate and aging population and prolonged deflation. The Japan Revitalization Strategy, formulated by the Abe administration in June 2013, stressed success in global competition by tapping into the growing international market and the promotion of domestic globalization to support economic growth (Prime Minister’s Office 2013). The Abe administration regarded the TPP and other FTAs that would force competition and globalization on Japanese industries from abroad, by following a long tradition of market liberalization under foreign pressure (gaiatsu) (Davis 2019, 583).

Significantly, Japan’s positive commitment to infrastructure investment was partially a response to business interests. Keidanren is a major player who has encouraged the Japanese government to consider the export of infrastructure systems as a pivotal national economic policy, issuing position papers regarding this topic almost every year since 2009. With earnest interests in the infrastructure business, the federation raised its interest in joining in international projects pertinent to the BRI. Keidanren and the China Centre for International Economic Exchanges (CCIEE) organized the first Japan-China CEO and Former Senior Officials’ Dialogue in Tokyo in November 2015, and participants confirmed a direction to exploit markets in the third countries—the countries other than Japan and China—including the development of infrastructure and the BRI in Asia. Keidanren surely underpinned the government initiative in infrastructure investment by offering concrete information about possible areas and challenges in target countries/regions and confirming necessary policies and measure to sustain business operations.

Prime Minister Abe needed to promote economic regionalism that underpins Abenomics and secure electoral support for his administration. In this regard, it is necessary to pay attention to two aspects of Abe’s notable leadership. The first is the centralization of trade policymaking. Japan’s traditional trade policymaking system was extremely fragmented due to intense bureaucratic sectionalism with coequal miniseries operating without effective interministerial coordination mechanisms (Solís 2017, 140). This was the case in the promotion of FTAs. While METI and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) were willing to promote market opening and structural reforms through FTAs, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) was passive about FTA promotion in order to protect the internationally weak agricultural sector. Although MOFA and METI shared the need to promote structural reforms in the agricultural sector, they tended to pursue different approaches to individual FTAs (Yoshimatsu 2008, 156).

The Abe administration established supra-ministerial bodies within the Cabinet Secretariat to push forwards FTA initiatives. The administration set up the Council of TPP-Related Ministers, which had six members—the minister in charge of TPP issues, Chief Cabinet Secretary, and the ministers of MOFA, METI, MAFF, and MOF (the Ministry of Finance). The Council of TPP-Related Ministers as a supreme executive entity had the power to oversee the TPP strategy by overriding inter-ministerial divides. Under the council, the Governmental Headquarters for the TPP was set up within the Cabinet Secretariat. The chair of the headquarters is Akira Amari, the minister in charge of TPP issues and Abe’s close political ally. Moreover, the negotiation team, comprising some seventy members, and the domestic measures team, with some thirty members, were set up within the headquarters (Shinoda 2018, 206–207). The formation of a coherent line of negotiations from the state minister in charge of TPP issues to the chief negotiator, as well as the creation of the chief domestic coordinator in charge of restraining domestic opposition, contributed to speeding up the policy-making process but to simultaneously minimizing bureaucratic sectionalism (Katada 2020, 115).

The Kantei leadership, through the formation of a supra-ministerial body, was also involved in infrastructure investment. In March 2013 the Abe administration set up the Management Council for Infrastructure Strategy (literal translation is the “Ministerial Meeting on Strategy Relating Infrastructure Export and Economic Cooperation”) within the Cabinet Secretariat, which comprised seven ministers from key economic ministries, such as METI, MOF, and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT), as well as MOFA. The council has been held roughly six times per year, and the members have deliberated on various issues regarding infrastructure investment, such as support for ASEAN Connectivity, partnership for quality infrastructure, follow-ups of the Infrastructure Export Strategy, and so on. The council has surely functioned as the headquarters to authorize and coordinate policies and programs for infrastructure investment that involved multiple government agencies.

Secondly, Abe’s leadership was directed at the skillful management of opposition to market opening. There had been fierce resistance from politically powerful agricultural groups and their sympathetic politicians—the so-called norin zoku (agricultural tribes)—to market opening through FTAs. The agricultural groups and norin zoku, in partnership with the MAFF, forged an “iron triangle” linkage and resisted the liberalization of the farm market (George Mulgan 2011). The three actors have maintained the symbiotic beneficiary system in this iron triangle: MAFF sustains the agricultural groups’ presence by keeping high prices for staple foods and other policies; the agricultural groups consolidate the political base of norin zoku by supporting the LDP in elections; and norin zoku exert political power to make MAFF secure the agricultural budget.

Under such conditions, the Abe administration took an integrative tactic to weaken political powers of all components of the iron triangle. As for agricultural groups, the administration undermined the lobbying power of agricultural groups by advancing initiatives in the reforms of the Japan Agricultural Cooperatives (JA). In May 2014, the Regulatory Reform Promotion Council issued a report on agricultural reform in which the council recommended the stripping of the Central Union of Agricultural Co-operatives (JA-Zenchu) and prefectural unions from the Agricultural Cooperative Act. This reform would result in defunding the JA’s political arm by taking away its right to collect levies from local cooperatives and eliminate its top-down control through its auditing prerogatives (Solís 2017, 155). Although the JA group and norin zoku sought to change the plan into the JA’s self-reform, the group agreed to become a general incorporated association and allow the local cooperatives to choose to be audited by independent auditing firms (Yamashita 2015).

As for MAFF, the Abe administration employed its power of personnel management. The administration strengthened its grip on bureaucrats of ministries and agencies by setting up the Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs at the Cabinet Secretariat in May 2014. The bureau has the authority to manage some 680 posts at bureau deputy director-general level and above, as well as candidates for the posts (Mori 2019, 187–193). The Abe Kantei promoted structural reforms in the agricultural sector by appointing reform-minded bureaucrats in MAFF to senior administrative posts. While Masaaki Okuhara, the former director-general of the Management Improvement Bureau, was appointed in June 2016 as administrative vice-minister in an irregular manner, Hiroyuki Suematsu, the former director-general of the Rural Development Bureau at MAFF, was appointed director-general of the Industrial Science and Technology Policy and Environment Bureau at METI. In July 2018, Suematsu returned to MAFF as administrative vice-minister, succeeding Okuhara.

As for norin zoku, Abe took advantage of key norin zoku to restrain other zoku fellows. Abe appointed prominent norin zoku to government and party posts, with an expectation that they would play a role in coordinating and mediating delicate relations with other norin zoku and the agricultural groups. In this regard, Abe appointed Koya Nishikawa, the most influential norin zoku, as chair of the LDP’s TPP Affairs Committee in March 2013, and Nishikawa made great efforts to form a consensus on TPP-related issues within the LDP (Nishikawa 2017). Abe’s tactic to constrain opposition form the LDP through connections with key norin zoku was a major reason why his administration could push forward the FTA strategy rather smoothly compared with previous administrations.

Strategic, Ideational Elements


Japan’s commitment to economic regionalism during the Abe administration was inspired by a new strategic consideration. The administration pushed forward “proactive contribution to peace” as a key diplomatic frame. The proactive contribution to peace aimed primarily to enhance Japan’s vigorous role in the international community and thereby enhance Japan’s presence and prestige in the world, and at the same time embrace a larger presence of Japan’s military forces. During the post–World War II period, Japan was long criticized for not doing enough for international peace and security, even being accused of “free-riding.” The proactive contribution to peace was located on the other end of the spectrum from the reactive and passive pacifism of postwar Japan (Fukushima 2014; Kamiya 2014). Japan had already made proactive contributions to peace through the dispatch of Japanese Self-Defense Forces (SDF) personnel to UN peacekeeping operations and various measures under the notion of “human security.” The Abe administration sought to enhance such efforts to a new level by taking into account more contributions through military forces.

A crucial diplomatic document that incorporates proactive contribution to peace is the National Security Strategy (NSS) that the Abe administration formulated in December 2013. The NSS, Japan’s first-ever grand strategy since the Basic Policy for National Defense of 1957, locates a proactive contribution to peace based on the principle of international cooperation as the main diplomatic ideal (Akimoto 2018, 181). The NSS evaluates Japan’s past commitments, such as continuous participation in UN peacekeeping operations and measures against international terrorism, and defines the direction of security policy in various fields, including maritime, cyber and space domains.

Importantly, Japan’s commitment to economic regionalism was strategically embraced by the proactive contribution to peace, the key diplomatic frame, through the NSS. The NSS stipulates that Japan actively utilizes and engages in the further development of functional and multilayered frameworks for regional cooperation, starting from APEC, the EAS, and ASEAN+3 to the TPP in order to strengthen diplomacy and security cooperation with partners for peace and stability in the international community. Moreover, the NSS refers to the importance of expanding the open and rule-based international economic system through the promotion of economic partnerships such as the TPP, the Japan-EU FTA, a trilateral—Japan-China-Korea—FTA, and the RCEP.

The strategic embrace through the NSS also influences the policy direction of Japan’s foreign aid policy that props up Japan’s engagement in economic regionalism. Foreign aid has underpinned the promotion of economic regionalism in various ways. For instance, Japan has provided official development assistance (ODA) for human resource development for sustaining the introduction of high-standard trade rules in developing countries. Moreover, Japan has sustained the development of ASEAN Connectivity and the ADB’s operations in infrastructure development through the provision of ODA. The Development Cooperation Charter (DCC), which was approved as a cabinet decision in February 2015, was consonant with the strategic direction under the new diplomatic frame. The NSS explicitly refers to the strategic use of ODA in terms of proactive contribution to peace, stating that “addressing development issues contributes to the enhancement of the global security environment, and it is necessary for Japan to strengthen its efforts as part of ‘Proactive Contribution to Peace.’” Several parts of the DCC reflect the spirit of proactive contribution to peace. The major part is the provision of “seamless assistance for peacebuilding from conflict prevention, emergency humanitarian assistance in the conflict situation, and promotion of conflict termination to emergency humanitarian assistance and assistance for recovery, reconstruction, and development in the post-conflict stage.” The DCC also provided a chance to give support to foreign armed forces that undertake nonmilitary activities such as public welfare or disaster-relief operations. This opening, which is based on “contributing to peace and prosperity through cooperation for non-military purposes,” was also the reflection of proactive pacifism (Dan 2016, 52).

Additionally, Prime Minister Abe advocated the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy, which was originally revealed at the sixth Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TICAD VI) held in Kenya in August 2016. The FOIP concept aimed at viewing the Pacific Ocean and Indian Ocean as a united area and developing the Indo-Pacific region in a free and open manner. While the FOIP directs particular attention to maritime affairs in the Pacific and Indian Oceans by envisioning the rule of law and freedom of navigation under the banner of “free and open,” it also contains an economic element. The economic element is shown in three pillars of measures under the FOIP strategy: the promotion and establishment of fundamental values such as the rule of law and freedom of navigation, pursuit of economic prosperity through connectivity strength, and capacity-building assistance to coastal countries and measures for securing peace and stability. Since capacity-building assistance to coastal countries could be regarded as a part of the strength of the rule of law, the rule of law and connectivity strength constitute the two pillars of the measures under the FOIP strategy (Aizawa 2018, 76–78). The FOIP can be regarded as the advanced form of proactive contribution to peace through international cooperation, becoming a critical element to open up new economic diplomacy for Japan (Kawai et al. 2018, 2–3).

The explicit incorporation of external economic policy into the NSS has much to do with the Abe administration’s propensity to employ symbolic slogans or concepts in propelling key policy initiatives. This tendency was found in both domestic and external fronts. In the domestic sphere, Abe was skillful in sloganeering or political “marketing” of his ideas by harnessing specific slogans or concepts (George Mulgan 2018, 63–64). The representative slogans are the three-arrow strategy of Abenomics, the promotion of dynamic engagement of all citizens (ichioku so-katsuyaku), and workstyle reforms (hatarakikata kaikaku), which were used to attract public interest and mobilize public opinion toward certain policy ends. In the foreign policy domain, Abe presented specific concepts in advancing his diplomacy, such as the “Democratic Security Diamond” and the “Three Principles of the Rule of Law at Sea,” both of which incorporate liberal values of democracy and freedom.

The Abe administration, by employing the ideational banner of proactive contribution to peace, reformulated external economic policy from the standpoint of national security. The administration recognized that a stable and liberal regional order contributes to Japan’s national security, and sought to create and maintain such an order through proactive contribution to peace. Various external policies including those for economic regionalism were reconfigured from such a strategic standpoint. The proactive contribution to peace functions as a valuable frame that articulates Japan’s new diplomatic orientation, and its commitment to economic regionalism was embedded into this new orientation.

Conclusion: Reflections and Prospects


This chapter has examined Japan’s commitments to the development of economic regionalism in Asia. In so doing, it has raised two research questions, regarding how Japan has committed to the development of regional institutions for managing economic affairs, and what factors have driven Japan to make commitments to economic regionalism in Asia. In order to address the second question, the study presupposes three drivers that are pertinent to geopolitical, domestic, and ideational angles.

Japan has maintained an important status in developing regional institutions for managing economic affairs in Asia. This is shown by support for ASEAN’s initiatives in regionalism in the Asia-Pacific and sincere commitments to the development of APEC, functional institutions under the ASEAN+3 framework, and regional institutions for infrastructure investment. In this process, Japan has paid growing attention to hard-type regional institutions, which was typically seen in its persistence to include high-standard rules in FTAs.

This chapter holds that great power transition in the form of the rise of China and the waning of the United States constituted a crucial factor that encouraged Japan to adopt positive engagements in economic regionalism in Asia. Through such positive engagement, Japan has strengthened its preferences for embedding international rules and standards as a means to check and balance China’s growing presence in Asia. As for the domestic political system, the Abe administration has implemented measures for economic regionalism as responses to business interests. Moreover, Abe and his executive office have skillfully managed the policymaking process by dampening opposition from societal and political circles and realizing the Kantei-centered policymaking system. Significantly, the Abe administration reformulated external economic policies by embedding them into a new diplomatic frame of “proactive contribution to peace.”

Japan’s commitments have produced substantial outcomes, particularly in trade regionalism, through the successful conclusion of the CPTPP and the Japan-EU FTA. However, the prospect of economic regionalism in Asia is uncertain, particularly with growing tensions in the commercial sector between the United States and China. Not only do the two great powers have different ideas for political and economic systems, but they also compete over their hegemonic positions in world politics. In light of such great power politics, Japan, as the third largest economy in the world, is expected to play a leadership role in promoting transparent and rule-based institutions and governance, and thereby maintain the stable regional economic order (Katada 2018).

In performing an expected role in economic regionalism, there are two challenges for Japan. The first is relevant to its relationship with China. As already explained, Japan has intensified balancing strategies toward China, including the use of international rules and standards. At the same time, Tokyo and Beijing share some ideas about economic affairs. For instance, Japanese and Chinese foreign aid and infrastructure investment share several similarities, such as stressing synergetic effects of the trinity of aid, trade, and investment, and respect for host-country forms of governance with the self-help principle (Huang 2016; Jiang 2019; Shimomura 2012). There is a possibility that Japan might draw China’s positive responses to ideational governance when it seeks to develop systems and institutions that combine the virtue of both Western and Asian values. This perspective is particularly important, as China is unlikely to be integrated into the Western values-oriented international order.

The second is relevant to domestic politics. The Kantei’s strong leadership, including the centralization of policymaking power in the core government offices, is a key to produce successful policy outcomes. However, the strength of the Kantei leadership has a risk in that the policymaking system tends to become less democratic with fewer institutional checks and balances (George Mulgan 2018, 100–101). The top-down management approach not only undermines the prestige of historically Balkanized ministries; it also weakens bottom-up innovation from individual ministries. METI was regarded as raising its status within the Abe administration as key Kantei members were former bureaucrats at METI. In reality, even the bureaucrats at the ministry were concerned that they just implemented policies under the tight frameworks that the Kantei bureaucrats formulated. Finding an equilibrium between top-down initiative and bottom-up innovation through democratic policymaking governance is a pressing challenge for Japan.
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Chapter 33

 Linkages between Security and Economics in Japan


Keisuke Iida




In July 2019, Japan surprised the world by suddenly announcing that it would increase the stringency of export controls related to three chemical materials that were exported to South Korea. In the following month, Japan removed Korea from the list of countries that received preferential treatment in the Japanese export control system (i.e., the whitelist). In the previous year, the Supreme Court in South Korea ruled that Japan must pay compensation to the wartime Korean workers who were (allegedly forcibly) brought to work in Japan. Following this ruling, the bilateral relationship between the two countries began to deteriorate. The Korean media has speculated that this was the Japanese method of retaliating against the Korean judicial ruling. Not only did the Korean government retaliate in kind (i.e., it also removed Japan from its whitelist), but it also threatened to withdraw from the General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), an intelligence-sharing arrangement with Japan, only to avert the withdrawal at the last minute. This escalation spiral seemed unprecedented between Japan and Korea—two countries that had thus far managed to amicably resolve such sticky historical issues.

However, this incident may serve as a harbinger of moves to anticipate in the future, because these complex linkages between economics and security are becoming increasingly common in Asia. In the past, Japan has used economic instruments to retaliate over territorial issues. For example, in response to South Korean president Lee Myung-bak’s visit to Takeshima/Dokdo in 2012, Japan froze the purchase of Korean government bonds and canceled the currency swap arrangement with Korea (Yoshimatsu 2014, 581). Therefore, moving forward, Japan may resort to the use of economic instruments more often for security and geopolitical purposes.

Japanese political studies have yet to systematically examine this type of policy linkage between economics and security. This is partly related to the academic division of labor, because economists deal with economics, whereas research regarding security is monopolized by security studies, which pay little attention to these economy-security nexuses. This is not to say, however, that studies examining security-economics linkages have never been conducted. Numerous studies have been conducted on this subject, and they are thinly spread across various academic disciplines, such as defense economics, economic history, military history, security studies, and international political economy. What follows is an attempt at a more holistic understanding of security-economics linkages using Japan as a case study. East Asia is abundant with examples of similar types of security-economics linkages; therefore, various studies have focused on or hypothesized about them.

This chapter will show that Japanese policies regarding this topic can be divided into two categories: (1) efforts to strengthen Japanese military power through economic means, and (2) efforts to strengthen Japanese bargaining power through economic means.1 The former includes defense spending, arms procurement, arms exports, alliance burden sharing, and export controls, which may weaken or prevent the strengthening of adversaries’ military power. The Yoshida doctrine will also be discussed in this context, because the restraint on defense spending is fairly anomalous. Why would one attempt to restrain one’s defense if the assumption is to maximize one’s own military power?

The second category, strengthening the bargaining power of Japan, includes the use of economic sanctions in Japanese policy and the use of foreign aid as leverage. Both actions can increase the bargaining power of Japan in competitive international settings. Japanese efforts to curb excessive foreign dependence on foreign-origin energy, food, and resources is the flip-side of the same phenomenon. By limiting one’s dependence, Japan is attempting to safeguard its foreign policy autonomy. “Human” security is fairly anomalous because, after all, what is the purpose of safeguarding the lives of non-Japanese nationals abroad in the name of security? Japanese people seem to believe that these efforts indirectly assist the growth of Japan’s bargaining power by enhancing their standing, in terms of security, in the international community.

Any classification scheme that is similar to this one easily falls apart in extreme circumstances. In foreign policy crises, military power becomes increasingly fungible with economic power, and thus the distinction between them breaks down. Technology is another bridging factor. The world is becoming increasingly populated with dual-use technologies, and these technologies enhance both military and economic power, with the latter increasing bargaining power. Therefore, the involvement of dual-use technologies breaks down the above distinction.

The general analytical orientation of this chapter is realist, because the primary actor is either the Japanese state or state actors who perform their duties in the name of the Japanese state, and by accounting for various trade-offs that naturally occur between economic and geopolitical goals, the Japanese state is assumed to maximize its security and economic prosperity.2 Autonomy is one of the primary political objectives of the Japanese state. This is because at the twilight of the Edo period, when Japan joined the European international system, autonomy was precarious and seemed profoundly important to state actors in Japan. The imposition of unequal treaties on Japan also served to reinforce this orientation. Japan is presumed to be both a sender and target of economic coercion, although studies have continued to discuss the notion of Japan as a reactive state (Calder 1988). Moreover, the realist assumption is embedded in this chapter’s emphasis on military power; however, the point is that military power is important to the extent that it maximizes Japanese security under the given constraints. The Yoshida doctrine, which deemphasizes Japan’s own military power, may seem non-realist, but this impression is deceptive, because Japanese security was increasingly dependent on US military power during the early days of the Cold War.

Realists generally assume that states will attempt to maximize their power under some international constraints; however, this power-maximization axiom does not imply that Japan has successfully maximized its power or that Japan’s power is increasing over time. Japan’s military capabilities in absolute terms may be increasing over time, but since other countries, such as China, are improving their military capabilities more rapidly, Japan’s relative power is declining. In terms of bargaining power, Japan has been increasingly assertive in the use of economic sanctions and other coercive instruments since the early 1990s. However, Japan’s aggressiveness pales in comparison with the increasingly aggressive use of economic statecraft by other major powers in the region.

Increasing Military Power through Economic Means


The first set of linkages between economics and security relate to policies that intend to increase one’s military power through economic means, including arms procurement, development of dual-use technologies, and hosting (i.e., paying for) foreign militaries among others. Employing these economic means is on the whole easier in an expanding, than in a contracting, economy. Therefore, we start with a general discussion of the relationship between economic growth and military power.

Military Spending and Economic Growth


Japanese leaders had to seriously consider the linkages between security and economics when they opened their doors to the West at the end of the Tokugawa shogunate. The Meiji leaders eventually arrived at the doctrine or slogan of fukoku kyohei, or “rich nation, strong army” (Samuels 1994). It was the Japanese reaffirmation of what Western mercantilists were already aware of—the long-term harmony of the twin goals of power and wealth (Viner 1948), or, in other words, harmony between the twin goals of security and economic growth. However, the causal mechanisms between both goals are too complex to be fully explicated in a short space. The latter relationship—the more secure one’s state is, the more prosperous one’s economy becomes—can be intuitively comprehended as security leading to feelings of increased certainty about the future, which is good for economic activity.

Therefore, the Meiji leaders spent a fair amount of resources on military build-up, while devoting state funds to nurture industries by building state-owned factories. These two-front efforts sometimes imposed trade-offs, with the debacle of World War II being the most extreme example, although not necessarily illustrative. For the most part, the simultaneous pursuit of these two goals—rapid military build-up and rapid growth through industrialization—paid off for Japan until World War II.

After the end of World War II, the Japanese government did some soul-searching and reached a different conclusion: the relationship, if any, between military power and economic growth must be negative. This led to the following combination of goals: minimally necessary self-defense, dependence on the US security guarantee, and a focus on economic growth, or what is known as the Yoshida doctrine. From an empirical perspective, evidence about the supposed relationship between military spending and economic growth is mixed (Ward et al. 1995), but this is precisely what postwar Japanese political leaders believed while formulating their statecraft.

Yoshida Doctrine


Chai (1997) notes that the Yoshida doctrine was not only formally institutionalized under Article 9 of the postwar Japanese Constitution, but also through informal rules, such as three non-nuclear principles and the informal one-percent defense spending ceiling.

The following graphs show both the absolute amount of defense spending (Figure 33.1) and the defense spending as a percentage of GDP (Figure 33.2). The most notable feature in Figure 33.1 is the constancy of Japanese spending, especially after the 1990s. Figure 33.2 is also interesting. After a brief breach in the late 1980s, Japanese defense spending has been fixed at around 1 percent of the GDP. Therefore, compared to other countries, where spending fluctuates considerably (US) or is constantly increasing (China), Japan is notable for stability in its defense spending; determining whether this is because of the impact and long-lasting legacy of the Yoshida doctrine is a matter of debate. Lind (2004) offered a fairly controversial argument that Japanese defense spending changed in response to the rising levels of international threats; hence, it changed during the 1970s when the Soviet presence in the Pacific was on the rise. According to Lind, Japan can afford to spend less than other major powers because it passes the buck to the United States.
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Figure 33.1. Defense spending by Japan, China, and the US (constant 2016 prices, US$ million) (1952–2017).

Source: Data from SIPRI.
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Figure 33.2. Defense spending by Japan, China, and the US as a percentage of GDP (1952–2017).

Source: Data from SIPRI.





Technonationalism


Since the extent of Japanese defense spending is hardly noteworthy, scholars have increasingly focused on how Japan procures arms and the goals that Japan pursues through these procurement decisions. In his monumental work on the subject, Samuels (1994, x) argued that the ideology of “technonationalism” explains how Japan procures arms. He defined technonationalism as “the belief that technology is a fundamental element in national security, that it must be indigenized, diffused, and nurtured in order to make a nation rich and strong.” The three-legged policies of nurturance, diffusion, and indigenization have constantly featured in modern Japan, before and after World War II. The only difference between the pre- and postwar periods was that the period before World War II was dominated by military technonationalism, whereas the postwar period was characterized by commercial technonationalism. The most important goal of technonationalism is indigenization, also known as kokusanka. Japan attempted to indigenize arms production before and after World War II. The most fabled examples are instances where Japan invited foreign instructors to teach Japanese engineers about technology, and, after a while, foreigners were quickly replaced by Japanese instructors themselves (Samuels 1994, 82–89). However, foreign technology (especially US technology after World War II) was invariably superior to the then-existing Japanese technology, and the second-best option was licensed production, wherein Japanese companies produce certain military equipment under a US license. In some cases, these technologies are completely “blackboxed.”

However, the increasing sophistication of Japanese military technology led to a new phase in US-Japanese technological security cooperation. Co-development became the name of the game, and technology that the Japanese invented was to be transferred to the US. The prototype example of this was the FSX controversy during the late 1980s and 1990s.

Early on, the Reagan administration indicated its preference for a technology transfer from Japan, whereas the Japanese government wanted genuine indigenous production (kokusanka). The controversy led to a crisis in their alliance, and eventually a compromise was made wherein the US would receive any technology from the co-development of the FSX (Samuels 1994, Green 1995). This episode illustrates that Japan needed to strike a delicate balance between strengthening the US-Japan alliance and upgrading its defense technology when it attempted to increase its defense capabilities.

Arms Procurement Style


Another topic that has gained attention is the method through which Japan procures arms. One of the earliest contributions was made by Ikegami-Andersson (1998), who described the process of making the defense budget. She noted that the process of arms procurement in Japan was fairly rational overall, and that it was based on risk assessment and multiyear defense build-up or procurement plans. She pointed out several factors that might compromise rationality in the process—namely, dependence on the United States, civil-military competition, bureaucratic conservatism, pride in national production, lack of transparency, and the weakness of legislative oversight. She also pointed out cultural factors, such as amakudari (“descent from heaven”) and elitism, which led to corruption. Her point regarding corruption was particularly pertinent. A corruption scandal shook the Japanese defense establishment in 2007, when Takemasa Moriya, a former vice minister of defense, was arrested, and reform was undertaken in procurement.

Host-Nation Support


The US alliance is a key factor for understanding why the Yoshida doctrine served Japan well, despite its extreme self-restraint on defense spending. However, criticism regarding Japan’s free-riding has been a constant theme in the US-Japan alliance. “Free-riding” is endemic to any asymmetric alliance, according to defense economics (Olson and Zeckhauser 1966). Japan has been coping with this criticism from the US side through various methods, but one of the tools has been host-nation support. However, host-nation support and its political underpinnings have not been sufficiently examined in the literature (Yoda 2006; Calder 2007, 188–208).

Relaxing the Arms Export Ban


The Japanese government has refrained from promoting arms exports, which is one of the reasons why Japan’s defense industry is relatively weak. In 1967 the Satō government announced three arms export principles, wherein Japan would refrain from exporting arms to Communist states, nations in conflict, and nations under UN sanctions. In 1976 the Miki government extended these principles to the extent that all arms exports were banned. The Nakasone government made technology transfers to the US an exception to this outright ban in 1983; however, for a long period the ban on arms export was maintained. The movement in favor of loosening these restrictions was started under the DPJ (Democratic Party of Japan) government. The Abe government relaxed the arms export ban in 2014 by announcing a new set of “three principles of defense equipment transfers” (Hughes 2018).

Twilight of the Yoshida Doctrine


The “death” of the Yoshida doctrine had been announced many times, but this was almost always done prematurely, similar to such pronouncements about Mark Twain. Yet another powerful argument was recently made, stating that the Yoshida doctrine had finally been replaced by something else. Kallender and Hughes (2018) highlighted Japan’s space program as an indication of this shift. They noted that the Yoshida doctrine had been changed under the new Japanese space policy, which is a major break from its traditional stance. They showed that space policy, which was earlier dominated by the Ministry of Education, was now firmly under the control of the Cabinet Office or political control.

The evolution of Japan’s space policy was documented thoroughly by Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu (2010, xi), who explained a phenomenon called the market-to-military shift in space policy: “It is no longer commercial but national security paradigms that are ever more critical in driving Japan’s space policy forward.” Japan’s space policy was characterized by antimilitarism, symbolized by the well-known Peaceful Purposes Resolution (PPR) by the Diet in 1969. The first trigger for the militarization of space policy was the August 1998 Taepodong incident, wherein a North Korean Taepodong missile flew over Japan, causing an uproar. This led to Japan’s move toward acquiring spy satellites, in the interest of national security (Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu 2010, 131). By 2006 concrete plans were underway to militarize Japan’s space development. Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu dubbed this “the Kawamura initiative,” because these plans emerged from successive deliberations in 2005, within the National Space Strategy Planning Group led by Takeo Kawamura (38). Finally, this led to the Basic Space Law (2008) and Basic Space Plan (2009), which institutionalized militarization.

Export Controls


The flip side of the same coin of strengthening one’s military power through economic means is the weakening, or at least preventing the strengthening, of military power of one’s existing and potential adversaries. No matter how much one spends or how good one’s technology is, military power will not increase if the adversary either already has better technology or can afford to spend more.

One of the methods through which the industrial countries have coped with this problem is through the use of export controls. During the Cold War, Western countries developed a system of export controls that are known as Co-Com (the “Coordinating Committee”). As a US ally, Japan inevitably partook in this regime.

Yasuhara (1986) compiled a fascinating history about how Japan tightened its export controls on Communist China during the Cold War. The Truman administration began to tighten controls on Communist China in 1949. After the outbreak of the Korean War, this became imperative, and in December 1950 the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers (SCAP) took similar action, which led to a decline in Japan’s trade with China (Yasuhara 1986, 85). In March 1952, SCAP transferred export control responsibilities to the Japanese government; however, the Truman administration was worried about the future course of Japanese trade. In July and August 1952, the US, UK, France, Canada, and Japan gathered in Washington to discuss Japanese export controls. The compromise was that Japan would join Co-Com and that a separate Far Eastern committee would be established under the Consultative Group. As part of the compromise, Japan exchanged letters with the United States, and promised to maintain tight export controls (Yasuhara 1986, 88).

Another watershed event was the Toshiba incident in 1987, when the export of propellers for submarines to the Soviet Union by Toshiba Machinery, a Japanese company, was found to be a cause for the nondetection of Soviet submarines. This led to a crisis in the US-Japan alliance, and a temporary tightening of Japanese export controls. Marukawa (2013) described the nature of high-tech trade between Japan and China. He also noted that Japanese export controls were loosened after the dissolution of Co-Com and the transition to the Wassenaar Arrangement, which did not target China. He examined several cases of exports to China to illustrate that Japan suffers from a problem of “technology leakage.”

Increasing Bargaining Power through Economic Means


The second set of linkages between security and economics is that of strengthening one’s bargaining power through economic means. International conflicts are not only fought on battlefields, but are also won and lost at the negotiating table, or, more broadly, in a bargaining situation without reaching a stage of military action. In these scenarios, power is projected not only through military power, in terms of tanks and missiles, but also through economic means. Therefore, security can be linked to economics through these routes, without the intermediation of military power.

Economic Sanctions


Various topics fall under this category. We start with a familiar topic: economic sanctions. Industrial countries resort to economic sanctions to achieve a diverse set of foreign and defense policy goals. The most typical example of economic sanctions is one wherein whenever a security crisis occurs, the sender countries impose economic sanctions to coerce the target to make concessions or to deter further escalation. Because the US resorts to economic sanctions more often than any other country, US-centered literature regarding economic sanctions has explored whether economic sanctions achieve their presumed purposes and the conditions under which these sanctions are effective. On the other hand, Japan rarely resorts to economic sanctions in its foreign policy. Therefore, few studies have focused on Japanese sanctions behavior.

Japan has been imposing economic sanctions on the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) since 2004, and leading scholars have begun to examine this area. By analyzing the determinants of Japanese economic sanctions on North Korea, Hughes (2006) explained the reason why Japan adopted an increasingly hardline stance against the DPRK. Although international pressure is important, the importance of domestic politics is increasing. The once-powerful Tanaka and Takeshita factions had politicians in favor of engagement; however, these politicians have died or retired. Prime Minister Koizumi was also in favor of engagement, but he lost interest after 2004. The Social Democratic Party of Japan, which was once the bastion of engagement, is no longer powerful. According to Hughes, engagers have been marginalized by those taking a hardline approach toward North Korea. As a result, the Liberal Democratic Party has shifted from being a party of engagement to one of containment. Local governments have reinforced the containment trend. Moreover, the declining resources of the North Korean community in Japan cannot support engagement (Hughes 2006, 478–479).

Since the 1980s, there have been several instances of Japan imposing economic sanctions on China through the suspension of foreign aid, including the 1989 suspension of yen loans in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Incident, the 1995 suspension of grant aid in protest against Chinese nuclear tests, and, finally, the decision to stop yen loans to China entirely in 2005. Although the yen loans were suspended under pressure from the US in 1989, the suspension of yen loans in 1995 was a voluntary decision that was made unilaterally. Katada (2001) compared these two episodes of aid sanctions by Japan. She attributed the difference to four factors: the end of the Cold War, “leading Japan to be less reactive to US pressure” (52); the emergence of China as a threat in the 1990s (52); the emergence of new donors for aid (53); and the declining popular support for official development assistance (ODA) (53–54).

Takamine (2005) examined more episodes of aid sanctions by Japan (1996 and 2000 sanctions) and argued that Japanese foreign aid was used in an increasingly strategic manner. He argued that, “[i]n a new development in the 1990s, Japanese governments started to use foreign aid strategically to deter China from engaging in aggressive military behavior in the East Asia region” (Takamine 2005, 457). During decision-making regarding foreign aid sanctions, the balance of power between politicians and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) is important. First, in the case of the nuclear tests conducted in 1995, the politicians overcame MOFA’s opposition. Second, in the Taiwan Straits crisis case in 1996, the interests of politicians and MOFA converged. Third, in the suspension of the special yen loans in 2000 to protest circumnavigation by the Chinese Navy, politicians in Japan were able to overcome MOFA’s hesitance. Finally, in 2005, Japan decided to discontinue the yen loans to China by 2008. Drifte (2006, 112) argued that the yen loans were discontinued for political reasons. Chinese space flights had a negative influence on Japanese public opinion because of their budgetary extravagancy (100). China’s lack of gratitude and recognition of Japanese aid became a major ground for argument against aid in public discussions (102). The first official reference to ending aid was made in October 2004 (109), and China also said that it no longer required yen loans (110).

Japan has also been on the receiving end of sanctions. The episode that has been most thoroughly explored in the literature is that of the rare earths embargo by China in September 2010; this episode occurred during a security crisis triggered by the collision between a Chinese trawler and Japanese Coast Guard vessels off the coast of the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. Western opinions depict this episode as one wherein economic sanctions were particularly effective. However, Iida (2017) is skeptical about their effectiveness. He focuses on Japan’s response to this crisis by diversifying its rare earths sources to other countries, assisting private-sector conservation and search for alternative materials, and litigating and winning a legal victory over China at the World Trade Organization. He also shows that the goals to curb dependence on China were not easily attainable, unless Japan was willing to scrap the rare earth applications altogether in its industrial products.

Interdependence and Conflict


Another area closely related to economic sanctions is the debate regarding the impact of economic interdependence on war. A long-standing contention in liberal international relations theory states that interdependence tends to dampen the incidence of war by increasing the opportunity costs of trade cessation because of war. Literature focusing on liberal international relations theory is highly quantitative, and thus few studies have particularly focused on Japan.

In a rare case using a Japanese example, Koo (2009) argued that liberal peace theory is correct in the light of Sino-Japanese relations. He examined various alternative hypotheses—contradictory historical evidence, domestic legitimation, energy and resource competition, historical animosity, and the role of the US—to explain the Senkaku/Diaoyu disputes, but found them lacking because most of them explained only the escalation. He noted that economic interdependence is considered a factor of restraint. Copeland (1996) noted instead that it is the expectation of future trade, rather than the current volume of interdependence, that is more important for explaining war or a state’s decision regarding whether it should trade or invade. In his examination of Japanese case studies (Copeland 2015), especially Japan’s decision to go to war with the US in 1941, he claimed that trade expectations theory perfectly matches the case: Japan’s expectation that trade with the US would diminish for the foreseeable future removed the restraint on Japan’s hesitation about war with the US. The Roosevelt administration embargoed oil exports to Japan in August 1941, when Japan was heavily dependent on US oil supplies, and without US oil, war with China, which had been ongoing since 1937, was unsustainable. Therefore, this embargo emboldened Japan to attack the South, especially the Dutch East Indies, for alternative oil supplies. This interpretation is consistent with existing historiography. However, in this case study, Copeland also attempted to make an original contribution by arguing that the US thinking about Japan differed from conventional wisdom. The primary objective of the US in the 1941 negotiations with Japan was not to get Japan out of China, but rather to deter Japan from attacking the Soviet Union, which was the last bulwark against Hitler.

Japan’s decision to go to war with the United States in 1941 illustrates that a holistic approach is required for economic sanctions or the impact of interdependence. When economic sanctions are used, the target may become increasingly submissive, thereby increasing the sender’s bargaining power. Alternatively, the target may react more aggressively by decreasing future benefits of trade for both sender and target. In the latter case, the sender’s bargaining power becomes increasingly dependent on military power, rather than on interdependence. Therefore, the impact of interdependence on war is not as simple as the assumption of the standard rendition of liberal theory.

The Economic Impact of Foreign Policy Crises


Another aspect that complicates the relationship between economic interdependence and war is that states are not the only actors in the economic realm. Most trade in the world is now conducted by private actors and/or multinational corporations. Liberal theory assumes that private actors restrain states’ behavior, and that when states become belligerent in international crises, trade is disrupted, which results in private firms incurring costs. Therefore, in anticipation, private actors are expected to lobby the government to restrain aggressive foreign policy behavior. However, Hirschman (1970) noted that private actors have a choice between “voice” and “exit.” The aforementioned assumption of liberal theory focuses only on “voice” and neglects “exit.” For private firms, it may be just as prudent to “exit” or at least decrease dependence on the foreign markets of belligerent countries.

In this context, studies by Iida (2017) and Vekasi (2019) hold a unique value. Iida found that there is a predictable tendency among Japanese firms to attempt to take increased precautions, in terms of trade with and investment in China, when foreign policy crises occur between both countries. Sino-Japanese relations rarely reach the stage of military conflict, thus rendering liberal theory irrelevant. However, if it is true that private actors systematically reduce interdependence in anticipation of war or military conflict, interdependence cannot restrain state behavior, because by the time the disputes reach the militarized stage, private actors would have fulfilled their task of minimizing costs from disrupted trade and investment.

Energy, Food, and Comprehensive Security


Japan is highly dependent on foreign supplies of energy and food due to its lack of natural resources. Therefore, the Japanese government is particularly sensitive to excessive dependence on specific foreign supplies. Since the 1970s, when oil shocks hit Japan hard, the Japanese government has attempted to reduce excessive dependence on crude oil from the Middle East. However, that effort has not been particularly successful. The 2019 Energy White Paper states that Japan relies on the Middle East for 87.3 percent of its crude oil supplies. On the other hand, the adverse effect of excessive dependence on oil from the Middle East is counteracted by the decreasing proportion of oil in Japanese energy consumption in recent years (see Figure 33.3). When the Ōhira government commissioned a report on “comprehensive security,” the Inoki Commission’s report included energy and food security as key elements of Japan’s security policy.
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Figure 33.3. Shares by fuel type in primary energy consumption in Japan (1965–2018).

Source: Data from BP.





Many scholars have examined Japanese energy security. Vivoda (2014) found that, despite the 3/11 nuclear disaster, the Japanese government hopes to continue depending on nuclear energy because it is relatively free of foreign dependence. He traced the evolution of Japan’s energy security policy in the entire postwar period, although his interest in the topic was piqued by the acute energy shortage that Japan faced in the wake of the Fukushima disaster in March 2011. The 3/11 disaster did not mark the first time that Japan faced major energy security challenges. The oil crises in the 1970s significantly impacted Japanese policy. The crises provided two major lessons: (1) Japan had been overly reliant on oil in its entire energy consumption, and (2) Japan was excessively dependent on oil from the Middle East. Japan has been attempting to correct both excesses by increasing the share of natural gas and nuclear power in its energy consumption.

As a result, the first problem (overt reliance on oil) has been attenuated, although oil has remained a major source of energy for Japan. Vivoda (2014, 32) noted that “Japan’s oil dependence dropped from 78 per cent in 1973 to 73 per cent in 1979 and further to 57 per cent in 1990.” Japan also pursued energy source diversification by increasing its reliance on natural gas; as a result, “LNG’s share in the overall energy demand increased from just over 1 per cent in 1973 to a remarkable 10 per cent in 1990” (72). The increased share of nuclear power was even more prominent: “Prior to the Fukushima disaster, 25–30 per cent of Japan’s power came from its nuclear energy program” (115).

The post-Fukushima policy challenges have been centered on increasing the use of renewable energy. Vivoda (2014, 172) correctly noted that “[t]he utilities…remain committed to nuclear power and are also largely opposed to an increased penetration of renewable energy due to high costs.” Regarding the future of nuclear energy, Vivoda was skeptical about major changes in the future: “It is difficult to be optimistic about the prospects for bold action on urgently needed reforms beyond establishment of a new nuclear regulating agency” (190). However, DeWit (2016, 185) critiqued Vivoda’s thesis that Fukushima has not been a game-changing event and said that nuclear energy is no longer the main pillar of energy security in Japan.

The Japanese government’s quest for food security is as strong as that of energy security; however, few studies have focused on this topic. A chapter by Chapman, Drifte, and Gow (1982) dealt with food security (chapter 9), but it is clearly outdated. A more updated and comprehensive treatment of Japan’s food security is required. Japan is not only interested in its own food security, but also in enhancing food security for other Asian countries. Japan’s cooperation in setting up a rice reserve system in Southeast Asia is a good example of the country’s interest in food security (Yoshimatsu 2016). This behavior can be interpreted in the spirit of this section. Weakened food security in friendly nations in Southeast Asia can also weaken Japan’s bargaining power. Therefore, Japan can be perceived as increasing its own bargaining power through economic means, albeit indirectly.

Human Security


The above discussion leads us to the question of human security. Since the early 2000s, Japan has placed the concept of human security at the center of its foreign policy. Potter (2015, 50) noted that the concept of “human security” was a “godsend” for Japanese aid policymakers because it provided a means to contribute to security without engaging in constitutional reinterpretation. Following the G8 Miyazaki Initiative for Conflict Prevention in July 2000, the government of Japan officially introduced aid policy for conflict prevention. Since 2000, peacebuilding has been the centerpiece of Japan’s approach to conflict prevention. The “war on terror” provided Japan with a means to bridge aid and security through a new method. Koizumi stepped up Japan’s official development assistance (ODA) for police training in Southeast Asia. By the end of the 2000s, Afghanistan was one of the top recipients of Japanese ODA. Japan also concentrated its aid on the Samawah region in Iraq, where the Self-Defense Forces were deployed (Potter 2015, 54). From 2004 to 2007, Iraq was one of the top recipients of Japanese ODA (57). Therefore, Japan uses aid policy to increase its standing in the international community in the area of traditional security, albeit in the name of “human security.”

Conclusions


This chapter has shown that Japan has been consistent in pursuing the twin goals of maximizing its military power and its bargaining power through economic means. However, merely demonstrating that Japan has been doing so is not as interesting as showing the type of trade-offs that Japan has been striking between these two objectives. As this chapter demonstrates, the eternal quest for foreign policy autonomy exists in both cases. Indigenization is a permanent fixture in the Japanese military build-up. Similarly, the quest for chimerical autarchy, which was clear in the 1930s, persists today in increasingly attenuated forms, such as increasing food self-sufficiency and curbing dependence on Middle Eastern crude oil. However, as these quests for self-sufficiency become stronger, they inevitably conflict with other goals, such as maintaining a stable US alliance or economic efficiency. The FSX controversy illustrates the conflict between autonomy and the integrity of the US alliance, whereas the rare earths case shows the limits of curbing excessive dependence on Chinese supplies. Future research can tackle the interesting question of whether or not Japan will be able to maintain an optimal balance between autonomy and other policy goals.

Another interesting research topic, which has not been fully addressed in the literature thus far, is the nexus between democracy and the security-economic linkages. For example, is Japan more or less likely to target other democratic states in economic coercion? In light of the well-accepted democratic peace theory, it may seem that democracies do not fight each other, and that they are unlikely to target other democracies with economic coercion or economic sanctions. However, the Japan-Korea export control case mentioned at the beginning of this chapter seems to go against this hypothesis. In other words, determining whether or not the democratic peace theory breaks down in “economic warfare” is an interesting topic for future research.




Notes


1. The first set of subjects is ordinarily dealt with in defense economics (Sandler and Hartley 1999), whereas the latter set is called “economic statecraft” (Baldwin 1985) or “geoeconomics” (Luttwak 1990). Another similar dichotomy is noted in Hirschman’s (1945) discussion of the supply and influence effects of trade; however, his discussion focuses only on trade.


2. Admittedly, some studies cited in this chapter showcase differences in the opinions of domestic actors in Japan, in terms of tactics.
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Chapter 34

 Remilitarization in Japan


Christopher W. Hughes




The language of militarization might appear stark and dramatic, and is often anathema to policymakers and other analysts in Japan and elsewhere that are proponents of and currently direct attempts to refashion Japan’s military posture, US-Japan security cooperation, and other aspects of its international security commitments. The preference is often to couch questions of the future trajectory of Japan’s security policy in the language of military “normalization,” “renaissance,” “evolution,” or even “rearmament,” and avoid terms such as “remilitarization” (Green 2001; Takao 2008; Oros 2008, 2017; Hagström and Williamson 2009; Soeya, Welch, and Tadokoro 2011; Liff 2015, 2018; Smith 2019). Doubtless, this is because of the connotations of remilitarization with prewar Japanese imperialism and militarism. The Shinzō Abe administration, even in the midst of its efforts to reshape Japan’s security policy, talks the language of apparent continuity by referring to a “proactive contribution to international peace,” thereby evoking Japanese traditions of pacifism (Kokka Anzen Hoshō Kaigi 2013; Hughes 2015).

However, others policymakers and analysts posit that Japan has clearly reversed away from its postwar state of demilitarization and accompanying sets of anti-militaristic principles and pacifist norms, and is now moving in a trajectory of remilitarization (Hook 1996; Hughes 2009; Moses and Iwami, 2009; Gustafsson, Hagström, and Hanssen 2018; Pyle 2018). Thus, the purpose of this chapter is to reevaluate the utility of militarization for comprehending Japan’s changing military stance, and arguably with greater precision than other terminology employed to date.

Militarization—if correctly conceived in social science terms (of which there is rich tradition from the liberal, realist, as well as Marxist perspectives) (Lasswell 1941; Mills 1956; Vagts 1959; Luxemburg 1961; Berghahn 1981; Kaldor 1982; Finer 1988), rather than being regarded as scaremongering language implying a rewind of history to 1931–1945—can provide a powerful analytical framework. The concept of militarization as a dynamic process over time functions as an important reminder to search for not just continuity, but also for significant change in a society’s military stance, and assists in identifying those military components—institutional and ideological in nature—present in all societies, including Japan, which are subject to contestation and alteration and open the way to substantive change in military security policy. The framework of militarization provides historical and evidential baselines to contextualize and calibrate the degree to which any one society has shifted its military stance. It encourages us to define more carefully, against objective standards, the significance of Japan’s changing security policy, rather than against subjective, and policy-driven, encapsulations such as “normalization.” In turn, this forces questions, which might be answered either in the affirmative or negative, but nevertheless have to be addressed, as to whether Japan’s activities are really appropriate, and “normal,” and fit with the character of postwar democracy.

This chapter examines Japan’s remilitarization in three sections. The first outlines Japan’s self-declared and self-imposed constraints on its military posture in the immediate postwar and Cold War periods to establish the baselines against which any shifts toward remilitarization can be evaluated. The sections thereafter systematically assess these baselines and the degree of subsequent shift in the post–Cold War and contemporary periods—in terms of legal and constitutional constraints on military power, procurement of new military capabilities, increases in defense budgets, civil-military relations, the export of military technologies, and external and alliance military commitments. The conclusion, in assessing the overall trajectory of Japan’s military posture, then considers the interrelationship with and challenges for the quality of Japanese democracy.

Japan’s Postwar Framework of Security Policy and Militarization


Japan in the initial postwar period underwent near total demilitarization and so stood at the far end of any militarization continuum. In order for Japan to restore its independence, economic stability, and return to the international system in the wake of defeat in the Pacific War, the determination of the Occupation authorities, and then the mainstream of postwar Japanese leaders, was that it was necessary for Japan to reemerge as a democratic and liberal state, or even a “peace state.” In turn, this meant the dismantling of the legacy of internal and external imperialism and militarism, and imposition of new constraints on military power (Dower 2000; Samuels 2007, 38–62).

Japan’s military constraints, and thus the benchmarks for measuring subsequent shifts in its military trajectory, took various institutional and ideological forms and evolved from the immediate postwar period onward, and arguably reached their apogee by the mid-1970s. The essential starting point, of course, was the Japanese constitution of 1947 as the very foundation for postwar democracy, and in many ways designed with the core objective of preventing any recrudescence of militarism. Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, the “peace clause,” set stringent standards for curbing Japan’s remilitarization, given that it was initially envisaged by the Occupation authorities that the constitution should prohibit entirely the use of military force for national security and the maintenance of any military establishment—an interpretation subsequently internalized by the main opposition Japan Socialist Party and upheld until the early 1990s, and still supported today by many peace activists in Japan.

As is well known, the constitution’s role as an absolute brake on remilitarization was diminished through the introduction in National Diet deliberations of the “Ashida amendment” that first enabled conservative politicians, and thereafter the long-governing Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) following its formation in 1955, to interpret Article 9 as possessing the right of the use of force for individual self-defense and the maintenance of military forces for this purpose. Japanese conservative politicians further probed the strength of Article 9 through their choices in the face of emerging Cold War pressures: firstly accepting US requests for Japan’s limited rearmament and assumption of a degree of responsibility for its own defense, leading to the eventual establishment of the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) in 1954; and secondly signing the US-Japan Security Treaty in 1951, enabling the long-term presence of US bases on Japanese territory, and aligning Japan with US regional and global security strategy for the rest of the postwar period.

But even if Article 9 has not proved an absolute bar on Japan’s reemergence as a military power, it has framed the constraints and opportunities for Japanese security policy, and generated a number of formal constitutional interpretations and anti-militaristic principles, as summarized in Box 34.1.




Box 34.1 Japan’s Anti-Militaristic Principles Established by the Mid-1970s


Constitutional interpretations and pledge not to become a military great power



• Japan’s interpretation of Article 9 as permitting the exercise of the right of individual self-defense has meant it has pursued a policy of “exclusively defense-oriented defense.”


• Japan has stated that this policy means that the JSDF should restrict its military capacity to the minimum necessary for self-defense and that the JSDF should not possess “war potential.”


• Although Japan provides no strict definition of the minimum necessary capabilities and war potential, and argues that it is dependent on the prevailing security situation, military technology, and the total strength of the JSDF, in practice this has meant eschewing types of weaponry that are designed for power projection or offensive in nature.


• Specifically, the JSDF in the past has not procured long-range or ballistic missiles, strategic bombers, inflight refueling, and “offensive” aircraft carriers similar to those of the US Navy.






Peaceful use of space



• In May 1969, the Diet imposed a Peaceful Purposes Resolution (PPR) stating that Japanese activities in space should be limited to peaceful purposes, interpreted as meaning nonmilitary activities.






One percent of GDP limit on defense expenditure



• In 1976 Prime Minister Miki Takeo, in conjunction with the approval of National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG), established the principle that defense expenditure should be limited to 1 percent of GDP.






Three Non-Nuclear Principles



• Prime Minister Eisaku Satō introduced the Three Non-Nuclear Principles in 1967.


• Japan is not to produce, possess, or introduce nuclear weapons.


• Japan is to rely instead on the US nuclear umbrella, although Prime Minister Kishi Nobusuke’s National Diet statement in 1958 made clear that Japan was constitutionally entitled to possess nuclear weapons if deemed the minimum necessary capability for the exclusive purposes of self-defense.


• The first two points were strengthened by Japan’s entry into the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1976.






Civilian control



• Article 66 of Japan’s constitution stipulates that all ministers of state must be civilians to prevent any repeat of the prewar domination of cabinet government by military appointees.


• The Japan Defense Agency and JSDF establishment laws decree that the prime minister is the commander-in-chief of the JSDF and directs the civilian director of the JDA.


• The Cabinet Legislation Bureau interprets the limitations of the constitution upon Japan’s military power.


• The prime minister should seek ex post facto approval, and if possible prior approval, from the National Diet for JSDF mobilization.


• The JDA, as an administrative rather than policy agency, reports to the Prime Minister’s Office instead of the cabinet.


• The JDA’s civilian bureaucrats exercise civilian control by drafting the director general of the JDA’s instructions for the JSDF.






Restrictions on the export of arms and military technology



• In 1967 Prime Minister Satō’s administration first enunciated restrictions on arms exports to Communist states, countries under UN sanctions, and parties to international disputes.


• In 1976 Prime Minister Miki’s administration ordered restraint in the case of all states, and prohibited the export of weapon-related technology.






External military commitments and US-Japan cooperation



• Japan’s government maintains that the exercise of individual self-defense is not necessarily geographically limited to Japanese territory itself and is able under the constitution to dispatch the JSDF overseas. But Japan also envisages that in most cases overseas dispatch of the JSDF would exceed the minimum force necessary for self-defense. In practice, this meant the JSDF was not deployed overseas during the entire Cold War period.


• Japan has furthermore imposed restrictions on the support it can provide for militaries of other states, maintaining that the provision of logistical and rear-area support for the armed forces of belligerents may be deemed “integral to the use of force” and thus a violation of Article 9.


• The Japanese government since 1954 has furthermore maintained that, while as a sovereign state Japan possesses under Chapter 7 Article 51 of the UN Charter the right of collective self-defense, the actual exercise of this right would exceed the necessary minimum use of force for self-defense and is thus unconstitutional.











These constraints, even in this period, were not entirely rigid or unchanging. The JSDF in this period and into the early 1980s steadily expanded its quantitative and qualitative capabilities to become a more effective military—manifested in the build-up of Ground Self-Defense Force (GSDF) main battle tanks (MBT) and artillery, Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) destroyers and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities, and Air Self-Defense Force (ASDF) interceptors (Keddell 1993, 154; Hughes 2004b, 146–147).

But JSDF’s military posture as it developed throughout this period—articulated through the 1976 National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG) and Mid-Term Defense Program (MTDP) as the first documents that set out essential military doctrine alongside the necessary force structure—remained predicated on a Basic Defense Force concept that limited Japan’s defensive responsibilities to its own territory against a Soviet invasion and to providing a defensive shield for US offensive power projection from Japan (Hughes 2004b, 144–145). This strict division of military labor was reinforced even as Japan began to explore expanding bilateral security ties under the 1978 US-Japan Guidelines for Defense Cooperation, with Japan prioritizing efforts for Article 5 security treaty contingencies for its own defense and largely devoid of any preparations for Article 6–type contingencies that could lead to assisting the US directly in the region (Tanaka 1997, 265–304).

Hence, these institutional and normative principles certainly functioned to constrain Japan’s military posture. As will be seen in the next section, the story since the late 1970s, through the 1980s, and then accelerating from the 1990s onward, has been the incremental erosion, and finally the effective breach, of every single one of these constraints.

Japan’s Remilitarization


Japan’s international situation over the past four decades has been characterized on the regional level by the rise of potential competitors—in the latter stages of the Cold War in the guise of the USSR, and then in the contemporary period even more seriously in the guise of China—to US hegemonic dominance and thus the very foundation of Japan’s security (Smith 2015; Hughes 2016). Japan’s security has been further complicated regionally since the mid-1990s by the emerging threat of North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs. On the global level, the crises of the Gulf War of 1990–1991 and 9/11, the ensuing “war on terror” in Afghanistan, and the war in Iraq from 2003 onward have heightened Japan’s awareness of the threats of terrorism and proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Most recently, the advent of the Donald J. Trump administration has alerted Japanese policymakers to the need to display greater reciprocity on military support with its treaty partner (Envall 2019, 119; Liff 2019, 3–4).

JSDF Transforming Capabilities—Towards Power Projection and “War Potential”


Japan’s erosion of its own military constraints and baselines, in response to these international pressures, has manifested perhaps most obviously over time in five successive revisions of the NDPG, overturning many elements of postwar doctrine and procuring for the JSDF new and more advanced capabilities.

The 2005 NDPG emphasized the development of the JSDF as a “multifunctional, flexible, effective defense force” (Japan Ministry of Defense 2004) capable of defending Japan itself, but also contributing to suppressing emerging international threats. The 2011 NDPG, mindful of the challenges posed by China and North Korea, abandoned the Basic Defense Force entirely in favor of a new Dynamic Defense Force concept, stressing a more proactive JSDF posture in and around Japanese territory, with increasing deployments of forces southward and with new power projection (Japan Ministry of Defense 2010). The 2014 NDPG then moved to emphasize a Joint Dynamic Defense Force to enable the GSDF, MSDF, and ASDF to work more effectively together; and the 2019 NDPG sought to transform the JSDF into a Multidimensional Joint Defense Force to engage in “cross-domain operations,” not only in the land, sea, and air domains, but also in the domains of outer space, cyberspace, and electronic warfare (Heginbotham and Samuels 2018; Mikalsen Grønning 2018, 6–7; Japan Ministry of Defense 2013, 2018b). In turn, the accompanying MTDPs have started to build down numbers of MBTs and artillery and to invest instead in more mobile and technologically advanced forces. The JSDF has continued to procure capabilities, such as ballistic missile defense (BMD), that are ostensibly defensive in nature and function for Japan’s immediate territorial defense and to support US power projection (Hughes 2013). But Japan has increasingly demonstrated a willingness to transgress previous taboos and for the JSDF to procure its own power projection capabilities for responding to regional and even global contingencies, and which can possibly be turned from defensive to offensive purposes.

Japan transgressed first its prohibition on the JSDF’s procurement of inflight refueling capabilities. Even though the ASDF removed inflight refueling equipment from its F-4Js from the mid-1970s, over the next two decades the JDA started to erode this prohibition by arguing that it needed to retain the equipment and hence longer-term potential for this capability on its newly procured F-15J interceptors in order to assist in extended patrol missions (Nishikawa 2008, 161–163). By the 2001–2005 MTDP, the ASDF was sufficiently emboldened to procure four Boeing-767 tanker aircraft and full in-flight refueling capability. The ASDF argues that this is necessary to prolong the time that its fighters can remain airborne and make more efficient use of pilot time in the air and fuel for take-off and landing, and also extend the range of its transports engaged in United Nations peacekeeping operations (UNPKO) and other international cooperation missions (Bōeichōhen 2001). However, in-flight refueling clearly now provides the ASDF with a power-projection capacity to fly sorties across East Asia and beyond. In conjunction with in-flight refueling, the ASDF’s intention to project power has been further demonstrated by its acquisition since the mid-2000s of joint direct attack munitions (JDAM) for precision air strikes, and then the decision since 2011 to procure F-35A fighters designed with stealth capabilities and the primary mission of penetrating the air defenses of other states.

Japan next transgressed its prohibitions on power projection through the procurement in effect of aircraft carriers with a potential offensive function. The MSDF intimated the procurement of carriers for the first time in the postwar period by commissioning two Izumo-class destroyers, of 19,500-ton displacement each, with end-to-end flat top decks, and capable of mounting up to twelve helicopters. Although the Izumo-class were in effect light carriers, the MSDF maintained the pretense of the non-possession of carriers, or at least non-offensive carriers, given their designation as destroyers, exclusive helicopter complement, and ASW role. However, the MSDF under the 2018 NDPG and MTDP has sought to procure F-35B maritime short vertical take-off and landing (SVTOL) fighters and convert its Izumo-class vessels to deploy the aircraft. The Japan Ministry of Defense (JMOD) considered redesignating the refitted vessels as “defensive aircraft carriers,” but in the end opted for “multi-function destroyers” based on the argument that they may not continuously carry F-35Bs (Japan Ministry of Defense 2018a, 10). In reality, though, Japan now possesses fixed-wing aircraft carriers, given that these are akin to the type of US vessels it has defined as offensive aircraft carriers in the past.

Japan is furthermore challenging other past taboos on power projection that may extend to war potential. Although eventually not included in the 2018 NDPG and MTDP, LDP policymakers for a number of years previously, and intensifying in the run-up to the review and release of these documents, pressed for the JSDF to acquire autonomous counterstrike capabilities, such as cruise missiles to strike against North Korean ballistic missile bases, and so starting to undermine Japan’s postwar prohibition on the possession of long-range missiles to strike the territory of other states (Japan-U.S. Alliance Study Group 2017; Fatton 2019, 19–20). The JMOD has also included in its 2020 defense budget funds for research into scramjets for a hypersonic cruise missile (Bōeishōhen 2019, 12). If Japan were to procure hypersonics, given that it is hard to imagine this capability, with its high-velocity trajectory, is practical for homeland territorial defense, it would provide for a powerful deterrent to strike against Chinese and North Korean missile bases.

In addition, Japan has continued to build up other power projection capabilities, including Hyūga-class amphibious ships and the establishment in 2018 of a GSDF amphibious rapid deployment brigade (ARDB) of around three thousand personnel and equipped with fifty-two amphibious armed personnel carriers, and seventeen MV-22 Osprey transports (Harold et al. 2018). Many of these capabilities are justified primarily for Japan’s own territorial defense, such as the retaking of Japanese southwestern islands in the East China Sea, but they also offer new potential out-of-area international security commitments for Japan.

Japan’s Militarization of Outer Space


Japanese policymakers have long eyed the possibilities of the militarization of space and ensured that constraints on its usage were limited to the 1969 Peaceful Purposes Resolution (PPR) rather than any formal legal framework. Japan started to breach the PPR in reaction to North Korea’s Taepodong-1 missile launch over Japanese “airspace” in 1998 and its subsequent determination that it required its own indigenous capability with its information-gathering satellite (IGS) constellation utilizing optical and radar technologies (Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezun 2010, 130–173). The Japanese government termed the IGSs “multipurpose” with dual-use civilian functions to justify their introduction, but the satellites were in effect military spy satellites. The National Diet in 2008 next passed a Basic Space Law that in essence overturned the PPR by stating Japan should limit its usage of space to “defensive” rather than nonmilitary uses. Successive versions of Japan’s Basic Space Plan since 2009 have accepted the need for the use of space for security; and Japan’s first National Security Strategy (NSS) of 2013 noted the key connection between space and national security (Kokka Anzen Hoshō Kaigi 2013; Ikeuchi 2015; Hoshiyama 2016). The 2018 NDPG went even further and positioned space as one of the key strategic military domains to support “cross-domain operations” (Japan Ministry of Defense 2018a).

Japan has now moved to militarize the use of space through a series of low-profile but very impressive programs, again often obfuscated in their military nature by the dual-use nature of space technology (Kallender and Hughes 2019). Japan has developed an indigenous civilian space launch capability, starting in the mid-1980s with the H-II liquid-fueled rocket series, but since the 1990s extending to the M-series and Epsilon solid-fueled rockets for “scientific” launches. Solid-fueled rockets are rarely developed for civilian purposes, and the Epsilon in particular is considered to be a mobile launch-on-demand rocket for military payloads such as tactical satellites. Japan has augmented its satellites capabilities with the Quasi-Zenith Satellite System (QZSS) for navigation purposes, and that can support military targeting in the same way as the US’s Global Positioning System (GPS). Japan has further developed satellite capabilities that can function for military communications, signal and electronic intelligence, space situational awareness (SSA), and maritime domain awareness (MDA).

One Percent GDP Limit on Defense Expenditure


Japan’s defense expenditure prohibition has proved to be inconsistent in its application and demonstrated declining traction on policymakers. Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone’s administration overtly breached the prohibition in the mid-1980s by pushing defense spending above 1 percent for a number of years. Moreover, if Japan’s defense budget is calculated on a NATO basis by including pension payments to servicemen (and the NATO methodology being the basis on which Japan chooses to compare its expenditure with other states), then it has always exceeded 1 percent of GDP (Hughes 2009, 39). Prime Minister Abe has more recently indicated that this prohibition should no longer constrain Japan: openly announcing in the National Diet in March 2017 that his administration had no intention of suppressing defense expenditure below 1 percent of GDP, and that no such budgetary policy constraint existed (Asahi Shimbun 2017).

Three Non-Nuclear Principles


Japan’s conservative policymakers have maintained since their very inception a degree of skepticism over the Three Non-Nuclear Principles, avoided their enshrining in law, and never closed down the option of Japan’s acquisition of its own nuclear weapons. Prime Minister Satō himself privately described the principles as “nonsense” (Pyle 2018) and secretly breached the third principle by opening the way from the 1960s onward for the transit through Japanese ports of tactical nuclear weapons on US vessels, and also considered breaches of the first and second principles by initiating in secret and unofficial research in 1968 and 1970 (known as the 1968/70 Internal Report) the desirability and feasibility of Japan’s acquiring nuclear weapons (Hughes 2007, 83).

Japanese policymakers have subsequently tested the strength of the nuclear taboo. The JDA conducted an internal review of Japan’s nuclear options in 1995, titled A Report Considering the Problems of the Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction, and set against the backdrop of the first North Korean nuclear crisis (Mochizuki 2007, 310–311). Prominent conservative politicians—including, before coming into the highest office, figures such as Prime Minister Abe and Deputy Prime Minister Tarō Asō (a former prime minister)—have routinely speculated publicly on the need for Japan to debate developing its own nuclear option. Tomomi Inada, minister of defense until August 2017, called in the past for Japan to investigate the benefits of possessing nuclear weapons (Hughes 2017a, 101)

Japan has, of course, not sought to actively develop its own nuclear deterrent, and there is a strong consensus that an indigenous nuclear option is neither credible nor necessary as long the US nuclear umbrella can be relied upon, and that the domestic political, technological, and international diplomatic hurdles remain very high (L. Hughes 2007). Nevertheless, Japan continues to build capability for a “recessed” nuclear deterrent—extensively stockpiling plutonium from civilian nuclear reactors and through its space programs developing potential launch and reentry vehicles and targeting systems—that can likely be materialized into an independent deterrent in the event of the failure of US security guarantees.

Restrictions on the Export of Arms and Military Technology


Japanese policymakers have sought to erode this prohibition from early on in its inception for two interrelated reasons. The first has been the increasing necessity since the 1980s to solidify US-Japan security cooperation through joint military technology cooperation projects. The second, and more recent—given the increasing costs and sophistication of military technologies—has been Japan’s need to preserve its domestic defense production base through the economies of scale offered by international development collaborations with the US and other states and potential export opportunities. Japan’s first partial breach of this constraint came with Prime Minister Nakasone’s signing an Exchange of Technology Agreement Between Japan and the United States in November 1983, enabling a series of bilateral projects with the US. A further partial exemption was announced in December 2004 to facilitate co-development with the US on BMD. The Chief Cabinet Secretary’s statement stressed that BMD would not conflict with the arms export ban because the project was designed for the smooth functioning of the US-Japan alliance, and thus Japan’s own defense. The JMOD further interpreted the statement as providing grounds for investigation with other countries into joint research and development of technologies to respond to terrorism and piracy (Kankōkai Henshūbu 2006, 147–148; Bōeishōhen, 2008, 388)

The Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) administration of Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda in 2011 issued a “Statement on Guidelines for Overseas Transfer of Defense Equipment,” and argued that Japan, in seeking a more proactive contribution to international security to improve the performance of its defense equipment, and to strengthen the alliance with the US and other partners, should allow overseas transfers of defense equipment. The Abe administration in 2014 then decisively ended previous bans on the exports of weapons technology in favor of the “Three Principles on Transfer of Defense Equipment and Technology.” The new principles somewhat return to the original 1967 restrictions by preventing export only to states considered to impede international peace and security, such as those transgressing international treaties or under UN sanctions, but allow export to those states contributing to international peace or Japan’s security, such as the US, NATO countries, and those engaged in UNPKO, and that could prove controls in place to prevent re-export to third countries. Japan’s NSS in 2013 made it clear that defense equipment and technology cooperation should become “mainstream” in Japan’s security activities, and part of the “proactive contribution to peace” (Kokka Anzen Hoshō Kaigi 2013; Hughes 2017b). Japan has now started to explore export and collaborative development opportunities with Australia, India, and European partners (Wilkins 2016).

Civilian Control


Japanese efforts to relegate the postwar influence of military affairs and the military itself from policymaking have likewise been eroded significantly in recent decades. The influence of defense and security policymaking agencies has been boosted by the elevation of the JDA to the JMOD and full ministerial and cabinet-level status in 2007, now holding an equal role in designing security policy alongside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and interacting with the US in the “2+2” process that involves respective bilateral foreign and defense ministers. Similarly, the creation of Japan’s new National Security Council (NSC) in 2013, with membership consisting of the prime minister, chief cabinet secretary, and foreign defense ministers, now acts as the “control tower” for shaping overall security policy (Le 2018, 189).

In turn, the influence of the JSDF has risen in defense policymaking, facilitated by structural changes within the JMOD and challenging the strict hierarchy of civilian over military officials. Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto in 1997 ordered the abolition of the 1952 National Safety Agency order, enabling JSDF officers to testify in the Diet and offer direct advice to the Prime Minister’s Office and the cabinet (Katahara 2001, 8; Koketsu 2005, 47–48). The JSDF strengthened its own policy cohesion by replacing the Joint Staff Council with a new Joint Staff Office in March 2006, designed to facilitate joint operations between the three services. The previous JSC consisted of the three chiefs of staff of the GSDF, MSDF, and ASDF, each able individually to provide advice to the civilian leadership—the result in practice being that each service acted separately in accordance with its own doctrine (Bōeichōhen 2003, 305–306). The new JSO, with its chief of staff drawn from one of the services, now represents all three services, and becomes the principal military conduit for relaying civilian orders to the JSDF and potentially capable of acting as the principal military advisor to the director general.

A further key structural change has been revisions to Article 12 of the JMOD Establishment Law, as part of the package of security legislation in 2016, that integrated the function of the civilian Defense Policy Bureau with the uniformed Operational Bureau. The objective of the reforms is to equalize the influence of civilian and military officials in advising the minister. For whereas previously the civilian bureaucrats sat as a layer of control above the uniformed officers and checked their decisions before passing to the minister, now the two sets of officials provide advice equally. Added to this, the creation of the NSC, with its secretariat staffed by MOFA, the JMOD, and JSDF officers, has further boosted the relative influence of military officers (Smith 2019: 146).

Japan’s civilian control regime has further changed due to the new operational demands resulting from the introduction of BMD. Japan’s need to respond in very compressed real-time frames to ballistic missile launches has meant that since February 2005 the minister of defense has been empowered, if there is no time to consult with the prime minister, to order the JSDF directly to mobilize interceptor launches in accordance with preplanned scenarios (Bōeichō 2005, 11–13). This provides a free-ranging role to JSDF commanders in the field that was previously unimaginable in the postwar period.

The changes to civilian control are intended to enhance military operability but have raised questions about the declining degree of effective control over the JSDF. In 2007 it was revealed that the JSDF and the JMOD had failed to report correct information to the top civilian leadership with regard to the MSDF’s refueling activities to support the US-led coalition shipping in Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) from 2002 to 2009. The MSDF correctly reported to its own Chief of Staff Office in February 2003 that it had supplied the US with 800,000 gallons of fuel oil, but this information was incorrectly recorded as 200,000 gallons and then passed on to the director general of the JDA and the Chief Cabinet Secretary. The fact that these mistakes were unreported for over four years represented a fundamental failure of civilian control, made even more worrying by the fact that it involved overseas dispatch operating close to a conflict zone and far from the oversight of the political leadership (Hughes 2009, 58–59).

A similar failure of civilian control surfaced following the dispatch of the GSDF for a UNPKO mission in South Sudan between 2012 and 2017. The JMOD vice-minister and GSDF, it became apparent in 2016, had concealed from Defense Minister Inaba the existence of operation logs that made clear the extent of conflict in the area of deployment that was supposedly relatively stable and had made possible originally the ostensibly noncombat mission. The resulting political scandal led to the removal of the vice-minister, GSDF chief of staff, and eventually Inaba (Smith 2019: 149).

Japan’s Expanding External Military Commitments


Japan’s concerns over the deteriorating international security environment in the post–Cold War period, and the concomitant need to provide a security commitment beyond its own immediate territorial defense, have enabled the stretching and then ultimately breaches of previous self-imposed constraints on the overseas dispatch of the JSDF and the range of cooperation under the US-Japan alliance.

Japanese policymakers perceived a demand from the US and the international community to provide a “human contribution” to the Gulf War in 1990–1991 in the form of the overseas dispatch of the JSDF, but in the end were only able to provide a financial contribution of US$13 billion to support the coalition forces. After the cessation of hostilities, Japan was able to dispatch MSDF minesweepers for noncombat operations in the Gulf in 1991, but there ensued a full-scale domestic debate on Japan’s future international security role. Japan thus eventually settled on the passing of a new International Peace Cooperation Law (ICPL) in June 1992 to allow JSDF dispatch on noncombat UNPKO for the first time.

Japan next began to push the envelope of its external defense commitments outward, in reaction the North Korean nuclear crisis of the mid-1990s that exposed the lack of interoperability of the US-Japan alliance to respond to regional contingences. Japan and the United States revised the Guidelines for Defense Cooperation from 1996 to 1997, and Japan passed the Law to Ensure the Peace and Security of Japan in Situations in Areas Surrounding Japan in 1999, thereby starting to clarify the extent of Japanese “rear-area” logistical support for the United States under Article 6 of the security treaty in a regional contingency.

Japan’s cooperation with the US and with other states was next promoted in global contingencies. In order to support the US-led international coalition in Afghanistan following 9/11, the National Diet passed an Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law, which enabled the dispatch of the MSDF to conduct noncombat refueling operations for coalition ships in OEF (Midford 2003). Furthermore, in response to expectations for allied support in the US intervention in Iraq, Japan passed an Iraqi Reconstruction Law that enabled the dispatch of the JSDF on noncombat logistical and reconstruction missions in southern Iraq from 2004 to 2008 (Hughes 2004c).

Moreover, Japan has begun to accumulate experience of other out-of-area dispatches and defense linkages. MSDF destroyers and P-3C patrol aircraft have been engaged in anti-piracy missions in the Gulf of Aden since 2008, leading Japan from 2011 onward to construct in Djibouti its first permanent overseas base in the postwar period.

But despite Japan’s beginning to stretch interpretations and send the JSDF overseas, it was careful through these new external commitments not to in actuality or formally breach past constraints. All of the JSDF out-of-area dispatches noted above were noncombat in nature, enabled by specific and time-bound National Diet legislation, and predicated on UN resolutions, and thus were not justified by utilization of Article 9 and the exercise of individual self-defense. Moreover, Japanese policymakers assiduously avoided any exercise of the right of collective self-defense. Japan repeated this cautious approach even in strengthening military cooperation with its US ally—the revised Defense Guidelines only outlining logistical and noncombat support for the US, delimiting the support to regional contingencies solely under Article 6, and ensuring that this support would be “rear-area” and so far from combat areas to avoid issues of “integration of force” and Japan’s own exercise of force (Hughes 2004a, 126–136).

The advent of the Abe administration, though, has emboldened Japan to finally breach the postwar constraints on external military commitments. Japan’s NSS now argues that contemporary security challenges are diverse and exacerbated in reach and impact by advances in military technology, meaning that no state can any longer defend itself entirely alone, and international collective responses are increasingly indispensable (Kokka Anzen Hoshō Kaigi 2013). Consequently, Japan announced a Cabinet Decision in May 2014 that provided for significant reinterpretations of Article 9, and then formed the basis for extensive security legislation eventually passed by the National Diet in 2015, all of which essentially overturned the existing constraints on Japan’s external defense commitments (Cabinet Secretariat 2014).

The first major reinterpretation and change was to “further support for the peace and stability of the international community” by expanding the scope and range of logistical support available to the armed forces of other states carrying out the legitimate use of force. The Cabinet Decision and accompanying Law to Ensure Security in Contingencies Significantly Affecting Japan that replaced the regional contingencies law now argued Japanese logistical support would not be “integral to the use of force” as long as the forces of other states were not actively involved in a theater of combat. The JSDF is thus no longer limited to “rear area” support far from combat zones, and can instead provide support for states immediately behind their combat lines or in transit to combat theaters (Martin 2017, 479–480).

The second and most radical reinterpretation is that Japan’s new security environment necessitates the exercise of both individual self-defense and collective self-defense. The new Law Concerning Measures to Ensure Peace and Security of Japan that Will Have an Important Influence on Japan’s Peace and Security enables Japan’s exercise of the right of collective self-defense in scenarios and under “three new conditions”—where an attack on another state in a close relationship with Japan poses a clear danger to overturning the Japanese people’s right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; where there is no other appropriate means to repel the attack; and where the use of force is restricted to the minimum necessary to repel the attack.

Thirdly, a new International Peace Support Law removes the need for Japan to enact separate laws for each JSDF dispatch to provide logistical support to multinational forces; and revisions to the IPCL enable the JSDF during UNPKO to use force in pursuing certain duties rather than just defending JSDF personnel. The GSDF UNPKO in South Sudan had this collective self-defense element added to its mission from late 2016 until early 2017, although exercise of the right remained untried despite the deteriorating security conditions.

The Abe administration argues that the “three new conditions” still significantly circumscribe the extent of Japan’s likelihood and extent of collective self-defense military actions in support of the US and other states. However, these constraints appear largely hollow in reality, given that the Abe administration has consistently avoided defining in detail the actual conditions that might form a clear danger to national existence and could trigger a military response, has not made clear what the threshold might be for deciding when there is no alternative to military action, and has obfuscated definitions of what might constitute the minimum use of force. The government has retained considerable flexibility to interpret the need for military action as it sees fits and to respond to US calls for assistance (Wakefield and Martin 2014; Hughes 2017c).

In conjunction with the reinterpretation of Article 9 and new legislation, the Abe administration’s 2015 revision of the US-Japan Defense Guidelines has greatly expanded, far beyond that of the 1978 and 1997 versions, the range of Japanese support for the US in contingencies. The functional range of support is increased to specify intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance; BMD; maritime security asset protection; joint use of facilities; PKO; humanitarian assistance and disaster relief; and now cyberspace and outer space. The revised Guidelines stress a concept of “seamless cooperation,” removing the previous rigid separation of bilateral cooperation into “Japan” and “regional” contingencies. The intention is that military cooperation will operate more smoothly across all potential scenarios and levels of conflict escalation. In turn, the revised Defense Guidelines emphasize that bilateral cooperation should now be global, and not necessarily be restricted geographically, as in past formulations, to Japan itself or the surrounding region, thus removing in effect the previous Article 5– and Article 6–type division of responsibilities. Most significantly, and designed to interlink with Japan’s intended breach of the ban on the exercise of collective self-defense, the revised Defense Guidelines outline the areas where the JSDF can now exercise force to defend US forces, such as the protection of US shipping, interdiction of other shipping, BMD, and providing logistical support during conflicts (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Japan 2015).

Conclusion: Japan’s Remilitarization and Evaluating the Quality of Democracy


Japan, as can be witnessed from the above analysis, has steadily eroded and then broken all of its self-imposed and self-declared constraints on remilitarization in the postwar period. Yet even today the JMOD in its annual Defense of Japan white paper continues to trumpet these constraints as intact and adhered to (Bōeishōhen 2018, 212–214). But the empirical record demonstrates that these have been systematically contravened and discarded.

The application of remilitarization to Japan reinforces a range of analytical insights. First, there should be no reticence in utilizing the terminology of remilitarization, which as applied to Japan elucidates that its postwar military trajectory—whether in its own military capabilities and doctrines or external alliance commitments—has been marked by significant change rather than continuity.

Second, in regard to the question of the ramifications of Japan’s shifting military posture, it has relentlessly if incrementally moved along the militarization continuum, transgressed key taboos, shows no signs of retreating back from its new commitments, and appears to be following in the wake of its US ally and other potential military partners. This process of significant change might be cast in reassuring language such as “normalization” or “proactive contribution to peace,” but the plain facts are that Japan is now moving to become a more effective, even great, military power, able to use force not just in its own defense but also for collective self-defense, across a range of domains, and regionally and globally. Japan has thus fundamentally changed shape as a military actor. Of course, the immediate implication of Japan’s remilitarization is not that it will act irresponsibly or seek to threaten its neighbors again. Japanese policymakers remain cognizant and cautious over the costs of military conflict. However, the probability of Japan’s engagement in military action surely appears heightened, and remilitarization assists in perceiving clearly this new state of affairs.

Finally, the framework of remilitarization presents significant questions relating to the changing quality of Japanese democracy. Proponents of Japan’s changing security policy and military posture argue that Japan’s changes are “normal” and indeed in line with Japan’s postwar democratic ideals—in close adherence to Article 9 of the constitution, authorized as they have been through National Diet debates and then specific legislation—and essentially driven by the need to defend Japan against nondemocratic states and uphold international democratic and liberal values. These are the very types of discourse employed by the current Abe administration to legitimize recent changes to Japanese security policy.

At the same time, the analysis of Japan’s remilitarization indicates motivations and methods that challenge many of the ideals of Japanese democracy established in the postwar period and born out of the desire to prevent any return to the status of a great military power. Highly notable are the means by which Japanese policymakers, in pushing forward remilitarization, have sought to obfuscate and desensitize these changes and if possible evade fuller democratic and public scrutiny. This can be seen in the language used to justify the procurement of new capabilities, with such obfuscating language as “multi-function destroyers” to camouflage the procurement of aircraft carriers, or ISGs and other “dual-use” technologies to disguise the procurement of spy satellites and military space infrastructure.

Even more concerning has been the means Japanese policymakers have used to circumvent Article 9 and its associated prohibitions. Article 9 has been continuously stretched in interpretation to make possible a range of changes to Japan’s security policy. Most recently, though, Japanese policymakers have chosen to formally reinterpret for the first time Article 9 through even more questionable processes. The Cabinet Decision of May 2014, including ending the ban on the exercise of collective self-defense, was predicated on recommendations from Abe’s Advisory Panel on the Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security—an extra-constitutional body with no mandate to offer advice on the reinterpretation of the constitution, and with arguably limited expertise, given that it included few constitutional scholars and instead nearly entirely security policy “hawks” aligned with Abe, and was essentially tasked with a results-oriented investigation to construct a reinterpretation to further the executive’s agenda rather than to deliberate objectively on Article 9. Moreover, in this process the Cabinet Legislation Bureau—the government body that in the past has ruled on constitutional interpretations—was subject to political manipulation to fall in line with Abe’s policies. The government, then, in presenting the security legislation of 2015 to the National Diet, never asked for direct approval of the Cabinet’s reinterpretation. Even more extraordinarily, the revised interpretation enabling collective self-defense was incorporated into the revised US-Japan Defense Guidelines before the necessary legislation for the exercise of this right had been submitted to the National Diet, thereby generating an international military commitment for the Japanese state that had not even received domestic democratic scrutiny or approval (Hughes 2017c; Martin 2017, 477–485).

If many of Japan’s moves toward remilitarization have looked to loosen democratic oversight as the postwar period has proceeded, then more recent changes in military policy look set to challenge the very foundations of Japanese democracy itself. Abe’s ambitions now extend to not just reinterpretation of Article 9, but also the first ever formal revision of the article and other sections of the constitution as a whole. These proposed revisions are again presented as moderate and emphasizing continuity—Abe proposing the apparently limited revision of paragraphs one and two of Article 9 to recognize that the “JSDF is maintained as an armed organization to take necessary self-defense measures.”

However, there is again obfuscation and radical intent contained in these revisions. In contrast to other plans for revision, the “necessary self-defense measures” remain undefined, and thus flexible and potentially extensive. How far Abe will succeed in his constitutional reform plans given National Diet opposition remains to be seen, and he has in fact achieved much of his security policy agenda through reinterpretation rather than revision. But recent attempts to revise the constitution also demonstrate that adherence to many of the ideals democratization as necessary to curbing remilitarization are waning.
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Chapter 35

 Global and Regional Security Multilateralism in Japan’s Foreign Policy


Paul Midford




As recently as 1994, leading politician Ozawa Ichirō could write in his Blueprint for a New Japan that “Japanese diplomacy has hitherto been based on the US-Japan alliance…we have virtually no experience in multilateral diplomacy; it is the area in which we are least equipped.” Nonetheless, Ozawa also identified security multilateralism as the key to Japan playing an international role commensurate with its size: “It is by embarking on multilateral diplomacy, however, that we can best fulfill our responsibilities” (Ozawa 1994, 136–137). A quarter of a century later, the observation that Japan has “virtually no experience” with security multilateralism seems a distant memory that is strikingly at odds with the leadership that the country has exercised in both global and regional security multilateralism.

This chapter explains Japan’s lack of experience with security multilateralism before the end of the Cold War. It then traces Japan’s pivot toward participating and even championing global and regional security multilateralism for a quarter-of-a-century following the end of the Cold War. It argues that Japan was motivated to champion security multilateralism as a way to channel its contributions to global and regional security while reassuring its neighbors that Tokyo would not reemerge as a security threat. Other motivations include reducing the dual dangers of entrapment and abandonment (Snyder 1997) by its US ally and creating new security utilities that Japan could not provide unilaterally or obtain through the US-Japan alliance (Kawasaki 2007, 78).

While the US alliance remains central for ensuring Japan’s territorial security, Tokyo has found that security multilateralism is often a more useful framework for dealing with nontraditional security threats, such as piracy or terrorism, and for directly contributing to global and regional security through participation in peacekeeping operations (PKOs). The US alliance also came to be seen as no longer sufficient for reassuring East Asian nations once Japan began sending the Self-Defense Forces (SDF) overseas.

Japan’s democratic politics have had only a limited influence on Japan’s approach to security multilateralism. Normally, security multilateralism is not salient enough to register in domestic politics,1 meaning that bureaucrats and sometimes ministers have been relatively free to set policy without worrying about public opinion, or even opposition parties or ruling party backbenchers. The main exception to this generalization has been when security multilateralism involves SDF overseas dispatches, especially when this entails the prospect of engaging in combat and suffering or inflicting casualties. The public has also been more accepting of SDF participation in formal multilateralism (Fukushima 2007) and more suspicious of US-led ad hoc multilateralism. The prime minister and other cabinet members have occasionally been motivated to intervene in policy toward security multilateralism, most notably in the cases of Prime Ministers Takeo Fukuda and Kiichi Miyazawa, and to a lesser extent Shinzō Abe.

This chapter demonstrates that Japan’s involvement and promotion of security multilateralism grew consistently from 1991 until the Iraq War, when Japan’s experience with the “coalition of the willing” soured Japanese public opinion on US-led ad hoc security multilateralism, at least outside of East Asia. During the Abe administration this waning of support for ad hoc security multilateralism spread to Japan’s involvement in global-level formal security multilateralism, specifically unit-level participation in UNPKO. Ironically, this partially reflected success in legitimating SDF involvement in UNPKO in the eyes of the Japanese public and East Asian nations, thereby reducing its usefulness for conservative hawks who saw participation primarily as a vehicle for expanding SDF operations overseas. At the same time, beginning with the Noda administration, and continuing during the Abe administration, and in the shadow of a rising China, the locus of Japan’s security policy has increasingly returned to the Cold War equilibrium of territorial defense, although with the addition of active involvement in regional security multilateralism.

The rest of this chapter consists of ten sections. The first section defines security multilateralism and specifies several major types. The second section demonstrates how pre-1945 legacies, the Cold War bipolar structure in East Asia, and Japan’s regional security isolationism explain Tokyo’s almost total lack of concrete experience with security multilateralism before the end of the Cold War. The third section examines Japan’s pivot at the end of the Cold War from mere diplomatic participation in, and rhetorical support for, security multilateralism at the global level to active participation through UNPKO, while also shifting from opposing regional security multilateralism to becoming its leading champion. The following three sections examine Japan’s continued leadership in promoting regional security multilateralism through the Hashimoto Doctrine, Northeast Asian multilateralism, and the creation of a regional defense ministers’ dialogue through ASEAN. The seventh section examines Japan’s promotion of multilateralism to combat piracy in Southeast Asia and the Gulf of Aden. The eighth section examines Japan’s participation in ad hoc and informal multilateralism, and the ninth examines the waning of Japan’s involvement in global security multilateralism since 2007. The concluding section summarizes the causes that have driven Japan’s active participation and even leadership in promoting security multilateralism, and why its participation has waned at the global level since 2007.

Why Security Multilateralism?


Beyond unilateral arming strategies and traditional bilateral alliances, states can enhance their military security through multi-member security structures, beginning with a multi-member alliance, but also including other forms of multi-member security frameworks, most notably multilateral security structures. Multi-member security structures include minilateral and multilateral structures. Minilateralism can be distinguished from traditional definitions multilateralism that often include the condition of “non-exclusivity.”

This chapter defines security multilateralism as institutions comprising three or more states that are established for the purpose of facilitating the exchange of security-relevant information, and/or for the purpose of coordinating the security policies of member states. Within the range of these functions, there is nondiscrimination and equal application of general principles among members (Keohane 1989, 163; Keohane 1990, 731, 732; Kawasaki 2006, 221, 228–229) This chapter defines the related but distinct concept is security minilateralism as a structure of cooperation among three or more states that are confirmed like-minded states or de facto allies in that they all at least share one ally. By contrast, non-inclusive like-minded multilateralism is a structure of three or more states that are like-minded but not necessarily allies, and can include neutral states.2

This chapter considers three distinct multilateral means for a state to promote its security: collective security, common security, and cooperative security. Collective security is effectively a universal alliance potentially directed against any member that threatens the security of any other member; it constitutes one type of inclusive multilateralism. Collective security requires member states to raise and collectively pool effective military force to punish an aggressor. While a collective security system in theory can replace traditional alliances, no effective collective security system has ever been created because of the contradiction of being potentially aimed at one or more of the system’s own members, and because it requires otherwise potentially disinterested states to contribute military forces, sacrificing lives and treasure in the process (Dewitt 1994, 5; Kamiya 2003, 103).

Common security is a system created among adversaries who share a common interest in eschewing the costs of war; it is an inclusive multilateral system (Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues 1982, 7–11) It aims to prevent war among adversaries and is based on the common danger posed by the hugely destructive nature of modern warfare. This system promotes confidence-building measures (CBMs), reassurance, and cooperation as a supplement for deterrence and counterbalancing, and it does not rely on coercive means, in contrast to collective security (Carter, Perry, and Steinbrunner 1992; Ueta 1995, 258).

Cooperative security was developed at the end of the Cold War as an offshoot of common security (Takahashi 2000, 106).3 It is a form of security multilateralism among states who are neither allies nor enemies. Cooperative security can take the form of either inclusive multilateralism or exclusive like-minded multilateralism, although usually it is the former. Like common security, a cooperative security framework seeks to prevent armed conflict by promoting CBMs, reassurance (Kawasaki 2006), and institutionalized security dialogues that can reduce the risk of conflict by preventing misperceptions. Likewise, it has no coercive means at its disposal (Kamiya 2003, 102–103). As an example, after the Cold War, as the CSCE became the OSCE, it changed from a common security multilateral institution to a cooperative security institution as the clear ally-enemy division faded.

In short, states may be motivated to engage in security multilateralism because of the opportunities it offers for exchanging information relevant for preventing accidental war and providing reassurance about intentions, cooperation in nontraditional security, and as a forum for soft political balancing and coalition-building that can may supplement or even partially substitute for harder forms of balancing. Table 35.1 summarizes different forms of security multilateralism and minilateralism, and their attributes.
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Security Multilateralism and Japan before the End of the Cold War


While multilateralism is often considered a post–World War I phenomenon, its roots in Europe go back at least to the conference of Westphalia in the form of multi-nation diplomacy. This stands in contrast to the Sinocentric tributary system that governed international relations in East Asia for centuries before the arrival of the Westphalian state system and Western imperialism in the mid-19th century, where all diplomacy was essentially bilateral. Japan was largely isolated from this system and only engaged occasionally in bilateral diplomacy (Fairbank 1968; Kang 2010).

The arrival of Western imperialism, China’s faltering response, and Japan’s quick socialization to the Westphalian state system gave Japan an opportunity to emerge as a great power and the dominant power in East Asia. Japan fully participated in multilateral diplomacy at the Versailles peace conference following the end of World War I, and was a founding member of the League of Nations, the first global multilateral collective security organization. It was also the first major power to quit when the League tried to punish Tokyo for the Kwantung Army’s invasion of Manchuria. In addition to Japan’s souring on the League of Nations, it had a parallel experience with the first regional multilateral security institution in East Asia, the Washington Treaty System, including the multilateral naval arms control treaty. This Washington System was in effect a common security system. Japan de facto quit this system due to Imperial Navy opposition after an attempt in the early 1930s to expand the types of ships restricted under the 1922 Washington Treaty (also known as the Five Power Treaty) (Asada 1994).

Despite these two initially unsatisfying experiences with political and security multilateralism, Japan tried to create its own system during World War II in the form of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which featured a multilateral summit in Tokyo in 1943 (Yellen 2019). Although it was a short-lived case of Japanese leadership in promoting regional security multilateralism, it had a significant long-term legacy, along with Japan’s pre-1945 imperialism overall, in delegitimizing Japan’s leadership for decades to come in promoting regional political, and especially security, multilateralism.

Following the recovery of its independence in 1952 as a US ally, Japan effectively pursued a policy of security isolationism, eschewing all security and military contacts with other countries, except for the US. Behind this policy were attempts to reassure domestic public opinion and East Asian neighbors that Japan would not again return to military expansionism, and attempts to avoid entrapment in American military conflicts.

Japan joined the United Nations, the successor to the League as the global multilateral collective security organization, in 1956. Upon joining, Japan declared that it would pursue a “UN-centric” foreign policy. Although active diplomatically and politically, including on security issues such as conventional and nuclear disarmament, Tokyo nonetheless refrained from participating in UN military-security functions. For example, in 1958, soon after being elected to the UN Security Council for the first time, Japan was called upon to dispatch ten SDF officers to participate as military observers in a UNPKO in Lebanon. Even though this was a noncombat role, Japan refused, citing the lack of a legislative framework for authorizing such a dispatch. Also playing a role were opposition parties that were opposed to the dispatch based on the claim that it would violate Article 9, although the Japanese government did not see a noncombat dispatch as violating the constitution (Fukushima 1999, 59–60). Regardless of the reason, this decision confirmed Japan’s Cold War–era policy of isolating the SDF from participating in UNPKO and other multilateral security operations. Consequently, UN-centrism in Japanese foreign policy remained little more than a slogan.

Japan had even stronger motivations to pursue security isolationism in East Asia, avoiding any direct involvement in regional security as a strategy for reassuring neighboring states, whom Japan had previously invaded and colonized, and for reassuring public opinion in Japan that feared a possible return to pre-1945 expansionism and its associated negative consequences. Tokyo was also motivated by the goal of avoiding entrapment in US wars. In the process of negotiating the end of the occupation, Japanese leaders rejected a US proposal to create a multilateral security alliance, a Pacific Pact, in which Japan would be a member (Cha 2016, 122–161).

Several motives lay behind Japan’s rejection of this multilateral alliance: reassuring other East Asian countries and its own public that Japan would not reemerge as a threat through major rearmament and involvement in regional security, perceived risks to civilian control within Japan, avoiding entrapment in US wars (several other US allies in the region found themselves entrapped in conflicts), and Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida’s aversion to significant “politico-military integration with neighboring nations” (Ōtake 1990, 139; Takemae 2003, 506; Kowalski 2014, 180)

Later, Japan followed US opposition to Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev’s Asian collective security proposal of 1969 and subsequent iterations, seeing these as one-sided and aimed to advantage the Soviet Union. Specifically, both Japan and the US opposed Soviet calls for eliminating foreign military bases in the region and believed the Soviet Union sought asymmetrical naval and air force arms control that would attenuate US dominance in these areas. Tokyo also prioritized resolving its territorial conflict with Moscow over the Northern Territories and feared that regional security multilateralism might legitimate the territorial status quo (Youtz and Midford 1992, 5–11).

At the same time, Japan’s security isolationism did not translate into economic isolationism, as Japan enthusiastically championed regional economic multilateralism, starting with the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) and the Colombo Plan. In 1966 Japan took the initiative in establishing a regional multilateral economic body: the Ministerial Conference for the Economic Development of Southeast Asia. In the mid-1960s Japan also played a leadership role in establishing the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Tokyo subsequently played a major role in establishing the Pacific Basin Economic Council (PBEC) in 1968, as well as the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC) (Sudo 1992, 32, 54; Fukushima 1999, 167–168; Tanaka 2007, 53)

Japan took an important step in the direction of promoting regional political multilateralism in 1977 when Prime Minster Takeo Fukuda, speaking in Manila, promised that henceforth Japan would recognize and deal with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as a whole (multilaterally), rather than just bilaterally with individual members. Japan was the first major power to do so. This speech, which later became known as the Fukuda Doctrine, played a major role in promoting ASEAN centrality in regional political, and eventually security, multilateralism. In the same speech Fukuda also promised that Japan would not become a military power capable of invading its neighbors, and in exchange for this he implicitly asked ASEAN states, and the broader region, to accept a dominant economic role from Japan. At that time Japan’s economy was larger than every other Asian nation, including China, combined. Fukuda also asked for acceptance of a regional Japanese political role.

The Fukuda Doctrine laid the groundwork for the establishment of the annual ASEAN-Japan Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, following the annual ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting (AMM), and a year later this led to the establishment of the Post Ministerial Conference (PMC), a multilateral meeting of ASEAN foreign ministers, Japan, and other dialogue partners, including the United States, Australia, France, and the United Kingdom ( later replaced by the European Union), which took place the day after the AMM. During its first decade the PMC mostly concentrated on economic and political issues, but it gradually began to informally discuss security issues from time to time (Midford 2020, chap. 2).

Japan’s Pivot toward Security Multilateralism


The end of the Cold War and the decline in the Soviet threat in East Asia corresponded with worsening economic tensions between Japan and the US and the First Gulf War, which further exacerbated bilateral tensions. Politicians blamed Japan for “free-riding” off US defense efforts, claiming this advantaged Japan in economic competition with the US. Tokyo was also criticized for practicing “checkbook diplomacy” by funding the US-led coalition that liberated Kuwait but refusing to put “boots on the ground,” with SDF members not shedding sweat or blood together with US and other coalition troops. The US demanded greater contributions from Japan to counter what Washington defined as common threats to international security.

Discord between Japan and the US over trade and US demands that Japan begin deploying the SDF overseas, Japan’s great economic power, US economic difficulties, and the declining Soviet threat, combined with memories of Japan’s past expansionism, made Japan appear to many East Asian nations to be a looming potential military threat, one that might seek to fill an apparently emerging regional security vacuum. Japan had outgrown its Cold War–era reassurance strategy of security isolationism and self-containment within an exclusive US-Japan alliance structure, Article 9, plus the Fukuda Doctrine promise to never become a military power. Japan needed new security policies that would allow it to begin playing a direct role in the regional and global post–Cold War order that was emerging by 1991.

Japan reacted to US demands that it begin contributing directly to international security by dispatching minesweepers to Persian Gulf waters near Kuwait and Iraq after Gulf War hostilities had formally ended. This minesweeper operation, made after the UN Security Council had formally recognized the end of hostilities, represented the first time that postwar Japan had participated in a multilateral military operation. This decision, and more so the Kaifu cabinet’s failed attempt in the fall of 1990 to pass legislation through the Diet allowing the overseas dispatch of the SDF for the first time to provide logistical support for the US-led coalition confronting Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, created concern both within Japan and in East Asia about Japan reemerging as a military power.

By 1990 Japan had also decided that the time had come to begin dispatching the SDF overseas to participate in UNPKO, starting with operations in Cambodia, where Japan had been diplomatically active in helping to craft a peace agreement. Japan had already been dispatching civilian government officials for several years to participate in UNPKO, such as election monitoring. The Kaifu and Miyazawa administrations dealt with Asian and domestic concerns about Japan “remilitarizing” by watering down the original UNPKO bill to limit SDF involvement in noncombat and nonmilitary operations. In fact, the SDF was effectively limited to humanitarian and disaster relief operations very much like those it conducted domestically in the wake of natural disasters, operations that formed the backbone of domestic public support for the SDF. With these limits the UNPKO bill was enacted in June 1992 and the SDF was dispatched overseas for the first time in September 1992 to participate in the UN Transitional Authority for Cambodia PKO (UNTAC). The image of SDF members benignly and professionally providing medical services, purifying water (SDF water purification units were said to be the best deployed to Cambodia), and repairing roads, began to replace older and more traumatic images that many East Asians and Japanese alike had held of Japanese troops being deployed overseas (Green 2003, 172–176; Midford 2011, chpt. 6).

The Cambodia deployment thus represented a break from Japan’s Cold War policy of avoiding SDF participation in UNPKO. Building on this precedent of growing domestic public support and East Asian acceptance of SDF participation in blue-helmeted operations, Japan over the following quarter of a century dispatched the SDF to UNPKO in Mozambique (1993), the Golan Heights (1995), East Timor (2002), Haiti (2010), and South Sudan (2012) for noncombat operations (Midford 2017; Murakami 2017; Mulloy 2020).

Beyond limiting SDF participation in UNPKO to noncombat operations, Japan dealt with East Asian concerns about dispatching the SDF overseas by proposing East Asia’s first regional multilateral security forum, thereby pivoting away from Japan’s Cold War–era opposition to security multilateralism. The Nakayama proposal of July 1991 (named after then Foreign Minister Tarō Nakayama) proposed creating a security forum within the annual ASEAN PMC meeting, where Asian countries could discuss their concerns about Japan’s security policy and Japan could respond. Japan persisted with this proposal despite US opposition, and eventually persuaded the US to change policy, thereby laying the groundwork for the establishment of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), East Asia’s first regional multilateral security forum, two years later. Japan’s pivot to having the SDF participate in UNPKO and to promoting regional security multilateralism in East Asia represented the end of Japan’s policy of security isolationism and the beginning of its new strategy of multilateral security engagement (Midford 2000).

Japan was an active participant in the ARF from its formal launch in 1994, with Japanese diplomats proudly seeing the ARF as an important fruit of Japanese diplomacy. Japan became the first cochair of the ARF’s Inter-sessional Group (ISG) on Confidence Building Measures (CBMs), together with Indonesia, and made several influential CBM initiatives, most notably the proposal for all members to publish defense white papers, which proved successful (Midford 2020, chaps. 7 and 8).

Some analyses of Japan’s policy toward the ARF find a growing pessimism about its potential by the late 1990s, mostly because of growing frustration with China’s increasing power and role. Policymakers are said to have come to realize that the ARF was a “mere” dialogue venue that “could only make a modest contribution to the regional balance of power by performing certain limited functions” (Yuzawa 2007, 158). Yet there is little indication that MOFA officials expected the ARF to directly “contribute” to the regional balance of power in the first place. Indeed, doing so would mean going beyond the consensus among ARF members, including Japan, that the ARF would be a common security forum rather than becoming a traditional alliance or collective security mechanism.

A more important issue for Japan during the first two years of the ARF was whether the PMC would continue the function it acquired in July 1992—namely, that of a like-minded multilateral security forum, one that included the non-Communist ASEAN states and their Western partners, but crucially did not include China and Russia. This was exactly what the Nakayama proposal of July 1991 had been intended to create, a forum where all members shared the same ideology and even political system. Given Japan’s objections to including China and Russia until the final negotiations to create the ARF, it is not surprising that Japan was eager to see the PMC maintain its like-minded security forum function (Midford 2020, chap. 7).

Japan’s Renewed Leadership: The PMC and the Hashimoto Doctrine


Japan was caught off guard when ASEAN decided on its own to invite China, Russia, and India to join the PMC in 1996. This ASEAN decision deprived Japan of a valued like-minded regional security forum, rendering the PMC’s security dialogue largely redundant with that of the ARF. Also, ASEAN’s decision changed the PMC from a like-minded to an un-like-minded multilateral forum in economics and politics as well, effectively ending the special relationship Japan had nurtured with ASEAN since the 1977 Fukuda Doctrine, and since Japan became ASEAN’s first dialogue partner in the PMC in 1978. Although the United States, Australia, South Korea, and other Western and US-allied states had long participated in the PMC, Japan’s unique combination of great economic power and great interest in ASEAN had been the basis for this special relationship and Japan’s influence.

China’s admission to the PMC marked the end of Japan’s special relationship with ASEAN and meant that Japan would now have to compete with a power that, with a wide spectrum of power capabilities, was nearing Japan in its ability to wield influence, while matching Japan in terms of interest in ASEAN. China’s admission thus posed a pressing question for Japanese diplomats: could a way be found to re-create a special relationship re-privileging Japan-ASEAN relations above China-ASEAN relations? This question became a key background for the 1997 Hashimoto Doctrine.

Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto’s visit to Southeast Asia in January 1997 became an occasion to make a high-level diplomatic initiative that, like Fukuda’s twenty years earlier, was dubbed a “doctrine.” Hashimoto proposed institutionalizing an annual Japan-ASEAN summit (Gaimushō 1998, 189). In a proposal reminiscent of the 1991 Nakayama proposal, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), in a subsequent elaboration, even suggested creating an annual senior officials’ meeting to prepare for these summits (Gaikō Forum 1997, 15).4 MOFA also proposed Japan-ASEAN bilateral talks on “regional security” (Gaikō Forum 1997). As Michael Green (2003, 171) argues, this was a clear attempt “to build a more explicit strategic relationship with ASEAN.”

At the same time, the Hashimoto Doctrine also revealed a reduced concern about US abandonment, in clear contrast to the Nakayama proposal of 1991, when maintaining US military engagement had been an important goal. An independent initiative that contained no role for the US, Hashimoto proposed a diplomatic forum excluding the US. The Hashimoto Doctrine revealed that fears of entrapment by the US were now predominating over abandonment fears (Sudo 2009, 139).

MOFA proclaimed the Hashimoto Doctrine a success based on ASEAN’s decision to hold a summit with Japan in December 1997 (Gaikō Forum 1997). However, ASEAN broadened Hashimoto’s proposal for an annual ASEAN-Japan summit into a forum including China and South Korea, revealing in the process that for ASEAN as well, excluding the US was not a concern. The result was the creation of the ASEAN Plus Three (APT) multilateral forum in 1997. Although the APT, by including a regular Japan-ASEAN summit as one part, undoubtedly served Japan’s national interest, it also represented a creative ASEAN rejection of Japan’s bid to reestablish a special ASEAN-Japan relationship (Tanaka 2007, 60).

Japan’s willingness to embrace a political multilateral forum that soon, at Japan’s own initiative, added security to its agenda suggests that its fear of US abandonment had declined. It indicates that other concerns, such as competing with China for influence in ASEAN, had become more important priorities. Japan’s acceptance of the APT framework also indicated a desire to create multilateral diplomatic channels for dialogue, if not policy coordination, with its principle East Asian partners absent the United States. It is also striking that Japan was willing to join a forum that exactly reproduced the membership of Mahathir’s proposed East Asian Economic Caucus (EAEC), which the US had strongly opposed (Tanaka 2007, 60; Togo 2008, 173).

Even before the launch of ASEAN+3, another multilateral diplomatic initiative suggested Japan’s growing interest in pursuing multilateral political, if not security, venues that do not include the US. Replying to European overtures, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong of Singapore called for “Europe and East Asia to engage in a dialogue at the highest level to forge the third link in the tripolar world” (Henson 1994). After further elaboration and consultation, ASEAN proposed an Asian Europe Summit Meeting (ASEM) in March 1995, and it was decided to hold the first summit in 1996 in Bangkok. Although Japan tried unsuccessfully to include Australia and New Zealand, it did not fight to include the US (Ngoo and Song 1995). In February 1996, heads of governments from Asian members of ASEM held a pre-ASEM preparatory gathering, constituting, as Akihiko Tanaka notes (2007, 57), “the first meeting of the heads of government in East Asia,” at least since the wartime Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Again, the Asian membership exactly matched that of Mahathir’s ill-fated EAEC. Japan’s enthusiastic support for ASEM suggested a willingness to explore multilateral political channels without US participation.

Japan again showed its interest and leadership in building political and even security multilateralism on top of the APT framework soon after the turn of the century, when it joined China, Korea, and ASEAN in exploring the idea of creating an East Asian Summit (EAS). Japan persisted in promoting the EAS despite US exclusion. Nonetheless, by 2005 Japan was worried about a growing China threat and worked to water down China’s influence by successfully pushing for the inclusion of Australia and India in the first EAS, which was held for the first time in late 2005. By this time Japan was worrying less about US entrapment and more about abandonment. Consequently, Japan continued lobbying to include the US in the EAS, a goal that was realized by 2010 (Tanaka 2007, 65–67; Togo, 175).

Northeast Asian Multilateralism


As the ARF and other ASEAN-based security forums are ostensibly Southeast Asian-centric, Northeast Asian nations, especially Korea and Japan endeavored to establish a Northeast Asian dialogue. At the fourth ARF meeting in 1997, Japan proposed creating a Northeast Asian multilateral forum, envisioning that this forum would supplement the work of the ARF in Northeast Asia. Japan’s proposal attracted little attention from other ARF participants, with the partial exception of South Korea, which promoted its own proposal. China did not support either proposal because of North Korea’s refusal to participate (Matsuda 1997, 37–38; Yuzawa 2007, 115).

A Northeast Asian multilateral forum, after several failed plans, finally made progress through the APT, which linked the three Northeast Asian states through ASEAN. Then Prime Minister Keizō Obuchi “surprised everybody” by suggesting a breakfast meeting of the three Northeast Asian nations at the third APT summit in 1999 in Manila (Togo 2010, 212). Summit meetings among the Northeast Asian Three thereafter became an annual event on the sidelines of APT meetings. Tripartite governmental cooperation was launched in 2002, and on the sidelines of the Bali APT meeting in 2003 the three countries concluded a “Joint Declaration on the Promotion of Tripartite Cooperation,” which was the “the first agreement among just those three countries” (see also ASEAN 2003) Togo 2008, 174.

After the Bali declaration cooperation among the Northeast Asian Three rapidly developed. In 2008 the first Northeast Asian Summit not tied to the APT was held in Dazaifu, Japan. This marked the first of what was intended to become an annual multilateral Northeast Asian Summit. However, due to conflicts over historical memory issues, primarily between China and South Korea, on the one hand, and Japan, on the other, these summits have proved to be less than annual. Apart from summits, the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat that the three nations established in Seoul has been more successful in promoting cooperation in a variety of functional areas, including in nontraditional security areas such as nuclear-plant security and counterterrorism measures. The regular foreign ministers’ meetings also feature a security dialogue. This is also another example of regional security multilateralism that Japan has promoted despite the exclusion of the US (Muhui 2018).5

Japan and the Creation of a Regional Defense Ministers’ Multilateral Forum


Since the turn of the century, Japan has continued to actively promote the further development of ASEAN-centric regional security multilateralism and separate initiatives outside of ASEAN. In June 2002 Defense Minister Gen Nakatani proposed creating an annual multilateral Asia-Pacific Defense Ministers’ Forum. A new framework was needed, Nakatani emphasized, because the participation of defense officials in the ARF is “limited.” Beginning with dialogue and information exchanges, Nakatani foresaw this forum expanding to “concrete cooperation” in non-traditional security areas, including PKO, maritime safety, large-scale disaster relief, and policies for tackling terrorism, piracy, pandemics, and drug trafficking (Asahi Shimbun 2002; Japan Times 2002; Togo 2008, 212).

However, the Nakatani proposal did not advocate an ASEAN venue for this dialogue. This difference reflected ASEAN’s by then well-known reluctance to have a non-ASEAN country propose a new ASEAN-sponsored body, and perhaps a desire for a forum that would be less focused on Southeast Asia, and which devote equal attention to Northeast Asia. Nakatani’s proposal did not produce any noticeable results, however. He made his proposal at the first meeting of the “Shangri-La Dialogue,” an unofficial multilateral defense officials’ dialogue on regional security sponsored by the International Institute for Security Studies (IISS).6 Nakatani was implying that this dialogue, because it was unofficial, and hence unable to conclude binding agreements or even nonbinding joint policy positions of participants, was not enough.

Yukio Satoh, the intellectual architect of the Nakayama proposal, argued in February 2004 that although it had already succeeded in building the foundations of mutual trust among participants, the ARF suffered from a significant short-coming because it lacked a defense ministers’ dialogue. More explicitly than Nakatani, he maintained that the Shangri-La Dialogue, because it was not at the intergovernmental level, could not be as effective. Satoh therefore urged Japan again take the initiative, more than a decade after the Nakayama proposal, by proposing a regional multilateral forum for defense ministers’ dialogue (Satoh 2004, 3).

Others also claimed that the ARF was too focused on foreign ministries, and that defense ministries and uniformed officers, although increasingly participating after 1995, continued to play only a relatively marginal role in the ARF.7 During the course of the first decade of the twenty-first century, ASEAN gradually developed an ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting, or ADMM, finalizing its design in 2009 (see ASEAN 2008). By 2010 Japan helped build a consensus to supplement the ADMM with an ADMM+ consisting of the ASEAN-10 plus eight partners, thus coinciding with the membership of the EAS (but significantly smaller than the ARF membership). The first ADMM+ was held in Vietnam in October 2010. ADMM+ represented the culmination of efforts by Satoh, Nakatani, and others to establish an official level track-one regional multilateral defense ministers’ forum, thereby deepening the regional security dialogue. Consistent with Satoh’s proposal, but unlike Nakatani’s, what emerged was another cooperative security institution that reinforced ASEAN’s centrality.

Japan’s Promotion of Multilateral Counter-Piracy Cooperation


Counter-piracy is a “nontraditional” security area where Japan has been especially proactive in championing regional security multilateralism. As far back as 1999, Japan proposed joint “anti-piracy patrols” with ASEAN members. ASEAN did not agree and responded with a proposal for a multilateral mechanism that would facilitate sharing data and “coordinating” national patrols. Littoral states to the Malacca Straits, especially Indonesia and Malaysia, were opposed to foreign counter-piracypatrolling in or near territorial waters (Kin 2000; Green 2003, 189).

In November 2001, following up on ASEAN’s counter intiative, then Prime Minister Koizumi Junichirō proposed creating an information-sharing center in Southeast Asia to better coordinate anti-pirate patrols in Asian waters. Negotiations commenced “under Japan’s leadership,” and featured a two-day conference of Asian Coast Guard leaders in Tokyo in June 2003. Sixteen Asian nations, including ASEAN, China, India, and South Korea, participated in negotiating the agreement, which was eventually named as the Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP). This agreement was finalized in November 2004, with fourteen nations signing (Gaimushō 2010).

With the agreement coming into legal force from September 2006, the ReCAAP Information Sharing Center (ISC) was inaugurated in Singapore in November 2006. The ISC’s primary mission is reportage to member countries; it also engages in capacity building (Gaimushō 2010). A Singapore-based security expert characterized Tokyo as “the driving force” behind ReCAAP. Since its establishment Japan has consistently supplied the heads of the ISC. Another regional security expert also viewed ReCAAP as “very Japanese driven” and funded, and pointed out that the ReCAAP ISC cooperates closely with the Singaporean Navy’s “naval fusion center” in monitoring regional maritime traffic and reporting cases of piracy to member states.8

Another example of Japan’s promotion of multilateral counter-piracy cooperation is its participation in such operations off Somalia. Japan first dispatched two MSDF destroyers along with a team of law enforcement officers from the Japanese Coast Guard (JCG) (who have responsibility for arresting pirates) in early 2009. A few months later this mission expanded to include the deployment of two MSDF P-3C maritime patrol planes to Djibouti, from where they provide surveillance of the Gulf of Aden, where MSDF destroyers were providing convoy escort for civilian ships (Midford 2012; Vosse 2018).

This is an example of formal global security multilateralism, as Japan’s deployment was covered by the Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast of Somalia (CGPCS), which had been set up by the UN Security Council (UNSC Resolution 1851). Japan also joined the Shared Awareness and Deconfliction (SHADE) ad hoc multilateral group set up to coordinate operations among navies and naval coalitions conducting counter-piracy operations off Somalia in order to maximize effective coverage and the efficient use of assets. MSDF and JCG units have cooperated extensively with the EU NAVFOR deployment off Somalia to combat piracy, with the two sides holding numerous joint training and interoperability exercises (Vosse 2018, 220, 223–225). Japan and ReCAAP itself, along with the EU and the International Maritime Organization, have invested in developing the Djibouti Regional Training Center (mostly funded by Japan), establishing three regional ISCs, and advancing counter-piracy capacity-building in Yemen, Kenya, and Tanzania (IMO 2013; IMO 2015; Walsh 2017; Vosse 2018, 226–227).

Japan has also cooperated with Combined Task Force 151, an ad hoc multilateral framework originally established by the United States (CMF 2019), with an MSDF officer serving as commander in 2015, the first time in the postwar era that a multilateral military mission has been commanded by a Japanese military officer (Vosse 2018, 228). At over ten years and still running, Japan’s MSDF/JCG deployment to the Gulf of Aden has proven to be Japan’s longest overseas maritime deployment in the postwar era (exceeding the eight-plus years of the counterterrorism refueling mission launched after 9/11), and the second-longest deployment to a multilateral security operation (the longest was the GSDF deployment to the Golan Heights from 1995 until 2013).

Japan and Ad Hoc Security Multilateralism


While Japan has focused its attention on formal security multilateral institutions, since its 1991 pivot, and especially during the early 21st century, it has also participated in ad hoc security multilateralism. As mentioned earlier, Japan’s first postwar overseas military deployment, namely that of minesweepers to the Persian Gulf following the end of the First Gulf War, was de facto part of the ad hoc “coalition of the willing” that evicted Iraq from Kuwait, as the MSDF cooperated with this coalition in clearing mines. Even here, though, we can see the influence of formal security multilateralism, in that Japan waited until the UN Security Council declared a formal end to hostilities to make this dispatch.

Soon after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, Japan again joined an ad hoc multilateral military coalition, dispatching MSDF destroyers and oilers to the Indian Ocean to help refuel US naval vessels, and eventually the naval vessels of other members of the ad hoc coalition conducting the war on terrorism. However, Japan refrained from putting boots on the ground even for noncombat operations in Afghanistan. That changed following the US invasion of Iraq, when Japan joined the Bush administration’s multilateral “coalition of the willing” and dispatched the GSDF to a relatively peaceful town in southern Iraq to provide humanitarian and reconstruction assistance, mostly in the form of purifying water, refurbishing schools and hospitals, and eventually building a water purification plant. The GSDF unit worked in proximity with other members of the multilateral coalition, notably Dutch and, later, Australian troops, who provided security for Japanese soldiers. The GSDF was deployed from early 2004 until mid-2006, when it withdrew without having suffered any casualties. During the same period the ASDF provided transportation services for the coalition between Kuwait and Baghdad, a mission that was extended beyond the GSDF mission until late 2008 (Midford 2011, chaps. 6 and 7).

The Iraq deployment that put the SDF at risk of entrapment in overseas combat was unpopular with the Japanese public and helped undermine support for the MSDF refueling mission in the Indian Ocean, which had initially enjoyed public support. In 2007, after the DPJ gained effective control of the upper house, in part because of the unpopular Iraq dispatch, they succeeded in temporarily stopping the refueling mission before the LDP and Kōmeitō were able to use their two-thirds majority in the lower house to override the upper house veto of this mission’s extension. The extension proved to be short-lived, however, as the DPJ came to power in September 2009, and in early 2010 terminated this refueling mission (Midford 2011, chap. 9).

Waxing and Waning of Involvement in Security Multilateralism


The change of government in 2009 led to a significant shift in Japan’s involvement in security multilateralism, as the DPJ government abandoned participation in ad hoc multilateral security deployments in support of the US military outside of East Asia. Instead, DPJ administrations placed greater emphasis on contributing to global security through stepped-up participation in UNPKO. The Hatoyama and Noda cabinets deployed the SDF to UN missions in Haiti and South Sudan, respectively.

However, when the LDP returned to power in 2013, Prime Minister Abe, despite promising to pursue “pro-active pacifism,” including greater participation in UNPKO (GoJ NSC 2013, 26–27), proceeded during the first five years of his administration to end all three missions where the SDF was participating when he took office: the Golan Heights, Haiti, and South Sudan. No new missions have been started, even though there are currently sixteen ongoing UNPKOs in need of troops. Japan has maintained up to four SDF officers at the headquarters of the South Sudan UNPKO, and recently set a new precedent by dispatching two officers to the headquarters of the Sinai multilateral force charged with monitoring the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement there. This was a new precedent, as it was the first deployment of the SDF to a non-UN-sponsoredPKO. Nonetheless, in terms of a boots-on-the-ground deployment of military units for noncombat operations, Japan, by May 2017, had reached PKO zero for the first time since 1992 (Hornung 2019), a situation that did not change during the rest of the remainder of the Abe administration.

The Abe administration continued the DPJ’s policy of nonparticipation in ad hoc coalitions in support of US military operations outside of East Asia. Although the LDP while in opposition in 2010 had tried to maintain the Indian Ocean refueling mission that the DPJ canceled, Abe did not try to revive this mission after he returned to office. Despite several Japanese being executed by the Islamic State, Japan made no move to deploy the SDF to the Middle East to offer even noncombat support of the US-led ad hoc multilateral coalition established to fight the Islamic State, as Japan had done after 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq. Despite pressure from the Trump administration, the Abe administration refused to join an ad hoc multilateral coalition to escort oil tankers through the Persian Gulf and Strait of Hormuz (Asahi 2019).

Japan also did not participate in any other ad hoc multilateral coalitions, such as the de facto coalition of nations that dispatched troops to West Africa to combat a multi-country epidemic of Ebola there in 2014 (Hornung and Midford 2014). Although Japan continued to actively participate in multilateral security diplomacy, such as by sponsoring an annual resolution at the UN calling for the abolition of nuclear weapons (although Japan did not sign the 2017 treaty banning nuclear weapons), after approximately twenty-five years of participating in global multilateral security operations, Japan under Abe has effectively withdrawn Japan from participation. At the global level at least, the Abe administration’s actual policy has been less proactive pacifism and more passive pacifism.

At the level of regional security multilateralism, there have also been indications that the Abe administration has been less interested in exercising leadership to further the development of regional security multilateralism, preferring instead less inclusive minilateralist arrangements of the US, its allies, and aligned states. The Quad, a security-focused forum bringing together Australia, India, Japan, and the US, is an example of this, although whether the Quad is an example of minilateralism among aligned states, or of relatively more inclusive multilateralism tied to the ARF, has been disputed. Nonetheless, Abe himself made an initiative in 2014 to strengthen the political and security functions of the EAS. Specifically, he called for creating “a permanent [EAS] committee comprised of permanent representatives to ASEAN from the member countries…while also making the Summit along with the ARF and the ADMM+ function in a multi-layered fashion” (Gaimushō 2014). Beyond this proposal, Japan has continued to be a consistent supporter of regional security multilateralism under the Abe administration because of the nontraditional security utilities it provides, the reassurance it offers other nations, and its usefulness for managing Japan’s alliance security dilemma vis-à-vis the United States.

Conclusions


Following its defeat in World War II, Japan maintained a policy of isolation and non-engagement in security multilateralism at the global and regional levels. This reflected domestic constraints and a need to reassure East Asian neighbors that Japan would not again become a threat, and perhaps a degree of isolationist mentality. Consequently, even by the end of the Cold War, Japan still had little experience with security multilateralism. Over the following thirty years Tokyo gained experience as it came to identify security multilateralism as a tool for facilitating a direct role in global security commensurate with its economic size, its role in the global economic system, and its stakes in global security. Security multilateralism went from being something that was to be avoided for the sake of reassuring neighboring states and eschewing entrapment in US wars to a tool useful for reassurance, and for managing abandonment and entrapment risks in the US-Japan alliance. It also became a vehicle for Japan to carve out a more independent diplomacy toward its East Asian neighbors, one usable even in venues where the US was not present.

Yet the DPJ governments, reacting to Japan’s partial entrapment in US-led global ad hoc security multilateralism during the Iraq War, ended SDF involvement in this form of security multilateralism, a decision reflecting public opposition. Still, DPJ governments continued and even extended SDF deployments to UNPKOs, reflecting the broader public acceptance of participation in security multilateralism less closely tied to US military strategy.

Further, under Abe there has been a shift back toward disengagement from boots-on-the-ground participation in UNPKO and other formal as well as ad hoc security multilateral operations outside of East Asia. In part this reflects the exhausting of UNPKO as a reassurance and legitimating vehicle for SDF deployments overseas in the eyes of Japanese hawks such as Abe. This also reflects a return to the focus that Japan’s security strategy had during the Cold War: namely, defense of Japanese territory. This shift has been away from Hokkaido and toward the Southern Ryukyu Islands and the Senkaku Islands in reaction to the rise of China. Nonetheless, Japan remains very much engaged in regional security multilateralism, something that was not the case before the end of the Cold War.





Notes


1. Regarding the importance of salience, see Page and Shapiro 1992, 40.


2. For similar definitions see US Department of Defense 1998, 43; Smith 2003, 117, 123–124.


3. Dewitt (1994, 7) claims Canada largely developed cooperative security at the end of the Cold War as a concept applicable to the Asia-Pacific region.


4. This proposal was made through an anonymous sidebar article carried in Gaikō Forum, MOFA’s unofficial mouthpiece (Gaikō Forum 1997).


5. Data from the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat, http://www.tcs-asia.org/, accessed September 27, 2019.


6. Regarding this dialogue, see http://www.iiss.org/conferences/the-shangri-la-dialogue/about/.


7. The so-called ASEAN Special Senior Officials’ Meeting (ASEAN Special SOM), started in 1996, brought together ASEAN diplomats and defense officials, especially in a Working Group on Security Cooperation (ASEAN 2008).


8. Author interviews of September 27 and 28, 2010.
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Chapter 36

 Japan and Nuclear Nonproliferation


Mike Mochizuki




Japan’s Three Non-Nuclear Principles of not possessing, not manufacturing, and not allowing the entry of nuclear weapons, which the House of Representatives endorsed in 1971, symbolize the nation’s status as a non-nuclear-weapons state and have become part of Japan’s national identity (Mochizuki 2007, 306–308). These principles express the nation’s commitment to nuclear nonproliferation and continue to be widely embraced by the public, making it politically risky for any Japanese political leader to oppose them openly. Despite this public consensus against nuclear weapons, however, actual Japanese policies regarding nuclear issues reveal intractable tensions and dilemmas. As a consequence, the nuclear question has not only provoked intense debates among Japanese political and policy elites, but also spawned civil society activism. These debates reveal cleavages and bargains among key Japanese stakeholders in the nuclear policy realm: those who manage security policy, those who promote nuclear energy, and those who advocate nuclear disarmament (Tatsumi and Weiner 2014, 9–26).

The changing security environment in Asia, including North Korea’s nuclear weapons and missile programs and the increase in China’s military capabilities and assertiveness, has reshaped Japan’s security policy debate and motivated some defense commentators to advocate a latent nuclear weapons capability. Notwithstanding Japanese concerns about regional security threats, public opposition to nuclear weapons has remained robust and has steered policymakers to focus on strengthening conventional defense capabilities and tightening the alliance with the United States rather than seriously considering a nuclear weapons option. Stakeholders in Japan’s civilian nuclear energy programs have also reinforced this anti-nuclear-weapons sentiment among Japanese citizens by serving as veto players against potential moves to develop an indigenous nuclear weapons program. Realistic security calculations among policy elites, however, have tempered Japan’s support for global nuclear disarmament despite vigorous calls by anti-nuclear activists for Japan to exercise greater international leadership to reduce and ultimately ban nuclear weapons.

To illuminate the policy tensions and dilemmas and the salience of domestic cleavages regarding nuclear nonproliferation, this chapter examines the evolution of Japanese policy and behavior by discussing four dimensions. First, it traces the historical development of Japan’s Three Non-Nuclear Principles and dissects their relevance to US-Japan security relations. Second, the article reviews the evolving policy debate regarding the nuclear option. Third, it examines Japan’s pursuit of nuclear energy and the implications for nuclear nonproliferation. Finally, the chapter analyzes Japan’s external policies regarding nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation.

Three Non-Nuclear Principles and US-Japan Security Relations


In addition to the horrors of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings, the Lucky Dragon (Fukuryū Maru) tragedy galvanized the Japanese public’s anti-nuclear sentiment. Nuclear fallout after a March 1954 US thermonuclear test at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific Ocean sickened the crew of the tuna fishing boat Lucky Dragon with acute radiation syndrome, contaminated fish in the area, and even led to the detection of radiation in rainfall over parts of Japan. A broad-based, grass-roots movement involving many sectors of Japanese society emerged demanding prohibition of the use, production, and testing of nuclear weapons. By the end of 1954, over twenty million Japanese had signed a petition opposing nuclear weapons, and in September 1955 the Japan Council against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs was formed as the umbrella organization for this anti-nuclear movement (Totten and Kawakami 1964; Dingman 1990; Kurosaki 2018, 110–113).

The public impact of the Lucky Dragon incident strained Japan’s security relationship with the United States. Despite public calls in Japan to suspend nuclear tests, the United States continued the tests until 1958. Although Japan’s conservative political leadership tended to defer to Washington on security matters, the anti-nuclear movement and sharp criticisms from leftist opposition parties led to the passage of Diet resolutions calling for an end to nuclear testing. Facing this political pressure, the Japanese government ended up supporting a ban on nuclear testing in the United Nations.

In addition to nuclear tests, the Eisenhower administration’s interest in deploying nuclear weapons and various related non-nuclear components in East Asia presented political challenges for the Japanese government. In 1954 the US military proposed stockpiling nuclear weapons on mainland Japan, but US Ambassador to Japan John Allison vetoed this idea for fear of inflaming the Japanese public’s anti-nuclear views. But in March 1955, during a press conference with foreign journalists, Prime Minister Ichirō Hatoyama suggested that he might be open to the storage of US nuclear weapons on Japanese territory. He stated that “If we justify ‘peace through strength,’ we have to allow the U.S. military to store nuclear weapons in Japanese territories.” The remark provoked a strong political backlash from the anti-nuclear movement and the Socialist and Communist Parties. Domestic opposition compelled Hatoyama to backtrack, and he declared in the Diet that storing nuclear weapons in Japan was unnecessary because US naval vessels already carried nuclear weapons (Ota 2018, 197–198).

The Japanese government’s public opposition to the deployment of nuclear weapons in Japanese territory, however, did not preclude Tokyo from agreeing to accept US missiles without the nuclear warheads. By having missiles with the military personnel to operate them in place in Japan, the United States could quickly deploy a nuclear capability if necessary. In fact, the US and Japanese governments reached a secret understanding in 1955 that Japan would permit the deployment of US nuclear weapons in Japan if the international security situation deteriorated (Weinstein 1971, 81–82; Kristensen 1999, 9–11). Although the United States refrained from storing nuclear weapons on Japanese territory, it did go ahead with nuclear deployments in Taiwan, Korea, the Philippines, Guam, and Okinawa. Okinawa, which was still under US administration, received the largest number of US nuclear weapons (Norris, Arkin, and Burr 1999, 30).

On the question of Japan acquiring a nuclear arsenal of its own, Prime Minister Hatoyama declared during a Diet interpellation in March 1955 that Japan’s acquisition of nuclear weapons would violate Japan’s postwar constitution. In December 1955 Japan enacted the Atomic Energy Basic Law, which explicitly prohibited Japan from possessing or manufacturing atomic weapons. But eventually the Japanese government under conservative leadership drew a distinction between the constitution and policy choice. In a May 1957 Diet address, Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi opened the door for possible nuclearization in the future when he stated that Japan could possess nuclear weapons even under the current constitution if this were to take place within the limitations of exercising the country’s right of self-defense. Distinguishing between the constitutional question and actual policy, Kishi quickly placated the public by declaring that Japan would neither acquire nor produce nuclear weapons (Kurosaki 2006, 10; Kurosaki 2018, 114–115). Kishi’s interpretation that the constitution does not necessarily prohibit Japan’s acquisition of nuclear weapons has remained the government’s official stance on the relationship between Article 9 of the constitution and nuclear weapons (Hughes 2007, 83–84; Mochizuki 2007, 305).

Another example of how the Japanese government tried to balance between the public’s anti-nuclear attitudes and Japan’s security ties with the United States was its initial ambiguous position regarding US nuclear deterrence. The US aircraft carrier Oriskany, capable of carrying nuclear weapons, first visited Yokosuka in October 1953 and was eventually deployed there in 1955 to operate in the Western Pacific. Hatoyama’s March 1955 statement that “there is no necessity to store nuclear weapons because the US military equips its naval vessels with nuclear weapons” amounted to an implicit recognition that US nuclear capabilities in the region contributed to Japan’s security. Prime Minister Kishi in 1957 privately conveyed to US Ambassador to Japan Douglas MacArthur Jr. “Japan’s dependence on the US nuclear deterrent to prevent general war” (Ota 2018, 198). Seeking to avoid provoking domestic political criticisms, Japanese leaders, however, refrained from explicitly supporting US nuclear weapons to protect Japan. It was not until 1966 that the Japanese government officially acknowledged in public Japan’s reliance on US nuclear deterrence for national security (Kurosaki 2006, 188–191; Kurosaki 2018, 116; Kurosaki 2020, 781–783).

In 1974 the Nobel Committee awarded Prime Minister Eisaku Satō the Peace Prize for representing “the will for peace of the Japanese people” and for signing the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 1970. By bestowing the prize to Satō, the committee hoped to encourage stopping the spread of nuclear arms. Satō’s personal views about nuclear weapons, however, appeared to contradict the Nobel Committee’s expectations. After China conducted its first nuclear test in October 1964, Satō, who became prime minister a few weeks later, told US Ambassador to Japan Edwin O. Reischauer that “if [the] other fellow had nuclear [weapons] it was only common sense to have them oneself” (Hoey 2016, 489). Concerns about Satō’s interest in Japan’s own nuclear capability led the Johnson administration to reassure Satō of the US security commitment in the face of a nuclear China (Hoey 2016, 490–491; Kurosaki 2017, 54–55; Ota 2018, 200–201). Questions remain about whether Satō was bluffing to get Washington to bolster its security guarantee to Japan, but this exchange clearly established the policy linkage in the alliance between US extended nuclear deterrence on the one hand and Japan’s nuclear nonproliferation stance on the other (Kusunoki 2008, 30–32).

The Three Non-Nuclear Principles emerged during December 1967 Diet interpellations about the US return of the Ogasawara Islands to Japan, which served as a prelude to Okinawa reversion (Eldridge 2008, 14–21). When grilled by a Socialist Party parliamentarian regarding the reversion terms of these islands, Prime Minister Satō emphatically declared that this would take place according to the “three principles” of not possessing, not manufacturing, and not allowing the introduction of nuclear weapons. In other words, the Three Non-Nuclear Principles would apply to the Ogasawara Islands after their return, just like the rest of Japan. Although various Japanese prime ministers had already stated the government’s policies regarding nuclear weapons on other occasions, Satō’s use of the term “three principles” crystallized Japan’s non-nuclear stance. He immediately seemed to regret what he did, because a little more than a week later he declared in a special Diet committee on Okinawa the necessity of eliminating the Japanese “nuclear allergy” (Hook 1984, 267–268). He even confided to US Ambassador to Japan U. Alexis Johnson that the three principles were “nonsense” even while reassuring the ambassador that Japan did not intend to acquire nuclear arms (Hoey 2016, 493).

In January 1968, Satō tried to dilute the impact of the Three Non-Nuclear Principles by unveiling in the Diet his four pillars of nuclear policy: (1) the Three Non-Nuclear Principles, (2) efforts regarding nuclear disarmament, (3) dependence on US nuclear deterrence based on the US-Japan Security Treaty, and (4) the peaceful use of nuclear energy (Kurosaki 2018, 116–117; Ota 2018, 203–204). He sought to suggest that the non-nuclear principles were inextricably linked to the other three policy pillars, especially U.S. nuclear deterrence (Kusunoki 2008, 41–42). The Three Non-Nuclear Principles, nevertheless, struck a powerful chord among the Japanese people, with opinion polls indicating overwhelming public support (Akaha 1984, 852–853; Akaha 1985, 75). The opposition parties insisted that the Diet pass a resolution endorsing the three principles, but Satō successfully resisted this move at first because the opposition camp could not agree on the wording of the resolution (Kurosaki 2020, 787). Nevertheless, the three principles compelled the Japanese government to seek the return of Okinawa with the removal of American nuclear weapons. During the final stages of Okinawa reversion, Japan’s House of Representatives unanimously passed in November 1971 a resolution declaring that the government should comply with the Three Non-Nuclear Principles and should take appropriate steps to verify that nuclear weapons do not exist on Okinawa and are not introduced after reversion (Komine 2017, 150–151; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, n.d.).

Although the 1971 Diet resolution was not legally binding, its broad support imposed formidable political constraints on government policy. To finesse the conflict between the three principles and US nuclear weapons policy, Japan entered into secret agreements with the United States. One concerned an agreement to allow the reintroduction of nuclear weapons in Okinawa during an emergency (Komine 2013, 823–830; Komine 2017, 121–123). Another involved an understanding that the transit of US nuclear-capable ships in Japanese ports did not constitute an introduction of nuclear weapons on Japanese territory and would not fall within the purview of the “prior consultation” mechanism that had been established when Washington and Tokyo revised the bilateral security treaty in 1960 (Ota 2018, 199–201).

The nuclear transit issue put the Japanese government in an awkward position, since a major reason Satō had emphasized the “no introduction” principle in the Diet in January 1968 was because of violent protests against the port visit of the nuclear-powered USS Enterprise aircraft carrier (Kusunoki 2008, 46–47; Kurosaki 2020, 786–787). One embarrassing episode involved a 1981 Japanese newspaper interview during which former US Ambassador to Japan Edwin Reischauer revealed that under a bilateral confidential agreement, Japan permitted US naval ships equipped with nuclear arms to enter and leave Japanese ports. In other words, the “no introduction” principle did not preclude nuclear transit. Fearing a domestic political backlash, the Japanese government denied such an arrangement (Packard 2010, 243–245). After the fall of the Liberal Democratic Party from power in 2009, however, the release of documents by the Democratic Party government in 2010 confirmed the existence of these two secret nuclear agreements (Kitaoka 2010, 17–23).

Japan’s Nuclear Debate


Although Japan publicly committed itself to forgo nuclear weapons, various government and quasi-government studies examined the nuclear option. The Cabinet Information Research Office organized one study involving consultations with officials from different agencies and industry representatives that culminated in a pair of reports (one released in September 1968 and the other in January 1970) written by four academics. After a comprehensive cost-benefit analysis, the study concluded that Japan should maintain its non-nuclear status and that the nuclear option would undermine national security by provoking alarm even in the United States. The more prudent course would be to continue to rely on US nuclear deterrence (Kase 2001, 56–60; Kurosaki 2017, 52–53). The Ministry of Foreign Affairs also convened in 1968–1969 its own study as part of the Foreign Policy Planning Committee. Although this process yielded the conclusion that Japan should adhere to the declaratory policy of not acquiring nuclear weapons and not allowing the introduction of tactical nuclear weapons, the MOFA deliberations indicated support for maintaining the capability to produce nuclear weapons. One official reportedly claimed that Japan could clandestinely divert plutonium from its light-water nuclear reactor and produce a nuclear bomb within six to eighteen months (Kurosaki 2017, 58–59; Hughes 2007, 86–87). Along similar lines, the Defense Agency under the direction of then Director-General Yasuhiro Nakasone also examined Japan’s capacity to produce nuclear arms (Kurosaki 2017, 58).

Japan signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1970, but it took six years for the Diet to ratify the treaty. Given its narrow majority in the House of Councillors, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) had to forge a broad political consensus to clear the ratification hurdle. This meant fulfilling the three conditions that Japan had established when it signed the treaty: (1) promotion of nuclear disarmament, (2) maintenance of security for non-nuclear states including Japan, and (3) substantial equality across states regarding the peaceful use of atomic energy (Endicott 1977, 275–277; Kurosaki 2006, 234–236). So-called “free handers” criticized the NPT for restricting Japan’s strategic flexibility and insisted on reserving the option to go nuclear. Others demanded a flexible application of the third principle of not introducing nuclear weapons. These pressures from LDP hawks in turn provoked the opposition parties that had supported the NPT to reassess their positions. In the end, to placate ratification opponents within its own ranks, the LDP articulated three conditions for approving the treaty: (1) long-term maintenance of the US-Japan security system and confirmation of the US defense commitment to Japan, (2) establishment of a domestic system for Japan’s defense and security, and (3) substantial facilities and budget allocations for the peaceful use of nuclear energy. The Diet eventually ratified the NPT in May 1976 with the support of all political parties except for the Japanese Communist Party, which insisted on a total ban of nuclear weapons. The contentious process revealed the complex cross-pressures in Japan’s nuclear policymaking (Endicott 1977, 277–291; Kurosaki 2006, 256–260; Hoey 2016, 496–498).

After NPT ratification, changes in the strategic environment stimulated debates among intellectuals and policy elites regarding the nuclear question as well as security policy. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, intensification of the US-Soviet Cold War and Soviet deployment of SS-20 nuclear intermediate-range ballistic missiles prompted some commentators to advocate a Japanese version of Gaullism by pursuing a more autonomous security strategy that included nuclear forces (Mochizuki 1983–1984, 166–168; Akaha 1984, 865–870). From the mid-1990s onward, North Korea’s pursuit of nuclear weapons and the rise of Chinese military capabilities stimulated another round of questioning the credibility of the American nuclear umbrella and contemplating the nuclear option (Mochizuki 2007, 313–314; Furukawa 2012, 21–26; Mochizuki 2016, 88–89).

During each of these periods, pacifist and anti-nuclear sentiments among the public and the opposition parties as well as some former officials helped to check the ascendancy of pro-nuclear nationalism (Asai 1996; Kaneko 1996). Shaped by both domestic political and international realism, these debates ultimately reaffirmed the existing policy of forgoing nuclear weapons and relying on US extended deterrence (Mochizuki 2016, 85–91, 98–99). For example, a Defense Agency study conducted in 1994–1995 concluded that despite the emerging North Korean nuclear threat and other regional security uncertainties, Japan did not need to nuclearize (Kurosawa 2004, 112; Hughes 2007, 76–79). In response to new security challenges after the end of the Cold War, Japan focused instead on upgrading its conventional defense capabilities and strengthening defense cooperation with the United States (Satō 2017, 121–141).

While elites debated defense policy, public support for the Three Non-Nuclear Principles remained robust. In 1975, according to a poll conducted by the Asahi Shimbun, 77 percent endorsed the principles (Akaha 1984, 871). A 1988 Asahi survey showed little change over a decade later, with 78 percent favoring the principles. And despite the security uncertainties caused by North Korea’s nuclear program and China’s military buildup, 82 percent of the respondents to a 2014 Asahi poll favored keeping the non-nuclear principles (Mochizuki 2016, 92). Respecting this persistent and overwhelming public consensus against nuclear weapons, Japanese leaders repeatedly affirmed the three principles, usually during the annual ceremonies memorializing the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings. Following this practice, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe stated during his August 2019 Hiroshima memorial address that “Japan will promote understanding of the tragic realities of the atomic bombings while firmly upholding the ‘Three Non-Nuclear Principles’” (Abe 2019).

Elites in Japan’s security policy community, however, expressed concerns about the effectiveness of the US nuclear umbrella, especially in light of President Barack Obama’s vision for “a world without nuclear weapons,” for which he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010 (Obama 2009). Some Japanese officials worried that the Obama administration’s decision to retire nuclear-equipped sea-launched Tomahawk cruise missiles (TLAM/N) might weaken US nuclear deterrence. To reassure Japan, the United States launched bilateral talks on strategic issues that became institutionalized as the biannual Extended Deterrence Dialogue in 2011 (Ishikawa 2012, 33–34; Samuels and Schoff 2013, 246–248). Nevertheless, Diet members willing to consider nuclear weapons depending on the international situation increased from 7 percent in 2009 to 29 percent after the LDP’s landslide electoral victory in December 2012 (Mochizuki 2016, 93). This change in Diet opinion no doubt reflected growing concerns about the North Korean nuclear and missile threat to Japan and the increase in Chinese military capabilities and activities in the Asia-Pacific region.

While Japanese defense policy elites worried about the credibility of US extended deterrence, the public appeared much less concerned. Opinion surveys conducted by Japan’s national broadcasting network NHK indicated a remarkable decline in the percentage of Japanese who believed that the American nuclear umbrella was essential for Japanese security. In June 2010, the NHK survey showed that 20.8 percent felt that this nuclear umbrella is necessary for Japan’s security both at present and in the future, while 34.8 percent of those polled responded that it is unnecessary. The NHK survey conducted in June 2015 found that the percentage of those who saw the nuclear umbrella as necessary for Japan’s security had dropped to 10.3 percent, while those who responded that US nuclear deterrence is unnecessary had increased to 48.9 percent (Nishi 2010, 73; Masaki 2015, 14). In other words, despite the anxiety about regional security trends, political elite and public views about the importance of US nuclear deterrence moved in opposite directions.

Nuclear Energy and Nonproliferation


Japan’s vigorous pursuit of nuclear energy raises three questions. First, insofar as the Japanese people developed a “nuclear allergy” because of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, how and why did Japan embrace the building of nuclear power plants throughout the country? Second, what implications did Japan’s nuclear energy policy have for the global nuclear nonproliferation regime? Finally, does Japan’s nuclear energy program help to block a nuclear weapons option or does it keep such an option alive through a nuclear hedge strategy? This section will address these questions in turn.

Understanding why Japan’s “nuclear allergy” did not extend to nuclear energy requires looking at the bargain that was struck between the anti-nuclear movement and promoters of nuclear energy. Initially, the anti-nuclear movement opposed atomic energy as well as atomic weapons. According to a 1956 Japanese public opinion survey, 70 percent believed that nuclear technology was harmful (Sovacool and Valentine 2012, 109). The Eisenhower administration, however, encouraged Japan to embrace nuclear energy for electricity generation because this would give a big boost to its “Atoms for Peace” program. With US backing, the Japanese government launched an energetic effort to persuade the public to accept atomic energy.

Matsutarō Shōriki, owner of the Yomiuri newspaper and the Yomiuri Giants baseball team, spearheaded this public campaign (Samuels 1987, 228–256). Although Shōriki had been imprisoned after World War II as a suspected war criminal, he was later released and ran successfully for the House of Representatives. In 1956 he became the first chairman of Japan’s Atomic Energy Commission and the first state minister of the newly established Science and Technology Agency that initially oversaw the development of Japan’s nuclear energy program. The Yomiuri newspaper, with funding from the United States Information Service, organized a nationwide traveling exhibition on the peaceful use of nuclear energy. The campaign succeeded in separating atomic energy and nuclear weapons in the minds of the Japanese people. By 1958, Japanese who viewed nuclear energy as harmful dropped to 30 percent, and prominent leaders of the anti-nuclear weapons movement began to support nuclear energy as a means to improve the livelihood of Japanese (Tanaka and Kuznick 2011; Sovacool and Valentine 2012, 107–109, 119).

The promotion of nuclear energy was politically acceptable as long as the government refrained from pursuing nuclear weapons or allowing the deployment of such weapons on Japanese territory. The first commercial nuclear power plant went on line in 1966; by 1973, Japan had twenty nuclear plants in operation or under construction. The oil crises of 1973 and 1979, triggered by instability and conflict in the Middle East, reinforced this commitment to nuclear power. From 1974 through 1993, Japan began construction on thirty-three additional nuclear power plants; by 2006, nuclear energy produced 30.6 percent of the nation’s electricity (Mochizuki 2016, 79).

Regarding the second question of the implications of Japan’s nuclear energy programs for the global nuclear nonproliferation regime, critics have focused on Japan’s pursuit of a complete nuclear fuel cycle as well as the stockpiling of plutonium. In 1967, Japan’s Atomic Energy Commission adopted a nuclear energy plan that included fast-breeder reactors, uranium enrichment, and reprocessing of spent fuel. Bureaucratic and political elites saw a “closed fuel cycle” as a way to reduce Japan’s reliance on foreign suppliers of uranium and to explore the possibility of energy self-sufficiency. The Jōyō experimental fast-breeder reactor in Ibaraki Prefecture achieved criticality in 1977, and then the Monjū prototype fast-breeder reactor attained criticality in 1994. In 1981 the Tōkai reprocessing plant in Ibaraki started to reprocess spent fuel, and the larger Rokkashō reprocessing plant in Aomori Prefecture began operations in 1993 (Katahara 1997, 56–57).

Japan’s pursuit of reprocessing and plutonium recycling put it at odds with the United States by the mid-1970s. After India’s nuclear test in 1974, Washington sought to end reprocessing to reduce the risk of proliferation. The Carter administration announced that the United States would terminate commercial reprocessing and the recycling of plutonium, and it expected other countries to do the same. The Carter administration pressed Japan not to start the Tōkai reprocessing plant after the completion of construction and argued that reprocessing was not economical. Japan resisted this US pressure and charged Washington with discrimination because it was allowing reprocessing among European allies to continue. In September 1977 the United States acquiesced and negotiated an interim agreement that would allow the Tōkai plant to operate, with some stipulations about the amount of reprocessing and a consideration of US-Japan co-processing (Tomotsugu 2016, 181–183; Kim 2017, 698–700).

In 1988, under the Reagan administration, the United States agreed to a revised US-Japan Nuclear Cooperation Agreement that permitted Japan to reprocess nuclear fuel of US origin and use the extracted plutonium. Critics in the United States charged that the agreement violated the 1978 Nuclear Nonproliferation Act that required US prior approval for the reprocessing and re-transfer of nuclear materials originating from the United States. Some insisted that allowing a non-nuclear-weapons state like Japan to separate plutonium weakened nonproliferation by legitimizing similar activity in other states that wanted to have the option to acquire nuclear weapons (Takubo and von Hippel 2017, 341). The Reagan administration, however, decided to grant Japan programmatic advance consent for reprocessing, transfer, alteration, and storage of US-origin nuclear materials, including plutonium. A major reason for this was that the United States got Japan to agree to a number of stringent conditions that would strengthen nonproliferation regulations, such as strict reporting requirements, safeguards, and physical protection measures. In other words, Japan and the bilateral agreement would serve as a model of American nonproliferation policy (Takeda 2017, 72–78). Conversely, Japan could project an image of being an “honor student” of the international nonproliferation regime because it was complying strictly to the Non-Proliferation Treaty, the IAEA Safeguards Agreement, and now the stringent agreement with the United States (Akiyama 2017, 10–11).

This leads to the third question of whether Japan’s civilian nuclear energy program allows Japan to hedge strategically by being a latent nuclear weapons state or whether it impedes Japan from acquiring nuclear weapons. Some argue that Japan’s long-held policy of completing the nuclear fuel cycle makes credible Japan’s latent nuclear weapons capability. Japan possesses a large plutonium stockpile that is enough to produce thousands of nuclear bombs (Takubo and von Hippel 2017, 339). In addition, Japan’s space and rocket programs enable it to develop delivery systems for nuclear warheads. Estimates of how long it would take Japan to acquire a nuclear arsenal for deterrence vary from less than a year to about a decade. Nevertheless, a number of influential Japanese security policy experts support maintaining a robust nuclear energy program in order to have the option to acquire nuclear weapons if strategically necessary for Japan’s defense (Samuels and Schoff 2013, 240–242).

The counterargument to this nuclear hedge thesis highlights the role that Japanese stakeholders of civilian nuclear energy programs can play in vetoing moves to acquire nuclear weapons. The 1968–1969 study group convened by the Foreign Ministry did produce a classified report recommending that Japan should maintain a civilian nuclear energy capability as a strategic nuclear hedge. The document contained the following statement: “Regarding nuclear weapons, whether Japan joins the NPT or not, although a policy of not possessing nuclear weapons would be taken for the time being, the economic and technological potential to produce nuclear weapons should always be maintained and care should be taken not to restrict this” (Gaimushō Gaikō Seisaku Kikaku Iinkai 1969, 67–68). Participants in this study, however, did not include any of the stakeholders in Japan’s civilian nuclear energy program (Kurosaki 2017, 59).

Japan’s nuclear energy programs have become so entangled in a thick web of bilateral and multilateral agreements that a move to use nuclear materials or technology for military purposes would trigger stringent international sanctions and would force the shutdown of Japan’s nuclear power plants (Kaneko 1996, 48). Approximately 20–30 percent of the International Atomic Energy Agency’s (IAEA) inspections activity has focused on Japan because it has the largest nuclear energy program of any non-nuclear-weapons state (Suzuki 2006, 133). To sustain domestic and international support, a broad network of institutions and organizations such as the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (reorganized and renamed the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry in 2001), the Atomic Energy Commission, the nuclear energy industry, and prefectural governments in prefectures hosting nuclear power plants has therefore become a formidable barrier against the development of nuclear weapons (Hymans 2011, 165–182).

The Fukushima nuclear power plant disaster in the wake of the March 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami added further obstacles to Japanese nuclearization. Acute concerns about the safety of nuclear energy re-energized the anti-nuclear movement in Japan by bringing together those who advocated an end to nuclear power plants and those who pushed for global nuclear disarmament as well as strict adherence to Japan’s Three Non-Nuclear Principles. In place of the old bargain struck back in the 1950s whereby Japan would pursue atomic energy while eschewing nuclear weapons, the post-Fukushima anti-nuclear movement insisted on a double-zero policy of no nuclear weapons and no nuclear power plants (Kawasaki 2013; Takemoto 2015, 94–98; Mochizuki 2016, 86–88). In this context, policy and business elites who wanted to revive Japan’s nuclear energy capacity confronted an uphill political and legal battle. To repair the tattered public consensus in favor of harnessing nuclear power to meet Japan’s energy needs and reduce greenhouse gas emissions, stakeholders of Japan’s civilian nuclear energy programs, as opposed to security policy commentators, could not even hint that nuclear energy was necessary to sustain a latent nuclear weapons capability.

International Pursuit of Nuclear Disarmament and Nonproliferation


Japan has refrained from acquiring nuclear weapons, maintained the Three Non-Nuclear Principles, and supported the international nonproliferation regime, but how has Japan promoted nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation in the global arena? According to Japan’s Foreign Ministry, “As the only country to have ever suffered atomic bombings during wartime, Japan has the responsibility to take the lead in efforts by the international community to realize a world without nuclear weapons” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2020, 201). In practice, however, national security calculations and relations with the United States have constrained how much leadership Japan actually exercises (DiFilippo 2006).

The end of the Cold War created an opportunity for the international community under United Nations auspices to negotiate and finalize in September 1996 the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT), which would prohibit all nuclear tests in all environments whether for military or for civilian purposes. Japan signed the CTBT on the very day it was open for signature, September 24, 1996, and ratified the treaty in July 1997. Although 168 states have signed and ratified the treaty, the CTBT has still not entered into force because all 44 states with nuclear power or research reactors that participated in the 1996 Conference on Disarmament must both sign and ratify the treaty. There remain eight holdouts in this required group of 44 countries. Five have signed but not ratified the treaty: China, Egypt, Iran, Israel, and the United States. Three states have neither signed nor ratified the treaty: India, North Korea, and Pakistan. Japan has actively worked to get the CTBT into force by supporting the Conference on Facilitating the Entry into Force of the CTBT and the establishment of a verification regime (Amano 2002, 135–139; Permanent Mission of Japan to the International Organizations in Vienna 2020). Despite its enthusiasm for the CTBT, however, Japan has been reluctant to openly criticize the United States for failing to ratify the treaty. Given their country’s reliance on US extended nuclear deterrence, Japanese officials hesitate to refute American arguments about the “responsibility to ensure the safety and reliability of [the US] nuclear stockpile” through possible nuclear tests (DiFilippo 2006, 19–21).

In 1992 the Japanese government adopted the country’s Official Development Assistance (ODA) Charter, enunciating four factors that would be considered in providing economic aid to foreign countries. One of the factors referred to giving “full attention” to the “development and production of weapons of mass destruction and missiles” in the recipient country. Therefore, when China conducted nuclear tests in 1995 despite Japan’s requests not to do so, Japan froze its grant aid to China. After China announced a moratorium on additional nuclear tests in July 1996 and signed the CTBT in September 1996, Japan resumed the grant aid in March 1997. The nuclear tests conducted by India and Pakistan in May 1998 also compelled Japan to abide by its ODA Charter and reduce substantially its grant aid and concessionary loans to both countries (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 1998).

Nevertheless, Japan’s responses to the Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani nuclear tests revealed Tokyo’s deference to Washington. Whereas Japan responded quickly to the two Chinese underground nuclear tests in 1995 by stopping grant aid, it acquiesced to US insistence about being able to do subcritical nuclear testing, which entails testing nuclear weapons in storage without reaching the critical stage of a nuclear reaction (DiFilippo 2000, 581). In the wake of the Indian and Pakistani nuclear tests, seven countries (Brazil, Egypt, Ireland, Mexico, New Zealand, and South Africa) formed the New Agenda Coalition (NAC) to promote nuclear disarmament through international consensus building. During the 2000 NPT Review Conference, the NAC countries criticized the nuclear powers for not fulfilling their obligation to eliminate all nuclear weapons. The Japanese support for the NAC position was lukewarm, with the Japanese representative at the review conference asserting that Japan “should consider the reality of the Japan-U.S. alliance when studying drastic proposals and comments” (DiFilippo 2000, 593–594).

When the United States began to emphasize the strategic importance of India after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Japan followed the US lead by lifting the economic aid sanctions against India in October 2001. Despite opposition from nonproliferation advocates in the Foreign Ministry as well as anti-nuclear voices, especially from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Japanese government decided to sign the Nuclear Suppliers Group waiver for India. This waiver enabled the US-India Civil Nuclear Deal in 2008. Japan eventually followed America’s footsteps by signing its own civil nuclear agreement with India in 2016 (Pardesi 2018, 28–30).

The Japanese government has argued that Japan seeks to bridge the division between nuclear-weapon states and non-nuclear-weapon states by trying to find common ground. One way that Japan has sought to do this is through the Nonproliferation and Disarmament Initiative that it co-developed with Australia in 2010 and encompasses twelve non-nuclear-weapon countries. The initiative has yielded a series of working papers containing pragmatic ideas for strengthening the NPT regime.

Another Japanese effort has been the launching in 2017 of the “Group of Eminent Persons for Substantive Advancement of Nuclear Disarmament” (EPG), composed of seventeen experts from countries with divergent perspectives (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2020, 201–202). With an eye on the 2020 NPT Review Conference (which was later postponed because of the COVID-19 pandemic), the EPG issued its “Kyoto Appeal” with thirteen sets of concrete recommendations. Some of the noteworthy recommendations include calling on all states to support the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, reinvigorating nuclear arms control, welcoming the conference on the establishment of a Middle East nuclear weapons–free zone, and realizing legally binding security assurances to non-nuclear-weapon states that are parties to the NPT or to nuclear-weapon-free zone treaties (Group of Eminent Persons 2019).

Since 1994, Japan has proposed draft resolutions to the UN General Assembly that identify “concrete and practical measures” to move toward the complete elimination of nuclear weapons. For example, in 2019, Japan proposed a resolution titled “Joint courses of action and future-oriented dialogue towards a world without nuclear weapons” that reaffirmed the ultimate goal of eliminating nuclear weapons and proposed strengthening the NPT regime. The resolution passed with the support of 148 countries, but was opposed by China, North Korea, Russia, and Syria (Motegi 2019).

The limits of Japan’s support for nuclear disarmament are evident in its stance regarding the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) that was adopted by 122 countries at a United Nations conference held in July 2017 (Thakur 2018). As of October 2020, 84 states have signed the treaty, and because 50 states have ratified the treaty, it will enter into force in January 2021. The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), involving a global coalition of nongovernmental organizations in a hundred countries, has spearheaded the drive to promote the TPNW, for which it won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2017. Japanese civil society groups representing survivors of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings vigorously asked the government to join the overwhelming majority of countries by signing the treaty. Some Japanese specialists of nuclear issues have pointed out that the TPNW could contribute to nuclear disarmament by stigmatizing nuclear weapons (Kurosawa 2018). According to a public survey conducted by NHK in December 2019, 65.9 percent favored Japan joining the TPNW while 17.1 percent opposed (NHK 2019).

Despite this widespread public support, the Japanese government has refused to support the treaty. The government justified its decision by insisting that “the engagement of the nuclear-weapon states is indispensable for the advancement of nuclear disarmament.” Indeed all the nuclear-weapon states have refused to join the treaty. Japan and most of the other security allies of the United States have opposed the treaty because of their reliance on the American nuclear deterrent. The Japanese government has called for a “progressive approach” whereby the first step would be to reduce the number of nuclear weapons to a “minimization point” before moving to a legal instrument for the elimination of nuclear weapons (Ichimasa 2019, 34–35).

Another issue that exemplifies Japan’s dilemma between the cause of nuclear disarmament and its reliance on the US nuclear umbrella for security concerns a policy of no first use of nuclear weapons. In the United States, a debate has emerged about whether or not the United States should adopt a policy of no first use. In other words, should the United States declare that it will only use nuclear weapons in response to a nuclear attack against the United States or its allies? Those who favor no first use argue that such a policy would reduce the risk of nuclear escalation or miscalculation and bolster the cause of nuclear nonproliferation and disarmament (Fetter and Wolfsthal 2018).

When the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) was in power, some government officials, such as then foreign minister Katsuya Okada, suggested that they might support restricting nuclear weapons solely to deterring nuclear attacks (Abe 2018, 143–144). After the LDP returned to power in 2012, however, Japan shifted back to its position of seeing the US nuclear umbrella as important to deter against both nuclear and conventional attacks. Nevertheless, former US secretary of defense William Perry, a strong supporter of no first use, wrote the following in a book published in 2020:

As the only nation to have suffered a nuclear attack, and as a supporter of the elimination of nuclear weapons, Japan should support no first use as a step toward that goal. If all nations declared a no-first-use policy, and those declarations were credible, then nations would not need their arsenals and could work together to eliminate them. In opposing no first use, Japan is opposing the principle of nuclear disarmament itself. (Perry and Collina 2020, 103)

Conclusion


Japan’s policy regarding nuclear weapons and nuclear nonproliferation reflects the confluence of domestic political forces on the one hand and international pressures and constraints on the other. As its external environment has changed over time, Japan has made policy adjustments in the nuclear realm through democratic processes. In broad terms, three contending groups have shaped the domestic political discourse: (1) the anti-nuclear-weapons movement, (2) a security policy community committed to the US-Japan alliance, and (3) stakeholders of Japan’s nuclear energy programs. International security challenges such as North Korea’s development of nuclear weapons and missile capabilities and China’s military buildup have led some Japanese defense strategists to talk openly of strategic hedging by developing and maintaining a latent nuclear weapons capability. At the same time, the international nuclear nonproliferation regime as well as the global nuclear disarmament movement have impeded potential Japanese moves toward nuclearization.

A robust national consensus therefore continues to exist in Japan in favor of the Three Non-Nuclear Principles and the international nuclear nonproliferation regime. Although some Japanese leaders at certain times favored considering the option of acquiring nuclear weapons, strong public sentiment reflected through parliamentary processes and civil society activism made moving in this direction politically untenable. In addition, stakeholders for civilian nuclear energy programs reinforced through institutional pluralism the public opposition to nuclear weapons. Sharp divisions nevertheless remain regarding nuclear policy. While the public is generally supportive of a more proactive approach to global nuclear disarmament, those responsible for national defense policy place much more emphasis on the US-Japan security relationship and the role that the American nuclear umbrella might play in deterring security threats to Japan. As a consequence, despite Japan’s strong anti-nuclear-weapons identity, the government’s approach to nuclear disarmament has been measured.
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Chapter 37

 Japanese Naval Power


Alessio Patalano




On February 11, 2018, former foreign minister Taro Kono stepped outside the helicopter hangar of the destroyer JS Yamagiri (DD-152) to meet some 550 officers and sailors of the Japanese training squadron. The warship was docked at the Muara commercial Port in Brunei for a short goodwill visit. As Kono addressed the uniformed audience, he made it clear that a Japanese warship pulling into a port anywhere in the world had a “special” meaning. As he pointed out, the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF), the postwar navy, sailed the world’s oceans to serve the purpose of promoting “activities for peace and security and defense cooperation” holding an “extremely important meaning for the realization of a free and open Indo-Pacific.”1 Port calls such as the one in Brunei were not just a military business. They were the result of choices in engagement activities coordinated by the Ministry of Defense (MOD) and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). These were—in the Japanese official vocabulary—“strategic port calls” (senryaku teki kikou)2 meant to showcase Japan’s profile as a security actor as much as to enhance its regional status and influence (Sankei Shimbun 2018). They demonstrated the peacetime significance of naval power to Japanese foreign policy.

This chapter explores such significance. It develops for the first time in the Japanese context a framework to comprehend the role of naval power as a tool of statecraft and why it matters to the country’s foreign and security policy. The chapter draws upon new data from the JMSDF, complemented by additional primary and secondary sources, to address the following questions: How has the role of Japanese naval power evolved since the end of the Cold War? What does this evolution tell us about the country’s wider direction of travel in military affairs? The chapter employs a strategic studies methodology to overcome the explanatory limits of mainstream perspectives narrowly focused on debating the nature of Japanese military power from a normative perspective (Patalano 2018b, 155). In this context, realists view current changes as a quest for greater autonomy that is increasing dependency on the United States (Hughes 2004, 2009, 2015; Auslin 2016; Hughes 2017). Others regard them as part of an act to rebalance military burden sharing (Samuels 2007; Green 2013; Liff 2015; Midford 2015; Oros 2017; Liff 2018). Leading constructivists, by contrast, have gone as far as to suggest that, under Prime Minister Shinzō Abe, Japan’s “pacifist” identity—which was based on a constrained military posture—is now a “dead” letter, replaced by an increasingly “unrestrained” military posture (Gustafsson, Hagström, and Hanssen 2018).

This debate has three key limitations. First, the literature is so concerned with the normative dimension of military power that it fails to address the basic question as to why Japanese military power looks the way it does. In seeking to comprehend whether specific capabilities (material as well as organizational) have made Japan more or less capable—or “normal,” the literature remains silent in explaining the actual utility of Japanese military power. Instead, the chief concern is to explain how Japanese military power may relate to the United States’ ability to retain regional primacy, or indeed to specifically meet a Chinese military challenge (Heginbotham and Samuels 2018; Smith 2019). This is an understandable concern given the significance of the alliance to both Japanese security and American Asia Pacific presence. Yet there is more to Japanese military power than its relevance to the United States’ prominence. This is the second issue. What is this “more” about? As doyen historian Hew Strachan has recently remarked, the use of the sea “combined naval (in the narrowly military sense) with maritime developments, peace with war, and economic and legal practices with national power” (Strachan 2014, 153). Indeed, the greatest utility of naval power is in how it assists to secure wider foreign policy objectives in peacetime (Rowlands 2018). This perspective remains largely unapplied to Japan. Studies of the country’s military potential are confined to either high-quality technical studies (Hunter-Chester 2016; Eldridge and Midford 2017) or more limited agenda-driven work (Frühstück 2007). Yet Kono’s remarks would suggest a much greater political awareness among Japanese elites of the value of naval power than currently assumed. The third issue directly unfolds from this last point. In the literature, the assessment of Prime Minister Abe’s impact on changes in Japanese military power misses how these have mattered beyond the alliance’s scope (Hughes 2009, 2015).

This chapter builds upon previous work on the security significance of Japanese naval power (Patalano 2014a, 2015, 2018a) to propose an analytical shift. It aims to make three distinctive contributions. First, the chapter argues that the core balance of Japanese military power is—and is likely to remain—maritime-centric. Naval power—and navies—appeal to democratic leaders with international aspirations (Heginbotham 2002). I argue that Japanese military power looks the way it does because of a strategic choice by Japanese elites to be a seapower state (Lambert 2019). Thus, the chapter replaces the normative explanation with a strategic one to show that constitutionally mandated constraints on the use of military force have not prevented Japan from trying to “normalize” militarily. On the contrary, under Prime Minister Abe, Japan built upon the strengths of its Cold War maritime posture to develop a national maritime strategy. This strategy, on the one hand, reaffirmed a long-standing posture based on a “defensive” set of capabilities to protect the Japanese archipelago with the capacity to conduct expeditionary and maritime-related missions beyond the country’s frontiers together with the United States. On the other hand, it also enabled Abe to project the idea of Japan as a “responsible” security actor poised to defend the “liberal” maritime order beyond the country’s immediate periphery and the boundaries of the US-Japan alliance.

This is related to the second contribution set forth in this chapter. An appreciation of the importance of naval power in the national security of a liberal democracy is essential to comprehend why the constructivist claim that Japanese pacifism is “dead” is not relevant. Naval power inherently links tactical capabilities (the type of ships and assets a country possesses) to a government’s canvas of political and diplomatic choices (the ability to choose—or not—where, how, for how long, and to what end, to use them). In peacetime, naval power is designed and developed to defend national interests (however defined) against the possibility of war. Absent wartime missions, however, naval power supports foreign and security policies by means of access the world’s main highway—the ocean—to project national power, hard and soft (Martin 1967, 133). This function is not negated in the Japanese Constitution. Thus, I argue that a strategic studies approach allows one to better appreciate how Japan’s maritime-centric posture has enabled elites to choose the “shaping” of international stability, over a narrower ability to react to times of crises. Within this context, the third original contribution concerns how—specifically under Prime Minister Abe—“shaping” has taken place. The argument here is that the literature’s normative approach has underappreciated how under the aegis of Abe’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific initiative, Japanese elites have deployed naval power to underpin and reinforce the country’s “proactive” foreign policy agenda by seeking to shape regional connectivity, maritime order, and prosperity.

The rest of the chapter is divided into three sections. The first sets the framework to comprehend the uses of naval power and how they relate to the missions navies can perform. The framework will draw attention to peacetime uses of naval power, as they relate directly to a country’s foreign relations—in line with the scope of this volume. The second section articulates the case of Japan as a seapower state—clarifying in the process its contextual meaning and boundaries. The third section explores how naval power has evolved to perform core missions and, in turn, how capabilities inherent to it have enabled Japanese governments to access and reinforce a wider range of security and diplomatic functions.

Naval Power as a Tool of Statecraft: Shaping through Coercion and Influence


Naval power is not a “natural” requirement of national defense. Countries do not always need maritime forces, but even when they do, they may opt not to, or be able to, build them. Landlocked countries as much as coastal states have often elected to have little, if any, naval or maritime capabilities. First, this is because naval power is a technology-intensive commodity. Second, naval assets operate most of the time away from public attention, whether to conduct training or indeed missions that are difficult to fully disclose to a wider audience. This problem, often presented as a question of “sea blindness,” is further affected by a quest for “hard metrics” to maximize the effectiveness of public spending, which do not always allow for a full appreciation of the importance navies to national defense. Across centuries, therefore, naval power has been an “indispensable choice” only for state actors that depended on the sea for their economic survival. The shape and form of their naval power depended on affordability, access to technological know-how, and a country’s overall security landscape, especially the availability of allies (Lambert 2019). “Do we need naval power?” “What for?” “How much of it?” “Do we have allies to rely upon?”—these are central questions informing a country’s choice to acquire a degree of naval power.

This is not surprising. Naval power—and navies as a physical manifestation of it—works in part like an insurance policy. It entails a tension between the substantial and regular down payment of accessing, developing, and maintaining advanced capabilities to operate at sea and from the sea, and the ability to prove a fleet’s contribution to defense. It is about balancing external factors, notably the security environment and how that affects a country’s ability to access sea lanes and overseas markets, with domestic circumstances. In particular, the latter pertains to the extent of a country’s economic dependency on international trade and its ability to afford naval power financially and technologically. Such a balancing act has to be carried out against the notion that naval capabilities are, at heart, designed, developed, and procured to meet the hardest tests of battle (Ferreiro 2016, 210–212, 223–235). Like insurance policies, navies need to deliver in the worst-case scenario: war. Naval combat, in turn, when successful, proves the worth of years of investment and development. It is no coincidence that naval strategic thinking has developed on the basis of the notion that navies are predominantly about the effects they produce in war (Angstrom and Widen 2014, 129–146; Friedman 2001; Heuser 2010, chapters 8–10).

Naval battles, however, are more the exception than the rule in history. In peacetime, the ability to gain control of a specific part of the oceans or contest it to a potential adversary in times of war has represented the parameters within which capabilities are developed. Since the end of the Cold War, however, the absence of significant peer competitors empowered the United States and its allies with unprecedented global naval dominance, shifting the focus of capabilities development to exploiting command of the oceans rather than gaining it. This, in turn, has led to the expansion of minor military missions aimed at exploiting the oceans to project power in campaigns from Afghanistan to Libya (Patalano 2018c).

Beyond the realm of the conduct of military operations, naval power contributes to broader constabulary and maritime security missions. Crucially, in the 1990s, the coming into effect of the United Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) contributed to the expansion of constabulary and security missions. Requirements for governance at sea, and therefore greater “security,” unfolded from coastal states’ duties and responsibilities in territorial waters, contiguous zones, and exclusive economic zones (EEZs). This phenomenon expanded the reach of coercion and engagement to the realm of constabulary activities (Patalano 2018c, 200). This is true particularly in East Asia, where the number of outstanding maritime and territorial disputes has led to the expansion of both cooperative and coercive behavior in the conduct of maritime operations (Le Mière 2014, chapters 2, 4; Morris 2017). In the South China Sea, for example, incidents involving the deployment of forces to dissuade and persuade by means of ramming, “shouldering,” or targeting radio and communication equipment with water cannons have become a frequent occurrence (Thayer 2013; Perlez 2014; Lu Huang 2014). In the East China Sea, the deployment since 2012 of Chinese Coast Guard vessels in the territorial waters around the Japanese-administered Senkaku Islands, which are claimed by the People’s Republic of China (PRC) under the name Diaoyu, are symptomatic of the coercive potential of constabulary activities. By contrast, regional institutions such as the Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP) in Singapore have redefined the potential of cooperative action through information sharing and capacity-building.

The military and constabulary missions navies perform contribute to, and are a manifestation of, a country’s diplomacy, through both coercion and engagement. Naval thinkers have long agreed that coercion and engagement are key to the diplomatic relevance of naval power. Indeed, in the second half of the nineteenth century, naval power became a primary tool for coercive imperial expansion—especially in East Asia (Martin 1967; Booth 1977; Hill 1986; Grove 1990; Gray 1992; Cable 1998, 1999; Friedman 2001; Till 2009, chapter 10). Within this context, “gunboat diplomacy” has represented a particularly aggressive form of naval diplomacy carried out by major colonial powers to influence regional state actors’ choices (Widen 2011, 717, 720–723). From the perspective of ‘shaping’ diplomacy (or defense engagement), naval power has long contributed to the building up and the strengthening of security ties and alliances (or, more broadly, the practice of influence) by means of scalable, cooperative activities, from simple port visits to complex joint exercises. Further, as overseas communities have expanded as a result of greater economic interdependence and easier transnational mobility, naval power has gained an engagement role in assisting evacuations of national overseas and disaster response missions (Patalano 2015b, 2018c, 201). Taken altogether, the missions navies perform have an additional benefit in adding to national “prestige,” a notion that naval thinkers—notably Alfred T. Mahan—have long argued to matter in seeking an understanding of the value of naval power to national security (Rowlands 2018, 18). Figure 37.1 provides a visual representation of the mechanics of naval power and how its utility is defined by the priorities of national security.
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Figure 37.1. Naval power and national security: A framework.





Japan as a Seapower State: Maritime Strategy from Sea-Lanes Defense to the FOIP Initiative


How does Japanese naval power fare within this broader framework? The answer to this question requires explaining how Japan is a seapower state. In his most recent work, the British historian Andrew Lambert argues that there is a difference between seapower states and states with considerable “sea,” or naval, power. While the United States—in his view—represents the most evident example of the latter (a super continental power with considerable maritime forces), a small “group of second- and third-rank powers, from Britain and Denmark to Japan and Singapore,” embodies the former. “[T]hese states are disproportionately engaged with global trade, unusually dependent on imported resources, and culturally attuned to maritime activity” (Lambert 2019, 7). For Lambert, a crucial point is that seapower states are not defined by the ability to afford maritime dominance. Rather, their geography makes them dependent on the sea to survive and thrive as sovereign states; as a result of such dependency, their elites elect to create a shared political “consciousness” that binds national security to the requirements of an export-oriented economic outlook. Seapower states do pursue naval power, but the extent of such a pursuit is dependent on domestic and security circumstances. Their ultimate objective is stability and avoidance of war so as to allow the economy to prosper.

Japan is an excellent case proving Lambert’s point. The history of Japanese rearmament is one of a country embracing the value of a maritime-centric military posture to meet both core territorial and sea-lanes-related defense priorities (Graham 2006, Patalano 2015b). The rejection of war as a tool to solve international disputes, and of the possession of military power for the purpose of “war potential,” were specific circumstances, independent variables in political science parlance, that did not prevent rearmament. They framed the debate over national security in a way that rewarded an appreciation of the importance of the sea to national security (Patalano 2015b). In particular, the country’s vulnerability to disruptions to the maritime order—encompassing unfettered and continuous access to sea lanes, respect of the freedom of navigation, and, as of the 1990s, the basic principles of UNCLOS—first became apparent as a top priority in the early 1970s (Patalano 2015b, 2018b). By the end of that decade, Japanese elites had recognized that the pursuit of naval power was a strategic imperative, but one that did not automatically mean that they would seek a fleet with a global reach. This was both financially unaffordable and politically undesirable (Sase 2018). Instead, they opted for a regional posture that would not militarily threaten regional stability. They focused on limited sea control in the East China Sea and Sea of Japan, and upgraded the maritime dimension of the alliance with the United States (Patalano 2017). By 1981, Japanese elites opted for an American-led maritime order in which Japan’s responsibilities concerned the defense of the archipelago and of sea lanes up to 1,000 nautical miles. Japan’s powerful ally, on the other hand, would ensure stability from the straits of the Middle East to the boundaries of the East China Sea.

Nonetheless, by the early 2000s, the mix of limited sea control and sea-lanes defense required some adjustment. At the structural level, the rise of a new regional power—the PRC—was taking place, together with the emergence of a new international awareness of the need to ensure governance at sea against transnational threats and a wider use of the sea to project Western power (Patalano 2018c; Kitaoka 2019, 9–10). From an alliance perspective, post-9/11 campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan had pushed the United States to ask more from its closest allies, including Japan. It is within this context that Prime Minister Abe came to power and reviewed the country’s profile as a seapower state. He articulated a new “vision” that widened Japan’s role in the maritime order. He placed the Indian and Pacific oceans at the heart of national policy (Kitaoka 2019, 7–8). Initially, Abe’s approach sought to restraint China’s military challenge to the maritime stability and the rule of law as enshrined in UNCLOS, especially in Southeast Asia and in the Indian Ocean (Hosoya 2019, 20). In 2007 Abe’s address at the Indian Parliament on the “Confluence of the Two Seas” represented the opening salvo of this political journey (Abe 2007; Hosoya 2019, 20). It emphasized the stabilizing role that the two oceans had had for the wider Asia-Pacific region, propelling development and prosperity through liberal democratic values and open economies. The address was closely coordinated with an earlier speech by the then minister of foreign affairs, Tarō Asō, one of Abe’s closest political associates, which had defined an “Arc of Freedom and Prosperity” along the Indo-Pacific region. In it, Japan, together with fellow democratic countries India, Australia, and the United States, had a “duty” to contribute to support maritime stability and security (Asō 2006).

Abe’s first term at the helm of the Japanese government did not last long enough for this vision to be fully articulated. Yet some of its main ideas and architects returned to inform policy during his second term as a prime minister. In December 2012, only days after he had come back into power, Abe wrote of a “democratic security diamond” that linked Japan, Australia, India, and the United States in the common goal of ensuring the “peace, stability, and freedom of navigation” (Abe 2012). A liberal maritime order was still a top Japanese priority, and Abe was ready to invest in Japan’s role to shape the stability and security of the key maritime theaters of the East and South China Seas. Japan was—in his words—“one of the oldest sea-faring democracies in Asia,” thus stressing the link between the country’s economic dependence on the sea and its national security identity (Abe 2012). Less than a year later, similar views informed Japan’s first National Security Strategy (NSS). The document stated that Japan was “a maritime state,” one in which “maritime trade and development of marine resources” and “open and stable seas” had been vital factors in the country’s economic rise (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2013, 2). As he put it, in a speech earlier that year:

The peace and prosperity of Japan as a maritime nation have their origins in free, open, and peaceful seas. Based on a shift in thinking from “a country protected by the sea” to “a country that protects the sea,” Japan is determined to maintain stable sea lanes and defend our maritime interests within our territorial waters and EEZ while also upholding the order of free and open seas on the basis of the rule of law, opposing changes to the status quo predicated by force. (Abe 2013)

In May 2014, as he addressed the Shangri-La Dialogue, Abe further stressed this point, asserting that “rule of law at sea” was the cornerstone of Asian prosperity, and that Japan would “proactively” contribute to preserving the Indo-Pacific maritime order (Abe 2014). Shortly thereafter, the original competitive edge of Abe’s approach to the international order—especially vis-à-vis China—had not waned, but it was no longer featuring as prominently. Abe remained concerned with Chinese maritime behavior, especially in light of the escalation of tensions over the outstanding boundary and sovereignty disputes in the East China Sea (Patalano 2014b, 39, 47–48). Yet by November 2014, relations with China seemed to be steering toward a less tense course. Abe’s action focused less on the challenges of China’s rise at sea (Hosoya 2019, 21–22). His approach started to shift from one defined by Japan as a seapower state committed to preserve the maritime order in the Indo-Pacific from an assertive China, to one in which Tokyo leveraged maritime governance and connectivity to positively “shape” the security landscape. In 2016 this shift in approach was captured in the contours of a strategy in which Japan’s relationship with the sea rested not just on its use as a “highway,” but also as a resource of food and energy. From this new perspective, “the sea shaped Japan as a nation,” and the Abe administration was looking forward to “developing ocean energy and mineral resources and (…) marine resources” (Abe 2016).

Ocean governance and the protection and relevant exploitation of resources were not just a Japanese concern. Indeed, as contested maritime boundaries in the East and South China Seas attested, coastal states across the Indo-Pacific understood the importance of the sea to regional stability, and of the need to develop the tools to ensure order through better governance. In this context, Abe expected Japan to “play a greater role in preserving the common good” in the Indo-Pacific area (Abe 2012), doing what was “necessary to protect the sea under international law as a public good shared by all of humanity” (Abe 2016). While the prime minister fell short of specifically defining the content of Japan’s “greater role,” his views recognized the importance of Japan taking action beyond Northeast Asia to address the potential impact of security issues in theaters relevant to international sea lanes connecting Japanese waters to the Indian Ocean and Middle East. In this new approach, the strategy of Japan as a seapower state implied another significant change. Tokyo was no longer to passively rest on the advantages of the alliance to ensure the safety of sea lanes from the Middle East to Northeast Asia, but was to do more to proactively shape the capacity and capabilities of actors in the Indo-Pacific region to manage, nurture, and sustain the existing order. The alliance was no longer an end in itself; it was a launching pad for renewed action.

Just a month later, in August 2016, the government launched the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) strategy at the TICAD VI meeting in Nairobi. This strategy sought to implement the government’s stated goal of presenting Japan as a “proactive contributor to peace.”3 Its debut in Africa was not a coincidence. In 2013, TICAD V had marked an important step in the evolution of Japan’s aid program to Africa with the “Yokohama Action Plan 2013–2017.” The plan had consolidated changes in the focus of Japan’s development assistance, with greater emphasis on sustainable economic growth, societal resilience and inclusiveness, and “peace and stability” (Cornelissen 2016, 158–159). The FOIP initiative was to allow action in Africa to come under a bigger policy umbrella. It sought to bring “two continents” (Asia and Africa) closer together by linking two “free and open” oceans—the Pacific and the Indian. FOIP was a maritime-centric framework for a “shaping” foreign policy, promoting nation-building processes in Africa through projects for economic development and good governance, and enhancing business environment, investment, and human capital development from Asian to African shores. Capacity-building in Southeast Asia, especially in the maritime domain, represented a core feature of this strategy.4 FOIP had renewed Japan’s commitment to remain a seapower state, but it had also changed how the country would go about maintaining maritime stability. From the ability to prevent disruptions to sea lanes in case of crises, working together with the United States, FOIP was now promoting an engagement with the wider Indo-Pacific, and more actors in it, to enhance the resilience of the maritime order. This was a framework to implement maritime stability and order not by denying threats to pose a challenge, but by inviting other state actors with vested interests to sustain them.

Japanese Naval Power as Statecraft: Defense and Diplomacy from the Sea of Japan to the Gulf


The FOIP initiative put naval power under the spotlight. Japan’s FOIP strategy focused on connectivity, and on capacity- and capabilities-building across the Indo-Pacific region. It sought to promote the notion of inclusiveness as a key feature of Japan’s vision for Asia’s future, by showing interest in cooperation even with China’s Belt and Road Initiative, or BRI (Hosoya 2019, 24). Yet challenges to maritime stability, such as transnational crime and piracy, territorial and maritime disputes, and peer competition for maritime control, continued to persist from the East China Sea to the western Indian Ocean. Hence, the FOIP strategy contained defense engagement and constabulary elements that were necessary to ensure Japan’s credibility as a security actor. These, in turn, required a shift in Japan’s defense posture in two ways. On the one hand, Japan’s credibility rested first and foremost on its conventional deterrence at sea to defend the archipelago—challenges from the PRC and North Korea had far from disappeared. On the other hand, Japanese elites understood that the country had to widen its commitments beyond Northeast Asia to build relationships and create influence in the Indo-Pacific region to support policy action. This included closer military ties with partners in addition to the United States. As the 2013 NSS pointed out, “the key to national security is to create a stable and predictable international environment, and prevent the emergence of threats” (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2013, 14). Crucially, the NSS stressed that:

Japan must have the power to take the lead in setting the international agenda and to proactively advance its national interests, without being confined to a reactionary position to events and incidents after they have already occurred. In doing so, it is necessary to enhance diplomatic creativity and negotiating power to deepen the understanding of and garner support for Japan’s position in the international community, through effectively utilizing all strengths and features of the nation.

(Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2013, 14–15; emphasis added)

The NSS had de facto elevated Japanese naval power, expanding its roles from a means of military defense to a key tool of Japanese foreign policy statecraft as well. Militarily, already in the National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG) adopted in 2013, the country had to assume a “dynamic deterrence” posture to deny any potential competitor the opportunity to pursue “fait accompli situations” and “probing activities” by avoiding a “geographical opening,” or a “gap in time” in the operational posture (National Institute for Defense Studies 2011, 243, 256). The Japanese defense posture had to focus on “grey zone” contingencies, or situations where coercive forms of actions were conducted in peacetime (MOD 2013, 7). Thus, the regular exercise of intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) activities (to achieve maritime domain awareness) and enhanced readiness of personnel and assets—including improved coordination with the JCG, and an increasingly “joint” approach to the conduct of operations—with the reorganization of the Joint Staff Office (JSO), were the main military manifestations of the new policy guidance (cf. Pajon 2017). The main aim was to make a potential adversary “realize that there would be little probability of success for a strategy of attempting to change the status quo” (MOD 2013, 7–8). The security legislations passed in 2015 further sought to streamline the Japanese ability to respond to crises under “grey zone” contingencies, both alone and in coordination with the United States (National Institute for Defense Studies 2016, 301–309).

The NDPG adopted at the end of 2018 further restated the Japanese government’s commitment to deter (both in preventing and, failing that, compelling) changes in the maritime status quo in the East China Sea and Sea of Japan (National Institute for Defense Studies 2019, 221). Renewed emphasis on developing “multi-domain” capabilities, especially in the fields of cyber, space, and intelligence gathering and processing were designed to enhance Japan’s “wide area” and “persistent” maritime ISR and presence around the Japanese archipelago (MOD 2018a, 10–11). In the NDPG, these capabilities are combined with a renewed focus on the procurement of stand-off missiles (JSM, JASSM, and LRASM), comprehensive missile defense capabilities (notably BMD interceptor missiles SM-3 block IB and block IIA), short take-off and vertical landing (STOVL) fighter jets, submarines, and maneuver and deployment capabilities (like logistics support vessels and landing craft utilities (MOD 2018b, 10–15). The priorities outlined in the new NDPG speak to a forward, maritime-leaning posture that continues on the pathway of setting Japan’s first line of defense in the East China Sea and the Sea of Japan, with the aim to gain and maintain air and maritime superiority if deterrence fails. Insofar as offshore islands defense is concerned, the JMSDF does not possess a law-enforcement/constabulary role, as this remains the prerogative of the JCG; yet it possesses the legal capacity to intervene if armed vessels intrude in Japanese waters in conjunction with the JCG (Patalano 2018d, 830).

When put in a wider context, since the year 2000, there is little doubt that Japanese naval power—compared to other branches of the Japanese military apparatus—has witnessed both an increase in the number of vessels and, crucially, a relevant increase in overall tonnage of its surface and submarine forces. In particular, one remarkable aspect of the overall growth of the fleet concerns the expansion of the surface force by approximately one-third of its overall tonnage against an increase in the number of assets of just seven units (see Table 37.1 and Figure 37.2). This points to the stated intention to prioritize the displacement of major surface combatants to accommodate increases in capabilities—to perform more effectively a variety of ASW, BMD, and amphibious missions. The Japanese navy, conscious of the role of naval power in both defense and diplomacy, pursued greater capabilities and extended poise. It also suggests that the main objective behind changes in Japanese naval power was not to possess a fleet to match, or race with, other regional actors, notably the PRC. A cursory comparison with the Chinese increase in overall fleet tonnage and numbers during this period of time does not support this notion (ONI 2015; Mugg and Cowan 2017; O’Rourke 2019). Rather, Japanese naval power has grown organically from its Cold War missions to accommodate enhanced poise, resilience, and sustainability to perform deterrence and defense diplomacy, within Northeast Asia and beyond its confines, linking the defense of Japan to engagement across the Indo-Pacific region. It is no coincidence that the Mid-Term Defense Program (MTDP) drafted to implement the content outlined in the 2018 NDPG specifically referred to “strengthening sustainability and resilience” as a key defense priority (MOD 2018c, 15–16).
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Figure 37.2. Overall surface and submarine forces tonnage, 2000–2018.

Source: Data from International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance (Various Years, Abingdon, UK: Routledge).
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In terms of “creating” a stable maritime order across the Indo-Pacific, the NDPG 2013 and 2018 are the first two documents to clearly articulate the most significant novelty in the evolution of post–Cold War Japanese naval power. The adoption of the NSS in 2013 and the launching of FOIP in 2016 did much to create the overarching conditions for naval power to be “strategically” mobilized to support Japanese foreign policy. Both the 2018 NDPG and MTDP confirmed the link between the aims of the FOIP initiative and the ways in which defense engagement is expected to expand (National Institute for Defense Studies 2019, 228). The latest documents were building upon the 2013 NSS, which had already introduced the idea that defense engagement would become a currency of more regular use in the toolkit of Japanese diplomacy. The NSS explained this choice in terms of seeking to shift from reacting to international crises to shaping an international environment. For the Japanese government this meant first and foremost enhancing maritime security (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan, 2013, 16–17). Port visits, joint exercises, capacity-building, and working with a variety of key partners located along the main sea lanes connecting Asia to Europe via the Indian Ocean represented the specific ways in which Japan could be more proactive. Naval power lent itself to a modular portfolio: from port calls and basic PASSEX, to more advanced ASW exercises, Japan could establish, develop, and expand relationships, as the examples of Vietnam, the Philippines, and Australia have come to attest (Patalano 2018a). Crucially though, maritime capacity-building embodied the spirit of initiatives like FOIP, since it could strengthen the ability of coastal states in the Indo-Pacific region to maintain the rule of law and reward Japan’s efforts in protecting the existing order (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2013, 28–29). Depending on the specific aspect of maritime security that a capacity-building initiative was aimed at promoting, the use of naval power could be adequately complemented by the JCG, especially in narrower law-enforcement-related training.

The reintegration of naval power within the tools of statecraft was fully promoted as policy during the second Abe administration, but it did not start with it. In fact, the notion of defense engagement as encapsulated in the NSS and the FOIP initiative was drawing upon a decade of experience in naval diplomacy. In this respect, the developments enshrined in the NSS played to the strengths of the maritime strategy the JMSDF had already adopted in the mid-2000s under the first Abe administration. At that time, the Indian Ocean had emerged as an area of growing political interest. Operationally, for the JMSDF that had been true since 2001, with the continuous deployment of naval assets in the Indian Ocean in support of Operation Enduring Freedom. As the radius of Japanese naval operations expanded, naval diplomacy had emerged as a genuine need and featured quite significantly in the JMSDF maritime strategy made public in November 2008. The strategy reaffirmed the core principle that the country’s “national survival relies on unimpeded economic activities via sea-lanes of communication,” connecting Northeast Asia and Japan to the Middle East (Takei 2008, 6). Upon this premise, the strategy stressed that “the freedom of the seas was a priority to pursue during peacetime,” and “it was time for the JMSDF to expand its participation to peacetime activities” (Takei 2008, 8, 11–12). In the view of Admiral Takei, the author of the strategy, the navy had to change its approach to sea-lanes defense. It had to become more versatile to “provide a wide range of options to achieve national objectives,” in peacetime, alone, together with the United States, and with other like-minded partners (Takei 2008, 15–16). Sea-lanes defense was no longer to be an exercise in escorting shipping in war or a major crisis. It was going to be a proactive effort in support of better stability and governance.

Within this context, the strategy considered the stability of the four “areas” (Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia, South Asia, and the Middle East) of transit of Japan’s main sea lanes as a key objective. In each of them, the Japanese navy’s “commitment” to regional security had to be developed on the basis of the specific potential threats and the available resources to tackle them.5 In such a “commitment strategy,” defense exchanges, capacity-building, multilateral exercises, port calls, and international relief missions contributed to complete the JMSDF’s toolkit (Takei 2008, 20–21). Naval diplomacy would be able to articulate in a nuanced fashion the Japanese commitment in Southeast Asia and in the Indian Ocean, where maritime capacity-building, regular visits, and exercises with countries like India and Australia were to be crucial (Takei 2008, 22). In 2007 the JMSDF expertise in disaster relief—a primary constabulary mission in the domestic context—had already enabled the navy to extend its “diplomatic” potential to initiatives like the US-led Pacific Partnership, a medical and humanitarian assistance program focused on Southeast Asia (MOD 2013: 5). By 2013, the deployment of significant capabilities in the aftermath of the typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines confirmed to the Japanese government that in a disaster-prone region HADR was a natural step for Japan to take to enhance its influence and sustain its credibility as a security provider (Heng 2015; Patalano 2015a, 36–37). Five years later, the JMSDF ship rider initiative in the South China Sea conducted by the flagship JS Izumo represented an important development from a core focus of naval diplomacy on relationship-building to one extending to other forms of light conventional deterrence, such as signaling to actors like China. In particular, the initiative focused on exposing the next generation of naval officers from ASEAN countries to advanced search and rescue procedures and ship handling, as well as combat systems training. With this activity, Japan was widening engagement in capacity- and capability-building in support of the existing maritime order (MOD 2018a: 376; Patalano 2018a).

Taken in a wider context, the Abe administration certainly deserves credit for empowering naval diplomacy with the political support needed to develop a creative engagement portfolio previously unseen in the Japanese context. Indeed, the ship rider initiative in the South China Sea is symptomatic of naval diplomacy breaking new ground precisely because of a consolidating professional experience nurtured under adequate political support. Mixing capacity-building with best practices sharing and military training, the initiative brought Japan’s flagship to the heart of a crucially contested maritime space in the Indo-Pacific. In so doing, it built relations with ASEAN countries, signaled China about the importance of the existing maritime order, and increased Japan’s influence and prestige in doing both. In many ways, Japanese naval diplomacy was establishing new standards in defense engagement.

Yet, in the context of Japanese naval strategy since 2008, these developments represented a high point in a process that started in 2009, when Japan joined the international efforts in combating piracy in the Gulf of Aden. This new mission propelled Japan in a broader diplomatic and constabulary capacity, with regular and continuous deployments in the western Indian Ocean. These deployments, combined with the opening of a naval air base in Djibouti, reacquainted the navy with the challenges of sustaining operational activities away from national shores. Over a period of a decade, Japan became a vital contributor to counter-piracy efforts, providing the lion’s share of maritime air surveillance to international forces, developing operational partnerships with organizations like NATO, and taking unprecedented leadership roles in multinational formats (Patalano 2016). In particular, when Japan assumed command of the Combined Task Force (CTF) 151 in 2015, this was the first time that the Japanese military was fully integrated in an international military command structure (see Figure 37.3). Hence, by the time the FOIP initiative was formally introduced, the reputation of Japan as a serious contributor to the stability of the Indo-Pacific maritime order had already been established and recognized, and the service had the confidence and experience to continue to expand its engagement portfolio.
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Figure 37.3. Command structure, JSDF Counter-Piracy Mission (highlighted in grey).

Source: Data from MOD, Defence of Japan 2018 (Tokyo: MOD, 2018), 379.





Conclusions: Defense Engagement as the Future of Japanese Naval Power?


For the last two decades, the transformation of Japanese naval power has defined how Japan as evolved as a military actor. Japan has not “normalized” in the way the literature has suggested. It has neither just increased its dependency on the United States nor abandoned the spirit of the constitution. Rather, Japanese governments have chosen to reinstate naval power within the tools of statecraft to shape Indo-Pacific security in stable and favorable terms. The evolutionary experience that led to the adoption of FOIP initiative suggests that Japan remains a seapower state focused on enhancing stability and conventional deterrence to limit the risk of war as much as possible, focusing on preventive diplomacy more than sheer conventional deterrence. This is a crucial aspect of the evolution of Japanese military power that remains largely outside the scope of mainstream literature. The analytical shift presented in this chapter matters because it explains why Japanese military power looks the way it does: to allow Japanese political elites to use capabilities central to defending the archipelago to be deployed for diplomacy and constabulary missions along an arc that runs from the east coast of Africa and the Gulf down to the East China Sea.

Crucially, the shift proposed in this chapter has explained how Japanese naval power is evolving, and why this was particularly important under Prime Minister Abe. The centrality of the sea to national security has its roots in policies adopted in the second half of the 1970s; yet during the period under examination, “how” naval power contributes to policy has changed considerably. From a set of Cold War missions that focused on ensuring limited sea control in major crises or war, or—within the same context—on escorting shipping along sea lanes, today Japanese naval power covers a much wider range of military, constabulary, and security functions that support Japanese diplomacy—with a particular emphasis on preventive diplomacy and shaping action. Using the conceptual framework developed in the first section, a representation of Japanese naval power is symptomatic of a country that sets its first line of defense at sea, against conventional and transnational challenges. It is symptomatic of a country with a forward-leaning posture aimed at taking advantage of the diplomatic potential of naval power to shape the security landscape in a way that sustains the existing maritime order. It is a posture that is not focused on having to defend sea lanes in times of war; rather, it seeks to make them safer and more stable before major crises erupt (see Figure 37.4). This approach nicely explains how, as the risk of impediments to shipping increased around the Strait of Hormuz, the Japanese government has decided to deploy additional naval assets in the area.6
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Figure 37.4. Japanese as a seapower state: A visual representation.





Prime Minister Abe’s central role in Japanese politics from the mid-2000s until he left office in 2020 was essential to systematically supporting the reintegration of naval power as a means to pursue foreign and security policy. In this regard, the literature emphasis on the strengthening of capabilities that ties Japan ever closer to the United States misses this vital point. Since the 1970s, the alliance has been a central pillar of Japan’s posture as a seapower state. Today, as challenges from China—and North Korea—expand in the maritime domain, it is not surprising that Japanese military power seeks ways to expand integration to enhance effectiveness. What is more remarkable is how under Prime Minister Abe Japan diversified and geographically widened the scope of its maritime interactions. Since 2010, Japan has significantly enhanced practical and functional cooperation with Australia, the UK, France, India, and NATO; it has joined and led an international maritime task force; it has developed the capacity to sustain operations in the western Indian Ocean and Gulf regions; and it has creatively innovated the realm of defense engagement with original initiatives such as the “ship rider” in Southeast Asia. In the case of Vietnam, Japanese naval power preceded American engagement and certainly prepared the terrain for it. These are by far the most remarkable changes in naval power—changes that remain completely underestimated in mainstream literature. The key to understand them rests on the link between Japanese naval power and Abe’s maritime-centric Indo-Pacific vision, one focusing on stability and rule of law to promote connectivity and prosperity.

In this widened diplomatic use of naval power, one area remains still outside the scope of Japanese action: coercion. Evidence abounds in Japanese attempts at engagement, constabulary capacity-building, and indeed signaling. However, outside the boundaries of conventional deterrence in the East China Sea, Japanese naval power has yet to enter the realm of coercive actions such as “shows of force,” “assertion,” or “contestation” as part of a national diplomatic effort. Patrols conducted in tandem with other partners of contested areas in the South China Sea, or indeed actions to push back against state actors threatening international shipping, are some of the more robust options that at the moment seem to fall outside the remits of Japanese naval power. However, this is the result of a political choice, not a lack of capabilities. Naval power inherently has such potential, and the JMSDF is no exception. Indeed, the progressive evolution of Japanese naval power in supporting foreign policy action would suggest that new action is possible, but it needs to fall within the realm of the politically acceptable. In this regard, the Abe administration expanded the space of the politically possible and created a maritime narrative that does not preclude naval power to expand its diplomatic actions into the realm of coercion. Geographically, the existence of operational commitments in the Indian Ocean has been a catalyst for Japan’s continued and expanded engagement. This raises the question of whether, absent such missions, Japanese naval engagement would continue at current levels. Range of missions and their sustainability are likely to remain key questions informing the future of naval power. How Japanese elites will answer these questions is a matter for a different study. What is certain is that the expanded strategic link between naval power and national security, and that between tactical action and the realm of politically possible, have expanded and stand available to future governments.




Notes
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Chapter 38

 Neoclassical Realism in Japan’s Space Security


Saadia M. Pekkanen




Japan’s space security commands attention in the country’s contested moves toward internationalism. This includes contributions to global military activities and operations (Samuels 2007; Oros 2017; Smith 2019; Midford 2020; Hughes, this volume; Michishita, this volume, 2020). The Japanese government’s efforts to shape the trajectories of space security also deserve scrutiny in a world marked for great power competition by its formal ally, the United States (US Government 2017). With decades of postwar technology developments behind it, Japan’s space security in 2020 coalesced prominently in the Space Operations Squadron (SOS), the country’s homegrown version of a dedicated space force. What drives Japanese statecraft in the space domain? What do the observable patterns signify about Japanese politics, the country’s external relations, and the tenor of Japan’s internationalism in a shifting world order?

To address these questions, this chapter proceeds in three parts. The first part sets out a theoretical context for space security, using the lens of neoclassical realist statecraft in the swirls of the new space race. This framing resonates with the historic and analytic centrality accorded to the Japanese state in interacting with the outside world, in harnessing technologies in the national interest, and in positioning Japan in the ebbs and flows of the world order. Japan’s strategies also give us an opportunity to theorize about the general uses of international law in neoclassical realist approaches.

The second part uses the framework to assess Japanese statecraft in the space domain. It discusses the meaning of space security, and the contemporary threat of a counterspace race that requires all space powers to strategically adjust their internal portfolios and external postures. It provides a brief overview of Japan’s space technologies, institutions, and policies from 1955 to 2020. It then focuses primarily on core components of Japan’s domestic and foreign strategies at present, namely counterspace technologies, organizational changes, and space diplomacy. The story is not straightforward, and we need to be mindful of reading in too much coherence to historical dots in retrospect. But over time it is clear that Japan has steadily endeavored to position itself both in the tumult of the international environment and in the material and ideational constraints at home. The evidence suggests Japan is balancing against threats in space security through its own efforts and with its formal ally at present. But, given the diplomatic and geoeconomic aspects of its statecraft, it also suggests caution about thinking that is the whole of Japan’s strategy in the space domain, or that it will persist.

Third, in conclusion, the chapter assesses the implications of the conceptual framing and findings, both domestic and international. What we see suggests the Japanese state is not liberal but principled in the way it has approached the advancement, institutionalization, and governance of the strategic space sector. In light of the present trajectories, there are important repercussions for how Japanese statecraft in the space domain will play out—or be managed—in a representative democracy. There are equally important implications for how Japan’s actions in the space domain will shape its relations with allies, rivals, and others. As one of the world’s top military space powers, what Japan seeks—and the ways it acts—will have a lasting impact on peaceful prospects in outer space.

Neoclassical Realism in Space Security Strategies


From the perspective of theories of international relations (IR) and foreign policy analytics, space security is still an undertheorized field (Pekkanen and Blount, forthcoming). In this essay, I argue that neoclassical realism offers one useful way to frame our understanding of why states pursue the space security strategies they do. This approach also builds on my understanding of the Japanese state’s long history at the nexus of economic-security linkages. To be clear, this chapter is not offering any kind of a “test” of many neoclassical realist strands or their utility relative to other approaches. Rather, my modest goal here is to use neoclassical realist building blocks to provide one interpretation of Japan’s perceptions of international threats and opportunities, as well as its internal and external strategies in matters of space security.

Rooted in a Realist Tradition


Realism endures in the academic study of international relations (IR), has a recognizable style, and is of value in the real world when it does not overreach with bombastic claims to universal theories or ethics (Walt 2002; Schweller 2003; Donnelly 2008, 159). It is an eclectic school with several broad strands, including classical realism, neorealism, offensive and defensive realism, and neoclassical realism that form the backbone of this essay; there are also more specific theoretical propositions about balance-of-power, balance-of-threat, security-dilemma, offense-defense, hegemonic stability, and power transitions (Rose 1998, Table 1; Taliaferro 2000, Table 1; Wohlforth 2008, 132–143). All of them share an emphasis on groupism (e.g., states), egoism, power politics, and anarchy; the signature argument is that anarchy renders security problematic and conflict likely (Wohlforth 2008, 134–135; Schweller 2003, 325–329). Realist approaches and concepts are ripe for application to space security, and are already reflected in ideas of space nationalism and “astropolitik” extended to outer space politics (Moltz 2008, 24–27, Dolman 2002).

I use neoclassical realism to frame space security for two reasons. First, states are the central and most authoritative actors (Lake 2008). For the foreseeable future, states will also remain at the interface of domestic and international trajectories that shape activities in and through space. The state is not the only actor of significance, nor does it have complete freedom to do what it wants in the space domain given external and internal realities (Waltz 1979, 95–96; Rose 1998, 147). But it is a privileged sovereign actor in international relations and law, with an expanding footprint in the space domain. States back and consume space technologies and products, construct policies and strategies, and design governance frameworks (Pekkanen 2019, 92). This means that the expanding ambitions of commercial players in the economic-security linkages of the space domain do not displace but can be advantaged by the action of states in a variety of ways.

Second, neoclassical realism pays attention to the placement of states in the international system, specifically the relative material power capabilities as a fundamental parameter for states’ foreign policies; but it also focuses on unit-level attributes such as state elites and the political, perceptual, and institutional context in which they forge strategies (Zakaria 1992, 178–181, 197–198; Rose 1998, 146–147, 154; Wohlforth 2008, 140–141; Lobell, Ripsman, and Taliaferro 2009; Ripsman 2011, 2–6; Mastanduno 2014, 26; Quinn 2018, 75–76). Theoretically, it may well be that to mistake a theory of foreign policy for a theory of international politics is to confuse and merge “two quite different matters” (Waltz 1979, 122). But the matter at hand is to understand Japan’s space security strategies, both internal and external, at this historical juncture (Taliaferro, Lobell, and Ripsman 2009, 19–23). There have been long-running debates about the importance of domestic-level processes and explanations in IR (Levy 1988; Sterling-Folker 1997). Practically, proponents of structural realism or neorealism also recognize that “although states may be disposed to react to international constraints and incentives in accordance with the theory’s expectations, the policies and actions of states are also shaped by their internal conditions” (Waltz 1979, 124).

Neoclassical realism builds on this practical recognition, giving us a way to connect the “transmission belt linking material capabilities to foreign policy behavior” through decision-making elites; importantly, the elites’ circumscribed actions over the short to medium term “may not necessarily track objective material power trends closely or continuously” (Rose 1998, 147; Ripsman 2011, 3–5). The approach goes beyond systemic-level expectations about international political outcomes—say, balancing or emulation—that may well reflect the actual distribution of power in the long term. Of greater immediate importance, neoclassical realism draws attention to the internal attributes and histories of states that affect the outcomes we observe—say, extractive and mobilization capacities, autonomy from societal interest groups, intrastate cohesion, institutional adaptation, ideological and normative priors, ideational frames, and so on (Taliaferro, Lobell, and Ripsman 2009, 4). Of course, this hybrid approach also invites criticism. Neoclassical realism is open to the charge that it gains descriptive historical accuracy and policy relevance at the expense of parsimony, generality, and predictive power (Walt 2002, 211). But recent work has progressed to systematizing and specifying broader categories of intervening variables in a deductively organized manner (Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell 2016, 58–79).

Bringing in International Legal Processes


Neoclassical realism is foundational for understanding what motivates, empowers, and constrains states. For the purposes of framing our understanding of space security strategies, I call for its “productive interactions” with other approaches that give us another lens on understanding state behavior in its global material and ideational context (Wohlforth 2008, 145–146). This expands the “intellectual orbit” of neoclassical realism, bringing in additional toolkits such as diplomacy, governance, and norms that draw on international law (Walt 2002, 199–200, 228). A convergence by many institutionalists and realists on the foundational assumption of rational egoists in the international system helps to focus on the nexus of purposeful states and international law in particular (Slaughter, Tulumello, and Wood 1998, 372; Byers 1999, 13–15). This is not merely a building block for thinking more generally about the impact of state choices in international organizations or institutions that may make the latter more consequential in international outcomes (Ripsman, Taliaferro, Lobell 2016, 184; Ripsman 2019, 42–43; Barkin and Weitsman 2019, 23–27). It is more an opportunity to pragmatically reflect on the strategies through which states use legal instruments to legitimize their conduct and reinforce their public images while advancing their own interests (Townsend 2020, 63–64).

I advocate specifically for the perspective of the overlooked “managerial model” (rather than a coercive model) that conforms to the ways law is practiced in its social and political context, rather than some stylized imagination of it (Chayes and Chayes 1995, 3; Koh 1997, 2601, 2619–2620; Finnemore and Toope 2001, 750–751; Israel 2019). The managerial model draws attention to the formal and informal processes by which problems (e.g., of interpretation, compliance, or even interaction) are solved by states engaged in an iterative “justificatory discourse” with the treaty organization and the wider public over time (Chayes and Chayes 1995, 25–26; Nakagawa 1998, 49–59, fn. 7; Blount 2019). This model is especially of value in the context of space law, a specialized branch of public international law (corpus juris spatialis) that privileges the role of states at the interface of systemic and domestic legal systems (Blount 2012; Jankowitsch 2015, von der Dunk 2015; Steer 2017; Jakhu and Pelton, 2017, 16–18; Lyall and Larsen 2018, 1–48; Masson-Zwaan and Hoffman 2019, 1–51). Given the space treaty regime in place today, states find, inter alia, there is no formal boundary between airspace and outer space, national appropriation in outer space and on celestial bodies is prohibited, state jurisdiction and control over launched objects remains intact, and while states certainly have rights to use and explore outer space, this “freedom falls within the sphere of relations between equally sovereign States” (Masson-Zwaan and Hofmann 2019, 5). Any such freedom is of course also limited by command over the full spectrum of tangible space capabilities that a state has under its jurisdiction.

There are practical reasons why states may want to invest modest resources in international legal processes with respect to space security (Mearsheimer 1995, 86). This is irrespective of whether these are characterized by hard or soft law or are housed in formal or informal organizational structures at the international level (Pekkanen 2016, 10–14, Table 1.1). The reality is that any such dynamic legal processes can help identify the principled ways states may act in their interests in a rapidly changing strategic sector like space. Most obviously, they serve as sword and shield for states to legitimate their conduct across cases and time, giving them also the core power to capture the intellectual and moral high ground in diplomatic contexts and to bring others along with a posture of consultation and cooperation (Zakaria 2008, 247–250). Equally consequential, as interests are not static but dynamic over time, international legal processes clue states into what state interests are or might become for themselves and their stakeholders as circumstances change and interpretive strategies adjust in incremental, overlapping, and evolutionary fashion (Byers 1999, 6; Mirmina 2005; Israel 2019; King and Blank 2019; Hasin, forthcoming).

Put simply, international legal processes prepare states to handle how diverse actors may end up “defin[ing] their interests in the process of defining their situations,” which is even more pertinent in the fast-paced technological changes in the new space race (Wendt 1992, 398). They help states to understand what others think are appropriate standards of behavior on the basis of existing international law, and whether their own expectations based on those foundations are widely shared by members and participants (Finnemore 2017, 1–2). These processes also reveal to states what it may take to get buy-in from others to come around to their own point of view, or to get a grip on whether it is even possible to get them all to some desirable behavior. Based on these painstaking processes and not some idealized product, processes based on international law serve to amplify and legitimate the influence of states as the geography of allies and rivals shift. The processes become one basis for determining patterns of alignments and divisions in managing alliances (Snyder 1997, 165–200; Weitsman 2004, 24–33; 2014, 29–35). They give states a ground-up view on the prospects for alliance cohesion, distancing, or dissolution when faced with, say, deterring or compelling great power rivals.

This neoclassical realism framework allows us to assess space security strategies more broadly. The approach is realist because, at its core, it still means adapting and extending neoclassical realism to understand how a state conceptualizes international threats and opportunities in the space domain; undertakes adjustments in its own national interests; and aligns its economic, military, and diplomatic statecraft as conditions change (Taliaferro, Lobell, and Ripsman 2009, 5). But it also draws attention to institutionalized formal and informal legalities that infuse the conduct of that statecraft, and give us a grip on the substance of likely strategies and justifications. In practice, I view this extension not merely as a way to correct theoretical predictions about state behavior that may not come about, like hard balancing power or threat responses in the international system; rather, I see it more as a way to accurately gauge the choices and strategies that states deem to be in the interests of their national space security (Ripsman 2011, 7–9).

Japan’s Proactive Strategies in the Space Domain


A neoclassical realist focus on the state resonates with both historians and political scientists in the Japan field, who have long drawn attention to the workings of the Japanese state. It has loomed large in theoretical and policy debates about states and economic strategy, including the space industry (Noble, this volume; Davis, this volume; Johnson 1982, Samuels 1987, Woo-Cumings 1999, Pekkanen 2003; Katada 2020). Whatever the debates about its usefulness or effectiveness in practice, the idea of statism in Japan lives on and has relevance for the international system. One view is that the interactions of state leadership with the world have been carried out on the basis of deeply embedded principles of realism forged by the “profound forces of history, geography, and culture” (Pyle 2006, 2007, 13–16). The Japanese state has an abiding interest in both positioning and advantaging itself in the systemic realities of the new space race, consistent with its historic consensus of a rich country with a strong military, and consistent with its strategy of balancing military and economic risks over time (Samuels 1994, 2007, 7–8, 15–18; Samuels and Heginbotham 1998).

In particular, a neoclassical realist framework sharpens the focus on the Japanese state’s internal and external strategies in the space domain. What is propelling it forward and in what ways? What might be holding it back? The state-centric lens in a systemic context gives us a way to connect the patterns, causes, and consequences of Japan’s space security strategies. I begin with placing Japan’s perceptions in the global context, outlining the nature of the threats it faces and what that might mean for its national behavior. Borrowing from other contexts and works, we might expect that if Japan is engaged in hard and soft balancing in response to strategic considerations in the space domain, there would be some indications of the ways it is doing so at home and abroad (Waltz 1979, 168; Walt 1987, 17–26; Pape 2005, 9–21; Walt 2009, 100–114, Figure 1; Levy and Thompson 2010, 9; Liff 2016, 424–438, Table 1, Table 2).

With this general framing and an overview of the historical background, I then focus primarily on three visible Japanese strategies: counterspace technologies, domestic organization, and regional diplomacy. These give us a basis for some conclusions about where the Japanese state is headed in outer space affairs in the years ahead.

Contemporary Threats to Space Security


The definition of space security has an impact on how all states, including Japan, conceptualize threats in the international system. There is no universal consensus on what space security means, however. It has also become harder to define, as the new space race is marked by the deeply intertwined trends of democratization, commercialization, and militarization (Pekkanen 2019). The meaning of space security has broadened from one focused on the strategic military rivalry between the US and USSR in the old space race to one involving economic, societal, and environmental safety for a variety of stakeholders spread around the world. But there are two basic principles that animate our understanding of space security, namely “the right of access to space and freedom of navigation in space” (Sheehan 2015, 7–8).

These concepts reverberate in a variety of meanings, most of which infuse space security with a general emphasis on stable, secure, and sustainable access to space, and the reduction of obstacles and risks to space infrastructure (Antoni 2020, 2–8, Fig. 2; Project Ploughshares 2020; Pellegrino 2020, 4). Practically, this means that both state and nonstate actors should be able to place and operate space assets “without external interference, damage, or destruction” (Moltz 2008, 11). But over time the view of space as a “sanctuary” from such disruptions has changed (Fukushima 2020). The space environment has of course long been characterized as “contested, congested, and competitive” (USDOD-ODNI 2011, 1–3). But today it is marred by the possibility of an outright armed conflict (Weeden, Samson, and Johnson 2019). This puts a focus on space weapons and the weaponization of the space architecture, which have long been the matters “most closely related to issues of space security” (Aoki 2008, 52). At a practical level, space weaponization affects the expectation of all stakeholders “to access and use space free from threats of disruption” (Longsdon and Moltz 2008, 1).

By 2019 the United States was back to the future, as it were, of a world marked by great power competition with both China and Russia in which space and cyber are proclaimed as the two newest warfighting domains (Garamone 2018; Vergun 2019). The systemic rivalry between the United States and China in international politics amplifies disruptive threats in the space domain. In 2009 General Xu Qiliang proclaimed from his then official position as China’s PLA Air Force Chief that space conflict was a “historical inevitability” that cannot be undone (Hille 2009). Along with China, the US sees Russia as being on the space warpath while pushing for international agreements on the non-weaponization of space (Coats 2019, 17). The top echelons of Japan’s space policy establishment also single out threats to the stable uses of space from both China and Russia (Cabinet Office 2019). None of this is out of the blue: the genesis of Chinese thinking can be traced back to a military paper from 2000 that spoke of taking out the US advantage in its military space systems; and the US thinking on space primacy and control can be traced back to a series of dots evident since 2001 when the Rumsfeld Commission Report warned about a “Space Pearl Harbor,” through 2002, when then Air Force colonel John Hyten penned an article on the inevitability of conflict in space, and since then in Air Force pronouncements on the technologies and doctrines necessary to ensure American dominance in space (Johnson-Freese 2017, 9–16, 58–59).

The United States Department of Defense (USDOD) is unambiguous about the criticality of space, including space security, as a top national priority (USDOD 2020, 4). There is a reason why the United States Space Force (USSF) sees space security as a core competency that “establishes and promotes stable conditions for the safe and secure access to space activities for civil, commercial, intelligence community, and multinational partners” (USSF 2020a, xiv, 34). There is an anti-satellite (ASAT) threat, with significant risks for decades of US military operations enabled by space capabilities—military operations (including missile warning), geolocation and navigation, target identification, and adversary tracking (USDIH 2019, 7). At present, there are 2,787 known operational satellites in space, which fuel civilian, commercial, and military operations (UCS [2005] 2020). As commercial small satellites proliferate in low Earth orbits, led by American companies, this number is likely to surpass 100,000 in the near future (Walker and Hall 2020, 3). At the end of 2020, the United States was already the most vulnerable space power around. It accounts for over 51 percent of known operational satellites, and that dependence is likely to grow with the satellite constellations going into place. This dependence is America’s Achilles heel, and both its rivals as well as its allies like Japan know it. If US space assets—including the space-based components of nuclear command, control, and communications—are a deliberate target in even geosynchronous orbits, then that can directly affect the US extended nuclear umbrella for allies like Japan (Gruss 2015).

Japan’s leaders must act and operate under these realities, which present increasing threats to the stable uses of outer space. Japan faces the possibility of targeted hostile ASAT actions against its own assets, which implicate its communications, transportation, economics and finance, weather, and military systems. It faces the potential diminution of the great power status of its formal ally, and the potential loss of its extended nuclear deterrence. It faces a highly determined regional neighbor, China, which has already reshaped prospects for economic, diplomatic, and military balances in and through the space domain all around the world. Given the nature of systemic threats as well as those posed to space assets that affect Japan’s security directly, there are notable policy responses. Japan’s Ministry of Defense (MOD) pinpoints threats posed by, among other things, space debris and rival killer satellites to a critical infrastructure of interest to governments and their societies. Finding effective means to deter and counter these threats is of paramount importance (MOD 2020c, 11–12). Like other principal stakeholders in the national security realm, Japan is unambiguous about the proactive uses of space to support peace and security. The theme of the “stable use” of outer space suffuses official pronouncements (MOD 2020a). Further, aside from the importance of ensuring constant monitoring in space, Japan’s defense establishment stresses the importance of securing “superiority in the use of space” during peacetime and emergencies (MOD 2018, II.1).

An expansive interpretation of space security can, as it happens, be construed to subsume the ideational, legal, and normative constraints on Japanese national security postures in the postwar period (Berger 1993; Katzenstein and Okawara 1993; Oros 2007, 2008; Peoples 2013). Emphasizing stability and peace in the civil and military uses of space, for example, also has the distinct advantage of resonating with long-standing norms in Japanese society against aggression and the use of force. But there is no denying there has been a slow but steady erosion of norms constraining the military uses of space, brought about by determined political actors’ actions spanning decades (Kallender-Umezu 2006). How specifically has Japan adjusted its internal portfolios and external postures in the space domain? What do they tell us about its balancing behavior in the space domain? What do these trends suggest about the role of law and legal processes in matters of national interest? Before I turn to three distinct contemporary strategies that allow us to speak to the neoclassical realist framework, I provide a brief overview of Japan’s space activities to date.

Benchmarks and Trajectories


There are now a good number of works emphasizing Japan’s space policy orientations. I draw on my earlier coauthored work to frame the military space discussion, both because it provides a useful benchmark for understanding how far Japan has come, and to contextualize works that bring us solidly up to date. For most of the postwar period, Japan stayed away from any national security implications of its space technologies. That changed officially in 2008 with the passage of the Basic Space Law (Aoki 2009, 382–391; 2011; Kallender-Umezu 2013; Suzuki 2015; Fukushima 2017). In drawing attention to its impact in 2010, my coauthor and I argued it was a clear barometer of significant new space security changes to come:

It is not an exaggeration to say that it is the Basic Space Law which actually makes possible newer directions in Japanese security policy and visions as a whole. To be sure, the Basic Space Law is only one step. But from a legal and policy standpoint an extremely important one that will reverberate outward from mere space technologies to the whole gamut of security and political dimensions in Japanese society.

We cannot say whether Japan’s space-related militarization will be successful in warding off attacks or allowing Japan to defend its interests far from home.…But we maintain that, given a growing military institutional structure, sliding anti-militarist domestic sentiments, and unreliable international structures, space technology will take Japan much further in its quest for national defense.

It should also be remembered that what the country has achieved incrementally—certainly from space probes to planned lunar expeditions, but also from the Pencil to the ASR/Epsilon, and from EO to reconnaissance satellites and onto even potential counterspace capabilities—has mostly thus far been under a pacifist constitution and the peaceful purposes resolution. As far as Japanese space policy is concerned under this new law, the market may well be saved by the military direction in the foreseeable future. As the country’s BMD infrastructure continues to expand and reinforce itself, MOD stands to become probably the most important direct consumer of space-based systems necessary for homeland defense, either purchasing them from contractors or working through what is likely to be a revamped Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA). The institutional infrastructure that allows command, control, and communication to be integrated at home and with allies is of course critical too. Some proposals, as yet not made public, suggest an independent military space organization, either as part of MOD or related to it, needs to be set up to more effectively run national security programs.

(Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu 2010, 251, 246–247)

We followed up our case for the incremental but “explicit and paradigmatic shift towards national security” in the substantive contents of Japan’s space policy (Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu 2011, 97–98, 108–109). In our view, Japan’s indigenous technologies marked it early on as a military space power, and its convoluted trajectories foreshadowed expansions both on the capabilities and institutional fronts. All this was not to say that things would move in an onward and upward fashion in Japan, or that technology or policy responses would come in some predetermined clockwork fashion. This was more a story of a phased evolution toward national security space orientations (Kallender 2016). Legal, normative, economic, and societal pressures in Japan constrained—or, colorfully put, “tortured”—military space directions over decades for even basic autonomous intelligence capabilities through surveillance satellites, let alone other acquisitions (Oros 2007). But, as a range of technologies were successively tested in plain sight over the postwar period, our work made the case that Japan had pieced together the planks of a comprehensive military space infrastructure.

Roughly a decade later, our predictions resonate in assessments of the unfolding realities of Japan’s space security technologies, organizations, and doctrines (Moltz 2012, 43–69, Kallender 2016, Kallender and Hughes 2019; Fatton 2020; Pekkanen 2020; Wilson 2020). Given material and ideational constraints in domestic politics, Japan was advantaged by the dual-use nature of space assets, which makes them valuable for both military and civilian purposes (Johnson-Freese 2007, 6–7; Oros 2007, 38–40). This reality also reflects long-standing ideas about security, technology, and the economy in Japan, specifically the “interdiffusion of technology between civilian and military applications, and [the] embedding [of] military production in the commercial economy” (Samuels 1994, 3, 33–56, 320–324; Pekkanen 2003, 211–213). This aspect of the Japanese political economy has long masked Japan’s significant standing as a military space power, making it difficult to distinguish how strategic assets in space enable and amplify warfighting capabilities; and hard to see how Japan long ago traversed mere space support, was engaged in force enhancement, and had discrete elements of both space control and space force applications in motion (Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu 2010, 1–3, Table 7.1, Table 7.2; Pekkanen 2015).

Japan’s autonomous foundations in space technologies are not in doubt. As documented publicly by JAXA online, over the postwar period Japan has amassed impressive capabilities on both the rockets and the satellite pillars of its space program (JAXA n.d.[a]). The Japanese state has independent capabilities in liquid- and solid-fuel rockets, which can launch a range of big and small satellite missions for reconnaissance, PNT (Position, Navigation, and Timing), communications, weather, interplanetary probes, and so on. The H-IIA, which debuted in 2001, is Japan’s primary two-stage launcher, with service operations run by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries. As of December 2020, it had a total of forty-three launches (including test flights) for all principal civilian and military missions at home and abroad. It has launched all of Japan’s national security missions—the so-called information-gathering satellites (IGS), the PNT satellites known as QZSS, the X-Band defense communication satellite, as well as its latest laser-utilizing communication satellite that will relay both optical and radar data from the IGS and science satellites to Earth (Jones 2020). Since 2009, the H-IIB has sent unmanned cargo missions to the International Space Station. Both rockets will eventually be superseded by the H3 launch vehicle, the projected new flagship rocket for retaining Japan’s autonomous access to space for a variety of missions. Japan has also accumulated and advanced foundational technologies on the solid-fuel side, such as the three-stage Epsilon that debuted in 2013 and by January 2021 had flown four times. As of June 2020, Epsilon’s further development and launch service business will involve IHI Aerospace.

Counterspace Technologies


It is Japan’s advanced counterspace capabilities that really showcase its technical competence, mark it qualitatively as a top-tier military space power, and make clear is it is no mere junior partner to the United States in a rivalrous world. In matters of space security these capabilities underscore the fundamentals of the counterspace mission that “integrates offensive and defensive operations to attain and maintain the desired level of control and protection in and through space” (USAF 2018, 2–3). Given the space-centric vulnerability of the United States and implications for its own defense, Japan understands and supports that race for control and protection, including both defensive and offensive technologies to counter adversaries in and through the space domain (MOD 2019, 30). The way things are shaping up worldwide means we are not so much in a space race as in the realm of a counterspace race that is pitting allied powers against each other in space weaponization.

The kinetic assets are the most visible manifestations of the weaponization trend, and they get a lot of attention. Intentional threats can be ground-based (physical destruction, sabotage), space-based (interceptors, directed energy weapons), interference- and content-oriented (cyberattacks, jamming), or some combination thereof; in short, they can be physically kinetic or non-kinetic, electronic, or cyber (Sheehan 2015, 10–15, Table 2.1; Harrison et al. 2020, 2–7, Table 1, Table 2; USAF 2018, 4–5). If such threats are carried out through physical kinetic means (i.e., strike directly or detonate nearby) against satellites and spacecraft deemed essential to civilian, commercial, and military realities, they not only create dangerous amounts of orbital debris, but can also escalate arms races and conflicts beyond the space domain to the terrestrial and even nuclear one (Grego 2012, 1; Johnson-Freese 2017, 18–21). This is no longer far-fetched, as the world’s dominant space powers continue to test their ASAT weapons through kinetic means, principally direct-ascent missiles that take out satellites in near and far Earth orbits. Among the most high-profile tests are those carried out by China (2007, 2013), the United States (2008), India (2019), and Russia (2020).

But it is the non-kinetic side of the story that deserves greater scrutiny as market and military realities coincide in outer space. Japan has some of the most significant and indigenous counterspace capabilities around, both pioneering and keeping up with worldwide trajectories (Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu 2010, 136, 157–172, 180–194; Kallender and Hughes 2019, 10–12, Table 2; Pekkanen 2020). The ambiguity of dual-use space technologies, as well as their trumpeted scientific, civilian, and non-kinetic aspects in the public realm, have shielded Japan from the kind of negative scrutiny usually visited upon its neighbors, North Korea and China (Pekkanen 2015). When there is worldwide condemnation that North Korea is advancing or testing ICBM technologies under the guise of civilian or scientific space development, the same logic holds for Japan. Japan has a long history of testing solid-fuel rockets that could be converted to US-equivalent ICBMs, such as the J-1 and the M-V; this long trajectory of technical sophistication is what makes “Japan’s potential as a nuclear power so formidable” today (Harrison 1998). Japan’s truly remarkable operational Epsilon—whose predecessor, the M-V, was deemed equivalent to the US MX Peacekeeper—is an important capability to keep in mind in the counterspace race. Japan has also been able to acquire advanced guidance and reentry technologies necessary for a missile program through platforms designed to carry out scientific and other space missions.

Similarly, China’s 2007 ASAT test carried out with a direct-ascent missile against its own weather satellite in low Earth orbit has garnered worldwide condemnation (Tellis 2007). Apart from creating a huge debris cloud that threatened functioning satellites, China’s test also implicated Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) capabilities advanced by the United States around the world. In 2008 the United States followed China by also demonstrating ASAT capabilities, taking out one of its own defunct intelligence satellites by adapting its supposedly defensive missile interceptor—the Standard Missile-3 (SM-3)—beyond its intended capabilities to intercept the target (Grego 2011). This means that missile defense systems aimed at incoming missile threats can double as ASAT weapons because, in the final analysis, “the ability to hit a missile transfers, with some modification, into the ability to hit a satellite. The technologies for ASAT, planetary defense, and missile defense are virtually the same” (Johnson-Freese 2007, 115). This reality causes significant uncertainty because it is impossible for adversaries to know whether any or all such interceptors have been modified for ASAT capability (Weeden and Samson 2020, 3–9). The US and Japan have long-standing cooperation on BMD, which means that Japan too has latent ASAT capability via its missile defense system (Weeden and Samson 2020, xvii, 7–1). In particular, the two countries have advanced joint work on the SM-3 Block IIA interceptor, which successfully intercepted a mock ICBM-class target for the first time in November 2020 (Wasserbly 2020). Estimates suggest that the SM-3 Block IIA interceptor can reach the vast majority of satellites in their more predictable and trackable pathways in low Earth orbits ranging from 1,450 kilometers at the lower end to 2,350 kilometers at the upper range (Grego 2011, Table 2).

Other ASAT systems are less visible, and come in the guise of scientific missions or proposed commercial ventures that speak to slowly acquired, and publicly tested, capabilities for rendezvous and proximity operations (RPOs) in space. Put simply, RPO means that two space objects (artificial or natural) are intentionally brought together through orbital maneuvers at a designated time and place to accomplish a predetermined mission objective (CONFERS 2018). RPOs have come to the fore in the context of on-orbit servicing for older spacecraft in need of mission extension; they have also drawn attention in concerns about potentially lethal orbital debris (space junk) in need of removal (Pekkanen 2018). There is a genuine business and civilian case for RPO technologies as space commercialization gathers pace, as spacecraft run into trouble or near the end of their lives, and as orbits become crowded and congested. From the perspective of space weaponization, the problem is this: The same spacecraft that, say, inspects, refuels, repairs, or deorbits another space object in the name of servicing can also image, disable, damage, or drag it away in the name of national security. This duality means that RPO technologies can be another pathway toward ASAT capability. This is also why there is so much attention on Space Situational Awareness (SSA, or Space Domain Awareness). It is not just about avoiding orbital debris out there; it is also about evading or responding to spacecraft deliberately aiming to sabotage rival space assets.

For decades, Japan has been at the forefront of such counterspace acquisitions (Pekkanen 2020). They have come under the guise of scientific and engineering missions, and are detailed extensively on JAXA online (JAXA, n.d.[a]). In 1997, Japan came up with a galactic romance, well known across Japan, which seemed remote from counterspace capabilities of interest in national security. The Tanabata festival is about two lovers, Orihime and Hikoboshi, separated by an angry god. They can only meet once a year on the seventh day of the seventh month. This legend was transposed ingeniously into a technology platform, the Engineering Test Satellite VII (ETS-VII), made up of a chaser satellite (Hikoboshi) and a target one (Orihime). While not without problems, this test mission allowed Japan to test an ion engine and acquire rendezvous and docking as well as robotics capabilities; Japan showcased the value for satellite servicing, including visual inspection, equipment change-outs, and autonomous satellite capture.

More recently, Japan’s Hayabusa spacecraft adventures have drawn much admiration worldwide. Hayabusa 1 went on a seven-year journey, traveling billions of kilometers between 2003 and 2010 with the objective of returning asteroid samples. It touched down on the asteroid Itokawa, and on its return flight released a capsule with asteroid samples before burning up in the Earth’s atmosphere. Hayabusa 2, another asteroid sample-return journey spanning billions of kilometers between 2014 and 2020, not only did all of what its predecessor did—inspect, image, land, take off, come back—but also carried out another mission objective. To gather subsurface samples, it created an artificial crater on the asteroid Ryugu with its impactor—akin to a “bullet” traveling at 300 m/s (BBC 2019; Oikawa and Koshikawa 2019). Also unlike its predecessor, Hayabusa 2 has gone back out after its sample delivery for a proposed journey of a further 10 billion kilometers in the name of planetary defense, this time targeting a small, spinning asteroid under 100 meters in diameter—another first for Japan in the world if the spacecraft is successful in 2031 (JIJI 2020a). There are no indications that Japan is planning to send out a fleet drawing on the accumulated technologies of ETS-VIIs or Hayabusas. Still, their RPOs remain a significant material capability for leveraging science and technology for national defense purposes such as on-orbit servicing, orbital debris clean-up, and killer satellite countermeasures. RPOs are, to put it in the words of MOD’s core policy research institution, widely acknowledged as foundational technologies for ASATs (NIDS 2020, 45).

Organizational Changes


In line with the considerable changes favoring top-down cabinet-led policymaking in Japan, Japan’s space policy environment has also come a long way from its origins in the postwar period (Shinoda, this volume). Based on a number of works, we have a good overview of how the institutional space policy establishment has transformed over decades and where the locus of decision-making is at present (Suzuki 2005, Aoki 2009, 370–382; Pekkanen and Kallender-Umezu 2010, 24–94; Wakimoto 2019; Alberti and Hadley 2020, 5–9; Hinata-Yamaguchi 2020; Wilson 2020, 2–5). Relative to the past, there is a clearer policymaking structure. Chapter IV of the 2008 Basic Space Law establishes the Strategic Headquarters for Space Policy, chaired by the prime minister. To support its work, the Cabinet Office “comprehensively navigates space policy,” interacting with the support, advice, and administrative resources of the Cabinet Secretariat, the Committee on National Space Policy, the ministries (including MOD), and also JAXA (Takada 2019, 3).

From the perspective of military space, among the most anticipated policy changes stemming from the 2008 Basic Space Law had to do with the trajectories of the defense establishment. Right at the outset, the reinterpretation of peaceful purposes in Article 2 of the Basic Space Law meant that the “SDF [could] develop, manufacture, own, and operate defense-related satellites to support its terrestrial operations including ballistic missile defense (BMD) within the scope of individual self-defense” (Aoki 2009, 387–388). The law also prefigured the institutional expansion of MOD. MOD issued a basic policy on the uses of space in January 2009, indicating its willingness to engage in space development activities.

There are a number of notable ways that MOD has expanded its national security space endeavors internally. The obvious one is with JAXA, the heart of Japan’s civilian space science and technologies. JAXA’s basic law was revised in 2012 to enable it to engage in national security work as well (Kyodo 2012). Of specific interest was the revision of Article 4 of the Law Concerning Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency that brought it into interpretive conformity with Article 2 of the Basic Space Law, and enabled Japan’s military uses of outer space (JAXA n.d.[b]). JAXA’s leadership was well aware of the national security implications for Japan’s space activities in light of this law, and top officials prepared to move JAXA institutionally in keeping with its spirit (JAXA 2009). Practically speaking, the legal changes meant JAXA would be able to carry out research and activities that were no longer restricted only to peaceful purposes, and its partnerships could extend to defense-related collaborations with and beyond universities. In 2019 the JAXA president listed JAXA’s cooperation with the “National Bodies of national security affairs” as the organization’s top objective (Yamakawa 2019, 2). This meant activities beyond just launching satellites, spacecraft, and experiments to also include intelligence-related undertakings, such as sharing images with the US military (Samuels 2019, 223). In building out the Japanese SSA framework, JAXA will be cooperating with MOD and other national institutions (Yamakawa 2019, 6). MOD has also announced its collaboration with Keidanren (the Japan Business Federation) to promote public-private arms sales partnerships, made possible by the 2014 easing of Japan’s self-imposed ban on arms exports (Kyodo 2020a).

Nothing has garnered as much attention as the development of Japan’s homegrown space force, with implications also for the US-Japan alliance. On May 18, 2020, Japan’s Air Self-Defense Force established its Space Operations Squadron (SOS) (MOD 2020a). Located at Fuchu Air Base, it set off with around twenty or so people for the express purpose of monitoring space in order to ensure its stable uses. To be fully operational in 2023, it proposes building out a system that will enhance its capabilities for space monitoring, develop its technical and human expertise to operate in space, and advance cooperative frameworks with the United States. Its emblem tells us something about its mission too (MOD 2020b). The Earth with a star in front surrounded by orbits attests to the symbolism of persistent surveillance of our fragile planet and its place in the universe. As it rises in public consciousness, the imagery is designed to evoke themes of planetary protection and defense from all manners of threats. In collaboration with other players such as JAXA and increased budgets, the SOS is poised to play a leading public role in advancing Japan’s technological basis for space monitoring (Kyodo 2019; Takeuchi 2019, 130–131; Yomiuri 2020). It will also be central to Japan’s efforts for space defense cooperation with the United States, particularly for platforms necessary for what is now being called Space Domain Awareness (Kyodo 2020b; USSF 2020b).

Space Diplomacy


One important, but less appreciated, aspect of Japan’s space strategy is its leadership of a regional institution, the Asia Pacific Regional Space Agency Forum (APRSAF, n.d.). APRSAF was established in 1993, and positioned Japan to cultivate cooperative partnerships with a wide variety of public, private, intergovernmental, and academic stakeholders from over forty countries and regions. However, in case its name is not clear enough, its 2012 principles clarify its state-centered nature, as a forum for collaborative activities by space agencies (APRSAF 2012). Japan is indisputably the founder, leader, and champion of APRSAF, and the organization’s newsletter lists JAXA as the address for the APRSAF Secretariat.

APRSAF is designed and maintained as a soft-rules and informal-organization type (Moltz 2016; Jakhu and Pelton 2017; Pekkanen 2020). It focuses on information exchange, public-private cooperative networks, socioeconomic development, and environmental preservation. It emphasizes an open and flexible framework, voluntary participation, and solution-driven projects based on common interests that speak to the diversity of participants. It organizes four space-centered working groups (on applications, technology, environment utilization, and education) which “share information about the activities and future plans of each country and region” in those areas. Its signature event is an annual conference dating back to APRSAF-1 in September 1993, and since then Japan has shown remarkable consistency in pursuing these thematic objectives.

Based on the processes it invested in decades ago, Japan has built a long-duration enterprise that allows it to gather and shape geoeconomics information, position its networks and industrial interests, and engage in issues of mutual interest. After two and a half decades or so, these processes also mean that Japan is in an ideal ground-up position to influence thematic, legal, normative, and policy trajectories in the space domain. APRSAF endorsed an Executive Committee (ExCom) at the end of December 2012, which is on the lookout for ways and means “to make APRSAF more dynamic.” One thing Japan can capitalize on is orbital debris, which frames military space trajectories for both counterspace technologies and organizational changes, as discussed earlier. Here, APRSAF can be an important means for Japanese statecraft to gain the high diplomatic ground and align a wide diversity of interests in matters related to the political hazards of space security challenges.

The agenda of APRSAF’s Space Technology Working Group at the annual meetings has some suggestive building blocks. In 2018 a technical session on “Space Debris Countermeasures” ran under its auspices, introducing the audience to the work of the Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination Committee (IADC), as well as potential commercial solutions for space debris removal. In 2019 the same working group also ran a session focused on “Activities for a Sustainable Environment in Space,” which touched again on the IADC, but also introduced perspectives on space situational awareness, mission assurance, and responsible national behavior in space. It is these APRSAF-centered processes that give the Japanese state an institutional edge in shaping the ever-shifting landscape of allies, coalitions, and rivals to its advantage while also giving other countries, in and out of the region, a “sense of security” (JIJI 2020b).

These developments seem to play into one narrative about APRSAF, namely that it can serve as a framework for Japan to balance China’s space ambitions on economic, political, social, and diplomatic fronts (Sato 2020). This rivalry usually centers on the China-led Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization (APSCO), a comparatively more formal, high-profile, intergovernmental venture (APSCO n.d.[a]). It also morphs into concerns about checking the economic and security implications of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which extends to its Space Information Corridor. But a closer look at the APRSAF mechanisms and processes gives us a more nuanced picture, and suggests caution about thinking of the forum as a means to balance China.

APRSAF is inclusive and has a fluid agenda of common interests. Its emphasis on participants rather than “members” attracts space agencies in and out of the region. Japan is able to interact with allies and rivals under APRSAF auspices on the terms it helps lead and shape. China, Russia, and the United States are all listed as participants in the forum. Representatives from the China National Space Administration and Russian State Space Corporation (ROSCOSMOS) were on the annual meeting programs in 2018 and 2019, and also engaged in its online version in 2020. Importantly, APRSAF and APSCO are also nested in legal processes connected to those at the international level. The work of the Legal Subcommittee of the UN Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOUS) appointed a working group, chaired by a highly regarded Japanese national, to review cooperative “international mechanisms”; it found that regional mechanisms (such as APSCO and APRSAF) can “pave the way for wider international cooperation” (COPUOUS 2016, VI: 34–35). That wider cooperation might prove useful for Japan’s robust economic statecraft as there are continuing concerns about U.S. domestic political stability and commitments to alliances (Solis 2020). Japan seeks to capitalize on a projected multi-trillion dollar space economy, with implications for space-related trade and infrastructure investment in the Asia-Pacific region where China’s Belt and Road Initiative is unmistakable. Japan has inked an economic pact involving China, as well as an MOU with the AIIB, to position its economic prospects.

The Future of Japanese Statecraft in the Space Domain


There is little question that the Japanese state has identified a threat in the space domain: orbital debris intertwined with space weaponization. Japan’s technological and organizational strategies are increasingly moving to balance against that threat, which also reflects the structural rivalry between the United States and China. Today, there is no mistaking Japan’s official emphasis on military responsiveness in space, with both defensive and offensive options in play. Japan is moving toward capabilities, doctrines, and strategies that reflect a conceptual shift in thinking about space as a warfighting domain, giving us ways to begin thinking more generally about its hard, soft, and targeted balancing against threats in the space domain as in other historical and contemporary cases (Kawasaki 2012; Liff 2016).

But while this evidence is important, it is not all there is. This is where the lens of neoclassical realism gives us a better grip on Japan’s strategic behavior, bringing in other material and ideational elements of importance in domestic politics. One is that while norms on the military use of space for legal and policy purposes have weakened at the official level, their lingering relevance in the nuclear case caution against any straightforward predictions. Unlike the nuclear case in Japan (Mochizuki, this volume), there is as yet no space allergy in domestic Japanese politics, which has given the state considerable legal and policy autonomy. If anything, there is a certain public romanticism about space that is remote from the technological and policy realities of Japan’s national security space paradigm. As the reality of space weaponization dawns on public consciousness, and intersects with the nuclear domain, this latitude may shift.

A second is that Japan’s diplomatic maneuverings also caution against focusing on military balancing alone. This is not just because Japan has an interest in capitalizing on economic gains, but also because it faces grave uncertainties about the standing and trajectories of the United States (Pempel 2020). From the perspective of the Japanese state, nobody knows how and whether the US will play a role in Asia. But for now everyone can see that China will. The modest APRSAF Japan set in motion decades ago gives it a ground-up opportunity to shape legal and policy trajectories in open and inclusive ways in the region, with both allies and rivals in play.

Finally, the role of legal interpretations of peaceful purposes is going to play an important role in the way countries, especially democracies, fashion their national security space trajectories. Japan’s statecraft at the interpretive domestic-international legal nexus of space law deserves the utmost scrutiny because it reinforces the image of Japan carrying on with peaceful intentions for both domestic and international audiences. The framing of orbital debris is critical to the justificatory discourse on the peaceful uses of outer space, as interpretations shift domestically in line with long-standing international ones around the world. Japan’s principled approach in this realm can position it to influence the shifting and uncertain geography of alliances, all the while allowing the Japanese state to advance its own technological and industrial space capabilities.

A neoclassical realist lens on Japan keeps us attuned to these contending forces in Japanese statecraft more generally, and is useful in cautioning against facile explanations and projections. In the space case, it is evident that the story is not neat and remains a work in progress. In bringing together a focus on domestic politics under systemic pressures, IR scholars should perhaps preemptively “develop a tolerance for more limited—but also more accurate—generalizations” and analyses (Zakaria 1992, 179). In my judgment, this tradeoff is necessary if we are to gain a clear and correct understanding of the varieties of space security strategies we see emerging around us today in a shifting world order.





Acknowledgments


I thank the Center for Global Partnership (CGP) for financial support of this project. For their helpful feedback on various aspects of this essay, I also thank P.J. Blount, Wendy Whitman Cobb, Gershon Hasin, Brian Israel, Narushige Michishita, Deganit Paikowsky, Robert Pekkanen, Norrin Ripsman, Jeffrey Taliaferro, and Steve Walt.






References



Aliberti, Marco, and Sara Hadley. 2020. “Securing Japan: An Assessment of Japan’s Strategy for Space,” ESPI Report 74 (July 2020). Vienna, Austria: European Space Policy Institute (ESPI).


Antoni, Ntorina. 2020. “Definition and Status of Space Security.” In Handbook of Space Security (Online), edited by Kai-Uwe Schrogl. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. doi:10.1007/978-3-030-22786-9_126-2.


Aoki, Setsuko. 2008. “Japanese Perspectives on Space Security.” In Collective Security in Space: Asian Perspectives, edited by John M. Longsdon and James Clay Moltz, 47–66. Washington, DC: Space Policy Institute, The George Washington University.


Aoki, Setsuko. 2009. “Current Status and Recent Developments in Japan’s National Space Law and Its Relevance to Pacific Rim Space Law and Activities.” Journal of Space Law 35, no. 2: 363–438.


Aoki, Setsuko. 2011. “The National Space Law of Japan: Basic Space Law and the Space Activities Act in the Making.” Paper presented at the 6th Eilene M. Galloway Symposium on Critical Issues in Space Law, December 1, 2011, Cosmos Club, Washington, DC. http://www.iislweb.org/docs/2011_galloway/Aoki.pdf.


APSCO (Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization) n.d.[a]. APSCO Official Website (for all background and information on organizational setup, meetings, initiatives, efforts etc. related to historical and contemporary APSCO activities). http://www.apsco.int/ (accessed 2020/12/01).


APRSAF (Asia-Pacific Regional Space Agency Forum). 2012. “Principles of APRSAF.” https://www.aprsaf.org/about/pdf/Principles.pdf.


APRSAF (Asia-Pacific Regional Space Agency Forum). n.d. APRSAF Official Website (for all background and information on organizational setup, meetings, initiatives, efforts, etc. related to historical and contemporary APRSAF activities). https://www.aprsaf.org/.


Barkin, J. Samuel, and Patricia A. Weitsman. 2019. “Realist Institutionalism and the Institutional Mechanisms of Power Politics.” In International Institutions and Power Politics: Bridging the Divide, 23–39. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.


BBC. 2019. “Movie Shows Moment of Asteroid Landing” BBC News, March 5. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-environment-47459249.


Berger, Thomas U. 1993. “From Sword to Chrysanthemum: Japan’s Culture of Anti-Militarism.” International Security 17, no. 4: 119–150.


Blount, P. J. 2012. “Renovating Space: The Future of International Space Law.” Denver Journal of International Law & Policy 40, no. 1–3: 515–532.


Blount, P. J. 2019. “The Shifting Sands of Space Security: The Politics and Law of the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space.” Indonesian Journal of International Law 17, no. 1: 1–18.


Byers, Michael. 1999. Custom, Power and the Power of Rules: International Relations and Customary International Law. New York: Cambridge University Press.


Cabinet Office, Government of Japan. 2019. “Uchū Kūkan no Anteiteki Riyō e no Kyōi [Threats to the Stable Use of Outer Space].” Paper presented at the 33rd Space Security Subcommitee Meeting, November 28. https://www8.cao.go.jp/space/comittee/27-anpo/anpo-dai33/siryou1-6-2.pdf.


Charrette, Jason, and Jennifer Sterling-Folker. 2018. “Realism.” In International Organization and Global Governance, 2nd ed., edited by Thomas G. Weiss and Rorden Wilkinson 97–108. New York: Routledge.


Chayes, Abram, and Antonia Handler Chayes. 1995. The New Sovereignty: Compliance with International Regulatory Agreements. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.


Coats, Daniel R. 2019. “Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community.” Statement for the Record, Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, January 29. https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR---SSCI.pdf.


CONFERS (Consortium for Execution of Rendezvous and Servicing Operations). 2018. “Guiding Principles for Commercial Rendezvous and Proximity Operations (RPO) and On-Orbit Servicing (OOS).” https://www.satelliteconfers.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/CONFERS-Guiding-Principles_7Nov18.pdf.


COPUOUS (UN Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space). 2016. Draft Report of the Working Group on the Review of International Mechanisms for Cooperation in the Peaceful Exploration and Use of Outer Space. Legal Subcomittee, 55th Session, Vienna, April 4–15, 2016. http://www.unoosa.org/res/oosadoc/data/documents/2016/aac_105c_22016crp/aac_105c_22016crp_14_0_html/AC105_C2_2016_CRP14E.pdf.


Dolman, Everett C. 2002. Astropolitik: Classical Geopolitics in the Space Age. New York, NY: Frank Cass.


Donnelly, Jack. 2008. “The Ethics of Realism.” In The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, edited by Christian Reus-Smit and Duncan Snidal, 150–162. New York: Oxford University Press.


Fatton, Lionel. 2020. “Japan’s Space Program: Shifting Away from “Non-Offensive” Purposes?” Notes de l”Ifri: Asie.visions (July), 115, 1–36.


Finnemore, Martha. 2017. “Cybersecurity and the Concept of Norms,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/11/30/cybersecurity-and-concept-of-norms-pub-74870 (accessed 2020/09/10).


Finnemore, Martha, and Stephen J. Toope. 2001. “Alternatives to ‘Legalization’: Richer Views of Law and Politics.” International Organization 55, no. 3: 743–758.


Fukushima, Yasuhito. 2017. “Nihon no Bōei Uchū Riyō: Uchū Kihon Hō Seiritsu Zengo Keizokuse to Henka” [Japan’s Use of Space for Defense: Continuity and Change Before and After the Basic Space Law]. Briefing Memo. Tokyo: National Institute of Defense Studies (NIDS). http://www.nids.mod.go.jp/publication/briefing/pdf/2017/201703.pdf.


Fukushima, Yasuhito. 2020. Uchū to Anzen Hoshō: Gunji Riyō Chōryū to Gabanansu no Mosaku [Order and Disorder in Space Security: Past, Present, and Future]. Tokyo: Chikura Publishing Company.


Garamone, Jim. 2018. “Selva Describes Reality of Great Power Competition.” DOD News, January 30, 2018. https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/1427940/selva-describes-reality-of-great-power-competition/.


Grego, Laura. 2011. The Anti-Satellite Capability of the Phased Adaptive Approach Missile Defense System. Public Interest Report. Washington, DC: Federation of American Scientists. https://fas.org/pubs/pir/2011winter/2011Winter-Anti-Satellite.pdf.


Grego, Laura. 2012. “A History of Anti-Satellite Programs.” Cambridge, MA: Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS). https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/a-history-of-ASAT-programs_lo-res.pdf.


Gruss, Mike. 2015. “Pentagon Says 2013 Chinese Launch May Have Tested Antisatellite Technology” Spacenews, May 14, 2015. https://spacenews.com/pentagon-says-2013-chinese-launch-may-have-tested-antisatellite-technology/.


Harrison, Selig S. 1998. “Missile Capabilities in Northeast Asia: Japan, South Korea, and North Korea.” In The Report of the Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile Threat to the United States. Washington, DC: Federation of American Scientists, July 15. https://fas.org/irp/threat/missile/rumsfeld/pt2_selig.htm.


Harrison, Todd, Kaitlyn Johnson, Thomas G. Roberts, and Tyler Way. 2020. “Space Threat Assessment 2020.” Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). https://aerospace.csis.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Harrison_SpaceThreatAssessment20_WEB_FINAL-min.pdf.


Hasin, Gershon. forthcoming. “Developing a Global Order for Space Resources: A Regime Evolution Approach.” Georgetown Journal of International Law, 52.


Heginbotham, Eric, and Richard J. Samuels. 1998. “Mercantile Realism and Japanese Foreign Policy.” International Security 22, no. 4: 171–203.


Hille, Kathrin. 2009. “China General Sees Military Space Race.” Financial Times, November 9, 2009. https://www.ft.com/content/9be4fa1c-c8a1-11de-8f9d-00144feabdc0.


Hinata-Yamaguchi, Ryo. 2020. “One Small Step for Japan’s Space Security Strategy.” East Asia Forum, April 1, 2020. https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/04/01/one-small-step-for-japans-space-security-strategy/.


Hymans, Jacques E. C. 2011. “Veto Players, Nuclear Energy, and Nonproliferation: Domestic Institutional Barriers to a Japanese Bomb.” International Security 36, no. 2: 154–189.


Israel, Brian R. 2019. “Space Resources in the Evolutionary Course of Space Lawmaking.” American Journal of International Law Unbound 113: 114–119.


Jakhu, Ram S., and Joseph N. Pelton, eds. 2017. Global Space Governance: An International Study. Cham, Switzerland: Springer.


Jankowitsch, Peter. 2015. “The Background and History of Space Law.” In Handbook of Space Law, edited by Frans von der Dunk with Fabio Tronchetti, 1–28. Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar.


JAXA (Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency). 2009. “2009 Nen - Aratana Jidai o Mukaeru: Nihon no Uchū Katsudō” [2009: A New Era for Japan’s Space Program]. Interview with Keiji Tachikawa, JAXA President, January 5, 2009. https://www.jaxa.jp/article/interview/vol44/index_j.html.


JAXA, (Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency). n.d.[a]. JAXA Official Website (for all background and information on technologies, initiatives, laws, policies, etc. related to historical and contemporary JAXA activities). https://www.jaxa.jp/.


JAXA, (Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency). n.d.[b]. “Space Law (Sekai no Uchū Hō),” https://stage.tksc.jaxa.jp/spacelaw/index.html.


JIJI. 2020a. “Hayabusa2’s Next Next Mission: Small, Rapidly Spinning Asteroid.” The Japan Times, September 29, 2020. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/09/29/national/hayabusa2-asteroid-space/.


JIJI. 2020b. “One Month into His Tenure, Suga Eager to Achieve Results.” Japan Times, October 17, 2020. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/10/17/national/politics-diplomacy/one-month-into-tenure-yoshihide-suga/?utm:source=piano&utm:medium=email&utm:campaign=72&pnespid=a9dukBu_dCkAfiSk49.sB5Oto41gbGxQ6aIKRA.


Johnson, Chalmers. 1982. MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of Industrial Policy, 1925–1975. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Johnson-Freese, Joan. 2007. Space as a Strategic Asset. New York: Columbia University Press.


Johnson-Freese, Joan. 2017. Space Warfare in the 21st Century: Arming the Heavens. New York: Routledge.


Jones, Andrew. 2020 (29 Nov). “Japan Launches JDRS-1 Optical Data Relay Satellite for Military, Civilian Use,” Spacenews. https://spacenews.com/japan-launches-jdrs-1-optical-data-relay-satellite-for-military-civilian-use/ (accessed 2020/12/01).


Kallender, Paul. 2016. “Japan’s New Dual-Use Space Policy: The Long Road to the 21st Century.” Note de l”Ifri: Asie.visions 88 (November): 1–37.


Kallender, Paul, and Christopher W. Hughes. 2019. “Hiding in Plain Sight? Japan’s Militarization of Space and Challenges to the Yoshida Doctrine.” Asian Security 15, no. 2: 1–25. doi:10.1080/14799855.2018.1439017.


Kallender-Umezu, Paul. 2006. “Japan Ruling Party to Seek Military Role in Space.” Spacenews, April 6, 2006. https://spacenews.com/japan-ruling-party-seek-military-role-space.


Kallender-Umezu, Paul. 2013. “Enacting Japan’s Basic Law for Space Activities: Revolution or Evolution?” Space Policy 29, no 1: 28–34.


Katada, Saori N. 2020. Japan’s New Regional Reality: Geoeconomic Strategy in the Asia-Pacific. New York: Columbia University Press.


Katzenstein, Peter J., and Nobuo Okawara. 1993. “Japan’s National Security: Structures, Norms, and Policies.” Internatioal Security 17, no. 4: 84–118.


Kawasaki, Tsuyoshi. 2012. “The Rising Sun Was No Jackal: Japanese Grand Strategy, the Tripartite Pact, and Alliance Formation Theory.” In The Challenge of Grand Strategy: The Great Powers and the Broken Balance Between the World Wars, edited by Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Steven E. Lobell, 224–245. New York: Cambridge University Press.


King, Matthew T., and Laurie R. Blank. 2019. “International Law and Security in Outer Space: Now and Tomorrow.” American Journal of Internationals Law Unbound 113: 125–129.


Koh, Harold. 1997. “Why Do Nations Obey International Law?” Yale Law Journal 106, no. 8: 2599–2659.


Kyodo. 2012. “JAXA to Get National Security Role; NASA Password Leaked.” Japan Times, January 15, 2012. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2012/01/15/national/jaxa-to-get-national-security-role-nasa-password-leaked/.


Kyodo. 2014. “Japan to Create SDF Space Monitoring Division by 2019.” Japan Times, August 3, 2014. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2014/08/03/national/japan-create-sdf-space-monitoring-division-2019/.


Kyodo. 2019. “Japanese Defense Budget Hits New High with Focus on Space and Cyberspace.” Japan Times, December 20, 2019. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/12/20/national/japan-defense-budget-hits-new-high/.


Kyodo. 2020a. “Defense Ministry to Team Up with Keidanren to Promote Arms Exports.” Japan Times, December 19, 2020. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/12/19/national/defense-ministry-keidanren-arms-exports/.


Kyodo. 2020b. “Japan and the U.S. Agree to Boost Defense Cooperation in Outer Space.” Japan Times, August 27, 2020. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/08/27/national/abe-meets-u-s-space-force-chief/.


Lake, David A. 2008. “The State and International Relations.” In The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, edited by Christian Reus-Smit and Duncan Snidal, 41–61. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.


Levy, Jack S. 1988. “Domestic Politics and War.” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 18, no. 4: 653–673.


Levy, Jack S., and Willarim R. Thompson. 2010. “Balancing on Land and at Sea: Do States Ally Against the Leading Global Power?” International Security 35, no. 1: 7–43.


Liff, Adam. 2016. “Whither the Balancers? The Case for a Methodological Reset.” Security Studies 25, no. 3: 420–459.


Lobell, Steven E. 2018. “A Granular Theory of Balancing.” International Studies Quarterly 62, no. 3: 593–605.


Lobell, Steven E., Norrin M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, eds. 2009. Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy. New York: Cambridge University Press.


Longsdon, John M., and James Clay Moltz. 2008. “Introduction.” In Collective Security in Space: Asian Perspectives, edited by John M. Longsdon and James Clay Moltz, 1–6. Washington, DC: Space Policy Institute, The George Washington University.


Lyall, Francis, and Paul B. Larsen. 2018. Space Law: A Treatise. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge.


Marboe, Irmgard. 2015. “National Space Law.” In Handbook of Space Law, edited by Frans von der Dunk with Fabio Tronchetti, 127–204. Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar.


Masson-Zwaan, Tanja, and Mahulena Hofmann. 2019. Introduction to Space Law. 4th ed. Alphen aan den Rijn, the Netherlands: Wolters Kluwer.


Mastanduno, Michael. 2014. “Realism and Asia.” In The International Relations of Asia, edited by Saadia M. Pekkanen, John Ravenhill, and Rosemary Foot, 25–44. New York: Oxford University Press.


Mearsheimer, John J. 1995. “A Realist Reply.” International Security 20, no. 1: 82–93.


Michishita, Narushige. 2020. “Myths and Realities of Japan’s Security Policy.” Asian Dispatches. Washington, DC: Wilson Center. https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/myths-and-realities-japans-security-policy.


Midford, Paul. 2020. Overcoming Isolationism: Japan’s Leadership in East Asian Security Multilateralism. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Mirmina, Steven A. 2005. “Reducing the Proliferation of Orbital Debris: Alternatives to a Legally Binding Instrument.” American Journal of International Law 99, no. 3: 649–662.


MOD (Ministry of Defense of Japan). 2018. “Chūki Bōeiryoku Seibi Keikaku (Heisei 31 Nendo-Hesiei 35 Nendo) ni Tsuite” [Medium Term Defense Program (FY 2019–FY 2023)]. Tokyo: MOD, December 18. https://www.mod.go.jp/j/approach/agenda/guideline/2019/pdf/chuki_seibi31-35.pdf.


MOD (Ministry of Defense of Japan). 2019. Bōei Hakusho: Nihon No Bōei [Defense of Japan 2019 (Annual White Paper)]. Tokyo: Nikkei Insatsu Kabushiki Gaisha.


MOD (Ministry of Defense of Japan). 2020a. “Uchū Sakusentai no Shinpen ni Tsuite” [On the Formation of the Space Operations Squadron]. MOD News Release. Tokyo: MOD, May 18. https://www.mod.go.jp/asdf/news/release/2020/0518/.


MOD (Ministry of Defense of Japan). 2020b. “Uchū Sakusentai Shinboru Maaku ni Tsuite” [On the Emblem of the Space Operations Squadron]. MOD News Release. Tokyo: MOD, May 18. https://www.mod.go.jp/asdf/news/release/2020/0731/#.


MOD (Ministry of Defense of Japan). 2020c. Bōei Hakusho: Nihon No Bōei [Defense of Japan 2020 (Annual White Paper)]. Tokyo: Nikkei Insatsu Kabushiki Gaisha.


Moltz, James Clay. 2008. The Politics of Space Security: Strategic Restraint and the Pursuit of National Interests. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Moltz, James Clay. 2012. Asia’s Space Race: National Motivations, Regional Rivalries, and International Risks. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.


Moltz, James Clay. 2016. “Asian Space Rivalry and Cooperative Institutions: Mind the Gap.” In Asian Designs: Governance in the Contemporary World Order, edited by Saadia M. Pekkanen, 116–134. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Nakagawa, Junji. 1998. “Securing Compliance in Traditional and Contemporary International Law: A Theoretical Analysis.” In Trilateral Perspectives on International Legal Issues: From Theory into Practice, edited by Thomas J. Schoenbaum, Junji Nakgawa, and Linda C. Reif, 49–59. Ardsley, NY: Transnational Publishers.


NHK. 2020. “Jietai de Hatsu ‘Uchū Sakusentai’ Hassoku” [A First in the SDF—“Space Operations Squadron”]. Seiji Magazhin, May 18, 2020. https://www.nhk.or.jp/politics/articles/lastweek/36931.html.


NIDS (National Institute of Defense Studies). 2020. Chūgoku Anzen Hoshō Repooto 2021: Shin Jidai ni Okeru Chūgoku no Gunji Senryaku [NIDS China Security Report 2021: China’s Military Strategy in the New Era]. Tokyo: NIDS.


Oikawa, Akira, and Noriaki Koshikawa. 2019. “Spacecraft Hayabusa2 Drops Bomb and Punches Crater in Asteroid.” Nikkei Asia, April 6, 2019. https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Science/Spacecraft-Hayabusa2-drops-bomb-and-punches-crater-in-asteroid.


Oros, Andrew L. 2007. “Explaining Japan’s Tortured Course to Surveillance Satellites.” Review of Policy Research 24, no. 1: 29–48.


Oros, Andrew L. 2008. Normalizing Japan: Politics, Identity, and the Evolution of Security Practice. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Oros, Andrew L. 2017. Japan’s Security Renaissance: New Policies and Politics for the Twenty-First Century. New York: Columbia University Press.


Pape, Robert Anthony. 2005. “Soft Balancing against the United States.” International Security 30, no. 1: 7–45.


Pekkanen, Saadia M. 2003. Picking Winners? From Technology Catch-Up to the Space Race in Japan. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Pekkanen, Saadia M. 2015. “All Eyes on China, but Japan May Be the Space Power to Watch.” Forbes (30 May). https://www.forbes.com/sites/saadiampekkanen/2015/05/30/all-eyes-on-china-but-japan-may-be-the-space-power-to-watch/#780f92374a8f (accessed 2/1/2020).


Pekkanen, Saadia M., ed. 2016. Asian Designs: Governance in the Contemporary World Order. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Pekkanen, Saadia M. 2018. “Why Space Debris Cleanup Might Be a National Security Threat.” The Conversation (13 Nov). https://theconversation.com/why-space-debris-cleanup-might-be-a-national-security-threat-105816 (accessed 2020/11/09).


Pekkanen, Saadia M. 2019. “Governing the New Space Race.” American Journal of International Law Unbound 113: 92–97. https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-journal-of-international-law/article/governing-the-new-space-race/14BD9B37A7A15A8E225A5355BB29E51B.


Pekkanen, Saadia M. 2020. “Thank You for Your Service: The Security Implications of Japan’s Counterspace Capabilities.” Roundtable. Texas National Security Review, October 1, 2020. https://tnsr.org/roundtable/policy-roundtable-the-future-of-japanese-security-and-defense/.


Pekkanen, Saadia M. 2021. “Japan’s Space Defence Policy Charts its Own Course.” East Asia Forum, January 18, 2021. https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/01/18/japans-space-defence-policy-charts-its-own-course/.


Pekkanen, Saadia M., and Paul Kallender-Umezu. 2010. In Defense of Japan: From the Market to the Military in Space Policy. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Pekkanen, Saadia M., and Paul Kallender-Umezu. 2011. “National Security in Japan’s Space Policy.” In Japan in Decline: Fact or Fiction?, edited by Purnendra Jain and Brad Williams, 92–109. Kent, UK: Global Oriental.


Pekkanen, Saadia M., and P. J. Blount. Forthcoming. “International Relations Theory and the Evolution of the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space.” In The Oxford Handbook of Space Security, edited by Saadia M. Pekkanen and P. J. Blount. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


Pellegrino, Massimo. 2020. “Views on Space Security in the United Nations.” In Handbook of Space Security (Online), edited by Kai-Uwe Schrogl. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. doi:10.1007/978-3-030-22786-9_76-2.


Pempel, T. J. 2020. “Reclaiming US Credibility after the Trump Tsunami.” East Asia Forum, November 1, 2020. https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/11/01/reclaiming-us-credibility-after-the-trump-tsunami/?utm:source=subscribe2&utm:medium=email&utm:campaign=postnotify&utm:id=309597&utm:title=Reclaiming%20US%20credibility%20after%20the%20Trump%20tsunami.


Peoples, Columba. 2013. “A Normal Space Power? Understanding ‘Security’ in Japan’s Space Policy Discourse.” Space Policy 29: 135–143.


Project Ploughshares. 2020. “Space Security Index.” http://ploughshares.ca/space-security/space-security-index/ (accessed 2020/09/10).


Pyle, Kenneth B. 2006. “Profound Forces in the Making of Modern Japan.” Journal of Japanese Studies 32, no. 2: 393–418.


Pyle, Kenneth B. 2007. Japan Rising: The Resurgence of Japanese Power and Purpose. New York: PublicAffairs.


Quinn, Adam. 2018. “Realisms.” In The Oxford Handbook of International Security, edited by Alexandra Gheciu and William C. Wohlforth, 71–85. New York: Oxford University Press.


Ripsman, Norrin M. 2011. “Neoclassical Realism.” In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies, edited by Nukhet Sandal and Reneé Marlin-Bennett, 1–22. https://oxfordre.com/internationalstudies/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.001.0001/acrefore-9780190846626-e-36?rskey=YqpnZm&result=1.


Ripsman, Norrin M. 2019. “A Neoclassical Realist Explanation of International Institutions.” In International Institutions and Power Politics: Bridging the Divide. Edited by Anders Wivel and T. V. Pau, 41–52. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.


Ripsman, Norrin M., Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steven E. Lobell. 2016. Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics. New York: Oxford University Press.


Rose, Gideon. 1998. “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy.” World Politics 51, no. 1: 144–172.


Samuels, Richard J. 1987. The Business of the Japanese State: Energy Markets in Comparative and Historical Perspective. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Samuels, Richard J. 1994. “Rich Nation, Strong Army”: National Security and the Technological Transformation of Japan. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Samuels, Richard J. 2007. Securing Japan: Tokyo’s Grand Strategy and the Future of East Asia. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Samuels, Richard J. 2019. Special Duty: A History of the Japanese Intelligence Community. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Sato, Taro. 2020. “The Case for Japan-U.S. Space Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.” Japan Times, June 21, 2020. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/06/21/commentary/japan-commentary/case-japan-u-s-space-cooperation-indo-pacific/.


Schweller, Randall L. 2003. “The Progressiveness of Neoclassical Realism.” In Progress in International Relations Theory: Appraising the Field, edited by Colin Elman and Miriam Fendus Elman, 311–347. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


Sheehan, Michael. 2015. “Defining Space Security.” in Handbook of Space Security: Policies, Applications and Programs. Vol. 1, edited by Kai-Uwe Schrogl, Peter L. Hays, Jana Robinson, Denis Moura, and Christina Giannopapa, 7–21. New York: Springer Reference.


Slaughter, Anne-Marie, Andrew S. Tulumello, and Stepan Wood. 1998. “International Law and International Relations Theory: A New Generation of Interdisciplinary Scholarship.” American Journal of International Law 92, no. 3: 367–397.


Smith, Sheila A. 2015. Intimate Rivals: Japanese Domestic Politics and a Rising China. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.


Smith, Sheila A. 2018. “Japan’s Active Defense.” Asia Unbound. New York: Council on Foreign Relations, December 20. https://www.cfr.org/blog/japans-active-defenses.


Smith, Sheila A. 2019. Japan Rearmed: The Politics of Military Power. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.


Snyder, Glenn H. 1997. Alliance Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Solis, Mireya. 2020. “The Underappreciated Power: Japan after Abe.” Foreign Affairs 99, no. 6: 123–132.


Steer, Cassandra. 2017. “Sources and Law-Making Processes Relating to Space Activities.” In Routledge Handbook of Space Law, edited by Ram S. Jakhu and Paul Stephen Dempsey, 3–24. New York: Routledge.


Sterling-Folker, Jennifer. 1997. “Realist Environment, Liberal Process, and Domestic-Level Variables.” International Studies Quarterly 41, no. 1: 1–25.


Suzuki, Kazuto. 2005. “Administrative Reforms and the Policy Logics of Japanese Space Policy.” Space Policy, 21: 11–19.


Suzuki, Kazuto. 2015. “Space Security in Japan.” In Handbook of Space Security: Policies, Applications, Programs, edited by Kai-Uwe Schrogl, Peter L. Hays, Jana Robinson, Denis Moura, Christina Giannopapa, 397–412. New York: Springer Reference.


Takada, Shuzo. 2019. “Space Policy of Japan.” Japan Space Forum, February 28. http://www.jsforum.or.jp/stableuse/2019/pdf/9_FY30_SSA_ShuzoTakada_NC.pdf.


Takeuchi, Yu. 2019. “Law and Policy for Space Situational Awareness towards Space Traffic Management—A Japanese Perspective.” Journal of Space Safety Engineering 6: 130–137.


Taliaferro, Jeffrey W. 2000. “Security Seeking under Anarchy: Defensive Realism Revisited.” International Security 25, no. 3: 128–161.


Taliaferro, Jeffrey W., Steven E. Lobell, and Norrin M. Ripsman. 2009. “Introduction: Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy.” In Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy, edited by Steven E. Lobell, Norris M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, 1–41. New York: Cambridge University Press.


Tellis, Ashley. 2007. “China’s Military Space Strategy.” Survival 49, no. 3: 41–72.


Townsend, Brad. 2020. Security and Stability in the New Space Age: The Orbital Security Dilemma. New York: Routledge.


UCS (Union of Concerned Scientists). (2005) 2020. UCS Satellite Database. https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/satellite-database.


USAF (United States Air Force). 2018 (27 August). “Annex 3-14 Counterspace Operations.” Curtis E. Lemay Center for Doctrine Development and Education, Maxwell AFB, AL. https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Doctrine-Annexes/Annex-3-14-Counterspace-Ops/ (accessed 2020/09/20).


USDIH (United States Defense Intelligence Agency). 2019. “Challenges to Security in Space” DIH. https://www.dia.mil/Portals/27/Documents/News/Military%20Power%20Publications/Space_Threat_V14_020119_sm.pdf (accessed 2020/09/01).


USDOD (United States Department of Defense). 2020. “Defense Space Strategy: Summary.” Washington, DC: USDOD. https://media.defense.gov/2020/Jun/17/2002317391/-1/-1/1/2020_DEFENSE_SPACE_STRATEGY_SUMMARY.PDF?fbclid=IwAR2TYXPZVQm0o-ybSXM3UHOYK-sRsdlvaETKChf1raiGaFMYR64QkMxu_9o.


USDOD-ODNI (United States Department of Defense and Office of the Director of National Intelligence). 2011. “National Security Space Strategy (Unclassifed Summary).” https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Newsroom/Reports%20and%20Pubs/2011_nationalsecurityspacestrategy.pdf.


US Government. 2017. “National Security Strategy of the United States of America.” Washington, DC: The White House. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905-2.pdf.


US Government. 2020. “Memorandum on Space Policy Directive-5—Cybersecurity Principles for Space Systems.” Washington, DC: The White House, September 5. https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/memorandum-space-policy-directive-5-cybersecurity-principles-space-systems/.


USSF (United States Space Force). 2020a. “Space Capstone Publication: Spacepower—Doctrine for Space Forces.” Washington, DC: USSF. https://www.spaceforce.mil/Portals/1/Space%20Capstone%20Publication_10%20Aug%202020.pdf.


USSF (United States Space Force). 2020b. “Japan Office of National Space Policy Signs Historic MOU with the U.S. Space Force.” Space Force Public Affairs. Washington, DC: USSF. https://www.spaceforce.mil/News/Article/2451728/japans-office-of-national-space-policy-signs-historic-mou-with-the-us-space-for/.


Vergun, David. 2019. “DOD Leaders Make Case to Congress for Budget Request.” DOD News, March 12, 2019. https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/1782973/dod-leaders-make-case-to-congress-for-budget-request/.


von der Dunk, Frans. 2015. “International Space Law.” in Handbook of Space Law, edited by Frans von der Dunk with Fabio Tronchetti, 29–126. Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar.


Wakimoto, Takuya. 2019. “A Guide to Japan’s Space Policy Formulation: Structures, Roles and Strategies of Ministries and Agencies for Space.” Working Paper. Honolulu: Pacific Forum. https://pacforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/issuesinsights_Vol19WP3_0.pdf.


Walker, C., and J. Hall, eds. 2020. “Impact of Satellite Constellations on Optical Astronomy and Recommendations toward Mitigations.” Alexandria, VA: National Science Foundation (NSF) NoirLab. https://noirlab.edu/public/products/techdocs/techdoc003/.


Walt, Stephen M. 1987. The Origins of Alliances. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Walt, Stephen M. 2002. “The Enduring Relevance of the Realist Tradition.” In Political Science: The State of the Discipline III, edited by Ira Katznelson and Helen V. Milner. New York: W. W. Norton.


Walt, Stephen M. 2009. “Alliances in a Unipolar World.” World Politics 61, no. 1: 86–120.


Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.


Wasserbly, Daniel. 2020. “SM-3 Block IIA Missile Intercepts and ICBM-Class Target for the First Time.” Janes, November 17, 2020. https://www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/sm-3-block-iia-missile-intercepts-an-icbm-class-target-for-the-first-time.


Weeden, Brian, and Victoria Samson, eds. 2020. “Global Counterspace Capabilities: An Open Source Assessment.” Bloomfield, CO, and Washington, DC: Secure World Foundation.


Weeden, Brian, Victoria Samson, and Chris Johnson. 2019. “Secure World Foundation (SWF) Insights: Avoiding Conflicts in Outer Space.” Milsat Magazine, July/August 2019. http://www.milsatmagazine.com/story.php?number=1372951005#, 26–27.


Weitsman, Patricia A. 2004. Dangerous Alliances: Proponents of Peace, Weapons of War. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Weitsman, Patricia A. 2014. Waging War: Alliances, Coalitions, and Institutions of Interstate Violence. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.


Wendt, Alexander. 1992. “Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics.” International Organization 46, no. 2: 391–425.


Wilson, Robert S. 2020. “Japan’s Gradual Shift toward Space Security.” El Segundo, CA: Center for Space Policy and Strategy, The Aerospace Corporation.


Wohlforth, William C. 2008. “Realism.” In The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, edited by Christian Reus-Smit and Duncan Snidal, 131–149. New York: Oxford University Press.


Woo-Cumings, Meredith, ed. 1999. The Developmental State. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


Yamakawa, Hiroshi. 2019. “JAXA’s Activities on Ensuring Stable Use of Outer Space.” Paper presented by JAXA president at the International Symposium on Ensuring Stable Use of Outer Space, Tokyo, February 28. http://www.jsforum.or.jp/stableuse/2019/pdf/10_190228-SSA_JAXA_Hiroshi%20Yamakawa.pdf.


Yomiuri. 2020. “Japan Space Operations Squadron Opens Training to Public for 1st Time.” Japan News, December 18, 2020. https://the-japan-news.com/news/article/0007006590.


Zakaria, Fareed. 1992. “Realism and Domestic Politics: A Review Essay.” International Security 17, no. 1: 177–198.


Zakaria, Fareed. 2008. The Post-American World. New York: W. W. Norton.













Chapter 39

 Cybersecurity in Japan


Benjamin Bartlett




While there is disagreement over their exact starting points, since at least the Koizumi administration (2001–2006), two trends have been visible in Japanese politics. The first trend has been the increasing importance of politicians in policymaking at the expense of bureaucrats. In some areas (especially national security) this has been due to ordinary politicians finding that discussing certain policy issues is helpful in elections (Catalinac 2016), but in the main this has been due to the increasing importance of the prime minister and the cabinet (Mulgan 2018). The second trend has been toward a wider definition and higher prioritization of “national security” (Oros 2017; Smith 2019). Both of these trends have affected Japanese cybersecurity policy as well, albeit perhaps not to the degree one might anticipate.

Regarding the first trend, on its face, Japanese cybersecurity policy would seem to have taken a democratic turn. The Diet has played a key role by passing the 2014 Cybersecurity Basic Law and subsequent amendments. While much legislation is drafted by the bureaucracy and then introduced by the cabinet, the Cybersecurity Basic Law was proposed by a backbencher from the ruling Liberal Democratic Party, Hirai Takuya. In other words, it was a politician, and not the bureaucracy, who was behind the drafting of this legislation (Japan House of Representatives 2014; Tsuchiya 2016).1

Moreover, as with many other issue areas, policymaking for cybersecurity has been moved out of the ministries and into the Cabinet Office. The cabinet body responsible for developing Japan’s national cybersecurity strategies, the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters, is chaired by the Chief Cabinet Secretary and has as members several cabinet ministers (that is, politicians), including the Minister of Internal Affairs and Communications; the Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry; the Minister of Defense; and the Minister of Foreign Affairs, along with other politicians and members from the private sector and academia (National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity 2016a, 2016b). Thus, it would seem at first glance that cybersecurity policy is firmly in the hands of the politicians.

Appearances can, however, be deceiving. Much of the day-to-day work on cybersecurity policy is done not within the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters but instead within its secretariat, the National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity (NISC). NISC is a cabinet body tasked with developing government cybersecurity practices and aiding in the drafting of cybersecurity policy, including the national cybersecurity strategies. Because it resides in the Cabinet Office, it might seem as though this was further evidence of prime ministerial control over the issue. However, aside from technical staff, NISC is primarily staffed with bureaucrats seconded from three ministries and one agency: the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC), Ministry of Defense (MOD), and National Police Agency (NPA) (Tsuchiya 2016). Thus, NISC primarily serves as an arena in which these four bureaucratic actors can negotiate policy. In short, while cybersecurity policymaking may have been moved to the cabinet, and while the national strategies do require approval by the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters, it is these four bureaucratic actors that are ultimately writing cybersecurity policy.2

With regard to the second trend, the wider definition and higher prioritization of “national security,” there are aspects of Japanese cybersecurity policy that seem to reflect what Andrew Oros (2017) has termed “Japan’s security renaissance,” a shift away from reflexive anti-militarism and toward a more “pragmatic” approach to national security (Catalinac 2016; Green 2003; Oros 2008; Samuels 2007; Smith 2019). Japan has officially recognized that cyber activities could rise to the level of an armed attack to which the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) would be legally allowed to respond. It has established a Cyber Defense Unit under the JSDF. And, recently, there has been discussion within Japan about possibly acquiring offensive cyber capabilities (Alabaster 2012; Government of Japan 2018c, 39; Ministry of Defense 2014).3

However, this turn toward a more “pragmatic” national security stance on cybersecurity policy has been limited. The focus has been on strengthening deterrence against cyberattacks4 and on improving the cyber capabilities of the JSDF. There is little evidence that Japan’s overall cybersecurity policy has become more focused on national security; instead, its policies continue to be oriented toward ensuring economic security and growth. The changes in policy provide supporting evidence that Japan’s leaders have “become far more comfortable using the military as an instrument of statecraft” (Smith 2019, 5), but the influence of MOD and of national security concerns more broadly still seems to be relatively limited.

This chapter has two purposes. First, to explain how bureaucratic politics have shaped Japanese cybersecurity policy. Second, to describe the effects the two shifts discussed above have had on that policy. I begin by discussing Japan’s policymaking structure, to explain why it is the bureaucrats who have the most influence over cybersecurity policy. Next, I discuss the main bureaucratic actors involved in shaping cybersecurity policy. I then look at how this has shaped Japan’s cybersecurity policy, looking specifically at four issues: economic security, public cybersecurity, national security, and government cybersecurity. Finally, I conclude and discuss possible future directions.

Japan’s Cybersecurity Policymaking Structure


Technically, Japan has had two formalized cybersecurity policymaking structures, the first established in 2005 and the second in 2014 with the passing of the Cybersecurity Basic Law. As we will see, however, the post-2014 structure is much the same as the pre-2014 structure, albeit given greater legitimacy and placed in a “higher” position within the Cabinet Office. Prior to 2005, cybersecurity policy was created either by individual ministries and agencies or in committees created to address some specific cybersecurity-related issue.

The policymaking structure created in 2005 consisted of two bodies created in the Cabinet Office: the Information Security Policy Council (ISPC) and its secretariat, the National Information Security Center (NISC). ISPC was placed under the Strategic Headquarters for the Advancement of a High-Information Network Society (IT Strategic Headquarters). It was chaired by the Chief Cabinet Secretary, and its members included the Minister of Internal Affairs and Communications (head of MIC); the Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry (head of METI); the chair of the National Public Safety Commission (head of NPA); the director general of the Japan Defense Agency (later the Minister of Defense, head of MOD); the Minister of State for Science and Technology Policy, who headed the IT Strategic Headquarters and served as vice-chair for the ISPC; and six members from the private sector and academia. In 2012 the Minister of Foreign Affairs would be added as a member as well. The primary duty of the ISPC was to develop the National Strategies on Information Security, though it also contained a number of committees dedicated to specific topics regarding cybersecurity (Tsuchiya 2016).

As discussed earlier, its secretariat, NISC, was staffed by bureaucrats seconded from METI, MIC, MOD,5 and NPA, along with technical staff. NISC was responsible for developing government cybersecurity practices and for aiding in the drafting of cybersecurity policy, including the National Strategies on Information Security (Tsuchiya 2016). It also contained a number of working groups dedicated to specific aspects of cybersecurity policy.

Though in theory ISPC was responsible for Japan’s cybersecurity policy, ISPC only met around five times per year for around 30–60 minutes per meeting (National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity 2018). As a result, much of the actual drafting and implementation of policy was left to NISC. For example, the National Strategies on Information Security were drafted by working groups created by the bureaucrats in NISC, and later the National Cybersecurity Strategies6 were drafted by the bureaucrats directly (Tsuchiya 2016).

Though the 2014 Cybersecurity Basic Law had important effects elsewhere, it left the policymaking structure essentially unchanged. ISPC was replaced with the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters, but the membership of the latter was much the same as the former.7 Likewise, while NISC was renamed the National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity, its composition and functions were unchanged.8 However, the Basic Law did strengthen the position and legitimacy of the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters. While ISPC had been located under the IT Strategic Headquarters, the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters is directly under the authority of the prime minister, on par with the IT Strategic Headquarters (National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity 2016b).

In short, then, despite the 2014 Cybersecurity Basic Law, Japan’s cybersecurity policymaking structure has remained basically unchanged since 2005. This structure has allowed four bureaucratic actors—METI, MIC, MOD, and NPA—to have an outsized influence over cybersecurity policy. Policy outcomes primarily reflect the interests and relative strengths of these four actors.9 In the next section, I describe these four actors, their interests, and the sources of their relative strengths.

The Main Bureaucratic Actors


As discussed in the previous section, the four bureaucratic actors that in the main determine cybersecurity policy are METI, MIC, MOD, and NPA. METI is the ministry in charge of Japanese industry and trade, and as such is primarily interested in ensuring Japan’s economic competitiveness. As a result, its main interest with regard to cybersecurity policy is in improving the cybersecurity of Japanese firms while not stifling growth or innovation. METI sees cybersecurity as important to the economy for two reasons. First, because it wants Japanese consumers to feel comfortable using Internet services. It worries that should consumers be reluctant to use the Internet, Japanese firms will not be able to take advantage of the efficiencies created by Internet services. Second, because it believes that cybersecurity could be a potential branding advantage for Japanese products, especially as network-connected consumer devices become more popular (i.e., the “Internet of Things,” or “IoT”). It believes that if Japanese firms can gain a reputation for having secure devices, this could provide them with a competitive advantage on the international market.10

METI is supported by the Information-Technology Promotion Agency (IPA), an incorporated administrative agency under its supervision. Among its duties relating to cybersecurity, IPA certifies that products meet cybersecurity standards, verifies the security of cryptographic products, and collects and shares information about cybersecurity trends and threats. It is also in charge of a number of programs meant to improve the cybersecurity of Japanese firms and citizens (Information-Technology Promotion Agency 2017).

MIC, with jurisdiction over telecommunications, is primarily concerned with protecting Japan’s networks from threats that could slow down or harm the network as a whole. While METI is primarily concerned with the cybersecurity of firms, MIC is concerned with maintaining the network that connects them. This means that it focuses on threats such as botnets, which can potentially be used to slow down Japan’s network, a threat that is increasing as “smart devices” that can connect to the Internet are becoming widespread. As the ministry responsible for Japan’s internet service providers, MIC worries about improving their cybersecurity while also not overburdening them with regulations. It also believes that the constitution requires personal user information to be protected from the government, and sees guaranteeing this as one of its roles.11

Like METI, MIC oversees an incorporated administrative agency that supports its efforts with regard to cybersecurity. The National Institute of Information and Communications Technology (NICT) is responsible for promoting research in information technology and for forming ties between academia and business. It contains the Cybersecurity Research Institute, which conducts research and development on various cybersecurity-related technologies. NICT also runs the Cryptographic Protocol Verification Portal, which publishes the results of verification tests on various cryptographic protocols, so that programmers and others can check to make certain the protocols they are using do not have any known vulnerabilities (National Institute of Information and Communications Technology 2017a, 2017b, 2017c).

While METI and MIC have clashed over other issues, the two ministries have compatible interests and views when it comes to cybersecurity. Because of this, they have formed an alliance to help push for their own policy preferences.12 Along with the advantages this alliance brings, the two have other sources of strength as well. Both can draw on the expertise provided by their associated incorporated administrative agencies, IPA and NICT. Both have strong ties to industry, which can give them not only political support, but also allows them to draw on the expertise present in the private sector. And both (along with IPA and NICT) are responsible for the implementation of much of Japan’s cybersecurity policy.

MOD has a very different set of interests than METI and MIC. It oversees the JSDF and is concerned with the national security of Japan. Due to constitutional and legal restraints, however, its role in providing for Japan’s cybersecurity is quite circumscribed. For the most part, it cannot act except in the case of a military strike against Japan. As a result, its influence over Japanese cybersecurity policy has also been limited. Instead, MOD has focused on developing defensive capabilities to better protect its own networks and those of the JSDF (Tsuchiya 2016). Further limiting its influence, it has only recently begun to build expertise in this area: its Cyber Defense Unit did not come into existence until 2014, and even now only consists of about 150 personnel (Ministry of Defense 2014). It also lacks the sorts of industry ties that help strengthen the influence of METI and MIC.

As mentioned in the introduction, there has been a shift toward using JSDF as a deterrent against more drastic cyberattacks, and there is even discussion of developing offensive capabilities for use in the defense of Japan. This and the gradual strengthening of the JSDF’s cyber forces are signs that MOD’s role in cybersecurity is increasing. Nevertheless, its ability to influence overall policy remains limited relative to METI and MIC (Ministry of Defense 2018a, 3, 8; 2018b, 12).13

Unsurprisingly, NPA sees cybersecurity through the lens of law enforcement. It is primarily interested in deterring cybercrime and catching and prosecuting cyber criminals. While METI, MIC, and MOD primarily think of cybersecurity in terms of making it more difficult for hackers to break into systems or for malware to spread, NPA thinks of cybersecurity in terms of identifying hackers and collecting evidence to prosecute them. As a result, its interests often clash with those of MIC: it favors policies that would allow the government to more easily gather data about users (primarily metadata) in order to better investigate and prosecute cybercrime.14

Though at a disadvantage versus the combined efforts of METI and MIC, NPA has a couple of advantages over MOD in its efforts to influence policy. First, it has a clear legal basis for being involved in ensuring Japan’s cybersecurity. Second, it was one of the earliest actors to recognize that cybersecurity would be a problem. As early as 2001 it had begun to convene meetings with members of industry and academia to discuss cybersecurity issues (Coordinated Security Measures Council 2001, 2002; National Police Agency 2001). It also quickly set up a Cyber Force Center to provide technical support in dealing with cybercrime, and has been building on that expertise since (Ito, Rattray, and Shank 2013). Thus, it too has expertise to draw upon, and also has some connections to the private sector, albeit not as extensive as those of METI or MIC.

In summation, METI and MIC have the greatest sources of influence in this area, and it is largely their interests that shape policy. Of the remaining two bureaucratic actors, NPA is better-positioned to influence policy than MOD, due to constitutional and legal restrictions on the latter. However, there are issues where they all agree (such as on the importance of protecting critical infrastructure), as well as issues where either responsibility clearly belongs to one party or where only one party has a clear policy preference.

Overview of Cybersecurity Policy


Though there was earlier piecemeal cybersecurity policy, Japan’s first comprehensive cybersecurity policy was released in the form of the First National Strategy on Information Security in 2006, after the establishment of ISPC and NISC. Along with setting out the plans for government cybersecurity, it laid out three objectives: economic security and development, public cybersecurity, and national security and international cooperation (in that order) (Information Security Policy Council 2006, 2). These have continued to be the main objectives of Japan’s cybersecurity policy. Given the relative strength of METI and MIC, it is unsurprising that economic security has been a particular priority. Public security, in turn, has received more attention than national security, although, as with national security policy more broadly, there has been a greater focus on the latter over time.

It is easiest to understand Japanese cybersecurity policy if we look at it in terms of these three goals, along with government cybersecurity. Though I will go into more detail on each below, here I give a quick overview. Though the specifics change, the nature of the policies aimed at economic security and public cybersecurity show little change over time. For its cybersecurity policies aimed at economic security, the Japanese government has preferred to take on a facilitating role, encouraging firms to take the lead in providing for their own cybersecurity but providing tools to help them do so.15 For public security, the government has often been willing to provide cybersecurity directly by implementing its own cybersecurity technologies and providing technical support, though it has tried to empower citizens through education as well.

By contrast, there is a clear shift in policies aimed at national security. Early efforts were entirely defensive, aimed at improving the cybersecurity of MOD and JSDF and little else. Next, there was a shift toward using JSDF as a tool for deterrence against cyberattacks directed at Japan. Recently, there has been discussion of giving the JSDF offensive cyber capabilities as well as defensive ones.16 In a limited sense, then, national security is being increasingly prioritized, though there is still little evidence that it is being placed ahead of issues of economic or public security.

Though government cybersecurity is a much narrower policy area, to differing degrees the other three objectives rely on it. As with national security, there has been a clear shift over time toward the centralization of authority and responsibility for implementation of government cybersecurity in NISC. Here, politicians have played a key role, as the primary means by which this centralization has occurred has been through the passing of and amendments to the Cybersecurity Basic Law.

In summation, the overall thrust of Japanese cybersecurity policy has remained relatively consistent over time, with a particular focus on economic security and then public cybersecurity. However, if we look at national security and government cybersecurity, we do see evidence that the two trends discussed in the introduction are having an effect. I now turn to discussing each of the four policy areas in more depth.

Economic Security


The government’s cybersecurity policy mainly follows the preferences of METI and MIC, trying to encourage cybersecurity without placing an undue burden on the private sector. The government prefers to help firms help themselves, using three main tools to support and encourage private sector efforts: development and promotion of standards and guidelines, tax incentives aimed at small- and medium-sized enterprises, and promotion of information sharing.

Standards and guidelines are one tool the government uses to aid firms in improving their cybersecurity. The government usually develops these standards and guidelines in coordination with the private sector. An example of how this works can be seen in the development of the Smart Home Appliance Security Study Report. Between March and December 2010, the government held seven study group sessions on smart home appliance cybersecurity. The government invited employees from SHARP, Sony, Panasonic, Hitachi Consumer Electronics, and Mitsubishi Electric Corporation to participate, with METI acting as an observer. These study group sessions resulted in the report, which covers security challenges for smart home appliances and approaches to solving those problems (Information-Technology Promotion Agency 2011).

The government has developed a number of other guidelines in a similar way. Because it recognizes the importance of the international market, the Japanese government is careful to consider international standards and frameworks, as well as those developed in the United States, when creating its own standards and guidelines. While some of these guidelines are quite technical, others are aimed at business executives and are meant to help CEOs and other executive officers make decisions with regards to investments in cybersecurity, including investments in human resources.17

In developing standards and guidelines, the government has paid particular attention to critical infrastructure, such as the energy and transportation sectors. The Cabinet Secretariat regularly reviews and releases two sets of guidelines for critical infrastructure: the Guidelines for Safety Principles for Ensuring Critical Infrastructure Security and the Manual for Prioritization of Information Security Measures (Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters 2017, 12). The former is a guide to designing security standards for critical infrastructure, while the latter is aimed at helping critical infrastructure operators to conduct cybersecurity risk management and to create effective plans for improving their cybersecurity (Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters 2017; Information Security Policy Council 2014a).

Tax incentives are a second major tool the government uses to encourage firms to invest in cybersecurity. Starting in 2006, the government has created a series of tax incentives aimed at improving information technology for small- and medium-sized firms. These incentives have allowed firms to apply depreciations or tax credits when purchasing new IT equipment or software. Though the incentives have been aimed at upgrading IT in general rather than at improving cybersecurity specifically, the purchased equipment has been required to meet certain security standards, and firewalls and other security technologies have also been included under the types of equipment and software to which the depreciation or credit could be applied. Moreover, in 2010 cybersecurity was given as an explicit justification for one of these sets of tax incentives.18 The most recent tax incentives were established in 2018 and again gave cybersecurity as one justification (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 2017).

The third major tool is promotion of information sharing. Information sharing refers to the practice of one organization informing other organizations when it has been the target of a cyber operation, and sharing any information about the operation. This allows other organizations to adapt their cybersecurity to prevent being the target of a similar attack, improving the cybersecurity of all organizations involved and reducing the spread of malware (Singer and Friedman 2014, 222–223).

However, there is a reluctance on the part of firms to participate in information sharing schemes, because they are worried that revealing they have been compromised will harm their reputation, leading to a loss in customers or stock value. The government has encouraged Japanese firms to participate in information sharing by educating them about the benefits of information sharing and by helping to establish and to support information sharing organizations. Information sharing organizations help to encourage the practice by anonymizing reports of cyberattacks before sharing them, as well as by providing analysis of such attacks (Tsuchiya 2016).19

An example of the government’s efforts is its establishment in 2006 of Capability for Engineering of Protection, Technical Operation, and Response (CEPTOAR) for each critical infrastructure sector. These organizations share information between the government and critical infrastructure firms by transferring information from the Cabinet Secretariat via the responsible ministries to their members. The government also created a CEPTOAR Council, which has representatives from each CEPTOAR and shares information across sectors (Information Security Policy Council 2005).

More recently, the government has been working to broaden who is involved in information sharing. A 2018 revision to the Cybersecurity Basic Law called for the establishment of a new cybersecurity council in NISC, consisting of the members of NISC, members of administrative bodies from the central and local governments, operators of critical infrastructure, cybersecurity professionals, academics, and other experts. Meetings of this council are required to be confidential. The purpose of this council is to share information related to cybersecurity (National Printing Bureau of Japan 2018; Umeda 2018a, 2018b).

Public Cybersecurity


Though the most obvious supporter of public cybersecurity efforts is NPA, METI and MIC also support efforts in this area. METI worries that should the public grow to worry too much about its online security, it would impede the growth of online services. For MIC, malware spread among the public is a major potential threat to the proper functioning of Japan’s networks.20 While the government prefers to encourage firms to take the initiative in providing for their own cybersecurity, it has been willing to take a more direct role in strengthening public cybersecurity, including by building software and systems to provide cybersecurity to members of the public.

Much of the disagreement over policy in this area has been between NPA and MIC. The former tends to favor policies that will provide it more information about user behavior on the Internet in order to better respond to cybercrime and other cyber threats, while the latter favors limiting government access to user data (including metadata, such as what servers a user visited and when). In terms of the overall policy, MIC’s view has largely won out, though in more limited situations NPA’s view has won the day.21

The most extensive government effort to directly ensure public cybersecurity was the Cyber Clean Center (CCC), which ran from December 2006 until March 2011. The CCC actively monitored the Japanese Internet looking for the IP addresses of computers that had been infected with malware. Once it had collected these IP addresses, it would send them to the Internet service providers (ISPs) in charge of those addresses. The ISPs would then send a notification to the users associated with those addresses, giving them instructions to visit a website where they could download a tool developed by the CCC to remove the malware. Note that in line with the preferences of MIC, the government remained unaware of the identities of the users (Arimura 2008; Krebs 2010; Telecom-ISAC 2017).

The increasing number and variety of devices connecting to the Internet has raised new challenges for public cybersecurity, since these are often an easy target for hackers. In response to these challenges, in May 2018 the government passed revisions to the Telecommunications Industry Act and to the National Institute of Information and Communications Technology Act.22 The revision to the Telecommunications Act had several provisions addressing the increasing number of IoT devices, including one aimed at improving their cybersecurity. This provision created a system that would allow telecommunications providers to warn users or block end user devices that had been infected with malware, based on information shared with a third-party organization (Government of Japan 2018a, 2018b).

The revision to the National Institute of Information and Communications Technology Act gave NICT the responsibility to investigate the problem of weak passwords in IoT devices and, along with telecommunications firms, arrive at some solution. The resulting solution was similar to the CCC: NICT sends the results of its investigations to a third party, including the IP addresses of any devices with weak passwords, and the telecommunications operators then warn the user of the device to strengthen the password (Government of Japan 2018a, 2018b). This new system was named NOTICE, for National Operation Towards IoT Clean Environment (Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters 2019, 21).

Along with these programs to directly provide for public cybersecurity, the government tries to help the public improve their own cybersecurity practices through education. Efforts include the “Information Security Month,” established in 2009, which takes place in February and during which the government has events and distributes information to the public about cybersecurity, both via physical means such as stickers and posters and via the web. They also include school programs and short courses for adults (Information Security Policy Council 2014b, 13, 17).

National Security


Unsurprisingly, national security is one area where MOD plays a major role. Japan’s cybersecurity policy with regard to national security has gone through three stages. Early efforts focused purely on defensive capabilities, specifically strengthening the security of the networks of MOD and JSDF. In 2008, MOD established the Command Control Communications Computers Systems Command (C4SC), which is charged with operating the JSDF’s Defense Information Infrastructure and monitoring its networks. Along with its technical responsibilities, C4SC created rules to define how the JSDF would respond to a cyberattack.

The second stage was a move toward building credible deterrence. As with many other aspects of its national security policy, Japan relies heavily on the US-Japan alliance to protect it from threats in cyberspace (Kallender and Hughes 2017, 133–137). However, in line with trends in its national security policy more generally, there has been a shift toward using the JSDF to protect Japan as a whole from cyberattacks.

The first sign of this shift was in 2012, when an MOD panel acknowledged that cyberspace was an operational domain under international law, allowing Japan to defend itself in the case of attacks (Alabaster 2012). This was followed by efforts to begin building operational capability in cyberspace: in 2014 the Ministry of Defense established the Cyber Defense Unit, currently consisting of 150 personnel (Ministry of Defense 2014; 2019, 6–7).

The 2018 Cybersecurity Strategy made this shift even more explicit, for the first time mentioning deterrence in cyberspace outside of the context of the US-Japan alliance. Referring to the statement made by the leaders present at G7 summit at Ise-Shima that cyber activities could rise to the level of an armed attack under international law, and that states that are the victim of a cyberattack may resort to proportionate countermeasures, the Strategy asserts that “Japan will utilize political, economic, technological, legal, diplomatic, and all other viable and effective means and capabilities, depending on the threat, and take resolute responses against cyber threats that undermine our national security, including those possibly state-sponsored” (Government of Japan 2018c, 39).

Finally, there are some signs that policy is shifting into a third stage: building offensive cyber capabilities. Starting in 2018, the government has begun to discuss the need for the JSDF to have offensive cyber capabilities. The 2018 Cybersecurity Strategy notes that the government may consider acquiring capabilities to prevent malicious cyber actors from using cyberspace, which implies some sort of offensive cyber capabilities (Government of Japan 2018c, 39). Following this, the National Defense Program Guidelines, released in December 2018 by MOD, mentioned that in the case of an armed attack, the JSDF would leverage its cyber capabilities, among others (Ministry of Defense 2018b, 12). It also explicitly mentioned strengthening the capability of the JSDF to disrupt an opponent’s use of cyberspace in the case of an attack against Japan (Ministry of Defense 2018b, 20).

Though in both cases it is made clear that these capabilities are to be used only in the case of an attack against Japan, this explicit reference to offensive cyber capabilities is a shift from the previous guidelines released in 2013, which did not mention offensive capability but only building intelligence, defensive, and recovery capabilities (Ministry of Defense 2013). This shift toward offensive capabilities is reinforced in the Medium Term Defense Program, also released in December 2018, which states that the JSDF will establish a joint cyber defense unit not only in order to conduct persistent monitoring of JSDF’s networks, but also to disrupt an opponent’s use of cyberspace in the case of an attack on Japan (Ministry of Defense 2018a, 3, 8).23

Government Cybersecurity


Government cybersecurity policy can be divided into two areas: technical support and rule-setting. Since its creation, technical support has primarily been handled by the technical staff at NISC. This staff for the most part sits in two bodies: Government Security Operation Coordination Team Number One (GSOC1) and the Cyber incident Mobile Assistance Team (CYMAT). GSOC1 monitors government networks, analyzes malware, and collects information about cyber threats. It distributes this information to the ministries and agencies within the government. CYMAT serves as a response team: when a ministry or agency becomes the victim of a cyberattack, CYMAT can be dispatched to provide technical support and advice, though ministries and agencies are required to set up their own CSIRTs to respond to cyber incidents internally as well (Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters 2019, 29). In addition to the technical support staff at NISC, in 2017 Government Security Operation Coordination Team Number Two (GSOC2) was created under IPA in order to monitor cybersecurity for independent administrative agencies, in the same way GSOC1 does for government ministries and agencies (Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters 2019, 29).

While the technical support aspect of government cybersecurity policy has been relatively fixed over time, in rule-setting we can see a shift toward greater authority for NISC. When ISPC and NISC were established in 2005, they were put in charge of determining government cybersecurity practices. However, they were not given authority to enforce the implementation of these practices. This meant that government bodies were still in charge of their own cybersecurity, and could (and did) ignore ISPC and NISC if they so chose (Tsuchiya 2016).

Starting in the 2010s, the flaws with this approach became increasingly clear. Between FY2011 and FY2013, yearly attacks against the Japanese government increased sevenfold, reaching around five million. More dramatically, in 2011 a server belonging to the House of Representatives was penetrated and the passwords of all of its members were stolen (Tsuchiya 2016; “Pension Data Leak Prompts Japan Cybersecurity Review” 2015). However, there was little the four bureaucratic actors could do to address the weaknesses in government cybersecurity revealed by these incidents, since even through NISC they lacked the authority necessary to change the cybersecurity practices of other government actors (and of course lacked the power to give themselves this authority). Partly in response to this problem, the politicians stepped in, passing the Cybersecurity Basic Law (Tsuchiya 2016).

With the passing of this law, the authority of NISC was strengthened. Now it could request information related to cybersecurity from other government bodies, and could also request cooperation in implementing cybersecurity policy, as well as provide advice. It was also given responsibility for monitoring unauthorized activities aimed at government networks (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2017; Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters 2015; National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity 2016b; Masuoka and Ishino 2012; Tsuchiya 2016).

Originally, the Basic Law only gave NISC these powers with regard to public organizations, not semi-public organizations. However, in 2015 there was a data breach at one such semi-public organization, the Japan Pension Service, leading to the leaking of personal information. A panel of experts that looked into the incident found that the Pension Service’s cybersecurity was clearly insufficient. In fact, the incident that led to the leak had been preceded by a similar attack a couple of weeks earlier. Had the Pension Service changed their security accordingly, the breach could have been avoided (“Pension Data Breach Probe: Experts Blast Japan’s Welfare Ministry for Poor Cybersecurity” 2015; “Pension Data Leak Prompts Japan Cybersecurity Review” 2015). In response, the Diet acted again, amending the Basic Law to give NISC authority over semi-public organizations as well (Tsuchiya 2016).

Conclusion and Future Directions


While politicians have played an important role in strengthening the authority of the Cybersecurity Strategic Headquarters and NISC, for several reasons, the bureaucracy is likely to remain in control of Japan’s cybersecurity policy going forward. First, the technical complexity of the issue gives the bureaucracy an advantage over the politicians. It is difficult for politicians to develop the expertise necessary to understand cybersecurity issues, and unless they happen to have a personal interest in it, there are no real incentives for them to do so. By contrast, bureaucrats have more opportunities to develop expertise in cybersecurity and can also draw upon the expertise of their technical staff.24 This means that politicians have little choice but to rely on the bureaucrats for policy development.25

Second, there is the sheer breadth of the problem. “Cybersecurity” is, as we have seen, no small issue; it touches on economics, public safety, and national security. Because risks to cybersecurity cross so many issue areas, it is difficult to respond in a centralized, cohesive manner. Instead, the ministries take charge of specific issue-areas.

Finally, the private sector, which is normally a source of pressure on politicians to act, has incentives not to draw attention to the issue. Speeches in the Diet about a need for stronger cybersecurity might highlight the current weaknesses of Japanese firms. Quiet negotiations with the bureaucracy avoid these risks.

This does not necessarily mean we will see no change to overall cybersecurity policy, however. It is possible that an increasingly “pragmatic” approach to national security will strengthen the MOD’s hand when it comes to cybersecurity policy. If the government began making trade-offs in favor of national security over economic security in its cybersecurity policy, this would be a strong indication that there really has been a change in Japan’s approach to defense issues.





Notes


1. In an encouraging sign for the seriousness with which Japanese politicians as a whole are taking the cybersecurity issue, it was passed with the support of most of the opposition parties. Only the Communist Party and the Social Democratic Party voted in opposition.


2. This does not mean, however, that centralization in the Cabinet Office has had no effect on policymaking: it has privileged certain bureaucratic actors over others who might otherwise have been involved in cybersecurity policymaking (such as the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology) and it has created channels for regular communication between the four bureaucratic actors who are involved. Nevertheless, it is the bureaucrats ultimately writing the policies.


3. While there is general agreement that the discourse around Japan’s national security has been shifting, there has been a debate over the significance of this shift, particularly under the Abe administration. In particular, Christopher Hughes has argued that the Abe administration’s policy represents a dramatic shift toward militarism, while Andrew Oros has argued that policy changes represent an ongoing, gradual set of shifts that could also be seen under previous administrations, including those of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) (see Hughes 2015; Oros 2017). The changes in cybersecurity policy with regard to national security better fit the latter argument than the former: the shifts seen under the Abe administration are a natural continuation of the changes that occurred under the DPJ, mainly focused on creating a credible deterrent to cyberattacks against Japan.


4. A brief note on language: among cybersecurity scholars it has become the norm to distinguish between “cyber operations” and “cyberattacks,” the latter being only used in cases where damage is done. However, the Japanese government uses “cyberattack” to mean any sort of unauthorized operation.


5. MOD was the Japan Defense Agency when NISC was first created.


6. The National Strategies on Information Security and the National Cybersecurity Strategies are the same type of document. The difference in titles simply reflects a change in the language the government uses from “information security” to “cybersecurity.”


7. The main changes were the addition of a minister of state responsible for the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters (who serves as vice-chair) and the addition of another member from outside government (National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity 2016a). An amendment to the Basic Law in 2018 also gave the Cyber Security Strategic Headquarters the ability to delegate part of its functions to other appropriate organizations by cabinet order (National Printing Bureau of Japan 2018; Umeda 2018a, 2018b).


8. Though as will be discussed later, it did gain additional authority within the government.


9. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) also plays a role in cybersecurity, focusing on those aspects that require cooperation with other countries: promoting international laws and norms regarding cyberspace; developing confidence-building measures; and cooperating on capacity-building (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2018). However, since it does not play a large role in determining the content of Japan’s cybersecurity policies, I do not include it here.


10. Author’s interview with NISC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


11. Author’s interviews with MIC official, NPA official, and NISC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


12. Author’s interview with MIC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


13. Author’s interview with NISC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


14. Author’s interviews with NPA official and MIC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


15. For a fuller description of the government’s role as facilitator, see Bartlett 2018.


16. Though how significant this would be depends heavily on exactly what those capabilities would be and under what conditions they could be used.


17. Interview with MIC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


18. “[B]ased on the consideration that among small- and medium-sized enterprises progress on digitization, including responses to illegal access and system faults, has certainly not been sufficient” (Ministry of Finance 2010, 366). See also Ministry of Finance 2010, 369–370.


19. Author’s interview with JPCERT/CC employee, Tokyo, July 2017.


20. Author’s interviews with MIC official and NISC official, Tokyo, July 2017.


21. For example, NPA was able to overcome MIC’s opposition to obtain a limited amount of metadata to help combat the VAWTRAK banking malware. Interviews with MIC official and NPA official, Tokyo, July 2017.


22. Unlike the Cybersecurity Basic Law, these revisions were proposed by the Cabinet (Japan House of Councillors 2018).


23. The Medium Term Defense Program also states that the Ground Self-Defense Force will establish its own cyber defense units, but the exact nature of those units is unclear (Ministry of Defense 2018a, 4).


24. Though the preference within the Japanese bureaucracy for generalists over specialists makes this less of an advantage than it could be.


25. Ironically, the same lack of expertise in the private sector may force the government to play a larger role in providing cybersecurity than it would prefer.
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Chapter 40

 Japan-US Relations

The Most Important Bilateral Relationship in the World


Ellis S. Krauss




Regarding the American relationship with Japan, the former senator and US ambassador to Japan Mike Mansfield once said, “The US-Japan relationship is the most important bilateral relationship in the world, bar none” (Mansfield 1999). Whatever ups and downs this relationship has faced since 1945—and there have been many of both—this is ever true. The worst downs have been in 1960 and 1995, but the relationship and its alliance have survived and then prospered. Yet there have been tectonic shifts throughout this period to which the relationship and alliance have had to adjust, and the adjustments haven’t always been easy. At no time has this been truer than today, as the US adjusts to a multilateral superpower world, and Japan adjusts to the rising power of China and a growing threat from North Korea, even while leading the Pacific region to greater economic integration.

This article will trace this relationship, beginning with historical background from 1945 until the end of the Cold War, with greater emphasis on post–Cold War relations to the present and future after the 2020 US presidential election. International relations theory often tends to emphasize either the nature and changes in the international system as a defining variable or domestic politics’ effect on foreign policy. My approach here will be to look more closely at the interaction of the two, and we will see that the impact goes in both directions: domestic politics influences foreign policy, but the international system produces adjustments in domestic politics and foreign policy as well.

International relations theory also tends to emphasize one of three contending approaches that have also been applied to Japan: neorealism, with its stress on power relationships (e.g., Soeya 1998; Green 2001; Hughes 2012); neo-institutionalism, with its focus on how power relationships can be constrained and conflict mitigated by multilateral institutions (e.g. Pekkanen 2008; Inoguchi et al. 2011); and constructivism, which argues that constructed identities and ideational factors can be important in determining nations’ relationships (e.g., Soeya 1998; Katzenstein 1996; Oros 2008). Here, too, we will find that no one of these explains the US-Japan security and economic links perfectly, but that they all interact, with different emphases in different time periods, to produce the main features of relations.

Finally, although the relationship has gone through major crises and tense periods, the trend line has always been up, although, as Japan adjusts after these periods, the relationship becomes more complex but reinforced in a different way.

The American Occupation and Cold War, 1945–1980s


After Japan’s devastating defeat in World War II, the US occupied Japan for seven years and attempted to totally transform that country from an emperor-centered, military-dominated power to a democratic and demilitarized country, one that would never again be a threat to world peace. With those aims it carried out thorough political, social, and (somewhat less thorough) economic reforms. The emperor was made a figurehead, a parliamentary democracy was established, the ideals of democracy were propagated in education, women were given the right to vote, land reform was carried out in rural areas, and the prewar family-controlled “trusts,” the zaibatsu, were broken up and made into stock-holding, managerial-centered corporations. The most controversial reform, however, was incorporating an article, the famous Article 9, into Japan’s new constitution, which was drafted by the Americans. This article outlawed Japan’s right to go to war or to maintain any military.

However, by 1947–1949 and the onset of the Cold War with the USSR in Europe, the Communist revolution in China, the Asian country that the US had made its primary ally in the postwar Pacific, induced the US to reconsider Japan’s future status. The US now wanted Japan as its democratic ally in the Cold War in Asia. It regretted Article 9 and started interpreting it as meaning only outlawing “offensive war,” because it was the “inherent right” of every nation to defend itself. This interpretation was eventually upheld by Japan’s Supreme Court and has been the interpretation of every Japanese government since.

When the Korean War began in 1950 and US Occupation troops were needed there, the Occupation instituted a “Police Reserve Force” to keep order in Japan, and soon after the end of the Occupation this became the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF), a Japanese military, but one whose primary duty was to defend Japan. A year before the end of the Occupation, Japan and the US also signed the US-Japan Mutual Security Treaty that committed the US to the defense of Japan and gave the US the use of many military bases in Japan. Note that Japan was not committed by this treaty, or any subsequent revisions of it, to defend the United States. That would have been “collective defense,” interpreted as a violation of Article 9. It also contained some provisions that seemed to contradict Japan’s sovereignty.

This era had long-lasting effects. First, the about-face of the US seems to have permanently polarized Japan’s political culture. A portion of Japanese public opinion did not accept Japan as a military power or as an ally of the US, and clung to the original interpretation of Article 9. Probably a bare majority accepted Japan’s new status as the price the country had to pay for the end of the Occupation and becoming a sovereign nation again. Polls in this period showed that a majority didn’t want US bases in Japan. As a result, Japanese political culture has remained polarized in this way up to the present, with the most controversial issues in Japanese postwar politics being defense and the alliance with the US. Any specific issue related to these themes provokes the greatest conflict among political parties and among the public. The “anti-militarism” (Berger 1998) segment of public opinion has also fought hard against any revision of the original Article 9, one reason the constitution has never been revised.

Second, because Article 9 and the Constitution were imposed by a foreign power, and adopted before the Cold War began, they have always been controversial and some conservative political elites do not consider the constitution completely legitimate.

Third, because of Article 9, the idea of collective defense, that is, Japan defending other nations like the US in return for their defending Japan, has been seen as unconstitutional by many Japanese and some political parties.

Germany, which was also given a “peace constitution” limiting its ability to wage offensive war or produce weapons without the permission of the federal government, is an interesting contrast to Japan. Germany’s “Basic Law” was adopted in 1948–1949 once the Cold War had begun. It also explicitly allowed Germany to engage in collective defense (i.e., NATO), implied a military and that conscription was possible, and stated that Germany could manufacture weapons with the permission of the federal government, all different from Japan’s Article 9. As a result, the Basic Law and collective defense has never been as controversial as in Japan, nor has it polarized public opinion as much as long as military action was in Germany’s or its allies’ defense (Sakaki et al. 2019). Another contrast is that the Basic Law by 2019 had been revised over sixty times, while Japan’s constitution has never been amended.

Soon after the end of the Occupation, the polarization of public opinion, the constitution, and the continued hostility of Japan’s Asian neighbors to Japan’s rearmament led Japan’s early 1950s prime minister, Shigeru Yoshida, to create a formula for enabling Japan to maintain domestic order and not alienate other Asian countries, but for Japan to still be protected by the US and eventually become a power again. Japan would maintain minimal military forces, rely mostly on the US to defend it, and concentrate on becoming a great economic power. To pacify the US for being a weak military ally, Japan would give the US many military bases. This became known as the “Yoshida Doctrine” (although Yoshida himself never used that term; Pyle 1996, chap. 2), and for at least the next four decades it was to guide Japan’s foreign policy and its relationship with the US.

For Japan, this “doctrine” helped manage its perennial problem with the US—one common to all less powerful countries that are allies of larger more powerful nations. Known in international relations as the “Alliance Dilemma,” weaker countries have to steer a course between avoiding “entanglement” in the more powerful ally’s military adventures that are not in their interests. But at the same time, they can’t afford to alienate the bigger ally by saying “no” too often, risking “abandonment” by their protector. The Yoshida Doctrine was a lovely way to avoid both prongs of the dilemma by giving the US the bases it wanted, which would keep it from abandoning Japan and using Article 9 to avoid going along with the US military interventions it disliked (Lind 2004). Thus, Japan did not intervene with the US in the Vietnam War, a war that was unpopular with the Japanese public.

The 1960 Treaty Crisis


In 1955 the polarized political culture of Japan was to become institutionalized in the major political parties when the moderate and more radical socialist parties amalgamated into the Japan Socialist Party (JSP), which adhered to the original interpretation of Article 9, and the two smaller conservative parties merged to form the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), a diverse center-right party. The LDP consisted of Yoshida Doctrine factions and those who wanted Japan to become a more normal military nation. The LDP was united, though, on support for capitalism and the US-Japan alliance.

All this polarization reached a climax in May-June of 1960. Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi came to power in 1957. An Occupation unindicted war criminal, he moved up the political ladder in the LDP after his release. He made the keystone of his foreign policy renegotiating the Security Treaty to remove its unequal anti-sovereignty provisions. After tough negotiations with the US in 1960, the Eisenhower administration agreed to his revisions.

Delighted, he invited Eisenhower to Japan after ratification of the revised treaty by Japan’s parliament (the National Diet). Kishi’s revision was an improvement in terms for Japan. Nevertheless, Kishi, as a symbol of prewar nationalism, and the fact of an alliance itself despite Article 9, ignited the anti-militarist subculture to mobilize against the revision. Thousands mobilized against the treaty as leftist parties gave the government a hard time in the Diet deliberations. Kishi wanted the treaty revised and ratified before Eisenhower’s visit to Japan, so he rammed the treaty through the House of Representatives and provoked the largest mass demonstrations in Japanese history until that point—comprising half a million persons, leftists but also liberals and moderates who saw Kishi as violating democratic norms. Finally, Kishi, under pressure from rival factions in his own party, resigned, and the Eisenhower visit was essentially cancelled (Packard 1966).

The consequences of this crisis cannot be underestimated. It resulted in subsequent LDP administrations for decades avoiding controversial actions in the defense and alliance areas, and also accepting the Yoshida Doctrine’s emphasis on economic growth. Kishi’s successor, Hayato Ikeda, promoted an “Income Doubling Plan” to double Japan’s GDP within a decade (actually achieved within seven years). This unprecedented rapid economic growth through government industrial policy was to lay the groundwork for the trade friction of the 1980s–1990s. It essentially also institutionalized the Yoshida Doctrine principles until at least the end of the Cold War.

Punctuated Equilibrium and Trade Friction: 1960–1989


The next two decades were fairly quiet ones in US-Japan relations, as Japan concentrated on rapid economic growth and avoided involvement in the Vietnam War. As the US struggled with 1970s “stagflation,” Japan took advantage of the two oil crises and began exporting its fuel-efficient, well-made small cars to the US in growing numbers.

The Satō-Nixon era of 1968–1972 punctuated this relative stable equilibrium. US president Richard Nixon pressured the Japanese prime minister Eisaku Satō to restrict textile imports to the US, as they were hurting American workers in the South, who were crucial to Nixon’s political strategy. The Japanese conceded after Nixon gave Satō an ultimatum. This proved to be only the opening round of what would become a decade and a half of severe trade friction in the 1980s through 1995.

When Nixon visited Communist China in 1972 without consulting with Japan in advance about this seismic systemic regional shift, the Japanese were horrified. Along with the textile ultimatum and severe domestic economic measures by Nixon, these measures became known as “the Nixon Shocks.” It seemed to underline both Japan’s dependence on the US and its lack of power in the relationship.

Nixon and Satō did succeed in a major accomplishment: the reversion of Okinawa. After WWII the US did not grant Okinawa, formerly a prefecture of Japan, its independence, and it became a military colony of the US directly administered by the Defense Department and housing many key US military bases. Negotiations were successful and Okinawa was to be reverted to Japan without nuclear weapons, as was the rest of Japan. Later it would be revealed that in fact nuclear weapons had been stored in Okinawa (Wakaizumi 2002). Nevertheless, for generations to come, the US’s many Okinawan bases, never popular among Okinawans, would continue to be a thorn in the relationship.

Then an issue exploded in 1980 that would dominate the relationship for a decade and a half: trade friction. American auto manufacturers had steadily lost market share to the better quality and more fuel-efficient Japanese imports, and were screaming for help to the federal government. President Ronald Reagan was torn between his free trade ideology and the political necessity of doing something to help this important American industry with its high employment, especially in the Midwest. In the end he hit upon a creative solution to aid the industry without violating his free trade ideology: Japan would ostensibly institute a “VER,” a Voluntary Export Restraint, that officially did not involve the US, but was Japan’s unilateral action. Thus, Japan would now allow only 1.68 million Japanese cars exported to the US. The predictable results were that it induced Japanese manufacturers to build factories in the United States to avoid the quotas. Meanwhile, prices of Japanese and American cars skyrocketed and both countries’ manufacturers made windfall profits, while American consumers bore the burden (Reich 1992; Krauss and Reich 1992).

After this, trade disputes dominated the agenda as a cottage industry grew up in the US over the question of how the US should respond and whether the US should adopt an industrial policy like Japan’s to better cope with the Japanese economic threat (see Noble, this volume). American presidents, however, sought to avoid such policies by opening up Japanese markets instead of closing American ones.

Subsequently, the Reagan era (1980–1987) was characterized by his personal relationship with Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro (the “Ron/Yasu” relationship), two of the most intense trade friction conflicts and American retaliation, and advances in American interests in the military alliance (Muramatsu 1987).

The first issue was a dispute over the Kansai International Airport (KIA) construction bidding, a huge public works project. Because bidding on public works construction seemed closed to foreigners, the US construction industry pushed the Reagan administration to do something. The negotiations demonstrated the frequent American trade negotiation tactics of Congress playing “bad cop,” with angry threats from constituent interest groups, and the executive branch using that to try to force concessions from the Japanese.

Nakasone’s successor, Noboru Takeshita, made concessions. He was close to the construction industry himself, but induced it to go along, and an agreement was reached giving the Americans more public works projects to bid on, though not as many as they originally demanded (Krauss 1993; Krauss and Coles 1990).

The second dispute, soon thereafter, was when Japanese memory chip semiconductor sales in the US threatened its semiconductor industry. Although the US was no longer the leader in memory chips, it still led in logic chips, and the industry feared that the whole industry was threatened, raising a national security issue. A united administration and a very powerful industry association took the lead in filing a case on logic chips and the Commerce Department for Japanese dumping on memory chips.

The dumping case created great pressure on Japan to come to an agreement, and it did, but one the Japanese industry did not like. In a secret side letter to the agreement, the Japanese actually promised to meet a goal of 20 percent of market share target within five years. Some firms seemed to violate the agreement in third countries, and Reagan imposed a Section 301 retaliation against Japan of 300 million dollars on Japanese products shipped to the US, one of the largest punitive tariffs against Japan. Eventually, the tariffs were eliminated when Japan just barely made the market share “secret” target (Krauss 1993).

Nakasone did please the US on security issues, however. He broke one defense taboo by agreeing that Japan had a responsibility to defend its sea lanes out for one thousand miles, and briefly broke the 1 percent norm of GDP on defense expenditures. More significantly, he broke yet another by signing a military technology transfer agreement with the US, a major break with precedent in interpreting the defense of Japan under Article 9 (Muramatsu 1987).

By comparison, Reagan’s, successor, George H. W. Bush had a relatively benign relationship with Japan, in part because his one-term administration was so preoccupied with managing the end of the Cold War and the crisis with Iraq. But there was one significant trade negotiation: the Structural Impediments Initiative (SII). Bush wanted to force Japan to undergo a fundamental economic reform on five issues, whose effects would bring about greater American trade and investment.

Leonard Schoppa’s (1997) comprehensive analysis of these negotiations concluded that the US mostly succeeded in two of its demands, only partially succeeded in one, and totally failed on the other two. Why? He explained that the US pressure in these negotiations only worked when the US had bureaucratic allies and public opinion on its side. Lacking any allies on the Japanese side, they partially or totally failed to budge Japan on the three unsuccessful issues.

The year 1989 proved to be a watershed year in the world and in US-Japan relations. As the Berlin Wall fell, the Tiananmen Square incident occurred, the last time Japan’s public opinion would have a benign view of its neighbor China, and the 1990s would usher in a profound decade of global and domestic change for Japan and the relationship.

Lessons from Cold War US-Japan Relations


One of the lessons from the Cold War period is that Japan’s anti-militarism subculture and the Japanese public’s increasing acceptance of the Yoshida Doctrine prevented Japan from modifying Article 9, even when Japan did have a military and was clearly an ally of the US. Instead, conservative governments, beginning with Nakasone, began to break smaller “taboos” to align Japan’s defense more in line with constant American demands to do so. This has continued up to the present.

Secondly, the intense trade friction beginning with the textile dispute intensified as Japan’s “economic miracle” and industrial policy succeeded in overtaking many American firms in their domestic and foreign markets. This made it politically necessary for American presidents respond in some way. Caught between their free trade ideology and political necessity, they sought ways of satisfying the severe domestic demands by pushing to open Japanese markets rather than engaging in formal protectionism. Nevertheless, throughout the Cold War both countries attempted to keep their contentious economic relations fairly separate from the military dimension of the alliance.

Post–Cold War Relations


As was the case globally, the end of the Cold War and trade friction issues had motivated Japanese elites to consider other trade alternative possibilities. They became afraid that American “protectionism” might spread to include Japan’s Asian markets, some of which were trans-shipment places for Japanese goods to the US. Along with Australia, Japan decided it needed a new organization that encompassed ASEAN (Association of East Asian Nations), South Korea, and Oceana. Afraid that its historical legacy of the war might prevent some Asian countries from participating, Japan allowed Australia to take the lead but worked behind-the-scenes to make it happen. The US was slow to join but finally gave its blessing and participated in the initial meeting in 1989. The result was the formation of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), a forum of the Asia-Pacific economic community (Krauss 2000). A few years later the three Chinas joined (PRC, Taiwan, and Hong Kong). It was the first major multilateral initiative in Asia since WWII, the beginning of a series of regional organizations in which Japan was often a prime mover and participant, and a change from protectionism to legal multilateralism (Pekkanen 2008; Katada 2020). Japan was also to play a role in establishing the first security multilateral forum in Asia, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), although here too it allowed other countries, in this case ASEAN, to play the overt lead.

The Last Gasp of Trade Friction and the Beginning of Huge Security Challenges


There were also further re-evaluations of the relationship. More than a decade of trade friction had taken its toll. By 1992, 40 percent of Americans thought Japanese companies were competing unfairly, while 49 percent thought the US was blaming Japan for its own economic problems. On the Japanese side, however, only 17 percent thought Japanese companies were unfair competitors, but 78 percent thought the US was unfairly blaming Japan (Ladd and Bowman, 45).

When Bill Clinton became president in 1993, the trade deficit again was increasing, and he made one more attempt to open up Japanese markets. In the framework talks he tried a completely different approach from previous administrations: the US would now demand agreements that guaranteed results. The US shouldn’t try to change Japan, but rather force the Japanese government to make the changes itself (see the background in Uriu 2009).

The US picked five sectors to concentrate upon, the most important of which was automobiles and auto parts, representing two-thirds of the US trade deficit with Japan. The US would demand guaranteed results (much as in the secret side letter in the semiconductor negotiations) with “objective criteria” like quantitative indicators to measure progress. Japan was adamantly opposed to these demands, especially regarding market share, because their semiconductor agreement experience convinced them that US government trade lawyers would use them to threaten the Japanese with legal retaliation if they failed to achieve them, and demand more anyway if they did.

Nevertheless, after the first year of negotiations, agreement had been reached in all the sectors—without targets or indicators—except the most important one: autos and auto parts. In the second year of negotiations the US demanded a “guarantee” that Japanese auto firms would purchase the same value of foreign auto parts as they had the previous year, and that quantitative criteria would be used to determine whether Japan had achieved the agreement’s measure of new auto dealership networks for foreign companies. Japan fiercely refused these demands, arguing they were private-sector matters.

It got ugly. The US initiated Section 301 retaliation proceedings against Japan to pressure it, but Japan did not relent. Finally, in May 1995, Clinton set a deadline for a settlement by June 28, or he would impose $6 billion in tariffs on Japanese luxury cars imported into the US. This time Japan did not submit, and both countries traded threats to take the other to the newly formed (led by the US) World Trade Organization (WTO) for violating its rules.

Finally, they settled right before the deadline. The US achieved one thing: a relaxation of Japan’s very strict auto inspection that some saw as a barrier that kept foreign cars out of Japan. But there were to be no guarantees, targets, criteria, or goals included otherwise. The agreement made clear that any numbers were only “ideal results” that the US wanted but that Japan did not agree to deliver. At this point Clinton declared “victory” and walked away without accomplishing his goals. Because of the bitterness of the dispute, because the US was loath to test the WTO it had championed, and because Japan hadn’t budged, trade friction disputes were to take a back seat to security in future relations.

These disputes continued, of course—particularly in the agricultural sector, where they continued in multilateral settings. Japan and the US had a bitter dispute in APEC over forestry and fisheries that essentially torpedoed an Early Voluntary Sector Liberalization (EVSL) initiative pushed by the US, and it continued over “sacred sector” rice issues (Davis 2003). However, they were no longer to dominate center stage compared with security relations, thus forming what Uriu (2009, chap. 9) calls “a return to balance.”

New security concerns came to the forefront. By 1994 North Korea became a danger, as it seemed to be thinking of withdrawing from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and US intelligence agencies suspected it might be able to make two nuclear weapons. This was deemed by the Clinton administration to pose an unacceptable threat to Japan and other US allies in the region. As documents made public years later reveal, the US was prepared to go to war with North Korea but expected heavy casualties (National Security Archive, Briefing Book # 612, December 8, 2017).

Former President Jimmy Carter went to North Korea and convinced its leader to negotiate with the Clinton administration (Gordon 1994). Eventually these negotiations produced an agreement to set up a multinational organization to supply North Korea with oil and convert its reactors to a type less likely to be used to make weapons-grade material. This organization, KEDO (Korea Peninsula Energy Development Organization), temporarily solved the immediate crisis. But later, after there were indications that the North had violated the agreement secretly, the George W. Bush administration withdrew from KEDO, and North Korea has continued to develop its nuclear weapons, representing one of the greatest security threats to Japan today.

Then, in early May 1995, North Korea fired a missile near Japan. The Japanese conservative elites became extremely concerned and angry and wanted the US to take a strong stand. Public opinion had also shifted on Japan’s defense matters. By 1995, two-thirds of the Japanese public thought the US-Japan Security Treaty was “useful” for maintaining peace and security in Japan, had a positive effect on Japan, and that the JSDF should be maintained and, along with the US, defend Japan. They wanted the JSDF to be kept at current levels and not increased, however (Ladd and Bowmann 1996, 34–37). The JSDF had become institutionalized among the public, but the Yoshida Doctrine was still alive and well in Japan forty years after its inception.

This was obvious after the first Gulf War, when Japan did not contribute even noncombat personnel to the coalition efforts after Iraq invaded Kuwait. Even when it did contribute the most funds for reconstruction afterward (thirteen billion dollars), other countries who had participated criticized it for its “checkbook diplomacy.” It also could not get the Diet at first to approve sending mine sweepers to the Gulf in 1991, even when the fighting was over.

The American bases on Okinawa, however, were the particularly contentious issue. They have always been particularly unpopular in Okinawa, where the bulk of them were located and where Okinawans had experienced the crime and environmental problems that the bases brought to the island (Smith 2001; Eldridge forthcoming; Johnson 1999). In 1995 a horrendous incident in Okinawa occurred that was to test the relationship and bring it to its lowest level since 1960. Three US servicemen raped a twelve-year old girl, which produced a huge angry reaction not only in Okinawa but in the rest of Japan as well. Demands escalated dramatically for the US to scale down its bases in Okinawa.

This incident’s repercussions, which would have been bad at any time, were exacerbated by the context and timing in which it occurred. The years of trade friction, and then the Gulf War and Japan’s response, had taken its toll, and more options for Japan seemed possible after the end of the Cold War. Publics and elites on both sides of the Pacific began asking whether the alliance was even worth it for their countries. In Japan people questioned why they should continue to be an ally of a country that continues to “bash us” on trade. In the US people asked why they should continue to spend money and risk their sons’ lives to defend a country that was putting so many Americans out of work. Even though the rape crisis was defused when the US and Japan entered negotiations to scale down one of the biggest bases in Okinawa, the alliance, in the apt title of a book on the subject by a top Japanese journalist on US-Japan relations, was “adrift” (Funabashi 1999).

Clinton grew concerned, especially after his assistant defense secretary, Joseph S. Nye Jr., a former Harvard professor of international relations, wrote a famous report and article (Nye 1995) which argued that the Asia-Pacific was essential to US security, that the US-Japan alliance was the cornerstone of that security in the region, and that security was “like oxygen”—you take it for granted until you lose it. The Japanese got the message too: it was time to revive and recommit to the alliance, something Clinton and Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto did in a summit meeting in 2006. Their joint proclamation reaffirmed the alliance and that the US would maintain its 100,000 troops in Asia, including those in Japan, although with some reorganization. Some small facilities would be returned, and negotiations would continue over large base movements (Mitchell 1996). This proved to be a temporary turning point and the alliance held firm.

There were other big events transforming the Pacific that would have longer-range consequences. China’s Tiananmen incident in 1989 really turned Japan’s public opinion against the PRC, and it would never recover. When China threatened Taiwan with missiles tests in the Taiwan Strait, Clinton sent two aircraft carrier groups near Taiwan to send a clear message to China to back off. The rise of China both militarily and economically was also beginning to reverberate across the Pacific by the beginning of the next century. As one analysis put it, the relationship was “beyond bilateralism,” and no issue in US-Japan relations could henceforth be considered without also involving China (Krauss and Pempel 2004). Another book about the new triangular relations had the title Alliance in Anxiety (Ito 2003) Managing the relationship had become much more complex (Green 2000).

Japanese conservative elites changed from a strictly Yoshida Doctrine line to one that Heginbotham and Samuels (2002) call a “dual hedge.” Japan would move closer to the US militarily to insure its security against a rising China and a threatening North Korea, but also move closer to Asia, particularly China, economically to give it some insurance against the pressures of trade dependency on the US. In many ways this also reflected Japan’s new security and economic realities by the 2000s. Whether this represented the effective end of the Yoshida Doctrine, or merely a more internationalized version of it, will probably be debated by Japan specialists for decades.

The end of the Cold War in Europe hadn’t brought global harmony but had moved the world’s toughest and most dangerous neighborhood from Europe to East Asia and created new and complicated dilemmas for the relationship.

Reform in Japan and from Koizumi-Bush to Abe-Obama


The 1990s were a momentous decade domestically in Japan as well. In 1993–1994, a brief coalition of opposition parties plus splinter groups from the LDP took power for the first time since the Occupation and passed electoral and administrative reform laws that would transform Japanese politics. Suffice it to say that over time it gave rise to a more moderate center-left party, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), as the main opposition party to the LDP, and helped to create a more centralized LDP and a stronger prime minister. It also made foreign and defense affairs more important to voters and in politics (Catalinac 2016).

The first real manifestation of these changes became obvious in 2001 when a maverick LDP politician, Junichiro Koizumi, surprisingly managed to become prime minister. Koizumi’s tenure was to become known for two things. First was his warm personal relationship with President George W. Bush, a friendship in which the Japanese saw echoes of the “Ron-Yasu” relationship. The second was breaking Yoshida Doctrine taboos of not getting Japan involved at all in America’s overseas military adventures. Although the former was undoubtedly sincere, the latter would have the more profound long-term consequences.

After the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Center, in which twenty-four Japanese died, Koizumi quickly expressed support for the US the next day. After the UN Security Council resolutions called on the international community to combat terrorism, Koizumi used the Preamble to the Constitution (avoiding Article 9 issues) that bound Japan to strive for the “preservation of peace” to justify his next move. He then got the National Diet to authorize an Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Bill that initially sent Japanese ships to refuel the US’s and allies’ ships in the Indian Ocean during the operations in Afghanistan, but in deference to Article 9 and potential public reaction they could not transfer ammunition or weapons. Eventually Japan would also send MSDF destroyers and even Aegis destroyers, Japan’s most advanced warship, which was the first time Japan had sent its military into a combat region, a previous taboo. A bare majority of Japanese public opinion, perhaps because of the specific circumstances of 9/11 and UN and international community support, actually was supportive of the JSDF assistance, but still the government feared to involve its forces in combat.

In 2003, after the US invasion of Iraq, Koizumi had the Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law passed and sent the JSDF to Iraq (Samur). It was the first time that Japanese soldiers had “boots on the ground” outside of Japan since WWII other than UN peacekeeping operations, which Japan had been participating in since the 1990s. However, Japan’s defense-only orientation still held, as they were involved only in reconstruction efforts and not in any combat. All of these developments had been made possible by the new, post-reform opposition political party configuration in Japan (Pekkanen and Krauss 2005).

If Japan had now moved to a new dimension in its security relations with the US, albeit still within the limits imposed by Article 9 and a public skeptical of overseas combat support of the US, the trade dimension again caused some conflict. Here, the problem was mad cow disease (aka BSE). After the disease was discovered in the US, Koizumi, concerned about the public’s great regard for food safety, blocked all beef imports from the US in 2003. Negotiations continued, but the US and Japan differed in their approach: Japan stressed effectiveness in ensuring no dangers in the imports; the US took a “scientific approach” of sample testing. Finally, a compromise was reached whereby imports of cattle under twenty-one months of age, when BSE is less likely to have developed, were allowed (Becker 2005). However, the ban on older cattle imports was not lifted until 2019, by which time, and as a result of this dispute, Australian had already supplanted the US as Japan’s largest importer of beef.

When Koizumi left office in 2006, his successor, Shinzō Abe, a defense hawk, lasted only one year. So did Abe’s two LDP successors. In 2009, Japan’s largest opposition party, the DPJ finally succeeded in winning a general election and took power to great expectations among the public eager for further reform, in coalition with the now miniscule JSP. Its first prime minister, Ichirō Hatoyama, a fourth-generation politician from a famous LDP family and an erstwhile LDP politician himself, proved a disaster, both in terms of US-Japan relations and domestic public opinion. His main foreign policy issues were moving all US military bases out of Okinawa and moving Japan’s foreign policy to be friendlier to China and not just to the US. The DPJ’s general goals of attaining somewhat more flexibility with the US and rebalancing toward Asia was not itself irrational, but it was implemented terribly (Hughes 2012).

There was really no place else except elsewhere in Okinawa or Japan to move US bases, and neither the Okinawans nor mainland Japanese wanted them. Guam, especially after an agreement was finally achieved after years of negotiation on the movement of bases after the 1995 rape incident, was now full-up, as 10,000 marines were going to be moved there. Hopes for a closer relationship with China were dashed when a Chinese fishing boat rammed a Japanese coast guard cutter in the Japan-China disputed waters off the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands and the government totally mishandled the incident (Tiberghien 2010). After that the DPJ reverted back to a more traditional relationship with the US. Hatoyama, however, lasted a year, as did the next two DPJ prime ministers, who were better but unlucky. The 3/11 triple disaster of massive earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear plant meltdown occurred on one’s watch, a disaster in which the US military gained credit for aiding Japan in “Operation Tomodachi,” and the last DPJ prime minister was all right on policy but had no charisma at all. These issues, plus the DPJ’s unattained contradictory domestic goals, soured the public on the DPJ until the present day, and the LDP returned to power.

Surprisingly, it was Shinzō Abe, the once failed successor to Koizumi in the 2000s, who became LDP prime minister again in 2012. This time he would last a long time—longer in fact than any other Japanese prime minister by the end of his tenure in 2020. And his relationships both with Barack Obama and Donald Trump would produce several major changes.

After the difficult years of the relationship under the DPJ, and with Abe’s reputation as a nationalist, no one knew what to expect. Obama, then in his second term, and Abe, however, worked out a decent relationship. Obama’s “pivot” to Asia (misnamed, as it was actually a “rebalance”) was welcomed by Japan. So too was the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) pushed by the US, a comprehensive twelve-nation trade and investment agreement encompassing East and Southeast Asian, North and Latin American, and Oceana countries, that was designed in part to counter Chinese dominance in the Pacific. Prime Minister Abe successfully overcame resistance within his own LDP and the powerful agricultural lobby to make the necessary concessions to sign on. In the process he managed to break some of that lobby’s power that had blocked previous reforms.

Japan viewed Obama’s first term as having a shaky and even naïve relationship with China, but in his second term he acted more favorably to Japanese interests. Not only did he follow through with the TPP, but following an escalation of Chinese incursions into the area around the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands—merely rocks in the Pacific that both countries claim and consider to be strategic, and over which Japan was given administrative control after the Pacific War—Obama officially declared that the islands were covered by the US-Japan Mutual Security Treaty, thus implicitly recognizing the US’s obligation to defend them.

When Donald Trump unexpectedly took office in 2016, the Japanese, like the rest of the world, didn’t know what to expect, but were anxious particularly about his statements on trade. Abe didn’t wait but rushed to Washington right after the election to become the first foreign leader to visit Trump, and began the traditional Japanese prime ministers’ cultivation of American presidents, in an effort to recreate Nakasone’s and Koizumi’s friendships with Republican presidents. Media during the next few years would show many friendly photo opportunities of the two golfing, and in an apparent chummy relationship, although some commented on Abe’s discipline in the face of the usual Trump provocations and erratic behavior.

How much good this did is another question. The relationship did not prevent Trump from immediately withdrawing the US from the TPP right after he took office, or from including Japan in 2018 in tariffs imposed on foreign imported steel and aluminum products to attempt to protect American producers (although much of Japan’s tariffs were later waived on products in which the US was not competitive). Nor did it stop the US threatening Japan over its positive trade balance with the US and forcing it to sign a trade agreement in 2019 that did not give the US as much as TPP would have and may have violated some WTO rules on trade.

Trump’s behavior and policies in general, and his handling of the coronavirus, had a profoundly negative impact on Japanese public opinion as well. According to the respected Pew Research Center’s survey of many US democratic allies, Japan’s and the others’ views of the US plummeted after Trump took office. By 2020 only a quarter of Japan’s public respected him as a leader, hardly above Vladimir Putin’s percentage (Wilke et al. 2020).

Abe, however accomplished more in his time in office for the US security relationship than arguably any other Japanese prime minister previously. Much to the US’s approval, he stretched interpretations of the constitution considerably. Even a short list of his accomplishments in this regard is impressive:



• Creating in 2013 a “National Security Council” to coordinate responses to crisis.


• Passing in 2013 Japan’s first National Secrets Law, which has been criticized as vague and its implications unclear.


• Relaxing in 2014 Japan’s weapons export ban to US and US allies.


• Issuing an interim report in 2014 that brings space and cyberspace for the first time into the new US-Japan defense guidelines.


• Allowing the SDF in 2014 to provide refueling and medical aid to UN-sanctioned multinational military operations, even in previously forbidden combat zones.


• Threatening in 2017 to shoot down any North Korean missile that would land in Japanese territory.






Hughes (2015) covers some of these points.

But perhaps his most significant accomplishment was to push through a law in 2015 that interprets the Japanese Constitution (unlike prior interpretations by the Cabinet Legislation Bureau) to allow the country to aid the US and other close allies of Japan in the event that they are attacked. The LDP had a much stronger bill originally, but the more liberal-leaning coalition partner, the Clean Government Party, forced Abe to water it down, putting limitations on it, such as only taking such action in a crisis if Japan’s survival is at stake, and that it may only respond with a “minimum use of force.” Essentially, however, this breached the previous prohibition on collective defense under any circumstances (Hughes 2017).

Abe has attempted to create a de facto political alliance with Pacific democracies like Australia, New Zealand, Taiwan, and India. It is a great supporter of the US’s “Quad Four” relationship among these countries. And Abe also expanded Japan’s defense relationship in Southeast Asia, providing military (patrol) boats to the Philippines, which needs them in its South China Sea dispute with China, and other defense items to Vietnam.

Abe’s great changes combined with Japan’s prior evolutionary development (Samuels 2007; Pyle 2007; Hughes 2004). First, there was the build-up and modernization of the JSDF. Japan has been ranked fifth in the world in global firepower (Global Firepower 2020); has the third most powerful navy in the Pacific after the US and China, including six (and soon eight) Aegis destroyers; has a competent Air Self-Defense Force, including an expanding number of the US’s F-35s (Japan is the manufacturer’s largest foreign customer now); and is regearing the missions of its Ground Self-Defense Force. In addition, has increasingly become adapt in space (Pekkanen 2003, 2020). Increasingly the JSDF has become more and more operationally integrated as well with American forces in Japan.

President Biden and Japan?


There is much concern in Japan over the direction a Biden administration might take toward Japan. The public will be relieved to get rid of Trump. But Japan’s political and media elites have held a strong belief since the 1980s that Republican presidents are better for Japan, and after all, the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t.

This belief, however, is a myth. Reading this chapter would quickly reveal that Reagan was a lot tougher on trade with Japan, even with the “Ron-Yasu” relationship, than Clinton was, that Clinton and Obama were as strong on North Korean threats to Japan as any Republican, and that Trump has been less advantageous to Japan on trade than Obama was. The truth is that all American presidents and Japanese prime ministers have done what the circumstances of their times required for their national interests, regardless of their relationships. This myth is archaic and hasn’t kept up with American party politics—both Democrats and Republicans have become keen on Japan’s defense, and also concerned about Japan’s trade effects on American workers, even if their specific policies are different.

A Biden administration is likely in fact to have several advantages for the relationship, including for Japan. First it will continue to be wary and guarded about the military expansion and aggressiveness of China, as well as of North Korea. Second, the Democratic Party is probably more concerned about China’s larger trade imbalance than Japan’s. Third, Biden has much more leverage than many realize. Any compromises he offers on trade with Japan or other American allies will be well-received compared to Trump’s much more demanding policies and threats. Further, his non-elite background jibes with the humble roots of Abe’s 2020 successor, Suga Yoshihide, and might be the basis for a good relationship.

All will not be a bed of roses, however. A Biden administration will be very distracted by domestic politics, especially the huge and intense political polarization and divisiveness among the public, but also the demands for racial justice in urban areas, cleaning up the consequences of Trump’s policies, and demands from the progressive wing of his own party. Japan should not expect as much attention perhaps as under some previous administrations.

We can see the nascent beginnings of Japan’s response to American distraction already in the Abe and Suga administration’s responses to Trump. Japan will continue its “dual hedge” of expanding relations with Asia (including trade with China), but will simultaneously include security relations. Milestones in the economic innovations can clearly be seen in Japan’s leadership in founding the TPP when the US withdrew, and in 2020 in Japan’s RCEP (Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership) that included China and ASEAN countries, encompassing one-third the world’s GDP, but again without the US.

In terms of security, an indication beyond Japan’s favoring Quad strengthening is that Japan concluded for the first time a defense agreement with Australia, the Reciprocal Access Agreement, allowing troops on each other’s territory for training and operations, the first such step with a nation other than the US. None of this will be a substitute for the core US-Japan alliance—nor can it given the asymmetry of the China threat to Japan—but Japan’s security relations will now become more multilateral in the defense area as well as in economics.

With the continued anti-militarism streak among the public (Midford 2011), Japan will not have the political will, nor, with a huge public debt and a declining aging population, will it have the capability to stand up to China on its own, nor can it militarily sustain the international liberal order (ILO) alone without the US. But with the increasing isolationism of part of the US public, Japan can and will play a major supporting role in aiding the post-Trump US to sustain it. It has begun to hedge a bit on relying solely on the US by increasing security relationships with other democracies in the Asia-Pacific (unfortunately excluding South Korea). It has increased its commitment and contributions to the institutions that sustain the ILO, and we can expect it to play major roles in multilateral institutions in areas like health, climate change, the environment and trade and investment (Funabashi and Ikenberry 2020; Krauss and Maull 2020; Berger et al. 2007).

Conclusions


I indicated in the introduction that both the international system and domestic politics cannot be analyzed independently. Indeed, no major dimension of the US-Japan relationship has ever been purely predicated solely on changes in the international system or domestic politics alone. Both have been mutually intertwined throughout. There have been seismic shifts in the international system since the Cold War, and both countries have adapted as security concerns have replaced trade problems, but in all cases, domestic politics has been involved in all the adaptations, especially party politics and the continued anti-militarism, defense-only streak in public opinion. Simultaneously, the seismic shifts in the international system after the 1980s, Japan becoming an economic superpower, the end of the Cold War, the increasing danger from North Korea, and, most especially, the rise of China as a huge economic partner and rival but also a major security threat has transformed domestic politics and US-Japan relations. These factors have led to an increasing emphasis on defense and the alliance, the “dual hedge” of Japan’s foreign policy, and the increasing multilateralization of the relationship. The future of East Asia, and indeed the world, will depend on the China-US-Japan triangle. No one knows at this time whether this will devolve into a bipolar new Cold War pitting the relationship against China, or if a new complicated co-dependence of rivalry and integration will ensue.

Similarly, neorealism, neo-institutionalism, and constructivism have all played a role in shaping the relationship, albeit with different emphases and combinations in different time periods. After the Pacific War, Japan constructed its postwar identity around construction of an image of being a “pacifist country,” eschewing war and militarism. Yoshida was more of a realist, and the Yoshida Doctrine, with its emphasis on the US alliance as an addendum to this constructed identity, held sway through the 1980s. The defense-only anti-overseas combat entanglements identity is the eventual combination that still has a major influence on the alliance today. Trade friction and the end of the Cold War, however, let Japan to seek diversification options in its economic relationship with the US—the emphasis on multilateral institutions. Post–Cold War threats from China and North Korea and the Trump era have led to a diversification and a new multinational realism in security relations, No single approach, but rather a combination of approaches, captures the complexity of the US-Japan relationship through time (e.g., see Sasaki, 2019, especially the concluding chapter).

Throughout their relationship, two themes have been constant: pressing Japan to do more militarily even under its peace constitution, and pressuring Japan to open its markets further to American trade or investment. During the Cold War, however, both countries tried to keep economic and defense dimensions separate. Since the end of the Cold War, however, the relationship has become more and more integrated militarily, while Japan and the US have become somewhat less dependent on each other’s trade (although more integrated in supply chains). In this sense, both countries have become more autonomous of each other while deepening their security ties and the alliance.

As this has occurred, the gap between the constitution and Japan’s military reality has grown. Even with greater public acceptance of these moves, including Abe’s, the distrust of involvement abroad in combat (i.e., anti-militarism), or as part of US military coalitions in other countries persists (see, e.g., Eldridge and Midford 2008). Is this gap healthy in a democracy? So far the LDP strategy of breaking one taboo at a time has worked. Will it always? Will a crisis in which body bags of Japanese personnel are unloaded at Narita Airport produce a backlash? Or have the Japanese public accepted that sacrifices made either in defense of Japan or of their crucial ally are part of being an ally?

Japan’s LDP has been very skillful in managing its alliance dilemma, although sometimes it has briefly panicked that it might crash on the rocks of either abandonment or entanglement. The party has always managed to right the ship and steer between these horns of the dilemma. It has used Article 9 as justification for saying “no” or doing less, along with a consistent but declining domestic anti-militarist public, thus avoiding entanglement, but has also used US pressure as an excuse to say “yes” and simultaneously fulfill the LDP’s own goal of breaking previous security taboos. Thus, the LDP has often used the US pressure to indirectly achieve the military security goals it wanted to accomplish anyway, and to keep the US defending Japan.

The US Occupation of Japan was a clear success in establishing a stable democracy that has lasted the past three quarters of a century. Since the 1950s, with the exception of four years, it has been mostly a one-party-led democracy (uncommon but not unique in the democratic world). Alternation in power at some point might be a healthier alternative for Japan’s democracy. In another sense, however, the US has been fortunate to have one party in power for most of the postwar period that has generally aligned with the US’s security goals, if not always agreeing on tactics or strategy. While Japan has had to manage changes of administration, the US has not had to, except once, and it was unfortunately not an encouraging experience, although the alliance survived this too.

Perhaps the best conclusion is a truism with which we started this chapter: the Japan-US relationship is the most important bilateral relationship between two democracies in the world, and despite frequent challenges it is still going strong.
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Chapter 41

 Japan-China Relations

Politics of Great Powers and Great Power Politics


Ming Wan




It is almost a truism for students of Asian international relations that Japan’s relationship with China is a critical shaping force for the region and the world. The topic has rightly attracted much attention from scholars and policy analysts. We have learned much about this relationship, but as in all relationships, there are always new developments, so updated analysis is needed. New events and trends may also make one aware of potential weaknesses in previous analyses. As those who have followed a bilateral relationship for a long period of time know, there is yet another way to write a new piece about the topic, which is to look at it from a different angle.

Explaining Japan-China Relations


This chapter advances a central thesis about Japan’s China policy: Japan’s current China policy is a crucial part of an evolving political process of reasserting its autonomy under fast-changing circumstances at home and abroad. Politics dominates the Japan-China relationship, as much now as in the past, and this chapter focuses on the politics of the Japan-China relationship, specifically the dynamic between the domestic politics of these two great powers. To narrow the topic down even further, the chapter focuses primarily on Japan’s domestic politics: China’s domestic politics will come into the picture mainly as perceived in Japan.

Governments have to manage on both the domestic and international fronts. A rivalry, by definition, is about power and status. Japan has reasserted itself and adopted a realist grand strategy (Pyle 2007; Samuels 2007; Smith 2019; Katada 2020), but the great power balance continues to tilt toward China, which surpassed Japan as the world’s second-largest economy in 2010. China has become even more assertive since the Great Recession, particularly since President Xi Jinping came to power. While some Japanese are willing to accept a comfortable coexistence, many do feel that Japan should reassert itself as a great power and stand up to China. No more apologies and no more concessions.

Those who are familiar with Japanese politics emphasize shifting public sentiment in Japan to explain its shifting China policy. The negative Japanese view of China began with the Tiananmen incident in 1989, and it has continued to decline, as shown in polls repeatedly and consistently. Japanese sentiment toward China has now sunk to the bottom. The Japanese public and media that are negative about China closely scrutinize their government’s handling of China policy, thus constraining how much it can cooperate with Beijing, and some nationalist politicians have also stoked Japanese emotions toward China to advance their political agendas.

There used to be detailed studies of the so-called “pipes,” or influential go-betweens shuttling between Tokyo and Beijing. The old pipes typically had extensive experience living and working in the partner country and had a strong sense of cultural affinity. Informal actors continue to matter, but a generational change and a societal shift against China have diminished their influence. In their place arose bureaucratic players like Shotaro Yachi, who have assisted political leaders like Shinzō Abe and helped orchestrate a hard-nosed realist strategy dealing with China (Pugliese 2017).

I have argued previously (Wan 2016a, 3–22) that while structural features such as balance of power and political regime gaps are important, foreign policy management better explains the twists and turns in Japan-China relations. Put simply, how the Japanese and Chinese governments manage their relationship, whether to emphasize the negative or the positive, is important. Rather than simply attributing everything to structure, however, we can turn that argument on its head and see how some major events can transform the structure of a bilateral relationship (Wan 2016b). My argument has been partly influenced by what I have observed in Japan, particularly regarding the Chinese fishing boat collision incident in 2010.

That incident was about territorial disputes that had direct security implications for both countries. Like the other lasting issues of contention between Beijing and Tokyo, the territorial disputes were not new (Pugliese and Insisa 2017, 43–56). What was new, however, was how the two sides so badly managed the accident and turned it into a crisis because of changing domestic politics and the international environment. On the Japanese side, the fact that the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) was inexperienced as a ruling party and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was inexperienced as an opposition party (and the fact the recent reforms had weakened bureaucracy vis-à-vis political leaders) meant that the Naoto Kan government chose to try the Chinese captain in a Japanese court as a domestic law and order issue, diverging from past diplomatic practice (Wan 2016a, 23–48).

By contrast, Beijing viewed the issue very much as involving its claim to the disputed islands near which the incident took place. They chose to force Tokyo to release the Chinese captain by using strong countermeasures. He was released, which humiliated the Japanese and confirmed their feared reassertion of Chinese arrogance and efforts to dominate Japan. The DPJ government worsened the situation by nationalizing Diaoyu/Senkakus in September 2012. In response, the Chinese government sent in government patrol boats to establish an official presence in the disputed area. The risk of military conflict grew sharply, and the Japan-China relationship deteriorated to its worst position since 1952.

Politics of Japan-China Relations


In a maturing and welcome trend, students of Japan-China relations are often turning to more focused studies (e.g., Lai 2014; Mitter 2013). This makes sense, because Japan-China ties have expanded so much and in such complex ways that one has to look at specific time periods, aspects, and cases. At the same time, broader studies continue to be published, situating current narrow issues and problems within the larger context (Dreyer 2016; Fogel 2009; Vogel 2019; Yang et al. 2012). Ezra Vogel and June Teufel Dreyer, in particular, have provided comprehensive coverage of Japan-China interactions over the past millenniums, recognizing the autonomous Chinese and Japanese identities forged over such a long time. But they differ in their assessment of historical Japan-China relations. Dreyer argues that current Japan-China disputes reflect an underlying rivalry stretching back a thousand years. By contrast, Vogel maintains that peace and cooperation were the norms in Japan-China relations for the past 1,500 years. I am closer to Vogel in this basic historical assessment. At the very least, China and Japan, for much of their bilateral history, were neither intimate partners nor rivals, borrowing Sheila Smith’s words in her book title Intimate Rivals (2015).

China’s main security concern in ancient history was consistently the challenge from the nomads or semi-nomads from the north and northwest. The Chinese have learned from that long experience that there are forces that they simply cannot control and just have to live with (Wan 2012). Japan has also learned a bitter lesson from its imperial adventure just seventy-five years ago. Moreover, disputes also redefine the nature of a bilateral relationship. Even in the modern era, there has been both cooperation and contention (Iriye 1992). Kokubun et al. (2017) and Takahara and Hattori (2012) have also demonstrated a complex relationship between the two since 1952.

Studies of Japan-China relations often reflect the saliency of the main issues and trends in the real word. Akira Iriye (1992) divided the modern Japan-China relationship into three periods. The first period lasted from the 1880s to World War I, defined by a struggle for power. The second period occurred between the two world wars and was characterized by cultural exchange and internationalism. The third period, which began after the end of World War II, was dominated by economic issues. Iriye added that the economic nature of their relationship in the third period was also connected to cultural interdependence, which may shape the future of their relationship. Power, culture, and economics, needless to say, were present in all three periods and interacted with each other, as also recognized by Iriye. At the same time, the “spirit of the time” dictates research agenda.

If one sees history in a cyclical fashion, one could suggest that a struggle for power should be the logical next stage of the relationship, beginning a new cycle. But history is not that simple, and the fact is that a power struggle and security concerns have indeed resurfaced to dominate the discourse on Japan-China relations.

What has stood out for the past decade is the prominence of security-centric studies, a sharp departure from mainstream analysis in the 1990s, which focused on diplomacy, economics, culture, and history. Most academic works at the time barely mentioned security, despite the fact that it was an issue in the real world. Chinese thinkers were worried about Japan becoming a military power throughout this period, particularly after Japan began adopting stronger security measures because of American pressure after the First Persian Gulf War. Some Japanese authors also began writing alarming stories about an emerging Chinese security threat. One can be excused for not focusing on bilateral security issues at the time, however, because there were few official exchanges or disputes between the two countries in the security arena. In some way, Japan’s security posture was obscured, sometimes deliberately, by the US-Japan alliance. On the Japanese side, there was also an academic aversion to all things related to national security because of Japan’s past aggression.

Geopolitics and security now dominate the Japanese discourse about China, however, in light of China’s dramatic rise. As a close neighbor acutely interested in China’s development, Japan (including mainstream media, the policy community, business groups, and the public) arguably came to realize the significance of China’s rise earlier than the United States, which was reflected in academic writing. While I focus on English-language studies of Japanese thinking at that time, one should be aware of the far larger number of Japanese publications about China and Japan-China relations.

It is now common to see books about Japan-China relations alluding to China’s rise. For example, Lam Peng Er sought to organize the contributing chapters in his edited volume Japan’s Relations with China: Facing a Rising Power (Lam 2006) around a common theme of “a rising China versus a stagnating Japan.” Some observers have suggested that a Japan-China rivalry arose from the basic fact that a mountain cannot sustain two tigers. However, a power struggle does not automatically translate into hostility. Indeed, the chapters in Lam’s volume advanced multiple themes, as befitting a complex relationship between two ancient nations.

While power competition is important, Japan-China relations have their own logic and rhythms. Heightened tensions during the years of Prime Minister Koizumi over historical issues paved the way for greater tensions in later years, despite the few years of moderately improved ties from 2007 to 2010. While there appeared to be an unspoken shared interest in having a diplomatic truce over the disputes over history—Japanese prime ministers refraining from visiting Yasukuni Shinto Shrine in exchange for the Chinese government not raising diplomatic issues over history, a “deep reconciliation” was clearly not achieved. Yinan He (2009, 17) defined the term as combining “shared expectation of no war,” “full national recognition,” “comprehensive and smooth economic interaction,” and “harmonious mutual feeling.”

There have been domestic and international reasons for this lack of a deep reconciliation compared to more positive cases such as Germany and Poland, as He discussed. With a postwar generation now in charge, many Japanese have become fatigued with history issues. They criticize China and South Korea, which are not innocent themselves, for playing the history card to put Japan in its place. All along, there have been powerful revisionist social and political forces resisting official apologies and compensations for victims of Japan’s past aggression (Cheung 2017). Prime Minister Abe, for example, came from the Nobusuke Kishi lineage ideologically and organizationally, with a strong revisionist perspective. The Kishi line wanted to end what they viewed as the humiliating “post-war regime,” revise the American-written constitution, reverse the verdict of the Tokyo Tribunal, introduce patriotic education against what right-wing nationalists view as masochistic behavior among the Japanese, and restore Japan as a normal great power (Hughes 2015, 8–27). What is different now in Japan is that revisionist views have gained much ground, and a revisionist politician like Abe became the longest-serving Japanese prime minister (Abe resigned in August 2020 because of health issues).

China played a role in Abe’s electoral success. Standing up to China scores political points in Japan, and Abe was viewed as Japan’s best option on that score. Japan’s attitudes toward China have hardened as Japan has shifted from a position of strength to that of weakness and dependence on China. In fact, China’s influence is growing across East Asia. The package for deep reconciliation He argued for includes comprehensive economic interaction and harmonious ties, but that can also cause resentment. Familiarity breeds contempt. As Sheila Smith (2015) has shown, the Japanese view China largely through their lived daily experiences rather than as an abstract theory of great powers rising and falling. Chinese actions and influence have profoundly affected Japanese domestic politics, which in turn has helped shape its China policy. For those with little prior knowledge of the history of the Japan-China relationship, the two countries may seem to be integrating economically and culturally. But those familiar with the history will see that both countries want to maintain their own national identities, and that a backlash is emerging.

A rivalry had already emerged by the mid-2000s between the second- and third-largest economies in the world, which was bound to have a profound and unpredictable impact on the Asia Pacific region and the world (Yahuda 2013). Thus, another feature in academic studies, besides the current centrality of security issues discussed previously, is the growing centrality of Japan-China relations in sophisticated analyses of East Asian international relations (e.g., Chan 2012; Sun 2012). This chapter focuses on narrower academic studies of Japan-China relations to avoid overlaps with some other chapters in this handbook.

The Japan-China relationship has been on a slow, steady upswing since mid-2017, when Prime Minister Abe sent his number two figure in the LDP, Toshihiro Nikai, to attend the Belt and Road Forum on International Cooperation in Beijing in May. Abe asked Nikai, known to be friendly toward China, to hand a personal letter to President Xi. The Japanese government expressed its cautious willingness to cooperate with China related to the BRI, and that positive visit laid the foundation for a meeting between Abe and Xi on the sidelines of the G20 summit held in Argentina in November 2017. Abe himself traced the start of improvement in relations to that meeting. Taking another step toward stabilizing relations, Premier Li Keqiang paid a successful visit to Japan in May 2018. The improvement is reflected in resumed mutual high-level exchanges and positive comments from political leaders and officials in both countries, which are typical indicators of the status of their diplomatic relationship. Abe visited Beijing in October 2018, the first official visit from a Japanese prime minister in seven years, and he visited again for the Japan-China-Korea summit in December 2019. This improvement in relations was recognized in Japan, China, and the United States. The two sides have also been preparing for a state visit by Xi to Japan in spring 2020. It was reported in early January 2020 that a fifth political document—following the Japan-China Joint Statement of 1972, the Japan-China Treaty of Peace and Friendship of 1978, the Japan-China Joint Statement of 1998, and a joint statement advancing relations in 2008—would be signed during Xi’s visit, and that the drafting process would begin later in the month. That visit was postponed, however, due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The improvement in relations is a change from the worsening relationship from late 2011 to 2017. This bilateral relationship has its own dynamic and rhythm: it has been cyclical since 1972, with upswings getting shorter and shallower and downswings longer and deeper (Wan 2006, 11–44). The bilateral relationship should experience a rebound after high tensions from 2011 to 2017. Japan’s recent and upcoming agenda—its hosting of the G-20 summit in Osaka in June 2019, Japanese Emperor Naruhito’s enthronement in October 2019, Xi’s state visit to Japan in Spring 2020, and Tokyo’s hosting of the Olympics in July–August 2020 (postponed in March 2020 for a year due to the COVID-19 pandemic)—seems to reflect at the very least a superficially calm relationship between Tokyo and Beijing.

Similar to ups and downs in other bilateral relationships, however, each upswing or downswing in Japan-China ties has distinct features and driving forces. Improved Japan-China relations at the present stand out both from a historical and comparative perspective. From a historical perspective, the improvement has been modest and unspectacular. This is to be expected, because the downswing before this modest improvement was about national security, which made it different from previous periods of tensions, and therefore much more consequential. But what appears peculiar is the emotional calm exhibited by the Japanese public and elites, a sharp departure from recent Japanese attitudes. None of the thorny bilateral issues—history, territorial disputes, and competition for regional influence—have been resolved. Thus, recent improvements are based on a fragile foundation.

The recent improvement in relations between Tokyo and Beijing also stands out in comparison with the sharp decline in US-China relations and heightened tensions between Japan and South Korea. It is difficult to chart precisely the shape of Japan-China relations vis-à-vis other bilateral relationships, but it is reasonable to see a sort of reversal of China’s relationships with Japan and the United States, with the former a lot worse than the latter until 2017. With Donald Trump in the White House, the U.S.-China relationship deteriorated sharply, particularly following the trade war that started in March 2018. With other hardline measures adopted by the United States, and the Chinese government’s refusal to concede on fundamental issues related to its sovereignty and political economy system, the relationship began falling off a cliff. In contrast to the American government’s bipartisan hardening line on China, Prime Minister Abe (2019) gave his own version of the State of the Union speech on January 28, 2019, striking a positive and optimistic tone for Japan’s relations with China.

“With my visit to China in autumn last year, Japan-China relations were fully returned to their normal path. We will elevate the relationship between Japan and China to a new stage, deepening mutual exchanges between the people of the two countries, in every field such as politics, the economy, culture, sports and youth exchanges, based on the principle with three following points, which I confirmed with President Xi Jinping as a guiding post: from competition to collaboration under the international standards; not being threats to each other; developing together a free and fair trade system.”

It would be difficult to imagine a leading political leader in the United States making such remarks about China in the current political atmosphere. This book has a separate chapter on Japan-South Korean relations, so there is no need to address the disputes in that relationship. But they are clearly not driven by balance-of-power considerations.

One immediate cause often cited for improved relations between China and Japan is the presence of strong leaders in both countries. Xi became CCP general secretary on November 15, 2012, and China’s president on March 14, 2013. He now arguably ranks among the strongest leaders of the People’s Republic of China, along with Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. Abe became prime minister for the second time on December 26, 2012, and he was the longest-serving Japanese prime minister at the time he resigned. Abe’s second stint as prime minister resulted partly from a public desire for a stable leader in Japan, because there was a great deal of concern about indecisive leaders.

The end of the Cold War led to a chain reaction in Japanese domestic politics, including a more powerful role for the prime minister. As Robert Pekkanen and Ellis S. Krauss (2005, 444) have argued, “the end of the Cold War diminished domestic party cleavages, making possible the coalition government that passed the electoral reform, which in turn strengthened and expanded the role of the prime minister, allowing for the further diminution of the ’55-system cleavages.” Under Abe, the influence of the Prime Minister’s Office (the Kantei) has risen. He has also strengthened the prime minister’s hand by engaging in politicized personnel appointments and demotions in the bureaucracy (Shinoda 2017).

Both politically strong, Abe and Xi had a mutual interest in avoiding a worsening bilateral relationship that would damage their domestic and foreign policy agendas. We readily recall how the strong leaders Mao Zedong and Kakuei Tanaka normalized diplomatic relations during one visit in 1972. Xi faces a domestic challenge of economic slowdown, growing opposition abroad to his signature project, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and the COVID-19 pandemic. Abe also had to achieve economic performance at home and deal with the North Korean nuclear threat and kidnapping issue, which required Beijing’s cooperation.

I am not suggesting that strong leadership is a sufficient condition for a stable relationship with another country. As a case in point, Xi’s strong leadership is viewed as a key reason why hardliners in the United States are pushing back on Beijing.1 Why the difference? One explanation is the different identities held by average Japanese and Americans. For most Japanese, China is China, and the nature of its political regime is secondary even though the Abe government used the language of “open, free and rule-based” for his vision of international relations to differentiate Japan from China for leverage in the international community. When China replaced Japan as the number two economy in the world in 2010, it caused much concern in Japan, but not nearly as much as the current fear in the American policy community of being overtaken by China. But I do argue, based on the evidence from Japan-China relations in recent decades, that strong leadership is a necessary condition for a stable relationship between the two Asian great powers.

The current stability between the two countries, albeit at a lower level, also has much to do with the kind of leadership that exists in Japan and China. Abe and Xi are both from established political families, and both are conservative when viewed in their respective national contexts. Unlike Trump, there was a desire by Abe and Xi to expand their political influence in the region, but not as disrupters.

Abe was arguably as worried about China as before, but he apparently wanted to keep more options open for Japan, which is a wise diplomatic choice under any circumstance. He therefore continued his cautious and pragmatic approach toward strengthening Japan’s defense ability. In fact, a key ruling coalition committee approved Japan’s new defense strategy on December 11, 2018, which included a plan to purchase 40–50 American B-type F-35 fighter jets over the next five years, using them in conjunction with refitted Izumo-class “multipurpose escort ships.” Abe was constrained by domestic politics, caught between criticism from both left and right, as well as criticism from China. He was able to strengthen Japan’s independent deterrence while fending off President Trump’s criticism about Japan’s trade surplus and the cost of American defense of Japan.

Abe is a seasoned, confident player in great power politics. The day Abe returned from his visit to China in October 2018, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi came to Japan. Thus, a clear message was sent to Beijing. The Japanese government knew that China could not react, and it didn’t, because China cannot dictate who Japanese leaders can see, or vice versa.

The Japanese business community, which was largely silent during the previous period of tension between Japan and China, is again a driving force for improving relations with Beijing, even though they also have much to complain about and fear in terms of China’s industrial policy. As a trading nation, Japan cannot afford to alienate a principal trading partner and a large market. Unlike the United States, Japan is interested in investing in infrastructure projects. After all, the Japan-led Asian Development Bank (ADB) issued a highly cited study of the huge need for infrastructure in the Asia Pacific, which provided a factual basis for China’s creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), although China is not expected to provide sufficient funding to fill the large gap between needs and resources.

The Abe government, which used exports of infrastructure projects as part of its growth strategy, emphasized “high quality” in its approach to differentiate itself from the cost-effective approach of Chinese funding. But there should be room for cooperation to spread the risk and encourage acceptance from the recipient countries. Abe shifted his approach from criticism of the BRI to one of both competition and cooperation, because the Japanese business community did not want to lose out. Abe announced a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy” in August 2016 to counter China’s influence, and Japan has now shifted to a softer “vision” rather than a “strategy” to avoid provoking China, and to make its plan easier to accept for the Southeast Asian countries that do not want to be caught in the crossfire. Tokyo has not joined the BRI, but it has committed itself to cooperation with Beijing in infrastructure projects in “third countries.” The Japanese government and Japanese companies are focused on individual BRI projects to assess their costs and benefits.

With his longevity in office and greater confidence, Abe sought to counter China’s rise with his own vision of regional integration and enhanced defense capability. Despite Trump’s decision to withdraw from the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP), after some hesitation, the Abe government took the lead in making the now eleven-nation TPP (renamed the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, or CPTPP) a reality, effective on December 30, 2018.

Abe also supported competing regional economic initiatives rivaling Beijing’s own, and concluded an economic partnership agreement with the European Union that became effective on February 1, 2019. He also agreed in 2017 to join Indian prime minister Modi’s Asia-Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC), designed to counter Beijing’s BRI and port-building around the Indian Ocean (Brinza 2018). Japan also participated in the ongoing negotiations for the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) that includes China but not the United States, which was successfully concluded in November 2020.

Abe’s successor Yoshihide Suga, who served as Abe’s chief cabinet secretary in 2012-2020, was expected to continue Abe’s policy and so far has done so. Suga has maintained a cautious China policy although Japanese view of China remains harsh.

Great Power Politics of Japan-China Relations


Japan and China are seeking a more stable bilateral relationship also out of great power politics considerations. China and Japan came to need each other even more given the predictably unpredictable Trump administration. Did the Trump presidency represent a new norm or a temporary phenomenon? While Japan wished the Obama administration had taken stronger measures against China on Japan’s behalf, the Trump administration’s unpredictability and strong tendency to pressure America’s traditional allies like Japan concerned them. The fundamentals in Japan-China relations and East Asian international relations have not changed. Japan still needs American security protection against a rising China, for example, but Japan’s security interests do not entirely trump its economic interests, which will continue to be a factor when it comes to Japan-China and regional relations.

The US factor in the Sino-Japanese relationship has been important and well studied (see, e.g., McGregor 2017). Before the 2016 presidential election that put Donald Trump in the White House, the US-Japan alliance was strengthened, partly due to a perceived common threat from China and North Korea. Trump advocated a transactional America First strategy, treating allies almost the same way as foes. Thus, some Japanese saw an improved relationship with China as a hedge against the uncertainties the Trump administration introduced into international relations. China had an even stronger reason to avoid fighting on two fronts. The underlying theoretical framework can be traced to the triangular relationship between the United States, the Soviet Union, and China. Unlike that triangle in the 1970s, Japan and the United States are allies. At the same time, a triangular tendency between China, Japan and the United States does exist (Wan 2019).

The United States has become overextended since the Trump administration began taking on several strategic competitors at the same time. While the Obama administration sought to pivot to the Asia Pacific at some point, that change took place mostly on Trump’s watch. Presidential leadership matters. While US involvement in the Middle East has diverted its energy and attention from other regions, China has risen. For the past few years, the US government has been seeking to refocus on the Asia Pacific, but it cannot simply walk away from the Middle East, particularly from its self-inflicted wounds. After Trump withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal and reintroduced sanctions, for example, the possibility of military conflict with Iran increased.

There is some sense in Japan that China’s aggressive push overseas has suffered setbacks, which are welcome developments for the Japanese, and Beijing seems less threatening for the moment. Japan also recognized Beijing’s greater willingness to take a softer stance against Tokyo when the United States began putting full-court pressure on China. Indeed, after the Trump administration launched high trade tariffs on Chinese imports starting in March 2018, China sought to improve relations with Japan to avoid confronting too many foes at the same time. Facing similar tariff threats from the Trump administration, Japan also wanted to hedge its bets by improving economic ties with China and other countries (Japan Times 2018; Wong 2018; Yoshida 2018). Tariffs on China hurt Japanese commercial interests as well, because much of what is made in China comes from Japanese suppliers in global value chains. Japan’s leading business groups told the media at the time that the US-China trade war was hurting the global economy (Japan Times 2019a).

The US government has also aimed at blocking Chinese technology firms from the global economy, which would also negatively affect Japanese companies. Huawei, for example, reported by end of 2019 that the company had purchased ¥1.1 trillion (US$10 billion) worth of parts from Japan in 2019 (Japan Times 2019b). Unlike most Western allies of the United States, Japan, along with Australia and New Zealand, sided with the United States, but Tokyo avoided an open confrontation with Beijing. Falling back on its postwar faith in technology and innovation, Japan’s Rakuten, a technology company, launched an open-standards, “virtualized” mobile network based on general-purpose hardware and software on April 8, 2020, promising an alternative to a specialized hardware system in which Huawei has excelled (Economist 2020).

The Japanese media has also noticed a warming Chinese view of Japan, partly thanks to the millions of Chinese tourists visiting Japan. This is reinforcing an assessment in Japan that the problem in relations with China lies on the Chinese side, and they are now coming back. Japan should not reject Chinese overtures, but it must engage with its eyes wide open. This trend has been reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic, which began in China. Differing from the United States, the Japanese government and public voiced moral support and donated supplies and funding at the height of the outbreak in China. China later returned the favor. Japan has also provided support for other countries. US leadership has been absent in Asia during the pandemic. The pandemic may well worsen US-China relations, but that is not the case in Japan-China relations, which may actually improve thanks to the bilateral cooperation and goodwill during the crisis. We can hardly predict how overall Japan-China relations will evolve, but we can safely forecast, for the foreseeable future, that Tokyo’s relationship with Beijing would be better than that between Washington and Beijing, even if the Japan-China relationship worsens in an absolute sense.

Now that a Cold Peace (some even fear a new Cold War) looms over Asia and the world, how will that affect Japan’s party politics and foreign policy? Just as the Cold War between the United States and the former Soviet Union shaped a domestic Cold War in Japan and influenced Japan’s party politics—boosting the dominance of the LDP, which was viewed as stalwart for a strong alliance with the United States and for domestic stability—the emergent Cold Peace may also enhance the LDP’s longevity. During the Cold War era, Japan experienced an economic miracle, but its economy now grows at a slow pace, and society feels stagnant—factors that will arguably be the dominant drivers for Japanese domestic politics. But great power relations will also surely factor in. One major difference between now and the Cold War era, for example, is Japan’s growing autonomy. Japan was not able to improve relations with China until the United States made the first move during the Cold War, but Japan now proceeds with its own approach to Beijing, even though it needs to be cautious not to upset the United States too much or call into question Tokyo’s reliability as a US ally. The Japanese government’s improved relations with China have so far not alienated the United States, partly because it has not moved too far, and partly because none of the thorny issues have been resolved between China and Japan, as understood in the United States. Abe framed his more conciliatory approach toward Russia and Iran in the same vein. In fact, even Japan’s efforts to strengthen the alliance with the United States can be viewed as a sign of autonomy rather than subservience, because Japan is determining its own foreign policy, less constrained by US pressure, priorities, and interests.

Japanese-style democracy plays a role in Japan-China relations. Some Japanese officials explained to this author in the early 2000s that as long as the Japanese elites were in control, Japan’s relations with China would be manageable. Then the LDP’s loss of power and shifting Japanese politics coincided with high tensions in Japan-China relations. One may argue, as I do, that a single-party domination model is not ideal for democracy, and that a competitive election typically gives voters more choices. From that perspective, Japan’s tensions with China played a role in rolling back political reform in Japan because Japanese voters wanted a steady hand. Japanese elites now do not have to pay as much attention to popular demands as, say, in the United States. The Japanese government can certainly play the democracy card to some extent by differentiating Japan from an authoritarian China. At the same time, it is also possible that some Japanese now yearn for a return to a strong state associated with economic prosperity, effectiveness, and respect, which would have a negative impact on Japanese democracy.




Note


1. As an example, a Washington Post editorial (2019) concluded that one reason for the danger of a US-China dispute escalating into a new Cold War is that “Xi’s regime has shattered…a hopeful vision” among Americans that “growing trade and investment between the two countries and steady diplomatic engagement could coax the Communist Party regime into becoming a responsible global player that respected the U.S.-backed international order and gradually became more free at home.”
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chapter 42 

The Japan-South Korea Rift

“Inside” and “Outside” Pressures on Relations


Alexandra Sakaki




Japan’s relations with South Korea have been uneasy throughout the postwar era. Disputes over history, especially over Japan’s colonial rule of Korea from 1910 to 1945, have recurrently surfaced, hampering bilateral cooperation. The postwar relationship has been characterized by cyclical ups and downs, as phases of reconciliation are followed by disagreement and antagonism. The volatility of relations presents an interesting puzzle, since the two countries share many similarities and interests that would seem to make them ideal partners. Both are allies of the United States, facing an uncertain regional environment. During the Cold War, both were confronted by the Communist threat from North Korea, China, and Russia, and in the post–Cold War era, new regional challenges have emerged with North Korea’s missile and nuclear ambitions, China’s assertiveness, and declining US power. South Korea’s emergence since the 1990s as a full-fledged democracy and high-income economy seemed to provide a solid foundation for cooperation with Japan, based on political and socioeconomic commonalities. Economic interdependence and growing ties on the societal level also seemed to reinforce ties.

For the first decade of the post–Cold War era, the overall trajectory indeed pointed toward growing cooperation and reconciliation between Tokyo and Seoul, despite temporary setbacks from history disputes. The positive momentum culminated in 1998 in a joint declaration of the two countries’ leaders, Prime Minister Keizō Obuchi and President Kim Dae-jung,1 in which they pledged to build a new forward-looking partnership and develop relations based on mutual understanding and trust (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1998). Underlining the cooperative mood, the two countries co-hosted the Soccer World Cup in 2002. Tokyo and Seoul also began to tighten security policy coordination on North Korea together with the US in the late 1990s. Around the turn of the century, many analysts were thus cautiously optimistic about relations, particularly in the trilateral context with the US.2

However, relations have since taken a steep dive. Historical disagreements began to reemerge in the first decade of the century. After 2011, relations went into a downward spiral, unprecedented in the history of normalized relations since 1965. Disputes erupted about the compensation of former Korean forced laborers and so-called comfort women—women forced into prostitution in Japanese military camps during the colonial era. As the clash intensified, political leaders in both capitals publicly questioned whether the other side still shared similar core values and strategic goals. The escalating row signified the most serious strains in the relationship since normalization. Korean scholar Nam Ki-jeong described relations “on the verge of…a total breakdown” in mid-2019 (quoted in Sullivan 2019). Similarly, a senior Japanese government official saw relations in the process of “unravelling” (interview with official of the Japanese government, April 2019). Japanese and Korean analysts widely agreed that the clash went beyond past bilateral fluctuations, apparently signifying a deeper change in the relationship (interview with Katsumi Sawada, April 2019).

This chapter analyzes the causes of the downturn, focusing on the period since 2011, proceeding in three steps. First, the chapter discusses existing explanations for the volatility of ties. Second, it then turns to the bilateral spat since 2011, providing an overview of events and highlighting the erosion of trust. Third, while acknowledging the significance of existing explanations of friction, the chapter points to two broad sources of tension that must be considered to understand the recent downturn. It contends that pressure on the relationship has built both from the inside (from the domestic-societal contexts), and from the outside (from international changes), causing a negative spiral in bilateral dynamics. Changes in both spheres have generated mutual suspicion. The chapter builds on recent studies that have pointed to the effects of domestic politics as well as international level developments on bilateral relations.

Japan-South Korea ties receive limited scholarly attention, despite their crucial role in the East Asian regional order. As advanced economies and stable democracies, Tokyo’s and Seoul’s bilateral engagement and their respective foreign policies shape regional dynamics across a wide range of issues. Furthermore, Japan and Korea are Washington’s most important allies in Asia, hosting approximately 49,000 and 28,000 US troops, respectively. Washington’s ability to project power and regional leadership is thus affected not only by Tokyo and Seoul’s respective alliance politics, but also by their mutual relationship.

Volatility in Relations: Existing Explanations


A number of studies have investigated the persistence of bilateral frictions. History weighs heavily on ties, and thus many scholars focus on historical disagreements as the root cause of tensions. For example, they point to disputes about apologies and compensation, controversies over the commemoration of war dead at Japan’s Yasukuni Shrine, or the territorial row over the islet of Takeshima (Dokdo in Korean) in the Sea of Japan, controlled by South Korea yet claimed by Japan.3

Related to historical disagreements, a prominent body of literature focuses on national identities as a source of frictions. Brad Glosserman and Scott Snyder argue that the two countries have opposing conceptions of national identity, in turn affecting and bounding their foreign policy choices (Glosserman and Snyder 2015b). For Koreans, Japan is the most important negative “other” that shapes their conception of who they are. Simultaneously, “Korea challenges key strands of Japanese national identity: a peace-loving state that has itself been victimized by war and has used its success to help other nations” (Glosserman and Snyder 2015a). Increased interaction between the two sides has accentuated these clashing elements of identity. Gilbert Rozman (2013) similarly focuses on what he calls “national identity gaps” between the two states. For him, a national identity gap can emerge between two states, when at least one of them “considers the other salient to its national identity” (Rozman 2012, 133). Moon Chung-in and Li Chun-fu analyze clashing national identities and nationalist dynamics. They find that appeals to nationalist sentiments in Japan—including claims to the disputed Takeshima/Dokdo islands and visits to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine—trigger fierce reactions, as Koreans see such actions as an “assault on their territorial integrity and their collective memory of the historical past” (Moon Chung-in and Li Chun-fu 2010). Shogo Suzuki (2019) furthermore argues that for Japanese right-wing revisionists, South Korea has emerged as a powerful threat to Japan’s “ontological security,” or stable sense of self over time. In propagating nationalist rhetoric, they delegitimize and discredit Korean viewpoints.

Other studies have sought to develop comprehensive explanations of bilateral dynamics, investigating instances of friction and cooperation. For example, Song Young-sun (2000) argued that while historical disagreements serve as a constraining factor, perceptions of threat have impelled cooperation. In this view, Japan-Korea cooperation is a function of the changing level of external threat, as both seek deterrence. Building on such a balance of threat logic, Victor Cha developed an influential model of quasi-allies, two states that remain non-allied but share a third power as a common ally. He concludes that the determining factor for Japan–South Korea relations is not the threat itself, but rather the countries’ perceptions of the US ability and willingness to counter the threat. When US commitment appears weak, Tokyo and Seoul are forced to cooperate to counter threats. When US commitment appears strong, the two have the luxury of allowing historical disputes to upset relations (Cha 2000).

Cha’s quasi-alliance theory offered a convincing explanation for Cold War era dynamics, the focus of his study. However, the theory seems less suited to explain post–Cold War dynamics and particularly the deterioration since 2011. During this time, North Korea conducted nuclear and missile tests that are threatening to both Japan and South Korea. At the same time, doubts over US commitment to its allies have also grown in recent years. Despite that, Seoul-Tokyo ties continued their downward trend.

The Downward Spiral after 2011


Before turning to the sources of frictions, this section provides an overview of events in the recent bilateral spat. The rapid deterioration of relations began with a ruling by Korean Constitutional Court in August 2011, which found that the government had violated the constitutional rights of former comfort women by neglecting to pursue the diplomatic resolution of their claims for compensation. The ruling put Seoul under pressure to take a more hardline stance vis-à-vis Tokyo. Another setback came in June 2012, when the Lee Myung-bak administration suddenly canceled the scheduled signing of a General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) with Japan, a legal framework for exchanging classified security information about North Korea. The Lee government faced domestic criticism for its alleged secrecy and apparent willingness to cooperate militarily with the former occupying power (Sheen and Kim 2012). To Tokyo’s dismay, Lee became the South’s first president to visit the disputed Takeshima/Dokdo islets in August 2012.

Relations failed to improve after leadership changes in both countries (i.e., the election of Shinzō Abe as Japan’s prime minister in December 2012 and Park Geun-hye’s inauguration as Korean president in February 2013). Abe—known for his controversial remarks on history—was received with suspicion in Korea. Park in turn refused to meet with Abe, calling on “Japan’s leaders to take a correct view of history” (McGill 2014). Abe’s December 2013 visit to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine served as confirmation to Koreans about his rightist-nationalist leanings.

Following intervention by Washington, which was concerned about the impasse between its two principal Asian allies, Japan and South Korea held their first bilateral summit in three and half years in November 2015. A month later, both countries’ foreign ministers announced a delicate compromise on the comfort women issue: the Japanese minister apologized in Abe’s name to the women for their suffering, promising a Japanese contribution of a billion yen into a South Korean foundation for victims; Seoul in turn promised to work toward a solution regarding a commemorative statue for the comfort women in front of Japan’s embassy, which a civic group had erected in December 2011. In Tokyo’s view, this statue violates the dignity of its consular post. Both sides furthermore declared that the agreement “finally and irreversibly” put an end to the dispute (Panda 2017). However, the agreement was controversial in Korea from the start. A January 2016 poll showed that only 26 percent of Korean respondents supported the accord, while 56 percent opposed it (Moon Chung-in and Hur Won-Young 2017, 49).

Relations briefly seemed to return to a more positive trajectory in 2016, amid increased trilateral security cooperation with the US and the conclusion in November of the previously failed GSOMIA for sharing military information. However, troubles reemerged after Park’s removal from office over a corruption and cronyism scandal in December 2016. Park’s successor, Moon Jae-in, who had campaigned for more transparency in policymaking, decided to review the comfort women accord. Moon found that the accord lacked procedural and democratic legitimacy, and therefore it “cannot solve the comfort women issue” (Lee and Shin 2017). While Moon decided to formally respect the agreement (for example, by avoiding criticizing Tokyo over the issue in multilateral forums), he subsequently dissolved the Reconciliation and Healing Foundation, set up to manage the Japanese funds paid under the agreement and viewed in Tokyo as the central pillar for implementation of the accord. This amounted to a de facto abrogation of the 2015 agreement for Tokyo.

Bilateral tensions escalated in October and November 2018, when the Korean Supreme Court ruled that former forced laborers as the plaintiffs were entitled to personal compensation payments from the Japanese firms Nippon Steel & Sumitomo Metal and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (Choe 2018). The court argued that the 1965 Japan-Korea normalization treaty and the accompanying agreement on compensation had only regulated state claims, but not individual ones that had occurred in the context of Japan’s illegal occupation (Sakaki 2019). Tokyo rejected this interpretation, arguing that the 1965 agreement explicitly stated that the “problem concerning property, rights and interests of the two contracting parties and their nationals…is settled completely and finally.”4 The issue of forced laborers had been discussed in the talks, and until the court rulings, Seoul had shared the line that the claims had been settled. Tokyo called on Korea to stick to that position, emphasizing that bilateral treaties take precedence over domestic judicial decisions. However, Seoul stressed that it could not ignore the principle of the division of power by acting against the judicial decision (interview with Yang Keeho, May 2019). It also argued that the rulings do not fundamentally challenge the applicability of the 1965 treaty, but only affect its scope (Cheongwadae (Blue House) Korea 2019).

Adding fuel to fire, a bitter dispute erupted over a December 2018 maritime incident within Japan’s exclusive economic zone. According to Tokyo, a South Korean warship undertaking a rescue operation for a North Korean vessel pointed its fire-control radar at a Japanese patrol aircraft observing the maneuver. Tokyo accused the South’s ship of “extremely hazardous” behavior (Ministry of Defense 2019). Seoul asserted instead that the Japanese plane had approached its vessel on a dangerous, low-altitude course. Consultations failed to resolve differences, with both sides accusing the other of lying. Irrespective of the question of blame, which cannot be clarified on the basis of public sources, the incident underlined the extent of mutual mistrust. Observers on both sides speculated about the intentions behind the other side’s apparent provocation (Sakaki 2019).

The forced labor dispute further escalated in 2019 and 2020. Seoul rejected Tokyo’s repeated calls for establishing a third-party arbitration panel to settle the issue, emphasizing non-interference in the judicial decision (Kim Yoo-jin 2019). Tokyo refused to discuss Seoul’s proposal for establishing a foundation for victims with voluntary contributions from Japanese and Korean companies (Song Sang-ho 2019). In July and August 2019, Tokyo tightened its export controls vis-à-vis Korea, citing national security concerns—although most observers saw this as a retaliatory move over Seoul’s inaction on the forced labor ruling (Arrington 2019). Tokyo imposed restrictions on exports to Korea of three chemicals used in the production of semiconductors and display screens, whose global supply is dominated by Japan. It also dropped South Korea from the “white list” of countries, implying that a wider range of materials and technologies required case-by-case export approval. Tokyo argued that it had evidence of Korean mismanagement of sensitive supplied items used in arms production, while also pointing out the two sides’ failure to convene export controls talks since 2016 (Sakaki 2019).

In Korea, Japan’s moves were seen as “unusually strong” retaliatory measures and deliberate attempts to “weaken the best-performing South Korean companies” (Park 2019). Seoul protested, announcing that it would remove Japan from its list of preferred trading partners. Furthermore, Seoul declared that it would terminate the GSOMIA intelligence-sharing pact with Tokyo, citing a “grave change” in the environment for bilateral cooperation caused by Japan’s tightened export controls (Johnson and Murakami 2019). However, following strong pressure from senior US officials, the termination decision was provisionally suspended on November 22, 2019, just hours before the scheduled termination of GSOMIA. While Japan and Korea announced a resumption of talks on trade controls in late 2019, negotiations failed to make progress and the two sides continued to feud. Seoul argued that GSOMIA continuation was contingent on Tokyo reinstating Korea’s preferential trade status, while Tokyo denied such a linkage (Japan Times, November 25, 2019). As Tokyo refused to retract its technology-related trade controls, Seoul in June 2020 reopened a complaint about the controls filed with the World Trade Organization that it had temporarily halted in November 2019 (Kim Tong-hyung 2020).

By the summer of 2020, bilateral tensions about the forced labor issue further escalated, casting a dark shadow over the future of relations. On August 5, 2020, a South Korean court began procedures to liquidate assets seized from Nippon Steel Corp., which had refused to comply with a Supreme Court decision on compensating former workers. Barring a successful appeal by the company, the court will issue a sales order, leading to an auctioning of assets—a process that could take several months. However, Tokyo immediately warned that it views the court procedure as a “clear violation of international law” and is considering its response “with all options in mind,” according to then-Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga (Japan News/Yomiuri Shimbun 2020). Suga appears set on continuing this policy line as prime minister. According to media reports, Japan is contemplating retaliatory countermeasures such as recalling its ambassador to South Korea, tightening visa requirements, or imposing tariffs (Nikkei Asian Review, August 5, 2020). Seoul, which has stuck to its position of abiding by the judicial process, is said to be considering tit-for-tat responses, while also reconsidering a termination of the GSOMIA agreement (Kang Seung-woo 2020). Such moves on both sides will likely lead to another downward spiral in bilateral ties, accompanied by deepening mistrust and growing estrangement.

Drivers of the Downward Spiral


The downturn in Japan-Korea ties is different from past cyclical setbacks on several counts. First, the dispute’s dynamics diverge from past patterns in that it is Tokyo that is angered by Korean political developments—not the other way around as before (Kuroda et al. 2019, 102). Japanese frustration about Korea has risen immensely among political elites and the public (Sakurai, Kuroda, and Nishioka 2019, 37). Second, both countries’ policies have increasingly been driven by emotional nationalism and popular sentiments rather than cool-headed decision-making. Third, historical disputes have spilled over into the spheres of economics and security, which traditionally have been relatively insulated from frictions (Sakurai, Kuroda, and Nishioka 2019, 35).

The following sections show that the relationship has increasingly come under pressure from two spheres. First, pressure has built from the “inside”—the domestic societal contexts—pushing the respective political leaders, who are mindful of public support and electoral effects, toward more nationalist and hardline positions vis-à-vis the other country. This has in turn reduced the room for political compromise between Seoul and Tokyo. Observers on both sides increasingly cast relations in terms of a zero-sum logic, whereby a “win” for one side implies a “loss” for the other. Second, pressure has built from the “outside”—the international and regional changes and perceptions thereof in each country. Amid the decline of US power, Tokyo and Seoul hold differing views on how to respond to the challenges posed by North Korea and China, leading to bilateral friction. Japan and Korea have also been driven apart by changing patterns of economic interdependence, with Korea now highly dependent on China. This chapter seeks to delineate these “inside” and “outside” pressures on bilateral ties, while acknowledging the continuing relevance of national identity clashes and historical disputes as underlying sources of tension.

“Inside” Pressures: Domestic Constraints on Political Leaders


During the Cold War, Korea’s Japan policy was formulated by a small group of conservative authoritarian leaders, who suppressed any dissenting voices (Park 2018, 218). These elites saw little choice but to cooperate with Japan, given the common struggle against Communism as well as Korea’s dependence on Japanese support for economic development (Sawada 2019). However, South Korea’s transition to democracy in the late 1980s triggered a process of domestic reflection on the time of authoritarian rule and postwar policies vis-à-vis the former colonial oppressor. Victims of Japan’s rule, including former comfort women and forced laborers, stepped forward to seek redress. The debates exposed the domestic dissatisfaction with the compromises made in the 1965 normalization treaty, in which then-president Park Chung-hee prioritized economic development while discounting victims’ interests.

Domestic pressure on Seoul to address these perceived inadequacies has grown since the 1990s. In fact, the Korean search for “historical justice” has in some ways culminated in recent years. First and foremost, victims of Japan’s colonial rule have long struggled to affect policies, including through lawsuits filed in Japan, the US, and Korea, but the recent verdicts from Korea’s highest courts constitute their first substantial legal victories. The 2011 Constitutional Court verdict regarding comfort women and the 2018 Supreme Court rulings on forced labor directly challenge the Korean government’s previous policies, putting Seoul under tremendous pressure. These judgments in turn can also be seen as an outcome of Korea’s democratization process, with the judiciary—long ridiculed as a servant of power—clearly asserting its independence through the rulings (interview with Masao Okonogi, April 2019).

Secondly, South Korean politics is increasingly influenced by the so-called 386 generation,5 comprising those who were born in the 1960s and participated in the student democracy movement in the 1980s. These political leaders have a particularly critical take on past authoritarian policies. Reassessing the events of that time, including the 1965 normalization treaty, is one of their central concerns. The alternation in government to the so-called progressive camp, under President Kim Dae-jung (1998–2003), President Roh Moo-hyun (2003–2008) and finally President Moon (in office since 2017), has also stimulated such a critical review of the authoritarian era (interview with Song Whasup, April 2019; interview with Yang Keeho, May 2019). Both Moon and Roh pledged to pursue “historical justice” during their respective terms. They called for investigating and punishing Korean collaborators of Japanese imperialism (the so-called pro-Japanese, or “Chinilpa”) (Kuroda et al. 2019, 103). In the eyes of many progressives, these collaborators and their descendants remained in their privileged positions after 1945, thereby perpetuating injustice (Lim 2019). The progressives’ political agenda has repercussions on relations with Japan, even though Moon maintains that his drive to “wip[e] out the vestiges of pro-Japanese collaborators” is not intended to “create issues for diplomatic conflicts with a neighboring country” (Moon Jae-in 2019). At a minimum, the crackdown on former collaborators has severed the traditional Korean “pipes” with Japan, consisting of conservative elites—often from families of some influence during the Japanese occupation—who served as links between both countries (Rozman and Lee, 2006, 769–70). On a more general level, it has created a hesitancy among Koreans who might have more openly advocated for the relationship (Smith 2019).

These political trends have in turn impacted the judicial sphere to some extent. In 2005 the Roh administration declassified thousands of documents on the negotiations of the 1965 treaty and established an expert panel to ascertain the validity of Japan’s claim that all wartime disputes have been settled. The committee found that the treaty did not cover three groups of Koreans, namely comfort women, atomic bomb victims, and displaced laborers on Sakhalin Island (Katata 2019, 85). This finding prompted former comfort women to file a petition against the Korean government regarding its inaction in seeking a settlement of compensation claims (Shim 2011), ultimately leading to the August 2011 constitutional court ruling.

Finally, President Moon’s Japan policy has been influenced not only by his agenda of pursuing historical justice, but also by the aftermath of the scandal over the previous government. Park, impeached in December 2016 amid serious corruption allegations, was publicly criticized for her lack of transparency in governing, sparking mass protests. In his electoral platform, Moon Jae-in thus promised transparency in government. In the pursuit of “politics driven by the people, not a government for vested interests and elites,” the Moon government is thus highly sensitive to public opinion (Government of the Republic of Korea 2017, 5). One knowledgeable Korean observer even maintained that Moon is “afraid” of the public (interview with anonymous Korean journalist of a major daily, May 2019).

In light of public dissatisfaction with the December 2015 comfort women deal, Moon decided to investigate the negotiation process and dissolve the Reconciliation and Healing Foundation. Furthermore, investigations into the previous government’s scandal also revealed that Park had conspired with Chief Justice Yang Seung-tae to delay the ruling in the forced labor lawsuits (Jang 2019). By pointing to the independence of the courts and refusing to prevent the confiscation of Japanese assets following the 2018 rulings, Moon sought to set himself apart from the policies of the disgraced previous president.

While Moon is particularly attentive to the public mood, the two previous conservative governments were also under domestic pressure in their Japan policies, particularly after the 2011 court ruling. President Lee was clearly reacting to massive criticism from the opposition and public when he canceled the GSOMIA’s signing in 2012. President Park was also under political scrutiny, because she is the daughter of the former military dictator Park Chung-hee, who oversaw the signing of the 1965 treaty. Her personal background explains her long resistance to meeting Abe.

In Korea’s societal struggle for historical justice, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) supporting victims of Japanese imperialism have also exerted strong political influence (Mutō 2017). In particular, the so-called Korean Council (in full, the Korean Council for Justice and Remembrance for the Issues of Military Sexual Slavery by Japan6), founded in 1990 to represent the interests of former “comfort women,” is regarded as a veto player on the issue.7 Emboldened by the August 2011 ruling, it has erected numerous commemorative statues for these women around the world, including in front of the Japanese embassy in Seoul in 2011 and in front of the Japanese consulate in Busan in 2016. Since 2017, other NGOs have created similar monuments for the forced laborers. These activities have further complicated Seoul’s relations with Tokyo, which views the statues in front of its embassy and consulate as a violation of the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations, requiring host countries to protect the dignity of diplomatic representations.

While Korean politics has shifted toward a growing desire to reflect on the past and achieve “historical justice,” Japanese elites tend to exhibit nationalist attitudes more strongly than their predecessors and focus more on the future. As in Korea, Japan has seen a generational changeover in the political elites. Politicians born after the Second World War now define the agenda in Japan. Their attitude to the past is shaped much less by actual experience of the war and the immediate postwar era or by personal feelings of guilt. They expect Seoul to pursue a pragmatic line looking to the future rather than the past.

Moreover, reconciliation efforts with Korea in the 1990s caused a backlash among rightist-nationalists in Japan, who subscribe to an impenitent stance on the past (Park 2018; Soeya 2019). These conservative opinion leaders and political elites began to promote a revisionist narrative of the nation’s history more vigorously, denying past aggression or explaining it away as defensive, while also criticizing the “masochistic” view of history encapsulated in reconciliation initiatives. Such right-wing narratives and efforts to whitewash Japan’s history have in turn fueled South Korean distrust of Japan. In other words, gestures of reconciliation formulated with good intentions have ironically often had a damaging effect on Japan-Korea ties, because they triggered a nationalist backlash (Lind 2008).

The Japanese public has, for its part, also become more susceptible to popular nationalism (Smith 2015). Anti-Korean opinions, once marginal, today find significant public resonance—going as far as to call for a “severance of relations” (dankō) (Kuroda et al. 2019; Sakurai, Kuroda, and Nishioka 2019). Many Japanese now share the view that Korea is a “bottomless pit” for reconciliation gestures that will never be accepted as sufficient. They feel vindicated by Moon’s de facto suspension of the 2015 comfort women agreement. Whereas Koreans have long seen themselves as the victims of Japanese aggression and imperialism, many Japanese now perceive themselves as victims of a “history stalker” (Fukagawa 2019).

“Outside” Pressures: Differing Responses to International Shifts


The Japan-South Korea relationship has also encountered new strains stemming from the “outside,” or changes in the international environment. First, Tokyo and Seoul have somewhat divergent views on key foreign policy challenges and how to respond in the context of the relative decline in US power. Second, South Korea’s economic dependence on Japan has decreased significantly over the post–Cold War era, as the country developed economic ties to China and other countries. The bonds that used to bind Seoul and Tokyo are no longer as solid as they used to be.

Divergent Threat Perceptions and Strategic Priorities


During the Cold War, Tokyo and Seoul were motivated to cooperate by their shared threat perception toward the Communist bloc (Park 2018, 218). When war broke out on the peninsula in 1950, the United States relied heavily on its bases in Japan to provide supplies and logistical services to its troops fighting in Korea. Japan, in turn, provided rear-area support, such as the servicing of US military equipment. Based on this experience, political leaders and security planners in both Tokyo and Seoul perceived a strong security link between their countries.

Since the democratic transition and the 1998 inauguration of the first progressive-led government under President Kim Dae-jung, South Korea has seen the emergence of a more controversial and polarized debate on how to handle the North Korean threat. Kim launched his “Sunshine Policy” toward the North, seeking to “induce incremental and voluntary changes in North Korea for peace, opening, and reforms through a patient pursuit of reconciliation, exchanges, and cooperation” (Moon Chung-in 2012, 21) Progressive leaders like Kim believe that pressure and sanctions on the regime only prompt a response in kind. Conservatives, by contrast, oppose the engagement approach as overly naïve, advocating deterrence measures. The two political camps are further divided by their views about the value of the US alliance, with progressives tending to see Washington as an obstacle in pursuing peninsular self-determination. Such a critical view of the alliance is reinforced by doubts about US commitment and perceptions of excessive cost-sharing demands by the Trump administration.

Meanwhile, Japan’s political elites have grown overwhelmingly skeptical of engaging Pyongyang, seeing the North as repeatedly reneging on international agreements. Many Japanese are thus concerned that Moon’s engagement policy will only invite North Korean deception and cheating (Kimiya 2019). Prime Minister Abe insists on a policy of strict sanctions against the North. Tokyo fears that Seoul could make concessions to Pyongyang that subvert Japanese security interests. Conversely, the Moon government regards Tokyo’s hard line toward Pyongyang as a hindrance to its rapprochement policy, criticizing it as status quo thinking regarding the peninsula (interview with Cho Eunil, April 2019; interview with Yoon Young-Kwan, May 2019). The two countries’ white papers underscore the diverging approaches. While the Japanese white paper of August 2018 describes North Korea as an “unprecedentedly serious and imminent threat” (Lee and Oba 2019), Seoul’s own paper of January 2019 dropped the regime’s designation as an “enemy” (Onchi 2019). The difference in views has bred mutual mistrust and resentment in Tokyo and Seoul.

Contrasting perspectives on China have also caused strains between the two countries. The gap was particularly wide during the Park administration, and while it has narrowed since, divergences could resurface as irritants in the future. When Park began her presidency in 2013, Japanese policymakers were highly concerned about China’s assertiveness, particularly its maritime activities in the East and South China Sea. Japanese feelings toward China deteriorated rapidly after a Chinese fishing vessel collided with a Japanese Coast Guard ship around the islands in September 2010. The territorial dispute with Beijing further escalated in 2012 and 2013, prompting concerns about a possible military clash.

Intent on pressuring Pyongyang, Park sought to improve relations with Beijing to drive a wedge between North Korea and its Chinese patron and ally. Her policy of upgrading relations with Beijing through summitry while taking an uncompromising stance toward Tokyo was widely interpreted as China-tilting in Japan. Such perceptions were fortified by Park’s decision to join the September 2015 military parade in Beijing celebrating the 70th anniversary of China’s victory over Japan in the Second World War—making her the only leader of a US-allied country to attend (Sakaki and Nishino 2018, 748). To many Japanese, Seoul was siding with China in a joint “history offensive” (Nam 2017). Tokyo’s leaders feared an increasing Korean acceptance of a new Chinese-led regional order supplanting the existing US-led order.

Seoul views China mainly through the prism of its North Korea policy, in addition to seeing it as an important economic partner, as discussed below. China is considered an important stakeholder on the peninsula, whose endorsement is indispensable for realizing the goal of Korean unification. China is not only the North’s formal ally but also a signatory to the armistice of 1953. Moreover, an estimated 90 percent of North Korean trade is with China, providing Beijing with leverage. Seoul is thus cautious not to antagonize Beijing by appearing to pursue a strategy of balancing (interview with Lee Sook-Jong, March 2017). Some South Korean observers fear that deepening security cooperation with the US and Japan could prompt closer alignment between China, North Korea, and Russia, thus reinstating Cold War divisions and perpetuating the peninsula’s status quo (interview with Kim Ki-Jung, May 2019).

Nevertheless, South Koreans are not fully comfortable with Chinese assertiveness and have grown more cautious in recent years. Seoul’s June 2016 decision to install an American anti-missile system, the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) became a turning point in the Korean debate. Beijing protested the decision, exerting immense economic and political pressure, including the suspension of group travel by Chinese tourists. Seoul was shocked by Beijing’s heavy-handed tactics, seemingly discounting Korean defense and security interests. President Moon mended ties with Beijing over the dispute in October 2017, pledging not to deploy additional THAAD batteries. Nevertheless, Korea’s view of China has changed dramatically as a result of the episode (interview with Song Whasup, April 2019). In the words of one government official, Koreans saw “the true color of China” (interview with official of the Korean government, March 2017).

Japanese observers continue to see China as a major challenge to the US-led liberal order in the region, but fears of a military clash have weakened somewhat, as Tokyo and Beijing have improved their channels of communication since around 2017. Therefore, the Japanese-Korean gap in threat perceptions regarding China seems to have narrowed. Still, whereas Japan continues to focus on the systemic challenges posed by China, South Korea remains more focused on inter-Korean dynamics in its outlook toward Beijing. Therefore, differing foreign policy priorities to China could rekindle frictions between Tokyo and Seoul in the future.

Shifting Economic Ties: Japan’s Decreasing Importance


During the Cold War and into the 1990s, South Korea was highly dependent on the Japanese economy. When relations were normalized in 1965, Korea lagged far behind in economic development, with GDP per capita around US$100—about a tenth of Japan’s (Kim Gyu-Pan 2017, 24). That year, Japan’s share of Korea’s total trade was around 34 percent, second only to the US share of 39 percent (Kim Gyu-Pan 2017, 25). Ever since normalization, Korea has benefitted from Japanese economic aid and investments as well as technological know-how.

However, Japan’s relative importance to the Korean economy declined drastically, as South Korea emerged as a globalized economy with high technological standards and diversified trade relations. By 2018, Korea was the world’s twelfth-largest economy. Simultaneously, regional economic relations have been affected by China’s economic rise, resulting in a growing share of Korean trade with China. By contrast, Japan’s share of Korean trade has been in steady decline, even though the bilateral trade volume in absolute terms has increased since 1990 (Sakaki and Wacker 2017, 17–18). In the twenty-five years between 1993 and 2018, Japan’s share of South Korean total trade fell from 18.3 to 7.5 percent (IMF 2019). In the same period, China’s share increased from 5.3 to 23.6 percent. In fact, China’s share has been larger than that of Japan and the United States combined since 2009. Moreover, Japan was surpassed by China as the biggest source of South Korean imports in 2007 (Mukoyama 2012, 6). China has emerged as a major destination of Korean investments. Almost one-quarter of South Korea’s foreign direct investment goes to China, against just around 2 percent to Japan (Sakaki and Wacker 2017, 22).

Many policymakers in Japan fear that Korea’s economic dependence on China has led to growing political dependence, which may result in Seoul’s acceptance of a Beijing-led regional order. Such concerns were reinforced by Seoul’s decision in 2015 to join the Chinese-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, an institution widely seen as created to rival the US- and Japan-led Asian Development Bank (Sakaki and Nishino 2018, 751).

While South Korea is now highly dependent on China’s economy, there are still areas where the country remains reliant on Japan. In particular, Korea depends on Japan for a number of strategic parts and materials in the production of semiconductors and smartphone displays. Approximately 32.0 percent of semiconductor and chip-making equipment was imported from Japan in 2018, making it the most important country of origin (Obe and Kim 2019). Japan’s tightening of export controls in the summer of 2019 thus caused alarm in Korea about a possible disruption of supply chains. The effect of Seoul’s countermeasure—a 237.2 billion won supplemental budget (around US$199 million) to promote domestic production of semiconductor parts and materials in order to lessen the country’s dependence on Japan—remains to be seen (Takayasu 2019).

Conclusion


Compared to past historical disputes in Japan-Korea ties, tensions since 2011 have run deeper, and mutual mistrust has hit unseen heights. Frustration, anger, and feelings of betrayal regarding Korea have grown dramatically in Japan—among both political elites and the public. Leaders in the two capitals publicly question whether the other side shares similar strategic goals and values. Reflecting doubts about commonly held values, Tokyo changed its description of South Korea in its diplomatic bluebook in 2015, eliminating a reference to the “share[d] fundamental values such as freedom, democracy, and respect for basic human rights” (Sakaki and Nishino 2018, 749). Likewise, Seoul dropped the phrase referring to the shared “basic values of liberal democracy and market economy” with Japan in its 2018 white paper (Onchi 2019). Evidently, the two key democracies in East Asia view each other with deep suspicion.

Historical disputes and competitive elements of national identity between the two countries remain key factors for understanding bilateral frictions. Yet the rapid deterioration of relations since 2011 seems to signify a deeper change in the relationship, as the traditional bonds that underpinned cooperation have eroded. As argued above, the relationship has come under pressure from the “inside” (i.e., the domestic-societal contexts of both countries), and from the “outside” (i.e., international changes), as well as the interaction between both spheres. Domestically, the two countries’ societies have—affected by generational changes—moved along clashing paths, with Koreans striving for more reflection on the past while Japanese seek a more forward-looking perspective. In terms of international changes, the end of the Cold War, the relative decline of the United States, and the rise of China have elicited different strategic responses from Tokyo and Seoul, breeding mistrust. Moreover, amid shifting economic ties in the region, Japan’s relative importance to Korea has fallen, while China has become the most important economic partner.

South Korea’s democratization has undoubtedly had positive effects on Japan-Korea ties—for example, facilitating joint initiatives and cooperation on the multilateral stage as well as allowing more societal exchanges—but it has ironically also been a source of friction. The pluralization of Korea’s domestic discourse—in itself a sign of a vibrant democracy—has led to critical reflections on past foreign policies, accompanied by civil society activities, as well as the emergence of a strongly polarized political system. From Japan’s perspective, South Korean politics has consequently lost its reliability and stability.

On both sides, policymaking is increasingly driven by emotional nationalism and public sentiments. Mindful of electoral consequences, political leaders in Tokyo and Seoul increasingly cling to nationalist positions. Meanwhile, public debates and media reports on both sides lack the effort to engage with the other side’s viewpoints. Many articles resort to stereotypes, with a Japanese article, for example, flatly asserting that Koreans tend to think emotionally rather than rationally (Katata 2019, 82). In both countries, the scope for public debate on the relationship has thus narrowed. As a particularly controversial case in Japan, the mayor of Nagoya, Takashi Kawamura, ordered a publicly funded art exhibition to be closed in August 2019, arguing that the featured comfort woman statue could give the wrong impression that Japan accepts Seoul’s claim that the women were forcibly recruited (Mainichi Shimbun 2019). The temporary exhibition was reopened for a short period in October 2019, but the prefectural and central governments withdrew their financial support. Arguably, the shutdown of the event—ironically entitled “After ‘Freedom of Expression’”—was an act of censorship, thus not boding well for Japanese democracy.

The rift between East Asia’s two most important democracies could easily affect the regional balance of power, weakening America’s position as an ally of both Japan and Korea. It will require significant political courage, wisdom, and finesse on the part of both Seoul and Tokyo to return relations to a more positive trajectory.
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Notes


1. In line with other chapters in this volume, this contribution uses Western style name order when referring to Japanese people but follows the convention of writing last name before given name for Korean people.


2. See, for example, Manosevitz 2003; Akutsu 2000; Cossa 2000.


3. See, for example, Tanaka 2013; Koga 2016; Hundt and Bleiker 2007.


4. For the translation of the agreement, see Agreement on the Settlement of Problems Concerning Property and Claims and on Economic Co-operation between Japan and the Republic of Korea 1965).


5. When the term 386 generation was coined in the 1990s, the number three signified the fact that this generation was mostly in their thirties. Some now use the term 586 generation to reflect the older age of those referred to.


6. Formerly known as Korean Council for Women Drafted for Military Sexual Slavery by Japan.


7. Since early 2020, the Korean Council has been enveloped by a scandal concerning fraud and misuse of donations meant for victims. It is thus uncertain how influential the organization will be in the future.
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Chapter 43

 The Evolution of Japan-ASEAN Relations

Core Moves for Japan’s Initiatives in Asian Regionalism beyond Southeast Asia


Takashi Terada




Japan has been a prominent player in the politics and economics in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) over the last four decades.1 Japan, as well as Australia, became the ASEAN’s first dialogue partner in 1977, and it took credit for initiating the establishment of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994, a main dialogue framework for regional security. Japan also organized a summit meeting with ASEAN in 2003 where ASEAN leaders gathered in their official capacity at a venue outside the Southeast Asian region for the first time, while choosing Singapore, a founding ASEAN member, as its first Free Trade Agreement (FTA) partner in 2001. Japan’s commitment to forging good relations with ASEAN has been consistent and comprehensive, illustrating Japan’s unchanged keen interest in this regional institution. Yet there do exist some regional institutions or initiatives beyond ASEAN, including the ASEAN Plus Three (APT, or ASEAN+3), the East Asian Summit (EAS), the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP) and the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) vision. Remarkably, Japan has also consistently played a key role in the formation and development of these wider regional institutions. ASEAN has traditionally been unable to take a political initiative toward wider regional institutions as a unified player, as seen in the fact that it has never proposed any FTA to external regional states. How has Japan managed to promote these mega-regional frameworks despite ASEAN’s traditional and conventional hesitancy toward a wider regional institution?

This chapter identifies and examines key patterns in Japan’s commitment to Asian regionalism developed outside the Southeast Asian region by strengthening and carefully treating relations with ASEAN to establish a view that Japan’s engagement in promoting relations with ASEAN—partly through assisting the development and stability of ASEAN members—was considered an essential step for ASEAN’s subsequent participation in the new and wider regional institutions Japan has initiated. Japan’s commitment to both ASEAN and wider Asian regionalism can be divided into six phases, with respective regional institutions/initiatives, all of which have been produced mainly as a result of Japan’s responses to the overarching structural changes in East Asia (see Table 43.1).
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Based on the analytical presumptions promoted by neoclassical realism, this chapter pursues Japanese policy responses to the changing international structures through examining, especially, Japanese prime ministers’ perceptions, ideas, and roles to identify Japan’s distinctive moves on ASEAN and wider regional institutions. Shedding light on a new facet of the evolution of Japan-ASEAN relations in the context of the development of various regional institutions in Asia that Japan views as pivotal in the democratization in Asia, this chapter illustrates Japan’s continued efforts to reduce ASEAN’s traditional anxiety that its institutional significance would be diminished if a larger regional arrangement developed.

Phase 1: End of the Vietnam War and Fukuda Doctrine


It was not until the Kakuei Tanaka administration (1972–1974) that Japan recognized the significance of ASEAN, but, ironically, Tanaka encountered massive riots in Thailand and Indonesia when he visited five ASEAN countries as prime minister in January 1974. Anti-Japanese feeling had been exacerbated by Japan’s growing economic presence in Southeast Asia, and by malpractice by Japanese businesspeople. This, however, marked an important turning point in Japan’s attitude toward ASEAN; as the then Chief Cabinet Secretary, Susumu Nikaido, commented, these encounters were not necessarily harmful to Japan in the long run, because they provided an opportunity for Japan to rethink its diplomatic approaches to Southeast Asia and assisted mutual understanding (cited in Terada 2001, 202). Symbolically, this view became shared by key political figures, including Takeo Fukuda, who came into power in December 1976, and placed a much higher priority on foreign policy toward ASEAN.

Fukuda’s contribution to the improvement in Japan-ASEAN relations was made through the so-called Fukuda Doctrine, announced on August 18, 1977, in Manila, and assessed as “a major turning point in postwar Japan-ASEAN relations in that it provided what Japan regarded as a statement of its political interests in the Southeast Asian region” (Morrison 1988, 422). The second point of the doctrine—that Japan, as a true friend of the countries of Southeast Asia, would do its best to build a relationship of mutual confidence and trust based on a “heart-to-heart” understanding, not only in political and economic areas, but also in social and cultural areas—was especially significant. This was based on Fukuda’s own idea that the Japan-ASEAN relationship, at the time confined to money and goods, should be converted to one based on “heart-to-heart” contact. This abstract notion of “heart-to-heart” relations was Fukuda’s attempt to modify Japan’s negative image as selfishly pursuing economic benefits, as an “economic animal,” and to create a friendly relationship with ASEAN countries on the basis of mutual understanding and confidence (Nishiyama 1977, 5). Fukuda believed the emergence of the anti-Japanese protest movement unleashed during Tanaka’s 1974 visit could have been avoided if Japan had attempted to cultivate mutual trust with Southeast Asia (Atarashi 1984, 112). According to his memoirs, Fukuda (1995) had learnt a lesson about how to approach ASEAN from his predecessors’ failures. Fukuda became a major Japanese political figure who took initiatives in fostering grass-roots level exchanges between Japan and Southeast Asia, and he made the decision to contribute five billion yen to the ASEAN Cultural Fund. Fukuda’s personal affinity with Southeast Asia was embodied in the Fukuda Doctrine.

President Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines, immediately after hearing Fukuda’s Doctrine speech, showed his respect for Fukuda’s foreign policy by stating, “We have been waiting a long time for this kind of attitude to appear in Japan. Now, without any hesitation, I can say that ASEAN really has found a true friend in Prime Minister Fukuda” (cited in Shibusawa 1984, 105–106). Japanese prime ministers had never before received such tribute from Southeast Asia for their foreign policy. ASEAN’s changed attitude to Japan was also caused by the structural changes in the region, and led to Fukuda’s invitation to the ASEAN Summit Meeting and the announcement of the Fukuda Doctrine. The US military withdrawal from mainland Southeast Asia at the end of the Vietnam War, the 1975 fall of the Lon Nol government in Cambodia, and that of the Thieu government in South Vietnam had heightened a sense of instability and insecurity among Southeast Asians. Insurgency also remained a significant threat in all ASEAN countries. Members were consolidating ASEAN by encouraging economic development. They decided that “swift economic development [was] the only way to combat domestic insurgencies and perceived threats from Indochina” (Far Eastern Economic Review, September 2, 1977), and realized that Japan was the only nation that could make progress toward stability in the region. ASEAN countries began to see it “as a potentially greater source of political support” (Morrison 1988, 421). Senior ASEAN officials and ministers, including President Marcos, visited Japan at various stages before Fukuda’s visit and expressed their desire for Japan’s economic cooperation. ASEAN countries well understood the nature of Japan’s contribution: “political support” through economic cooperation, unlike the military support offered by the US. Japan provided a loan of approximately US$1 billion to ASEAN countries for their five major industrial projects and multiplied its official development assistance (ODA) in the following three years, targeting ASEAN countries as the major recipients.

Symbolically, the Fukuda Doctrine constituted a favorable environment for Fukuda’s successors to launch a fresh approach to Asian regionalism. It turned out to be necessary that ASEAN countries would recognize Japan as a benevolent contributor to the region, one that did not seek reward and that conducted diplomacy on the basis of equality. Fukuda’s pro-ASEAN diplomacy did not represent a bid for Japan’s economic benefit, but was sincere in assisting ASEAN countries and treating them as equal partners. Japan’s diplomatic efforts as well as its growing economic power brought about more favorable conditions for Prime Minister Masayoshi Ōhira, Fukuda’s successor, to launch the Pacific Basin Cooperation Concept, eventually realized as the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC) in 1980.

Phase II: Economic Interdependence and APEC


East Asian economies achieved rapid economic growth in the 1980s. For instance, from 1981 to 1987, real export growth in Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, categorized as newly industrialized economies (NIEs) was 10.1 percent, 16.4 percent, and 13.9 percent, respectively (Park 1989, 126). Some ASEAN nations followed; Thailand recorded real economic growth of 8.4 percent in 1987 and 11.0 percent in 1988, while Malaysia recorded 7.5 percent in 1988 (MITI 1990, 45). East Asia’s economic development in the 1980s was largely the result of export-oriented development strategies, facilitated by changes in the industrial structure of Japan, and it was caused mainly by the appreciation of the yen after the Plaza Agreement in September 1985. The appreciation of the yen was so steep (from 260 yen per dollar in 1985 to 140 yen by late 1989) that Japanese exporters had difficulty exporting labor-intensive products made in Japan. As a result, exporters procured more of their parts and materials from overseas suppliers, and began to establish production facilities outside Japan. This contributed to the rise of Japanese direct investment in ASEAN, giving a strong boost to local industries that supplied materials and parts. This resulted in a flow of products from such facilities into Japanese markets, and Asian nations established closer economic relations with Japan through trade and direct investment. Japan increased its imports from NIEs and ASEAN—they rose from less than 14.2 percent in 1985 to almost 20 percent three years later (Terada 1999, 7).

These changes in the structure of the regional economy provided the impetus in Japan for the exploration of new possibilities of economic regionalism. In other words, the continuing growth of ASEAN economies, which led to confidence about their economies and greater interdependence in the region, was a major factor that promoted a common regional interest, namely the establishment of APEC in 1989, as the first intergovernmental regional institution. Given their recent emergence from the status of colonies occupied by powerful imperial countries, ASEAN countries had been cautious about involvement in intergovernmental regional institutions that might have intruded on their sovereignty and included some of the former imperial powers, especially Japan, which had resorted to war to create a regional sphere of influence for itself. The non-aligned policy of Malaysia and Indonesia also contributed to ASEAN’s negative attitude to intergovernmental regional economic cooperation. Japan was aware of these factors, and the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) dispatched the delegation to ASEAN capitals to sound out reactions for its proposal and Australian Prime Minister Hawke’s ideas on regional economic cooperation. Importantly, the MITI mission functioned as a sounding board for every nation in ASEAN. During the visit, each of the countries had communicated its views. In turn, they were keen to know the views of other countries. It was MITI’s task during the visit to inform the visiting country of other ASEAN countries’ views on the idea of an intergovernmental institution. MITI’s diplomacy was useful in creating a receptive atmosphere in the region for the idea of a ministerial meeting and, importantly, it set the “groundwork” for Australia’s proposal and its subsequent diplomacy for the establishment of APEC.

ASEAN’s growing acknowledgement of the merit of economic cooperation, especially after they gradually increased the confidence about their economies, was another factor for APEC’s successful launch. ASEAN’s external economic relations were predominant with other Asia-Pacific economies. The ASEAN economies became highly interdependent with their main economic partners in the Pacific, especially with Japan. Interdependence was not necessarily nonproblematic; the region was perceived to hold some kind of a consultative forum in order to manage this interdependence. From ASEAN’s perspective, economic relations and economic cooperation became matters of a priority. ASEAN’s acceptance was, according to Jusef Wanandi (1989, 12), “a significant change from ASEAN’s previous posture which has been one of the main obstacles in pursing previous initiatives” and this change was attributable to a “gradual process of socialisation” to the idea of regional economic cooperation within each ASEAN nation. Japan through MITI eventually took an advantage of the situation to establish the first intergovernmental economic institution in Asia and the Pacific.

Phase III: AFC and APT


A crisis tends to create a major incentive for promoting international collaboration and cooperation to tackle the crisis-led problems, especially after older beliefs, regimes, and systems are judged inappropriate. Japan demonstrated regional leadership during the 1997 AFC at a time when the United States was described as indifferent and absent in alleviating the financial strains of the ASEAN nations. Japan quickly mobilized its assets to assist the countries through the International Monetary Fund (IMF)-led package by injecting US$4 billion into Thailand, US$5 billon into Indonesia, and US$10 billion into South Korea, making it the largest financial contributor to the total IMF rescue package. It also provided short-term support for the currencies facing the most attacks, and long-term support for areas of restructuring and development of financial practices in order to prevent a future calamity. Because Japan’s actions regarding the AFC were “central, credible, and decisive,” Japan cemented its image in Southeast Asia as a major leader for the East Asian region (Grimes 2003, 366).

Yet when it came to a concrete regional institution designed to tackle financial problems, the United States acted to eradicate it. The Asian Monetary Fund (AMF) was proposed in September 1997 by Japan’s vice minister of finance, Eisuke Sakakibara, as an Asian financing facility with an initial capitalization of $100 billion. The United States and the IMF were staunchly opposed to it, as it was perceived to erode the significance of the US-dominated IMF, indicating that the United States was highly sensitive to any subregional grouping that would exclude it. Sensitive to the view of the United States and the IMF, Japan and other Asian countries, despite initial enthusiasm, began to heed the warnings from US and IMF officials. Asian leaders began to “make speeches lauding the importance of the IMF. It quickly became clear that there was little appetite in Asia for a confrontation with the United States and the IMF amidst plummeting currencies and stock markets” (Altbach 1997, 10), as was evidenced by Singapore, which later turned down the AMF plan as “not practical” (Straits Times, March 3, 2000). One reason it was difficult to garner support from the region is that these countries wanted the United States to remain committed to the region in terms of economic links and security concerns. Yet the AMF was to be positively assessed later, as Tommy Koh, Singapore’s former ambassador to the US and UN noted. According to Koh, “many Asian intellectuals appreciated the Japanese proposal because they felt that it was very forward looking.…We have so many foreign exchange reserves. If only we were more united and we had a common vision and a common institution like the Europeans, we would be able to help each other” (cited in Terada 2003, 275). Thus, when Japan attempted to launch the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), a network of bilateral currency swap agreements designed to prevent another financial crisis, based on APT, in 2000, it did not face any serious opposition from ASEAN.

The multilateralization of financial cooperation in Asia was chiefly encouraged by the eroding international influence of the Western powers, as was made clear through the Global Financial Crisis, triggered by bad mortgage-related securities and other devalued assets held by US financial institutions in 2008, and the subsequent European debt crisis. ASEAN members, most of which accumulated foreign reserves in US dollars as a lesson learned from their horrific experiences during the 1997 AFC, the first case which provided the chief motivation toward greater financial cooperation, have taken collective action to save troubled nations in the region. Utilizing APT to better address the needs of the regional financial cooperation, APT countries gradually strengthened the move toward the multilateralization of the CMI arrangement, putting pressures for reforms on US-backed rules of global governance. Importantly, this process included the decision to establish the ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) in May 2011 in Singapore to provide stable financial surveillance and monitoring systems. This was made possible after ASEAN accepted the fundamental beliefs attached to Japan’s abortive AMF proposal.

Phase IV: China’s Charm Offensive and EAS


It was the AFC that also brought China and ASEAN closer; as one official close to the Chinese foreign minister commented, “it was around that time that China ‘began advocating all countries involved should put aside disputes and develop the region’” (Asian Times, February 10, 2004). These strengthened relations with ASEAN acted as a foundation for China’s East Asian engagement, and the closer China-ASEAN relations also invited Japan to be more engaged in ASEAN, especially in the proliferation of ASEAN Plus One free trade agreements (FTAs) (Terada 2010). This process became a powerful force for the development of East Asian cooperation, including the institutionalization of ASEAN+6 framework, embodied in the EAS, and it was developed as a result of Japan’s reaction to China’s courtship toward ASEAN diplomacy, with its “charm offensive” diplomacy (Kurlantzick 2007), as seen in its engagement in the signing of the ASEAN+1 FTA and ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) ahead of any other regional country. In fact, the influence of China’s charm and amicable diplomacy in ASEAN made a conspicuous difference compared to Japan’s regional diplomacy, which primarily evolved around the alliance with the United States, especially when Koizumi and Abe were prime ministers in 2001–2007. China’s chief motive behind such an active ASEAN diplomacy lay in its effort to remove the threat perception toward its regionally expanding military and economic influence—a desecuritization of its rise (Goh 2007). According to Khoo (2011), the extremely high level of precaution against China’s military rise exists as a fait accompli in East Asia as a whole, and he concludes that the regional countries’ anxieties about how China would use its growing military capabilities encouraged their support for a continued US presence in the region.

The inaugural EAS was held in Kuala Lumpur in December 2005, with all thirteen APT members plus India, Australia, and New Zealand. A key momentum for the EAS came from Japan’s hosting of a commemorative summit with the ten ASEAN leaders in December 2003, which proceeded even though some ASEAN members, such as Thailand, doubted the need for a commemorative summit when the same heads of government had gathered for the APT Leaders’ Meeting in Bali a few months earlier, and there seemed no immediate reason for these ten national leaders to travel to Tokyo to meet again. The Japanese commemorative summit was symbolically significant primarily because it was the first time that ASEAN leaders had gathered in their official capacity at a venue outside the Southeast Asian region. This summit provided strategic leverage for Japan and a precedent for China and South Korea to organize similar special summits with ASEAN outside ASEAN’s home turf.

While it was Japan that effectively scooped the strategic victory of hosting the first meeting with all ASEAN leaders outside the region, it was China that first officially announced its interest in hosting the first East Asian summit to be held outside Southeast Asia. Indeed, the site for the summit was hotly contested strategic turf. Malaysian prime minister Abdullah Badawi advocated for the EAS on his visits to China and Japan in May 2004. After Badawi’s visit, China supported Malaysia’s bid to host the inaugural EAS in Kuala Lumpur in 2005, an apparently quid pro quo arrangement that secured Malaysia’s support for China’s bid to host the second summit. Japan tended to regard Chinese engagement with ASEAN as a means for China to develop an economic alliance and pave the way to its leadership in the region. But this is a region where Japan had developed extensive economic relations over the previous thirty years in investment, aid, trade, human resource development, and technology transfer. Japanese leaders increasingly worried about a situation where China’s economic rise and more active diplomacy in Southeast Asia might enable China to snatch from Japan the leading position in regional economy and business, and consequently in politico-strategic undertakings. For instance, Toshiya Tsugami, then a senior trade official, mentioned that “the prospect of an ASEAN-China FTA stunned and shocked Japan,” and that Japan feared China would manipulate the FTA to “kick out Japan from the East Asian economic and political circles” (Business Times, April 2, 2003). This view helped sustain Japan’s keen interest in East Asian regionalism, particularly through ASEAN.

Keen to check China’s growing influence in East Asia and aware of the United States’ perception of China’s rise as detrimental to US interests in East Asia, they were working to have Australia included in the East Asian framework. Japan’s support for Australia’s, as well as India’s, inclusion in East Asian regionalism was to enhance the role of its partnerships with Australia and the US as its valued allies, with a view to countering China’s ambition to dominate the region. Yet this move inspired China to seek exclusion of such extra-territorial “China balancing” members, and hence insist later that the ASAEN+3, rather than an EAS, should be used as a forum for discussing community-building in East Asia, with membership of the community limited to APT nations. China’s approach contrasted clearly with that of Japan, which advocated “open regionalism,” including Australia, India, and New Zealand, to reduce China’s influence. In the event, Japan’s open regionalism prevailed for the inaugural EAS, partly thanks to India’s strong claim on the use of EAS rather than APT as a vehicle for the community-building in East Asia. Symbolically, this view was also supported by Indonesia, which worried about the negative consequence of the growing regional power of China on ASEAN’s influence, and favored involving such “balancing” countries like India and Australia (Terada 2010, 76–77).

The competition between Japan and China to gain strategic ground by influencing key decisions on the EAS provided ASEAN with justification for taking the initiative to organize the EAS, on the grounds that the intensifying rivalry between the two Northeast Asian big powers would harm the sound development of regional cooperation. As a consequence, ASEAN was able to set three conditions for participation in the first EAS: that the participant country should (1) be a member of the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) or be willing to become a member, (2) be a complete ASEAN Dialogue Partner, and (3) have substantive relations with ASEAN. Accordingly, Australia was compelled to sign the TAC despite its earlier rejection, given its keenness to join the EAS, and Russia was not offered official membership because it was seen to not yet meet the third condition. Overall, Japan-China competition accelerated the momentum toward establishment of the EAS, particularly by enabling and encouraging ASEAN to declare the ASEAN centrality in a wider East Asian regional framework. In sum, Japan has at various turns become a reactive player to China’s strategic moves, which caused structural changes in East Asia, but Japan’s effort to preclude China’s regional predominance partly through the formation of EAS served to sustain regional cooperation, since ASEAN was eventually more integrated toward a single player and Australia’s and India’s regional engagement was encouraged.

Phase V: The United States’ Asian Pivot Strategy and TPP


The United States had never been interested in participating in any East Asian (as opposed to Asia-Pacific) regional institution until Barack Obama assumed office in January 2009 and subsequently declared himself “America’s first Pacific president.” One of the first steps the Obama administration took in regard to regional engagement was to sign ASEAN’s TAC in July 2009, fulfilling the only precondition for official EAS participation that had not previously been met by the United States. American interest in the EAS was then underscored by President Obama in a speech he delivered in Tokyo in November 2009, in which he stated that US regional engagement with EAS would be implemented “more formally as it plays a role in addressing the challenges of our time.” Soon after, Obama met with Southeast Asian leaders at the inaugural US-ASEAN Summit, held during the 2009 Singapore APEC meeting. This involved the first encounter between a Myanmar leader and a US president in more than four decades. Myanmar had previously been an obstacle to the United States signing the TAC, which includes the principle of noninterference in the affairs of other signatories. A linchpin of ASEAN’s political values, this principle appeared to previous administrations to restrict the scope of American regional policy, including the possible imposition of political pressure on Myanmar to promote human rights and democracy. In the end, the United States realized that signing TAC would not cause serious problems for its diplomacy, as many signatories—including such US allies as Australia and Japan—have demonstrated (Terada 2005). Thus, Obama’s decision to sign TAC and join EAS did not rule out the option to pressure Myanmar directly, but instead promoted high-level dialogue with Myanmar, symbolizing Obama’s Asia Pivot strategy.

The US became more serious about encircling China, including its engagement in EAS, after the survey ship USNS Impeccable was surrounded by Chinese vessels and required to leave the area during its routine operations in international waters in the South China Sea in March 2009, forcing the US to realize China’s assertive attitude in the Asian ocean. Bader (2012) confessed that it was in 2010 that the US acknowledged China’s behavior on the South China Sea as unprecedentedly different. A regional institution that the US chose as a way of coalition-building for American maritime interest was the EAS. One of the most essential consequences of US participation in the EAS was a transformation of institutional characteristics of the EAS from being process-oriented to a more result-oriented institution. Prior to Hilary Clinton’s participation as secretary of state in the 2010 EAS, ASEAN had never successfully acted as an effective shield to protect the interests of its members in territorial disputes. However, the United States, playing a key role in placing the disputes on the ARF agenda in the same year, confronted China over the territorial disputes in the South China Sea. Of significance was the United States’ claim that both parties should provide “legal evidence” to support their territorial claims. This legal-based approach to the territorial disputes, initially promoted by the Philippines, was something China had previously not paid serious attention to. At the 2011 EAS, where President Obama participated for the first time, furthermore, all the participating countries, except Myanmar and Cambodia, touched on the South China Sea disputes, implying an encirclement against China through dialogue was formed. The “Declaration of the East Asia Summit on the Principles for Mutually Beneficial Relations” stipulates the respect for international law that the US claimed. As a result, China was forced to consider making a legally binding “Code of Conduct in the South China Sea,” as demanded by ASEAN, in lieu of the nonbinding “Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea” signed in 2002.

Yet, as ASEAN is not a concerning party itself, the transformation of EAS did not fully support the US intention. For example, the “Six-Point Principles on the South China Sea,” agreed to in July 2012 among ASEAN members, did not lead to the resolution of the dispute, nor did it influence China’s persistent claim of a bilateral negotiation approach. More significantly, the split of ASEAN solidarity was jeopardized after Laos and Cambodia—the two ASEAN members receiving massive economic assistance from China—supported China’s position against the inclusion of the third-party voice in this dispute. For instance, Cambodia, the 2012 ASEAN chair, ran the proceedings in a direction in accordance with the wishes of China with regard to the problems in the South China Sea. This provoked a reaction from the Philippines and Vietnam, which were opposed to China’s assertions in this sea. Also, at the Asia-Europe Meeting held in October in 2012 in Laos, Chinese premier Wen Jiabao sat beside the Laotian prime minister, the chairperson of the meeting. This was an anomalous case in terms of the ceremonial custom that ASEAN has nurtured, indicating an exceptionally friendly relationship both nations have established, especially through China’s tactical use of its economic power for Laotian development.

Following America’s commitment and ASEAN’s fragile position concerning the South China Sea, Japan showed its engagement in the South China Sea issues as a state which also struggled with China on the maritime disputes in the East China Sea, including the Senkaku Islands, to work together to imposing restrictions on China’s claims, which rely on a vague legal basis and assertiveness. Japan’s keener interest in the South China Sea was revealed when Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs proposed to establish the East Asia Maritime Forum to discuss maritime security among experts, while the then deputy foreign minister, Tsuruoka Koji, conveyed his anxiety over China’s aggressive maritime behavior by stating that “‘might is right’ should not be justified” (Nikkei, October 6, 2012). China criticized these Japanese approaches, especially its proposal for the establishment of a new maritime forum as “its own advance southward,” and cautioned that “Japan would find it annoying if China got involved in a row between Japan and South Korea over the issue of the Takeshima Islets and backed Seoul at an international meeting.…Parties not in the dispute should remain quiet” (Asahi Shimbun, November 6, 2011). ASEAN eventually became reluctant to support Japan’s proposal, which would replace the existing ASEAN Maritime Forum, due to its fear of losing its voice in this area, disproving Japan’s attempt to build a coalition with some ASEAN states within a multilateral forum against China over maritime disputes. including its own Senkaku Islets issue. Abe’s 2013 proposal to create a permanent committee to enhance the EAS functions was not materialized, partly due to China’s successful tactics of making some ASEAN members, like Laos and Cambodia, more susceptible to China’s interest through offering them massive economic assistance.

Japan’s and the United States’ direct concern stemming from China’s aggressive economic and strategic moves in the region led to the TPP. Abe’s special interest in the TPP was encapsulated in a statement in March 2013, in which he stressed that the potential benefit of participating in the TPP was not limited to the economy. While underscoring the significance of creating an economic zone with new economic rules by forging a partnership with its key ally, the United States, Abe highlighted the universal values of freedom, democracy, human rights, and the rule of law as a political foundation for the economic rule-making approach (Abe 2013). Abe’s statement implies that TPP members will take collective action not just economically but also politically against countries that do not share those values, especially China—an approach that may subsequently evolve into political and security cooperation based on that shared stance. This view represented a consistent approach in his highly ideologically colored foreign policy, as already emerged mooted when he made an abortive proposal to create a quadrilateral forum with the United States, Australia, and India during his first term as prime minister, for which he stressed those universal shared values as a fundamental attribute to work together in regional political and economic structure (Terada 2010). With this foreign policy orientation, Abe seemed to view the exclusion of China as a major feature in the TPP. If the TPP achieved the promised substantial liberalization with fewer exemptions through high-standard rules in trade and investment, it could lead to deeper economic interdependence among like-minded states, reducing their trade dependence on China—a way of diminishing the vulnerability arising from their trade and investment reliance on the Chinese market, of which Wesley (2007) stated that “the allure of China’s economic dynamism makes countries increasingly attentive to Beijing’s wishes and sensitivities.” Thus, if Vietnam, another socialist state heavily dependent on a Chinese market, abided by such rules under the TPP, the attractiveness of Vietnam as a destination for Japan’s outgoing investments could be enhanced within the Japanese business community, which has developed the China-plus-one investment strategy after the anti-Japanese riot ignited by the then prime minister Noda’s decision to nationalize the Senkaku Islands in September 2012.

The development of the TPP, which caused a structural change in the ASEAN-centered East Asian integration process, has split ASEAN. Former Indonesian trade minister Gita Wirjawan stated in 2013 that “the TPP is not a threat to ASEAN, and the selection of integration framework differs according to the conditions in each member of ASEAN, but since the TPP allows virtually no exceptions to tariff elimination, Indonesia would have many problems and so there are no plans to participate” (Nikkei, November 20, 2011). The TPP’s high-standard rules and level of liberalization contributed to China’s exclusion, but other developing countries in Southeast Asia, such as Indonesia, reduced the TPP’s strategic significance.

Phase VI: US-China Rule-Making Competition and FOIP


The rise of China as a component of the structure already encroached on a system hitherto dominated by US influence in East Asia. In fact, the uniforming impacts on many of the regional states have been so significant that foreign policy orientations among those countries have converged on China. President Xi Jinping, who came to power in 2013, has articulated his vision for national rejuvenation (the China dream), which includes several key economic initiatives, which triggered the Sino-US competition primarily evolving around setting standards through institution-building, such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) as a key financial institution possibly being used to bolster China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The US thought of these initiatives as China’s challenges against the US preference for democracy and a market economy based on free and transparent trade, and has thus far displayed its discontent with this approach by rejecting the AIIB and BRI and pressuring allies such as Japan to not participate. The rapidly growing demand for infrastructural development in Asia, including railways, roads, and energy infrastructure, cannot be fulfilled by existing multilateral banks, whose burden the AIIB promises to reduce. More importantly, the AIIB can serve as a critical institution where China can dominate its management and administration without US or Japanese involvement.

The US and Japan view China’s engagement in these economic institutions as a means of involving more like-minded states that can be mobilized to advance its political and strategic interests. The Chinese military viewed the BRI as an instrument for supporting China’s military strategy through the provision of easy access to foreign ports, especially in the Indian Ocean. In many cases, the management of these ports has been delegated to Chinese SOEs by the local governments, which, according to a US official, is “a nice way of shaping the world in China’s interest, building concentric circles of security going outward” (Twining 2017). The AIIB’s loan rules also do not involve any political conditionalities, such as the promotion of democracy, and they focus on building infrastructure and delivering finances quickly. Long serving to sustain Asian development through its aid principles based on the liberal norms and values that have guided global and regional economic governance and practice for over seventy years, Japan was urged to launch another regionalism initiative, focusing on the importance of fundamental values, such as freedom, the rules of law, and the market economy.

Prime Minister Abe launched the FOIP “strategy” in Kenya in August 2016. Two adjectives, “free” and “open,” are linked with the Indo-Pacific, symbolizing these states’ intention to distinguish their approach to economic diplomacy from that of China, which exceeds it in terms of scale and quantity. Japan has stressed, for instance, that procurement should be transparent and fair, and that any infrastructure project should be “economically viable,” be “financed by debt that can be repaid,” and not “harm the soundness of the debtor nation’s finances’ (Abe 2018). Yet ASEAN’s role and position were almost ignored, despite Southeast Asia’s geographical location “as the hinge of the two oceans.” Indeed, the role of ASEAN was not mentioned in the first-ever FOIP section in Japan’s Diplomatic Bluebook 2017, and it was not until mid-2018 that ASEAN centrality was clearly incorporated into Japan’s FOIP strategy. On the contrary, while ASEAN states officially adopted Indonesia’s proposed ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific at the 34th summit in Bangkok on June 23, 2019, which represents ASEAN’s common position in the Indo-Pacific discourse, they remained cautious about this concept, viewing it as a potential containment strategy against China by Japan, India, Australia, and the US.

However, the four countries’ narrative began to change as they situated ASEAN’s position in FOIP. Although they only confirmed those above-mentioned principles in the first Japan-Australia-India-US consultations in November 2017, at their second consultations in June 2018 they additionally shared “support for a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific region,” advocated “ASEAN centrality in the Indo-Pacific region, and reaffirmed that ASEAN-led mechanisms…play an indispensable role in the region” (MOFA 2018). Indian prime minister Narendra Modi’s speech on the Indo-Pacific at the 2018 Shangri-La Dialogue marked a watershed moment. Modi highlighted “inclusiveness, openness, and ASEAN centrality and unity” as the heart of the Indo-Pacific, adding that “India does not see the Indo-Pacific Region as a strategy or as a club of limited members” (MEA 2018). This stance was followed by then-US defense secretary James Mattis’s statement that with “deepening alliances and partnerships as a priority, ASEAN’s centrality remains vital, and cooperation with China is welcome wherever possible,” and that “we do not ask any country to choose between the United States and China” (DoD 2018). While the US hardened its stance on China, with the Trump administration’s National Security Strategy (NSS) in 2017 and National Defense Strategy (NDS) in 2018, and by repeatedly referring to China’s revisionist activities, Mattis’s remarks became a countervailing account, reframing the FOIP as more than a “China only” matter, since a “containment of China” strategy was not likely to gather support from ASEAN members (Tan 2020).

Given that these softer views on FOIP were expressed by Indian and US leaders, then-Japanese foreign minister Taro Kono followed suit, saying that ASEAN was equally at the heart of Japan’s FOIP vision (Strait Times, July 27, 2018). Japan finally chose to soften the image and stance of the FOIP in October 2018, in preparation for Abe’s first visit to Beijing for the bilateral summit, by appending “vision” to the Indo-Pacific in lieu of “strategy,” the term Prime Minister Abe had initially used to promote the global values when announcing this approach in 2016. Japan also accepted ASEAN’s concern that the term “strategy” was meant to contain China in the belief that China’s expanding maritime ambitions and influence on infrastructure development should be curbed by some sort of containment strategy (Nikkei Asia Review, November 13, 2018). Even though the policy ingredients that FOIP was supposed to promote remained unclear initially, key agendas such as freedom of navigation and overflight, connectivity through quality infrastructure development, and the rule of laws enhanced by maritime law enforcement capacity-building came to be included as a result of collaboration with ASEAN members. In return, ASEAN learned to hail Japan’s focus on implementing “high-quality infrastructure” as the core component of its FOIP strategy, which was also launched as a competing concept toward China’s BRI (Strait Times, November 15, 2018).

While the other ASEAN members had not been unenthusiastic about the Indo-Pacific construct, Indonesia took an initiative in defining the role of ASEAN in the FOIP discourse (Anwar 2020). Indonesian foreign minister Marsudi initiated a “high-level dialogue on Indo-Pacific cooperation” in Jakarta in March 2019 by inviting foreign ministers and senior officials from the eighteen members of EAS and by laying out the Indonesian proposal on the Indo-Pacific concept, which was formalized in the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific. This document includes four key components: (1) a perspective on the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean regions, not as contiguous territorial spaces but as a closely integrated and interconnected region, in which ASEAN plays a central and strategic role; (2) the identification of this Indo-Pacific region as a relationship of dialogue and cooperation rather than rivalry; (3) development and prosperity for all; and (4) a recognition of the importance of the maritime domain and perspective in the evolving regional architecture (ASEAN 2019). At the 14th EAS in Bangkok in November 2019, Abe welcomed the announcement of ASEAN’s version of FOIP, seeking to cooperate with ASEAN toward materializing their version by achieving synergies with his FOIP concept in areas such as strengthening maritime security based on the rule of law, enhancing connectivity through quality infrastructure, and sustainably using marine resources, for instance by combatting illegal fishing (MOFA 2019b). Japanese foreign minister Motegi continued this trend by stressing the importance of connecting both concepts more strongly, announcing Japan’s readiness to inject US$3 billion in 2020–2022, including US$1.2 billion in overseas loans and investments for ASEAN (MOFA 2019a). This aid initiative aims to meet the significant demand for infrastructure development in the ASEAN region, while at the same time redressing economic inequality and realizing stable development. In this way, Japan has not only tactically incorporated ASEAN into the FOIP vision by seeking synergy with ASEAN’s version of FOIP, but it has also managed to use its capital investment into the region to reduce the competitive aspect with China’s BRI. Given that, according to a survey conducted by the ISEAS (2020), 63.6 percent of ASEAN recipients have no or little confidence in the BRI, there remained ample space for Japan to be acknowledged by ASEAN as a stable aid provider with qualitative rather than quantitative competence, thanks to its steadfast tendency to comply with international development rules.

Conclusion


This chapter provides a fresh interpretation of Japan’s patterned approach to ASEAN over the past forty years, examining it in the context of Japan’s interest in leading wider concepts of regional institutions in Asia. It analyzes Japan’s policy direction and diplomatic efforts to maintain good relations with ASEAN as a key precondition for its commitment to establishing six different regional initiatives or institutions beyond Southeast Asia. Following a neoclassical realism claim, this chapter illustrates international/regional structural changes consistently serving as a source of a key motive behind Japan’s interest in wider regional initiatives: the end of the Vietnam War for ASEAN, the Plaza Accord and regional economic interdependence for APEC, the AFC for APT, China’s charm offensive for EAS, China’s hegemonic rise for TPP, and Japan-China competition over economic rules for FOIP. Japan acknowledged the unity and integration of ASEAN as a prerequisite for these wider regional institutions, making it a significant task to ease ASEAN’s concern about its possible marginalization within Asia a politics and economics.

Another key analytical component of neoclassical realism is the domestic political relevance, and this chapter’s analytical focus on prime ministers’ statements and roles helps to identify their foreign policy predispositions, showing Takeo Fukuda, Junichiro Koizumi, and Shinzō Abe as commonly pursing their special interest in strengthening relations with ASEAN. The chapter examines the policy approaches to ASEAN taken by other prime ministers, such as Ryutaro Hashimoto, Keizo Obuchi, and Yasuo Fukuda (Takeo’s son), since they placed a higher priority on China in their foreign policy and had little interest in Asian regionalism. Symbolically, Fukuda, Koizumi, and Abe belonged to the same political faction within the ruling Liberal Democratic Party and commonly highlighted the importance of shared values such as democracy in their foreign policy. In other words, some of Japan’s initiatives in wider regional arrangements, such as EAS by Koizumi and the TPP and later FOIP by Abe, can be viewed as partly promoting democracy in Asia, and they regarded ASEAN as a useful institution in this aim. Yet Japan’s dilemma lies in some ASEAN members remaining undemocratic, such as Cambodia with its controversial electoral system restricting opposition parties’ activities, and they become susceptible to China’s courtship with massive development aid. It can be concluded that Japan’s commitment to wider regional institutions has been partly designed to assist ASEAN’s possible acceptance of shared values such as democracy and market-economy system. Japan’s ASEAN engagement endures as far as the struggle for Asian democracy exists.




Note


1. ASEAN was established in 1967 by Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, and the Philippines, and subsequently joined by Brunei in 1984, Vietnam in 1995, Laos and Myanmar in 1997, and Cambodia in 1999.
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Chapter 44

 Japan-India Relations

From Weak Links to Stronger Ties


Purnendra Jain




Japan and India share status as Asia’s longest-standing stable democracies. Yet this has not foregrounded a long-standing close relationship. Immediately postwar, economically devastated and internationally isolated Japan found India an appealing partner for solid friendship and broad-ranging bilateral linkages, but goodwill soon shattered as the Cold War divide set the two nations apart. Interactions were limited from the early 1960s and remained so even after the end of the Cold War. But the relationship plummeted in 1998 with Japan’s severe response to India’s nuclear testing. From the turn of the century, transition in the international order and shifts in domestic circumstances of the two countries have steadily inclined them toward each other. Today their relationship is sturdy and based on mutual trust and respect, reaching beyond wide-ranging areas of bilateral cooperation into the realms of minilateral and multilateral processes, with cooperation on regional and global issues of shared interest and concern.

Does, or where does, democracy have a place in this bilateral relationship? This chapter broadly examines the uneven development of Japan-India postwar relations, analyzing factors behind the almost half-century of low-level and at times bumpy engagement that followed the smooth takeoff in relations from the end of the Second World War, with re-ignition over the past two decades. It discusses push-and-pull factors, including changes in the two nations’ domestic and international environments that explain Japan’s transition from neglecting India during the Cold War period to recognizing India as one of its most important strategic partners today. This analysis recognizes that a realist perspective most usefully explains Japan’s response to the power structure in place during the Cold War that set the two nations apart, and to the subsequent transition in power relations regionally and globally that has brought about a convergence of the nations’ strategic interests. Both nations uphold belief in the value of economic interdependence, international institutions, and democratic process, yet their primary concern with each other has remained strategic. National leaders have been instrumental in steering these responses, as is especially evident in the diplomatic postures of former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

The chapter begins with a short review of relationships in the early postwar era, outlining the initial compatibility of their economic interests, shared understanding of being “Asian,” and support for international institutions and democracy. It then moves to developments from the 1960s marked by Japan’s low-level interest, neglect, and even disdain until 1998, when India conducted nuclear weapons tests. For Japan during this period, India offered neither economic nor strategic appeal as the two nations pursued different paths during the Cold War, with Japan tied firmly to the United States and India to an idealist vision through the Non-Aligned Movement. The chapter then considers how and why the sudden plunge in the relationship following Japan’s severe response to India’s nuclear testing has unfolded into a new era since the early 2000s, when Japan began to woo India as never before and India has responded eagerly. It then focuses upon the Abe-Modi period, with Narendra Modi as India’s Prime Minister from 2014. It discusses key aspects of this supportive relationship, including the significant role of the two national leaders in cultivating their converging interests, particularly through defense and security initiatives in response to the power transition in regional and global politics, given the clear preeminence of strategic considerations shaping this relationship. The final section offers observations on the challenges for the relationship going forward.

India and Japan: Early Postwar Years


Japan’s postwar relations with India began on a high note, backgrounded by positive prewar linkage. Prewar, Nobel laureate Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore and India’s freedom fighter Subhas Chandra Bose were highly regarded, well-known public figures in Japan. India took inspiration from Japan’s victory over Russia in the 1904–1905 war, recognizing this victory by an Asian power over a Western nation as a sign of Asia’s strength, which bolstered India in its freedom movement against the British colonial power.

Postwar, although certain quarters in India expressed reservations about Japan’s imperial (mis)adventures in Asia, upon Japan’s defeat in the Pacific War, India fully supported Japan in moving to again stand independently as an important Asian player in the world community. India invited Japan (barred from the 1948 London Olympic Games), to the first Asian Games in New Delhi in 1951, even while Japan was still under the Allied Occupation. India supported Japan’s membership in the Colombo Plan in the face of initial objections by Australia and New Zealand (Shiga 2012, 161). India also strongly made Japan’s case to participate in the Afro-Asian conference in Bandung (Indonesia) in 1955. The stance of Indian Justice Radhabinod Pal on the Tokyo International Military Tribunal was also highly appreciated in Japan. Judge Pal’s was the lone dissenting voice against the verdict of all other judges on the Tribunal that the eleven Japanese on trial should be classified as Class A war criminals (Nagano and Kondo 1999, 204; Nakazato 2016).1

Under its first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, the recently independent India refused to sign the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1951, recognizing peace in Asia would be fragile if the Soviet Union and China did not participate. Nehru also objected to continued foreign occupation of Japan’s Okinawa and Amami Islands. India not only proposed to sign a separate peace treaty with Japan, but also renounced war reparations from Japan. India’s generosity deeply impressed Japan (Sato 2005, 14), although some Japanese disdained India’s position on the San Francisco Peace Treaty and its recognition that the Kurile Islands belonged to the Soviet Union (Kesavan 1996, 53).

Japan’s Prime Minister, Nobusuke Kishi, and Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru received a huge welcome during their respective visits to New Delhi and Tokyo in the late 1950s. Japan expressed its gratitude to India for support in difficult times following its defeat in World War II. It made India the first nation to receive Japan’s official development assistance (ODA), including its first overseas technological transfer, overseas financing (for the Goa iron-ore project), and first yen loan in 1958 (Hirose 1996, 40). Some regard India’s role in Japan’s postwar industrialization as similar to its role after the Meiji Restoration in 1867, when India supplied essential raw materials such as iron ore and raw cotton that helped propel Japan’s industrialization (Okata 1978, 41–48).

Four Decades of Neglect and Low-Level Contact: 1958–1998


For four decades since the late 1950s, Japan’s attention was focused on its chief security provider, the United States, and on its Asian neighbors across the Sea of Japan and Southeast Asia while India receded to the periphery of Tokyo’s strategic radar for reasons explained below.

The Low Point: Onset of the Cold War


The nations’ sharing of economic and political interests through the early postwar years was short-lived. Beginning in 1958, the relationship entered four decades of Japan’s neglect of and disinterest in India. The two nations found themselves separated by the Cold War’s strategic divide: Japan a staunch security ally of the United States and India committed to non-alignment, interested in democratic socialist ideas and philosophy. India joined the cause of newly independent nations in Asia and Africa, sharing and actively voicing their concerns through the Non-Aligned Movement, while distancing itself from the two Cold War camps led by the United States and the Soviet Union.

The Japan-India relationship did not break, but disenchantment was mutual. In particular, New Delhi was disappointed that Tokyo failed to give backing in the 1962 Sino-Indian War and in the 1965 war with Pakistan, when both times Japan opted for neutrality (Vishwanathan 1993). Japan was then focusing its Asia policy on East and Southeast Asia, which were attractive to Japan strategically as well as economically (Inoguchi 2002, 15–31). Tokyo poured billions of dollars in trade, investment, and aid into this region, while India received only a minuscule share, even from Japan’s official aid, for which India’s “democracy” and underdevelopment made India particularly eligible for a large share. From the late 1970s, Japan was willing to invest heavily in Communist China and supply official aid, disregarding New Delhi’s appeal to Tokyo and keeping a fellow democratic nation on the sidelines of Japan’s economic outreach in Asia.

By 1968, Japan had become the world’s second-largest economy. India’s socialist-type economy contrasted sharply, its “Hindu rate of growth” offering little attraction to Japan, then focusing narrowly on economic growth. India and other South Asian countries were neither “Japanese trade partners” nor “attractive host countries for Japanese investors” (Esho 1996, 64). The only exception was the automobile industry, where Suzuki Motor Company’s pioneering investment in the 1980s led to the automobile revolution in India in later years.

Politically, although academics, opinion makers, political leaders, and diplomats in India sought closer cooperation with Japan, Japan’s response remained cool (Jain and Todhunter 1996; Vishwanathan 1993). Some hope for improvement came when Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone visited India in 1985, twenty-four years after the visit of Prime Minister Hayato Ikeda in 1961. The Nakasone–(Rajiv) Gandhi period in the mid-1980s was touted a “new era” bringing “winds of change” in response to Gandhi’s initiatives to open up the Indian economy (Kanwar 1992). But the “new era” was short-lived, with a politically unstable period in India following the Gandhi government. Economic liberalization in the early 1990s saw India more upbeat under the Narasimha Rao government (1991–1996), with Manmohan Singh as India’s finance minister. Yet post-Rao, another period of political instability followed; three Prime Ministers from different political parties over three years signaled India’s uncertain policy environment. Japan’s concerns about India’s bureaucratic labyrinth, lack of infrastructure, and absence of long-term policy continued as before. Takenori Horimoto, an astute observer of Japan-India relations, observed of the period, “Japan and India have long been out of sync, their mutual interests coinciding only rarely (Horimoto 1993, 34).

Internationally, Japan had firmly established itself in the Western camp, signing a security treaty with the United States in 1960, joining the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 1964, and becoming a founding member of the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (the Western group of aid donors). In contrast, India under Nehru and beyond remained a staunch supporter of the Non-Aligned Movement, which many construed as anti-US. This perception and the divide it fueled intensified with the growing closeness of New Delhi to Moscow, and especially with the two signing a treaty of peace and friendship in 1971. Inoguchi (2020, 62) captures this growing schism between Tokyo and New Delhi, identifying that India maintained its “largest sized embassy in Moscow, even though India’s diplomatic corps was exceptionally small,” and Japan having “its largest embassy in Washington, D.C., giving the impression that Japan’s diplomacy consisted of the United States and its smallish derivatives.” Hirose (1996, 41) characterized this period as “the dark age” in the Japan-India relationship. Izuyama (2020) mentions India’s “marginalization” in Japan’s regional vision in this period. Murthy’s (1993, 335) view is slightly more positive, recognizing that the relationship did not break, and aid initiatives continued to serve as a connection, even if only weak.

Theoretically, India was of little value to Japan in realist, liberal, or constructivist perspectives. In Japan’s official view, India was not an attractive partner for deep relations in any of the major areas of bilateral ties. Political and official interactions were limited and low level, and the few prime ministerial visits over this period yielded neither significant outcomes nor ongoing engagement. Strategically, the two were misaligned; since India was not in the US camp, it was perceived to be on the “other” side in the imagined strategic dichotomy of Cold War politics. As for economic relations, trade and investment was minimal, and ideationally their world perspectives were far apart; the common denominator of democracy and freedom was not in play. Further, India’s sporadic ethnic violence, periodic political turmoil, and continuing conflict, including war with neighbors, were additional deterrents for Japan. While economic strength remained Japan’s foremost national concern, India’s highly regulated economy, the “Permit-Licence Raj,” and mismatch of resources and markets with those of Japan made India unappealing. Japan had more attractive investment and trade destinations in East and Southeast Asia and remained unconcerned about India, which Japan perceived as “remote and unfamiliar” (Horimoto 1993, 34).

Low-Level Interaction Continues: Post–Cold War


The dismantling of the Soviet Union, India’s key partner during the Cold War period, and triumph of the liberal order should have enhanced India’s appeal to Japan at least from a constructivist viewpoint. Japan no longer had reason to perceive India strategically as being “on the other side.” Further, India’s democratic traditions, liberal political institutions, and new liberalizing economic direction set in motion by the Rao government in the early 1990s should have made some difference in Japan’s perspective on India (Seminar 1992). Prime Minister Rao’s visit to Tokyo in 1992 was a positive diplomatic gesture. But the Japanese leadership showed little appetite to engage with India. Trade and investment improved marginally, and Japan increased its ODA to India (Esho 1996), but these developments did not really deepen the relationship or incline Japan more closely toward India. Neither nation held animosity toward the other, as many other Asian nations still did toward Japan, and they continued to share democratic values. Yet Tokyo was still unwilling to include India in Japan’s Asia vision, and remained focused elsewhere (Jain 2002). Here Japan’s assessment of the strategic dimension of this bilateral relationship—and the key importance of this dimension to Japan in the absence of a solid economic relationship—becomes clearer. Early post–Cold War, Japan did not have a strategic reason to oppose or reject India, but neither did it recognize strategic reason to engage India. Without an imperative to pursue economic or strategic relations in Japan’s national interest, Tokyo saw no reason to reach out to India.

Soon after Rao’s visit to Japan, Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa put forward a proposal for Asian security seeking to utilize APEC and the ASEAN-based forums. The proposal affirmed continued unwillingness to include India in Japan’s Asia vision, which then remained focused elsewhere, particularly on China. It raised the possibility of dialogue even with Russia, but did not mention India (Hirose 1996, 40). Consistent with this perspective, a Japanese idea in the mid-1990s for an expanded East Asia proposed Australia and New Zealand as representatives on the Asian team at the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), but still did not mention India (Tanaka 2017, 195–197). Japan’s domestic politics was then in turmoil, with the LDP losing power for the first time since 1955. Japanese political leaders were not well placed to spend political capital on foreign policy, and whether to include India in Japan’s Asia vision was not a policy priority. When the LDP’s Ryūtarō Hashimoto came to the national helm in 1996, India fell even further in priority. Hashimoto has been seen as no fan of India, as some have commented.2

The Nadir: Japan’s Severe Response to India’s 1998 Nuclear Test


India’s nuclear testing in 1998, when Hashimoto was in power, saw the bilateral relationship sink to its lowest point. The Hashimoto government’s criticism of India was loud, clear, and, to some in Japanese diplomatic circles, extremely harsh and excessive. Japan imposed economic sanctions and suspended all new yen loans and grant aid to India (emergency and humanitarian aid, ongoing projects, and grant assistance for grass-roots projects were exceptions). As noted above, Japan’s ODA was the enduring connector in this bilateral relationship, which was otherwise quite weak. Japan not only came down heavily on India bilaterally, it also denounced India in every possible regional and international forum, such as the G8 and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), damaging the bilateral relationship and bringing it to its lowest point (Jain 2002, 226–229).

Beyond his personal negative orientation toward India, other political compulsions also drove Hashimoto’s stern stance.3 Hashimoto wanted to prove to the Japanese public that he was no shrinking violet in making difficult decisions. The intention was to boost his party’s sagging popularity while an upper house election was just around the corner. Condemning India (and Pakistan) was also seen to be in line with Japan’s “civilian power” status and in sync with the stance of the United States, Japan’s security ally and guarantor of a protective nuclear umbrella. India was perhaps inevitably perturbed by Japan’s harsh reaction, particularly because Japan had responded to China’s nuclear testing with kid gloves. India saw that Japan had not only removed the gloves to punish India, but was also hypocritical, since Japan takes shelter under the US nuclear umbrella, and despite a clause in its peace constitution that it can host US ships with nuclear facilities.

This difficult period was transitory. As in the 1950s, international and domestic circumstances again portended the need for Japan to cultivate ties with India, although this time with greater emphasis on shared strategic interests rather than economic or political values. US outreach to India was a significant motivator. Washington’s willingness to review India’s nuclear status and US president Bill Clinton’s visit to India in March 2000 signaled that the United States was ready to deepen this relationship. Japan’s policymakers responded to this signal, and not long after Clinton’s visit to India, Japan’s Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori visited India in a bid to rebuild the damaged bridges (Tamari 2017, 22–23).

Takeoff: Mori and Koizumi


Visiting India in August 2000, ten years after Prime Minister Toshiki Kaifu’s visit, Prime Minister Mori proposed a “global partnership” with India. This was reaffirmed in a Japan-India Joint Declaration during Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s visit to Japan in December 2001.4 Some may see that Tokyo simply followed Washington in engaging India after its nuclear testing, but evidence and commentaries suggest Mori proposed Japan’s “global partnership” with India because he was genuinely interested in India and recognized India’s potential from a strategic perspective (Mori and Hirabayashi 2007, 37–38). Mori’s tenure as Prime Minister was short, but he successfully laid the foundation for a new relationship between Japan and India.

Mori’s successor, Junichirō Koizumi, continued with Mori’s initiatives to develop the bilateral relationship further. Domestic circumstances and international factors pulled India and Japan together at this time, making visible a clear change in Japan’s orientation toward India. India’s economy, performing well under the Manmohan Singh government that took office in 2004, had become more appealing to Japanese investors and traders. Singh had been particularly keen to engage Japan ever since he was India’s finance minister in the early 1990s, and as Prime Minister he actively courted Japan to invest in India. Even so, it was predominantly shifts in the international power structure rather than domestic economic factors that urged Japan toward India. Relations with China were preeminent.

Japan faced violent anti-Japanese protests nationwide in China from early April 2005. Koizumi’s numerous visits to Yasukuni Shrine, where Japanese war dead, including war criminals, are enshrined, inspired Chinese president Jiang Zemin’s visit to the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall to remind Japan of its past militarism. Koizumi at the time stood steadfast, continuing his solid support for the US intervention in Iraq. Simultaneously, India’s relations with the US, then under the George W. Bush administration, began to transform, pulling India and Japan in similar strategic directions. Japanese policy elites, who historically had been reluctant to include India in Japan’s Asia vision, could now see India’s emerging role in the changing strategic environment both regionally and globally. As analyst Natsuyo Ishibashi (2018) explains, what attracted Tokyo to New Delhi was that India would serve as an important strategic link for Japan to help maintain the US leadership role in Asia.

With difficult Japan-China relations in the background, Koizumi visited India in late April 2005. The joint statement issued by the two Prime Ministers emphasized the importance of the India-Japan partnership in a “new Asian era” and the “strategic orientation” of the nations’ global partnership. Here, “strategic” was a significant addition, symbolizing the nature of their converging interests. The eightfold initiative for strengthening their global partnership included enhancing and upgrading their dialogue architecture and launching “a high-level strategic dialogue.”5

Only some seven years earlier, Japan had condemned India at every possible regional and international forum. Now Japan was ready to advocate India’s case for membership of regional organizations. While proposing the East Asian Summit in 2005, Japan (with Indonesia and Singapore) supported membership of India, Australia, and New Zealand, while China insisted that only three non-ASEAN members (Japan, China, and South Korea) be included in the Summit process. Ultimately, Japan’s view prevailed, and Summit membership was expanded from ASEAN Plus Three to ASEAN Plus Six (Tanaka 2017, 248–249). When Koizumi left office in September 2006, after five and a half years, his successor Shinzō Abe became the most enthusiastic champion of India, and his enthusiasm for India continued in his second tenure (2012–2020).

Post-Koizumi Continuity, with a New High through Abe–Singh


Shinzō Abe was Japan’s new Prime Minister when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visited Japan for a summit meeting in December 2006. This was not their first meeting. Breaking protocol, Prime Minister Singh had met Abe when Abe visited India as Japan’s Chief Cabinet Secretary for the Koizumi administration, as some Indian diplomats recognized Abe as a potential Prime Minister (Baru 2016). A real breakthrough in the relationship came when Abe visited India in August 2007, presenting to the Indian parliament the well-received and often cited speech “Confluence of the Two Seas.” The speech’s visionary idea of comingling of the Pacific and the Indian Oceans has been developed into the now strategically loaded concept of the Indo-Pacific. The prefix of “free and open” was added to make Abe’s signature “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” strategy/vision, embraced even by the United States, ASEAN, and other nations. Abe’s speech expressed the changing perception of India within Japan’s elite circles. Since that speech, Japan-India relations have been on a trajectory that is much more significant bilaterally and in global politics.6

When Abe presented this speech, he was already in the grip of an ailment that, with his party’s poor performance in the upper house election a few months earlier, would force him to resign a month later. Yasuo Fukuda who succeeded Abe did not have a chance to hold an annual summit with the Indian Prime Minister because of scheduling and his short stay in office. During his short tenure, Fukuda sought to engage China and was not particularly keen on India. Fukuda’s successor, Tarō Asō, hosted Prime Minister Singh in Tokyo in October 2008, and issued a customary joint statement in which security cooperation was one of the highlights of this meeting.7 It was only the second such security declaration for Japan outside the US-Japan security treaty, Japan having signed the first with Australia in 2007. As foreign minister under Abe, Asō had articulated the ideas of “value-oriented diplomacy” and an “arc of freedom and prosperity” that included India (Asō 2006).

The Asō government was followed by a non-LDP government led by the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ). Its first Prime Minister, Yukio Hatoyama, visited India in December 2009 for a summit meeting with Prime Minister Singh. Hatoyama favored a China-focused foreign policy away from the centrality of Japan’s US ties, but reaffirmed most of the agendas and aspects of Japan’s relations with India set in place by his LDP predecessors. Under the DPJ government in Japan and PM Singh in India, the two leaders signed the landmark Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA), and the summitry process started under the LDP government continued uninterrupted under the DPJ administration. The DPJ’s Naoto Kan and his successor Yoshihiko Noda held summit meetings with their Indian counterpart in 2010 and 2011, respectively, both continuing the agendas from previous years even though the party in government had changed. The DPJ leadership also recognized India’s strategic importance as Japan-China relations deteriorated further when Kan was Prime Minister (Kiba 2020, 119). The Kan government even supported a civil nuclear cooperation proposal with India, further clarifying the DPJ’s strategic interest in India.

The LDP returned to power in 2012, with Abe in his second term as Prime Minister (he announced resignation in August 2020 because of ill health and stepped down in September). With Abe’s return to the national helm, Japan’s India agenda was boosted even further. The visit of Japan’s Emperor Akihito and Empress Michiko to India in 2013 clearly conveyed India’s strategic significance for Japan, especially since the imperial couple were avoiding foreign trips due to their ill health. India invited Prime Minister Abe as the chief guest at India’s Republic Day parade in January 2014. During this official visit, the two Prime Ministers issued a joint statement across wide-ranging bilateral, regional, and global matters, including cooperation in security and defense areas. This was Abe’s last “official” meeting with Singh, as Singh’s party lost the May 2014 general election and the BJP returned to power.

Abe-Modi Soaring


Narendra Modi, as India’s Prime Minister from 2014, brought a new momentum to the relationship. Modi had long been a great admirer of Japan, and while serving as Gujarat’s chief minister he had visited Japan and developed a personal bond with Abe. Abe and Modi as leaders of Japan and India were committed to taking the relationship to a new level in almost all fields: economic, defense and security, as well as strategic. They endorsed each other’s ideas and initiatives, and there was very little difference in their views. By the end of Abe’s retirement in September 2020 the two had conducted six annual summit meetings, with the sixth being a telephone summit in September 2020 due to restrictions on travels because of Covid-19.8

At their first summit in 2014, the two elevated bilateral ties “to a Special Strategic and Global Partnership,” and characterized their meeting as “the dawn of a new era in India-Japan relations.” Beyond the rhetoric, Indian strategists called it a “watershed” meeting (Chellaney 2014). At the 2015 summit, the jointly articulated concept of Indo-Pacific underscored the India-Japan Vision 2025;9 the 2016 statement reviewed progress of the previous two years and committed to maintaining momentum;10 the text of the 2017 joint statement contained Abe’s concept of “Free and Open Indo-Pacific”;11 and the 2018 joint statement underscored the nations’ “mutual trust and deep faith in the maturity of the India-Japan Special Strategic and Global Partnership.”12

The Abe-Modi personal rapport is often mentioned as a key reason for the bilateral ties reaching a new high. This personal rapport was largely based on their conservative domestic agenda and nationalist orientation, and since both are populist leaders. Abe favored constitutional revision, was supported by nationalist organizations such as the Nippon Kaigi, and has been recognized internationally as a conservative nationalist leader, earning him the moniker “Trump before Trump” (Hofman 2018). Similarly, Modi’s BJP receives political support from the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a Hindu nationalist organization that promotes Hindutva (Hinduness). Apart from their nationalist agendas, both believe in strong leadership, which some observers see as authoritarian (Nakano 2019; Sud 2019).

Both Abe and Modi moved their national stance closer to the US. Both cultivated ties with the Trump administration while taking a tough stance toward their neighbors: the two Koreas for Japan, and Pakistan for India. Both maintained a hedging and engagement strategy toward China. India has not raised concern about Japan’s proposal to change the constitution, unlike many of Japan’s near neighbors, such as China and South Korea. Similarly, Japan today either supports India’s agenda or maintains silence on issues that relate to India’s relations with its neighboring countries, including cross-border terrorism. Unlike in the past, Japan has now decoupled India and Pakistan, and Japanese Prime Ministers do not necessarily visit Pakistan and other South Asian countries when they visit India, a common practice in the past, which India always resented.

Some Defining Characteristics of Japan-India Ties


Over the decade and a half since Koizumi’s first prime ministerial visit to India in 2005, some key trends have emerged in Japan-India relations. The democratic process has seen election and re-election of mostly conservative, somewhat hawkish leaders in both nations. Developments are evident in the strategic much more than in the commercial realm, driven by convergence of the two governments’ interests in security and defense matters regionally and internationally.

Weak Trade and Investment Links


Despite a comprehensive economic partnership agreement signed in 2011, the volume of trade has not increased. Indeed, trade has stagnated at the 2008 level of around US$13 billion, with a jump in 2017 to US$16 billion, but still less than the 2012–2013 figure of US$18.5 billion (Mishra 2017). Japanese direct investment in India has increased since 2006, but plateaued in 2017 at around US$300 billion, which is similar to the level of the late 2000s and early 2010s (Mishra 2017). More Japanese companies are operating in India—increasing from 1,229 in 2015 to 1,441 in 2018—but this growth has not translated into increased investment from Japan (Mishra 2017). Prime Minister Modi’s “Make in India” and “Skill India” initiatives have made only a small difference to Japan-India trade and investment ties. The pace and scale of development in the bilateral economic relationship have yet to take off in a significant way, but two other areas of this relationship have strengthened rapidly. These are Japan’s official development assistance (ODA) to India, especially through the yen loan program, and ties in the defense and security realms.

ODA as a Key Connector


ODA has been a great bilateral connector between Japan and India throughout the postwar period, as noted earlier. Japan continued its ODA to India even when Japan turned its ODA focus to China in the 1980s and 1990s and maintained substantial flows to Southeast Asian nations. Even when Tokyo imposed economic sanctions on India in 1998, this entailed simply stopping new aid money; funding of projects already under way continued. Further, on ending its aid program with China in late 2018 and acknowledging the rising importance of India in Tokyo’s strategic calculations, Japan has substantially increased both the amount of its ODA and the number of its projects in India, even as Japan’s overall ODA budget continues to shrink. Between 2012 and 2016, Japan disbursed more than US$15 billion in yen loans to India, and in most of those years, India was the number one recipient of Japan’s ODA (MOFA 2016). Japan’s aid to India is largely for infrastructure projects through the loan program; grant aid and technical assistance are miniscule. Japan’s ODA financing of the bullet train project in India is particularly a standout scheme (Jain 2019). Manifestly, in more recent years, Japan’s aid to India is strategically driven.

Defense, Security, and Nuclear Links


These links are new, distinctive, and evolving in the bilateral relationship. Joint statements of the last ten years or so make apparent that the two nations highlight their common security concerns, such as those related to maritime management, including piracy and freedom of navigation. The two nations have not only expressed concerns, but have also institutionalized their security partnerships. These include the Japan-India Comprehensive Security Dialogue in 2001; the Joint Statement toward a Japan-India Strategic and Global Partnership in 2006; the Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation between Japan and India in 2008; and the bilateral 2+2 Dialogue between top-level defense and foreign affairs representatives since 2009, upgraded to the ministerial level in 2018 during the Abe-Modi summit in Tokyo.

This 2+2 with Japan is the second such dialogue for India, its first being with the US. India’s first 2+2 dialogue with Japan was held in November 2019 and ministers from both sides confirmed their intention to sign an Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA) that seeks to create and implement arrangements for deeper cooperation between Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force and the Indian Navy, strengthen exchanges among all the armed forces of both nations, and establish a Japan-India Space Dialogue (MOFA 2018). Horimoto (2020) observed Abe’s eagerness to pursue this cooperation “as a deterrent to Chinese aggression.” The ACSA was likely to be signed by the two Prime Ministers during Abe’s visit to India in December 2019, but as the trip was postponed due to political disturbances in India, signing this agreement had to wait, and was completed just before the Abe-Modi telephone summit in September 2020.13 In this context, it is noteworthy that the defense chiefs of the two nations now visit each other regularly and hold talks on matters of mutual concern, alongside the holding of an annual defense ministerial dialogue.14 The two nations signed an agreement on Transfer of Defence Equipment and Technology in 2015, and an agreement on Security Measures for the Protection of Classified Military Information has also been in force since 2015. Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force and the Indian Navy have already conducted naval exercises known as the Japan-India Maritime Exercise (JIMEX), the fourth of which was implemented in 2020. India is strongly committed to Japan in defense fields, as Indian defense minister Rajnath Singh reiterated during his visit to Japan in late 2019.15

In a further development, Japan has now relinquished its resistance to recognizing India’s nuclear stance, which had been a sticking point in the relationship for many years. New Delhi has desperately and consistently sought from Tokyo what it has achieved with many other nations, including the United States: recognition of India’s nuclear status through a civil nuclear cooperation agreement. Pursuit of closer strategic relations with India ultimately led Tokyo to shift its position, and it signed an agreement in November 2016 that came into force in July 2017 (Tamari 2017).16 India is the only non-NPT signatory state with which Japan has a nuclear pact, again underscoring Japan’s attachment to India’s strategic importance.

The background to these arrangements has included decline in the influence of and uncertainties within the United States, Japan’s major security partner, which have helped to deepen Tokyo’s growing interest in India. Japan has also loosened up on its defense policy and activities overseas related to its self-defense forces. Freedom of navigation in the Indian Ocean region is now very important to Japan, and to that end Tokyo established a base in Djibouti on the African east coast. Moreover, Tokyo is increasingly nervous about China flexing its military muscles, and India shares these concerns, especially as it has lingering border disputes with China. Despite these circumstances, both Japan and India believe in engaging China.

Indo-Pacific Links


Japan and India support the Indo-Pacific concept, encompassing many countries and continents, including Africa. Japan promotes a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP), while India adds “inclusive” to make the concept “open, free, and inclusive Indo-Pacific.” This leaves the doors open to invite others to join, as Modi noted at the 2019 Eastern Economic Forum in Russia.17 Even though their language and nuances may differ minimally, both nations accept, endorse, and promote the notion of Indo-Pacific. Japan is more passionate about FOIP, linking it even to Japan’s ODA and its notion of “proactive contribution to peace.” In 2018, Japan allocated close to 30 billion yen in pursuit of FOIP, contributing to infrastructure projects and the maritime equipment of target countries (Yoshimatsu 2018, 137). India is one such recipient, but it has not directly linked its foreign policy instruments to FOIP.

Emerging Democracy Links


In the postwar period, resemblances marked the democratic practices in Japan and India, both with their parliamentary system and the shared trait of one-party dominance: the LDP in Japan and the Congress Party in India (Hirose 1994). Yet their democratic similarities have had no serious influence on the relationship. Sharing democracy and some aspects of political identity was not a consideration during the Cold War and early post–Cold War period. Even then the important concern for Japan was strategic—economic as well as geopolitical disposition—and on both counts India was unattractive. Since the war, Japan had not articulated its view that democracy is important for developing and maintaining international linkages, but in recent years, especially with Abe at the national helm, the politics of values and democratic ideas has gained some traction in Japan’s foreign policy.

In December 2012, Abe famously announced a “Democratic Security Diamond” idea, with Australia, India, Japan, and the US state of Hawaii forming a diamond to safeguard the maritime commons. In their joint statements since 2001, Japanese and Indian leaders have often declared their “shared commitment to the ideals of democracy, pluralism and open society,” “rule-based order in the Indo-Pacific,” “non-violence and democracy,” and so forth. In 2006, for example, the joint statement announced that the two countries “will strive to…promote democracy” and a “commitment of democracy, open society, human rights and free market economy.” Tokyo now considers India a key partner in supporting its value politics and democratic project, an important part of Japan’s foreign policy today. Both now deploy democracy as an important criterion in their foreign aid policy (Ichihara 2018; Shiga 2016). Seeking to support their shared democratic values, Japan and India have established a dialogue forum (Samvad) that is funded and supported by Nikkei Weekly, the Japan Foundation, and Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), as a result of the Abe-Modi summit in 2014. The two nations’ shared concern for and practice of democracy has clearly taken on a new significance in an international context where “democracy” signifies political unity between these two Asian partners and distinguishes them politico-strategically from China.

Popular-Level Links


Here, too, each country’s dominant view of the other is positive, without the burden of negative baggage from history. A MOFA survey found that 80 percent of Indians polled in 2013 believed that India’s relationship with Japan was excellent or good, 71 percent said Japan was a reliable partner, and they placed Japan as the third most important country for India after the US and Russia.18 India’s positive assessment of Japan remains strong among the general public and opinion leaders, as revealed in a poll MOFA conducted in 2016.19 India is also seen positively in Japan: 58 percent held a favorable view of India, while only 24 percent expressed an unfavorable view, according to a 2019 Pew poll.20

Beyond Bilateral Links


Japan-India relations concern more than just their bilateral interactions, since they have joint partnerships with other like-minded nations, particularly Australia and the United States. Japan, India, and the US have established a trilateral dialogue process started at the foreign ministers level in 2015, but the leaders of the three nations also meet in this format at other opportunities, such as on the sidelines of the 2018 G20 meeting. This process is known as JAI (Japan, America, and India). President Trump and Prime Ministers Modi and Abe met again in 2019 at the Osaka G-20 meeting, where they discussed their commitment to the Indo-Pacific, improving connectivity, and infrastructure development. Together the three nations conduct the Malabar naval exercises. They have also revived the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) process, started in 2007 but shelved until 2017. The Quad is now elevated to the ministerial level, and foreign ministers of Japan, India, Australia and the United States met in Tokyo in October 2020. Japan, India, and Australia have also formed a trilateral framework. While these trilateral and minilateral approaches signify Japan-India strategic friendship, India also has trilaterals and minilaterals with Russia and China, hedging against an unstable United States, with which India has developed a closer relationship. These place India in a strategic realm different from that of Japan, which is deeply committed to the US-led order. The 2019 Eastern Economic Forum with its Modi-Putin interaction is especially notable.21

Japan and India have also taken initiatives toward a “Special Strategic and Global Partnership aimed at securing the strategic stability and economic prosperity of the Indo-Pacific region,” which culminated in creation of the Asia-Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC) in 2017.22 Japan’s presence in South Asian countries such as Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka and Tokyo’ growing maritime activities around the Bay of Bengal give India a strategic shield against China’s growing influence in India’s backyard and China’s iron-clad relationship with Pakistan, an archrival of India (Ginkel 2020).

Conclusions


Japan’s relations with India have moved a long way since the postwar period, particularly in the decade and a half since Shinzō Abe’s first term in office in 2006–2007. Prime Ministers Mori and Koizumi began building bridges after the “nuclear fallout” from India’s nuclear testing just before the new century. Yet it is Abe who made a real difference to the relationship, first during the Singh administration in India and then with the Modi administration from 2014 to 2020. Remarkably, there is no strong India lobby in Japan or Japan lobby in India, yet there is broad mutual political support in both countries: the ruling LDP and the opposition when it was in power (2009–2012); and the ruling BJP and its predecessor governments under Vajpayee of the BJP and Singh of the Congress Party.

Political connections are strong at the personal level between the two Prime Ministers and within the larger political community in both nations. The shared ideas and institutions associated with democracy, which had no traction in earlier years, are now emphasized on most occasions in their bilateral interactions. Some Japanese scholars have also noted the role India has played in “facilitating democratic governance in other developing countries” (Shiga 2016, 24). How these shared political arrangements and official articulations of such sharing helps in building bilateral ties is unclear. But there is strategic value at least in the rhetorical statements, and in the capacity of these political features that Japan and India share to distinguish them from China, where the Communist Party remains supreme, with an authoritarian style of governance and international action.

A key characteristic of contemporary Japan-India relations is that politico-strategic ties have developed much faster than commercial relations. As this chapter has explained, defense ties, cooperation on security matters, and perspectives on regional and global strategic matters have converged significantly. But commercial ties still languish; here the market forces of supply and demand work more powerfully than political connections. India has little to export that Japan seeks, and the investment environment in India is still less appealing to Japanese investors than such environments in many other destinations. India’s economic slowdown in 2019 and in the aftermath of the COVID-19 is likely to orient India’s economic relationship with Japan into the slow lane. There are some expectations that Japanese investment in India may see a steep rise with the Japanese government encouraging firms to shift production out of China. But it is not clear whether India will be a preferred destination for Japanese companies to relocate their manufacturing. In the meantime, Japanese government-supported projects through Japan’s ODA program will continue to shape the nature and scale of these bilateral economic relations. Private capital and commercial ties are increasing, but at a relatively slow pace. The slow pace of economic relations will continue until India significantly improves its corporate culture and investment environments, as Japanese investors remain risk-averse.

Unlike their economic ties, Japan-India security and defense ties are so strong today that some have raised the prospect of an alliance relationship between the two (Mukherjee 2018). Yet even though strategically more aligned now than ever before, Tokyo and New Delhi are still somewhat different in their perspectives on the US and China. India considers the US as a key partner in its strategic objectives and economic development, while Japan considers the US a security ally, indispensable, and the most important country for its territorial integrity and sovereignty. Tokyo and New Delhi both distrust China and have tense border issues, but both are also trying to improve relations with their very powerful neighbor. India will not necessarily always support Japan on China, since the national interests of India and Japan do not always coincide. With Russia, India still maintains strong ties, while Japan under Abe tried to improve a difficult relationship still dogged by long-standing territorial disputes and mutual failure to sign a peace treaty.

To be sure, the stars over Japan-India are now aligning as never before. The transition in regional and global power relationships is inspiring these nations to redesign their bilateral partnerships, especially in defense and security driven by realpolitik considerations. So long as Japan and India appreciate and respect differences in their foreign policy dispositions, these two Asian powers are likely to remain close partners bilaterally as well as multilaterally, with or without Abe and Modi at their respective helms.





Notes


1. In 2005 a monument dedicated to the judge was erected at Yasukuni Shrine. Judge Pal is a controversial figure even in India, and the Indian government did not endorse Pal’s judgement (Noorani 2007).


2. One senior official in Tokyo advised me that Hashimoto was rather cool toward India, regarding the nation as a regional bully, especially vis-a-vis Nepal, in which Hashimoto had great interest because of his mountain climbing hobby. Tokyo, July 11, 2016.


3. Yoshiro Mori reminiscences in an interview that despite his own reluctance, Hashimoto forced him to also visit Nepal when Mori visited India as Japan’s Prime Minister in 2000 (Mori and Hirabayashi 2007, 34).


4. https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/india/joint0112.html.


5. https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/india/partner0504.html.


6. Literature on the bilateral relationship has proliferated since Abe’s speech in the Indian parliament, in Japan and India as well as internationally. (For a comprehensive bibliography, see Tamari and Prasad 2017, 311–334).


7. https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/india/pmv0810/joint_d.html


8. The two Prime Ministers also met bilaterally and multilaterally at many other occasions. In 2019, for example, they met at the G20 meeting in Japan, the G7 meeting in France, and the Eastern Economic Forum in Russia. Abe’s scheduled visit to India in December 2019 was postponed due to violent public protests nationwide against new citizenship legislation, including near the meeting venue in India’s northeast region.


9. https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26176/Joint_Statement_on_India_and_Japan_Vision_2025_Special_Strategic_and_Global_Partnership_Working_Together_for_Peace_and_Prosperity_of_the_IndoPacific_R.


10. https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/27599/IndiaJapan+Joint+Statement+during+the+visit+of+Prime+Minister+to+Japan.


11. https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/28946/IndiaJapan+Joint+Statement+during+visit+of+Prime+Minister+of+Japan+to+India+September+14+2017.
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Chapter 45

 Japan-EU Relations


Marie Söderberg




Japan and the EU have recently made several agreements aiming to deepen their cooperation. An example of this is the “Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure between the European Union and Japan,” signed at the end of September 2019 when the Japanese prime minister Shinzō Abe met the European Commission’s president, Jean-Claude Juncker, in Brussels. In this agreement both EU and Japan agreed to “promote free, open, rules-based, fair, non-discriminatory and predictable regional and international trade and investment, transparent procurement practices, the ensuring of debt sustainability and the high standards of economic, fiscal, financial, social and environmental sustainability.”

This is just the latest part of an effort by both countries to revive multilateral cooperation in the face of US withdrawal from such agreements as the Iran nuclear deal and the Paris climate accord, as well as the rise of a more assertive China. For the protection of democracy and the liberal world order, Japan and the EU seem like ideal partners. The question is whether ongoing shifts in the power balance, geopolitics, crises of liberalism, domestic politics, and legal and technological changes will lead to broader and deeper cooperation.

Analytical Explanations


Power balance has been a constant factor in Japan-Europe relations during the postwar period. During the Cold War period, there was a division of the developed countries into a Western (democratic) and an Eastern (Communist) block. Japan belonged to the West, dominated by the United States. Half of Europe did as well, while Eastern Europe was firmly placed in the Communist camp, dominated by the Soviet Union. In the Western camp, both Japan and the Western European countries had strong relations with the US, while the link between Japan and Western Europe was considered the weak link in this triangular relationship. With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the Soviet Union turning into Russia, and many of the East European countries becoming independent, the old Communist camp lost in power.

Instead, we saw the beginning of the rise of China. The country’s creation of a socialist market economy at first gained support from Japanese, European, and US industry. When it accelerated into increased influence not only on the world economy, but also in the field of politics, this caused worries.

Geopolitical changes, with a considerable amount of the world’s economic activities moving toward China and East Asia, were affecting the role of the US and its allies, particularly Japan and Europe. The Japanese economy experienced decades of lost economic growth, and in the enlarged European Union, which many of the former Communist countries had now joined, there was an economic downturn in parts of the Union. The migration of refugees from the Middle East created an economic burden but also a sharp division among EU members on how the migration issue should be handled.

Some EU members, like Hungary and Poland, clearly showed that they did not share values concerning human rights and freedom of the press. The UK, after a national referendum, decided to leave the EU in 2020, a move known as “Brexit.” The coming to power of President Donald Trump in the US initiated a policy of “America First” in that country, and the new president made it clear he would not stay with multilateral agreements and free trade. This affected Japan and EU, which now seemed like the only two larger players that supported such a world order.

Japan and the EU are located in different parts of the globe, of course, and this has surely been one factor causing less interaction between the two over time. With recent technological developments, however, the distance seems to have shrunk. Data on ongoing economic and political developments travel very quickly, and Japan is affected by what is happening in Europe and elsewhere.

These are all analytical explanations that will be helpful in grasping changes going on in the Japan-EU relationship. But to be able to understand this, we first of all need to look at the historical background.1

The Historical Background


With its defeat in 1945, Japan became an occupied country. A program of “demilitarization” and “democratization” was initiated by SCAP (the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers). Although the occupation was termed “Allied,” European leaders took little interest in Japanese affairs, since most of the running of SCAP was in the hands of the American military. European countries also had more pressing issues to contend with, such as economic collapse and identity crises. The US came to play an important role in the rebuilding not only of Japan but also of parts of Europe through the Marshall Plan.

1950s–1960s


In the 1950s the close ties that had developed between the US and Western Europe after the war, which were reinforced by Cold War alliances, became tinged with the sense in the US that the European countries, with their strong economic growth, were not contributing sufficiently to their own defense. The setting up of NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization) was intended to remedy this situation, and the US was supportive of European integration (Gilson 2000, 11–15). The US was even more closely associated with the postwar system in Japan. As Mao Zedong and his Communist Party gained power in China, occupation policies changed radically, and in the “reverse course,” as it was called, there was a move not only to demilitarize and democratize Japan, but also to build up a strong allied country to counter the Communist threat (Gilson 2000, 11–15).

Diplomatic relations were resumed between Japan and various Western European states when Japan gained independence in 1952, but the US dominance impeded any form of substantive bilateral dialogue (Frattolillo 2013, 15–30). Japan watched the formation of the EEC (European Economic Community) in 1957 with the suspicion that it would lead to a common external tariff, while the Europeans feared a Japanese economic invasion. It was not until the 1960s and the boom in Japanese exports that the European states started signing trade agreements with Japan and bilateral contacts were revitalized. These individual national approaches overlapped with, and occasionally clashed with, the drive for a more assertive role on the part of the EEC, which was trying to deal with Japan in a unified European way. The Japanese were unsure about the future of the Community, and the Commission of the EEC for its part repeatedly failed to secure a mandate to coordinate trade negotiations (Gilson 2000, 20–21).

During the 1960s, Japan and the EEC countries also met in multilateral settings such as the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) and the UN (United Nations), but it was not until after 1969, when the EPC (European Political Cooperation) was established, that the Commission was authorized to enter into negotiations for a trade agreement between the EEC and Japan.

This was further strengthened when the EEC’s Common Commercial Policy came into effect in the 1970s. However, special rules permitting the retention of certain national measures, some of them directly targeted at Japan, hampered these attempts. The first Nixon “shock” in 1971, when the US president suspended the convertibility of the dollar against the yen and decided to place a surcharge on all imports, led to a major increase in Japanese exports to Europe. This increased tension, and the Europeans became more hostile to Japan as the trade deficit grew, even though some “orderly marketing” measures were agreed to by Keidanren (the Japan Business Federation) and the European Commission (Gilson 2000, 23). The confrontational language used by European bureaucrats against the Japanese was, to say the least, anything but polite. (For examples of this, see Keck, Vanoverbeke, and Waldenberger 2013).

1970s–1980s


The 1970s was a decade of continued trade disputes between Japan and the EEC, but also one when a bilateral dialogue on a high level was put in place. The joint Japan-EU communiqué issued after Foreign Minister Ōhira’s visit to Brussels in May 1973 was not only focused on trade, but also included other areas of cooperation such as East-West issues, as well as cooperation in the financial and energy sectors. The prospects of a real partnership were, however, hampered by the trade disputes, as well as the fact that Japan was still not convinced of the EEC’s viability as a single unit.

The 1980s went by with the two parties showing only a lukewarm interest in each other. What was new concerning the trade issue was that the Europeans now also started putting pressure on Japan to open up its own market, and attention turned to a number of non-tariff barriers (NTBs). High-level bilateral contacts were increased, and the idea of a broader relationship of cooperation was raised more often. This was facilitated by the Single European Act of 1986, which gave the EC more of a single external face, as well as the fact that Japan had started searching for a new role in the international community. However, only with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War was this process ready to take off.

1990s–2010s


What was to follow was two consecutive decades of trials to find new areas of cooperation, and a dialogue in various fields to increase the interaction between Japan and the EC (and later EU). Two important none legally binding 10 year´s agreements were made, The Hague Declaration and the joint Action Plan.

The Hague Declaration of 1991


The collapse of the Soviet Union catalyzed change in both the Japan-US relationship and EU-US relations. Although the apparent enemy had disappeared, the United States, with its huge military expenditure and the failure of its macroeconomic policy, did not seem to be a strong winner. The dominant role it had at the end of World War II was significantly diminished. In this wider context of international political restructuring, interest grew both in Japan and in the EEC in wider international cooperation and alternative allies to the US (Abe 1999).

Business relations between Japan and the EEC countries had developed more or less independently of the states’ diplomatic activities (Strange 1996). On the political side, the earlier attitude of reciprocal indifference was increasingly inappropriate in the new world order. In Japan the domestic actor that handled the 1991 Joint Declaration between Japan and the European Community (the Hague Declaration) was the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). It tried to keep the agreement well fenced off from trade issues, where it would have had to let in the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) and the Ministry of Finance (MOF) as well. On the European side, the actors were both the European Commission (which had only limited external policy competence and power) and the governments of the member states. The EC’s trade deficit with Japan was growing, and there was strong pressure to include economic relations in the declaration. MOFA firmly objected to this. Its intention was clearly to make a political declaration similar to the Transatlantic Declaration made between the EC and the US, as well as the declaration between the EC and Canada (Abe 1999, 135). The EC states were not united. Some, like the UK and the Netherlands, wanted a political agreement, while others, such as France, wanted to stress economic and trade issues (Abe 1999, 134). In the end the Joint Declaration was mainly a political document, with only vague references to trade issues. The declaration did, however, lead to the initiation of a number of policy dialogues between Japan and the EC.

In the field of security, during the Cold War, discussions between the Japanese government and European leaders generally took place within the context of NATO, in which the US presence was significant—to the extent, that is, that military issues were considered at all (Mykal 2011). Generally, these were understood within the context of economic concerns, which were the core of Europe-Japan relations. With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, there was a rethinking of security issues in Europe, as former Soviet bloc countries started joining Western European organizations. The Japanese government was also quick to assist countries such as Poland and Hungary to make the transition to a free-market economy. On the security side there was not much cooperation between Japan and Europe to begin with, and the Europeans had no consistent security policy (Midford 2012). The Hague Declaration, however, pledged joint cooperation between Japan and Europe in dealing with Central and Eastern Europe as well as the countries of Asia (Söderberg 2020).

Many observers have considered this declaration a watershed in Japanese-European relations (Iwanaga 2000), and it did indeed lead to political cooperation in various forms, such as the joint proposal for an arms’ register that was successfully institutionalized by the UN. On the whole, however, the political relationship between Japan and the EC (or, after the entry into force of the Maastricht Treaty in 1993, the EU) still remained lukewarm. Japan’s first priority by far was the United States, its second was China, third came the rest of East Asia, and then came Russia. Europe and the rest of Asia competed for fifth place (Lehmann 1996). Although Japan might have ranked high on the agenda for businesses in the EC or EU countries, from a political point of view, interest was low.

The Action Plan of 2001


Through the Hague Declaration, relations between the EU and Japan became institutionalized, with regular political dialogues. Official meetings, at various levels and covering a range of issues, were held. At the same time, both the EU and Japan saw significant changes at the turn of the twenty-first century. In Europe, partial economic and monetary union having been achieved, preparations were being made for enlarging the EU’s membership. The degree of political integration had increased among the member states, and the EU was predicted to form the world’s largest market. Security concerns between Japan and Europe included a good deal of civil participation in peace support operations and a focus on issues such as post-conflict reconstruction (Midford 2019; Nakamura 2015). Nonmilitary security provided the mainstay in Japan-Europe relations, which is not surprising, considering the Japanese Constitution and Article 9, which limits the Japanese Self-Defense Forces (SDF) to noncombat missions abroad.

In Asia, which had just managed to get through its financial crises, several types of regional dialogues, such as the ARF, APEC and ASEAN+3, had been established. The power balance in Asia was also changing with the emergence of a stronger and more assertive China, which was starting to make its voice heard, at least among its neighbors in Asia. In recent years both Japan and the EU had promoted various forms of interregional dialogue as well as cooperation in global venues such as the UN for, among other things, sustainable development and the promotion of peace and stability.

It was in this atmosphere, with both parties trying to broaden their influence and partnerships, that the EU and Japan decided to launch an initiative for a Decade of Japan-Europe Co-operation. The New Action Plan adopted in 2001 was to become the main steering document for the relationship during a ten-year period. It was a very long and detailed document covering all the areas where the EU and Japan sought future cooperation. With the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center buildings in New York on September 11, 2001, things changed again, and the fight against terrorism became the focus, rather than any EU-Japan joint civilian approaches. Although some joint initiatives were launched, very little of what was outlined in the Action Plan was actually realized.

2011–2020


Instead of a new declaration of increased cooperation the two parties realized that they needed to become much more focused and concrete. Legally binding agreements were necessary in both trade and politics.

Agreements in both the Economic and Strategic Fields


When the leaders of the EU and Japan met again in May 2011 to define their long-term bilateral relationship, there was no talk of any new ten-year plan (Council of the European Union 2011). This time the process was a very structured one and the aim was to reach agreements of cooperation in trade as well as politics. Preparations had been ongoing through high-level meetings for two years. Second, the meeting took place at a time when the Japanese people were still mainly focusing on how to recover from the 3/11 earthquake. This had preoccupied the Japanese government during the preceding months, and it had become obvious that recovery from the triple catastrophe (earthquake, tsunami, and the destruction of the Fukushima nuclear power plants) would require a massive injection of capital resources. The Japanese state budget, already heavily in deficit, would have to be strengthened again, most probably through tax increases. Third, the domestic political situation in Japan was very unstable. The Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), which had recently broken the long rule of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), had lost its majority in the upper house of the Diet and there were internal struggles within the DPJ itself.

Comparing the situation in Asia in 2011 with that of ten years earlier, great changes in the power balance had taken place. China had had a sustained growth rate of 10 percent a year and its economy had overtaken Japan’s to become the world’s second largest (Euronews 2010). The year 2001, when the EU-Japan Action Plan was adopted, was the year China joined the WTO (World Trade Organization). At that time Chinese trade was quite limited, and a number of rules and regulations were put into place to integrate the Chinese economy gradually with the rest of the world. These eventually led to a loosening up of the Chinese market for foreign trade and investment as well as for Chinese trade and investment abroad. Since then, China’s trade has grown immensely. In the case of the EU, its trade with China surpassed that with Japan. It was obvious that a dynamic trade liberalization had been ongoing in East Asia. The ASEAN–China Free Trade Agreement (ACFTA), signed in 2002, along with Japan’s bilateral trade agreements with a number of ASEAN states and a comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement with ASEAN, shows this to be the case. Groundwork was also laid for a three-way free trade pact between China, Japan, and South Korea. The decision by Japanese and EU leaders in May 2011 to start negotiations for a deep and comprehensive free trade or economic partnership agreement seemed to be following a trend that was ongoing elsewhere.

The negotiations started with a “scoping” exercise; a new term introduced in Japan-EU negotiations, which meant that leaders from both sides sat down together and decided in which fields, and how widely, an agreement could be reached. South Korea concluded a free trade agreement with the EU that came into effect in July 2011. This agreement was calculated to give South Korean companies considerable advantages over their Japanese competitors in various European markets, such as motor manufacturing and other manufacturing and electronics industries. It would also give European companies advantages in the South Korean market.

Japan, which of course is a much larger trading partner of the EU countries than South Korea, would thus face major disadvantages. This was one of the reasons why Japanese industry was pushing hard for a free trade agreement with the EU (Okano-Heijmans and Terada 2019).

On the political side, there were also many changes in Asia. Compared with the 1990s, the biggest change was a much more assertive China in the field of politics as well as trade. The accelerating modernization of, and spending on, the Chinese military was seen as a threat to Japan. The clashes over the Senkaku (or Diyaoyu, as they are called in Chinese) Islands, after a Chinese trawler collided with a Japanese coastguard vessel in September 2010, represented a sign of increased Chinese assertiveness to the Japanese.

Within the EU, the severe economic problems of countries such as Ireland, Portugal, and Greece were affecting other members as well. The euro crisis of 2011–2012 meant that the EU became inward-looking and preoccupied with its own affairs. Where Asia was concerned, the EU’s focus was clearly on China and not so much on human rights and democratic development, although these are said to be core values of the EU. Brussels was giving priority to creating a strategic partnership with China. In 2010 the EU and China decided to upgrade their bilateral relations on foreign affairs, security matters, and global challenges such as climate change and the recovery of the global economy (European External Action Service 2010). Japan, although it is a partner of the EU and shares the same normative values, somehow became more and more invisible on the European agenda, in spite of the ten-year Action Plan and the many areas where it mandated cooperation. (None of this cooperation was mandated by a binding agreement.)

The decision at the May 28, 2011, Japan-EU summit to start negotiating on a binding agreement covering political, global, and other sectoral cooperation, in parallel with the free trade agreement, thus represented something new (Bacon and Holland 2015; Berkofsky 2012). What became quite obvious from the beginning was that future cooperation, if it ever materialized, was likely to be binding, much more focused, and concentrated on limited areas. In 2018 they finally signed an Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA); that is, a free trade agreement. But not only that, they also signed a Strategic Partnership Agreement (SPA) that will provide a legally binding framework for further cooperation in politics, security, and development.

Shared values and principles of democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and fundamental freedoms are values underpinning the SPA. Based on the principles of mutual respect, equal partnership, and respect for international law, Japan and the EU Member States shall cooperate in and coordinate policies in more than forty different areas,2 according to the SPA.

Conclusion: Factors Driving Japanese-EU Relations


As described above, there have been talks of further Japan-EU cooperation for decades. This time, however, a legally binding and formal structure has been established through the EPA and the SPA. What is different now is that both sides seem more determined to act. The reasons for this are described below.

Changing Power Relations: China’s Rise


Dismissed as late as 1999 as a country that did not fundamentally matter for the West, by the early 2000s China truly began to matter for Japan as well as the EU. Admitted into the WTO in 2001, China became an important issue in Japan-EU and even transatlantic relations for the first time by 2004. Identified by the EU as a strategic partner in 2003, proposals within the EU to lift the arms embargo it had imposed on China in the wake of the Tiananmen Square violent crackdown on student demonstrators provoked Japanese and US opposition. Although advocates claimed that lifting the embargo would have no practical significance, as the EU’s non-country-specific arms export policies would prevent actual EU arms exports to China, strong opposition from Japan and the US prompted the EU to abandon the idea of lifting the embargo. China’s rise posed a distinctive challenge to the liberal international order headed by the US and supported by Japan and the EU, because China is largely a nonliberal power, with an authoritarian political system. The “Beijing Consensus” sees China promoting a model of authoritarian-led economic development that challenges Western models of development. China’s economic rise arguably helped to undermine the fortunes of working classes in Western countries, while China’s rise itself seemed to challenge the dominance of the Western liberal order and liberalism more generally, as promoted by the US, Japan, and the EU. China’s rise thus appears to be one factor driving the decline of liberalism globally and even within the Western world (Söderberg et al. 2019).

The Decline of Liberalism


The influence of an increasingly illiberal and revanchist Russia, plus other factors—such as the technological change that has decimated blue-collar and white-collar workers; massive refugee flows created by the Arab Spring, especially the civil war in Syria; growing domestic economic inequality; the rise of radical politicized Islam; and even the balkanizing effects of the spread of social media on news and the recognition of facts—have all contributed to the decline of liberalism. It is beyond the scope of this volume to analyze these diverse causes. Nonetheless, the decline of liberalism is a challenge facing Japan and the EU.

Even inside Japan and the EU we can see the challenge of a declining liberalism. The economic crises and stagnation gripping the EU have contributed to undermining liberal democracy in crisis-hit states such as Greece. We can also see the rise of increasingly illiberal regimes, especially in Hungary and Poland, where press freedoms and constitutional checks and balances on the power of ruling parties have been eroded. The challenges faced by the EU have even led to questions about the fundamental viability of the EU as an institution, with the UK’s decision to leave being the most challenging example of this. Brexit challenges freedom of movement, free trade in goods and services, and perhaps even the broader EU democratic project, offering a revival of nationalism in its place.

In Japan, too, many observers point to a disjuncture between the self-proclaimed liberalism of Prime Minister Abe and a supposed erosion of media freedoms through the secrecy laws and ruling party threats directed at journalists, as well as the promotion of nationalist history education and discourses. Nonetheless, despite these tendencies in the Japan and the EU, these two actors still champion a global liberal order, and have the potential to support its continuation.

In the global liberal hegemon, the United States, one can also see a decline in liberalism. This already began in the first few years of the twenty-first century, well before the political rise of Donald Trump. The decline in respect for human rights, including a willingness to engage in torture, indefinite detentions of suspects without trial, increasing surveillance of citizens, and a disregard for international institutions and law as embodied in the invasion of Iraq, all reflect a declining willingness and ability on the part of the US to uphold the liberal international order that it created. After a limited revival of liberal values during the Obama administration, the election of Donald Trump as US president represented a new backlash against the global liberal order. His protestations of being a free trader notwithstanding, Trump signaled his rejection of free trade by rejecting the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) treaty, calling for the renegotiation of NAFTA, abandoning the Paris Climate Agreement, and questioning US security commitments to Western allies. Trump rejected migration from many countries, races, and cultures; wanted to wall the US off from Mexico; and bullied US and foreign companies planning investments in America’s southern neighbors. The decline of liberalism globally, most dramatically represented by Trump’s election, poses a grave threat to the global liberal international order, and a great challenge to Japan and the EU, as the remaining hoped-for major supporters of that order.

Japan and the EU have reserves of capacity that could make a real difference in turning the tide back toward a liberal international order, if they are willing to cooperate in areas as diverse as international finance, leadership in promoting new free trade agreements, post-conflict peacebuilding and the provision of development aid, and taking some responsibility for deterring and engaging China. The two sides have already declared their willingness to cooperate in all these areas, and as the free trade agreement, the EPA, now is concluded, and the binding Strategic Partnership Agreement (SPA) has gone into a partial implementation phase, the EU and Japan could play a crucial role in stemming the global illiberal tide and leading the world back to a liberal order.

A Framework for Cooperation: Will It Make Any Difference?


Unlike the EPA, there is no firm roadmap for the SPA (Berkofsky 2019), though it is to serve as a legal basis for promoting cooperation on matters of mutual interest in a wide range of areas between Japan and the EU (and its member states). At the first meeting of the joint committee to supervise the implementation of the SPA in 2019, security, climate change, nuclear disarmament, and infrastructure development were all pointed out as priority areas.

Although security cooperation is important area, EU military cooperation is a tricky issue. Some countries are NATO members and others are not, while some European countries, such as Norway, are NATO members but not EU members. The EU is at present in the process of intensifying military cooperation between member states and might even establish a European army. Japan, under Prime Minister Shinzō Abe, also seems to be changing its postwar posture of not sending military troops into fighting positions abroad, and has announced a policy of “proactive cooperation for peace,” where this can be done if vital Japanese interests are threatened. Thus, the EU-Japan SPA is a perfect fit, enabling the two sides to identify new ways through which they can promote peace and security. The EU and Japan have already cooperated in counterpiracy activities near the Horn of Africa and in providing assistance in Niger and Mali. The SPA will enable the two powers to extend this cooperation at a time when the global security environment has become unstable.

Data security is nowadays an important part of global security. Here Japan and the EU have already moved ahead and formed a Japan-EU area of safe data flows. The European Commission this year adopted an adequacy decision on Japan, certifying the equivalency of its data protection norms, so that the personal data of European citizens can be freely moved to Japan. The Japanese government did the same thing regarding the EU. Companies can now move data between Japan and the EU, creating new opportunities for the two digital markets.

Other issues that the Joint Committee has pointed out that it is ready to promote are climate change and nuclear disarmament, as well as infrastructure development in other countries. In the field of infrastructure, cooperation is moving ahead. The “Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure between the European Union and Japan,” signed by both leaders in September 2019, is a first step. This partnership cover sectors from transport to digital industries as part of an effort to revive multilateral cooperation in the face of the US withdrawal from such agreements as the Iran nuclear deal and the Paris Climate Accord.

This infrastructure drive is also part of a wider push by the EU to transform itself from “payer to player,” where trade, aid, and investments should be used together to achieve strategic foreign policy goals. This involves EU plans to deploy 60 billion euros to leverage investment many times that value to improve ties between Europe and Asia. The EU-Japan agreement calls for “transparent procurement practises, the ensuring of debt sustainability and the high standards of economic, fiscal, financial, social and environmental sustainability.”

While the agreement does not mention China by name, this partnership is clearly crafted with Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative in mind. This giant project has been endorsed by more than 150 countries, including half of the twenty-eight EU member states. The project faces criticism, however, for falling short on environmental standards and leaving some participant countries heavily in debt. Compared to this giant project, the sums that Japan and EU can put up are limited. Their effects, however, are not to be underestimated. Two days after the new partnership, the Chinese State Belt and Road Portal came online with an announcement of “quality development” (Chinese State Belt and Road Portal 2019). In addition, the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and the European Investment Bank (EIB) signed a memorandum of understanding to enhance their collaboration and promote investment in developing countries.

In an era of disorder, growing protectionism, and reaction against globalization, the European Union and Japan stand up as two of the strongest defenders of free trade and a rules-based order. The strengthening of EU-Japan relations can be good news not just for their almost 600 million citizens, but also for the rest of the world, as a model of how international cooperation can overcome barriers. How much they can contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the UN and a better future for mankind remains to be seen. It will depend on the geopolitical development in a globalized world, where the power structure seems to be quickly changing and where viruses like COVID-19 might change international relations in general.




Notes


1. Part of the historical background presented here is a reworked version of Söderberg 2012.


2. These are the areas pinpointed: promotion of shared values and principles; promotion of peace and security; crisis management; nonproliferation of WMD and disarmament; transfer control of conventional weapons; investigation and prosecution of serious crimes; counterterrorism; chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear risk mitigation; international and regional cooperation and reform of the UN; development policy; disaster management and humanitarian action; economic and financial policy; science, technology, and innovation; transport; outer space; industrial cooperation; customs; taxation; tourism; information society; consumer policy; environment; climate change; urban policy; energy; agriculture; fisheries; maritime affairs; employment and social affairs; health; judicial cooperation; combating corruption and organized crime; combating money laundering and financing of terrorism; combating illicit drugs; cyber issues; passenger name records; migration; personal data protection; education; youth and sport; culture.
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Chapter 46

 Japan-Russia Relations


Alexander Bukh




One of the most influential works on the history of Japan-USSR/Russia relations refers to the two countries as “distant neighbors” (Kimura 2000). Kimura’s book was published two decades ago, but the term he uses to describe the state of bilateral relations during the late Soviet and the early post–Cold War period is applicable not only to most of the twentieth century, but also to the current state of relations between Japan and Russia. Geographically, Russia is Japan’s closest neighbor. Even if one ignores the disputed islands, the closest of which is located only two miles from Cape Nosappu, the distance between Sakhalin’s Cape Crillon and Hokkaido’s Cape Sōya is a mere twenty-eight miles. Thus, even the possibility of connecting the two islands by a rail bridge has being discussed by policymakers on several occasions (Sharkov 2018).

This geographical proximity, however, is not reflected in the political, economic, and other sets of relations between the two neighbors. Despite the end of the Cold War and the various important transformations in both the global and the regional structures of power, Japan and Russia have yet to conclude a peace treaty that would end the abnormal state of relations that has existed between them since the end of World War II. Economically, the trade volume between Japan and Russia has experienced an impressive growth in the twenty-first century and reached the all-time high of US$34.8 billion in 2013. Even during this period however, Russia was ranked at only 14th place among Japan’s trading partners, below such geographically remote or significantly smaller countries such as Australia, Taiwan, and Germany (Okada 2014, 137). Similar trends can be observed in the movement of people between the two countries. While the number of visitors in both directions shows an impressive increase when compared to the 1990s, the number of Russian visitors to Japan in the year 2018, for example, stood at roughly 95,000, significantly less than from all other Japan’s neighbors, most of ASEAN countries, and geographically distant countries such as France, Canada, and Australia (JNTO 2019a). The number of Japanese tourists recorded in Russia also continued to grow. In 2017 it increased by 20 percent from the previous year and stood at 102,000, but this number is comparable to the number of Japanese tourists to many other Eastern European countries (JNTO 2019b) and does not reflect the geographical proximity between Japan and Russia.

Each of these trends has its unique factors and causes, and the bilateral relations can be examined from various angles while applying a wide range of theoretical and methodological approaches. This chapter, however, will focus mostly on the territorial dispute over the “Northern Territories” (known as Southern Kuriles in Russia)—the four islands occupied by the Soviet Union in the waning days of the Asia-Pacific War, today administered by Russia and claimed by Japan. The focus on the territorial dispute is not simply due to the lack of space. Nor do I intend to imply that the territorial dispute alone accounts for the relative “distance” between the two countries in other sets of bilateral relations. The main reason for devoting most of this chapter to the Northern Territories is the central theme of this volume, which is “evaluating Japan’s democracy.”

A political system’s responsiveness to the preferences of its citizens is one of the central themes in both the theory and the practice of democracy (Hobolt and Klemmemsen 2005). In the scholarship on the role of public opinion in Japan’s foreign policy, the “elitist” model that views the public opinion as being molded by the policymakers rather than influencing it, has prevailed (Midford 2011, 12). Interaction between public opinion and elites in foreign policymaking, however, is a rather complex process that defies generalization and cannot be reduced to either the “bottom-up” model or the “top-down” one (Risse-Kappen 1991). Thus, rather than testing one theory or another, in this chapter I focus on Japan’s policy related to the Northern Territories dispute as a case study aimed at exploring inductively the relationship between public preferences and policy choices.

With this in mind, this chapter will proceed as follows: The remaining part of this section will provide a brief overview of the history of the territorial dispute and related negotiations between Japan and the USSR/Russia. The following section will explore the dynamics in the Japanese public opinion related to the dispute, the factors that shaped it, and its relationship with state policy, both domestic and toward the USSR/Russia. The third section will examine the role of the dispute in other areas of bilateral relations. In the concluding section, I summarize the arguments made in this chapter and offer some observations regarding the factors that explain the relationship between public opinion and policymaking in the case of the Northern Territories dispute.

During the roughly nine decades that passed between Commodore Perry’s “opening” of Japan and Emperor Hirohito’s August 15, 1945, speech that announced Imperial Japan’s surrender, Japan and Russia/USSR fought one major war (1904–1905) dubbed by some as “World War Zero” (Wolff and Steinberg 2005) and engaged in a series of military clashes (1938–1939) during the Second Sino-Japanese War. Japan and Russia were also in a short-lived alliance during World War I (Berton 2011), interrupted by the Bolshevik Revolution and followed by Japan’s intervention in the Russian Civil War, known as the “Siberian Intervention” (1918–1922). Japan and Russia also concluded three treaties (1855, 1875, and 1905) that first delimitated and then shifted the border between the two countries. None of these treaties placed the currently disputed territory under Russia’s jurisdiction. It is important to remember, however, that prior to 1868 the disputed islands did not constitute part of historical Japan either. For centuries, they were part of lands inhibited by the Ainu, along with what today is known as Hokkaido and Sakhalin. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the islands, along with Hokkaido, were incorporated into Japan proper as part of modernizing Japan’s northward expansion, and over the following decades were subjected to centrally organized colonization and “pioneering.” The process of colonization and its disastrous effects on the indigenous population has been outlined in detail is excellent works by scholars such as Emori Susumu (1987) Richard Siddle (1996) and Tessa Morris-Suzuki (1998 and 2000). By 1945, however, the population of the disputed islands consisted mainly of Japanese who migrated there from other parts of Japan and stood at roughly 17,000 (Kuroiwa 2006), almost identical to today’s Russian population there.

The Soviet Union joined the war in the Pacific on August 9, 1945, when it unilaterally abolished the USSR-Japan Neutrality Pact and declared war on Japan. From mid-August through early September, Soviet troops occupied the southern part of Sakhalin/Karafuto, the Kurile Islands/Chishima, including its southernmost islands of Kunashiri and Etorofu, and the islands of Shikotan and Habomai (actually a group of small islets but considered as one island for the purpose of simplicity), located close to Hokkaido. Many Japanese residents escaped to Japan proper during or in the immediate aftermath of the Soviet occupation. The remaining population was expelled, and by February 1946, the occupied territories had been incorporated into the Sakhalin Oblast region.

As already noted, none of the territory that came under Soviet control was seized by Japan during the Asia-Pacific War. However, at the February 1945 Yalta Summit of Joseph Stalin, Winston Churchill, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, it was agreed that the Soviet Union would get the rights to Southern Sakhalin and the Kuriles (without specifying the exact scope of the Kurile chain) in exchange for the Red Army participation in the war against Japan. Six years later, on September 8, 1951, Japan signed the San Francisco Peace Treaty (the Peace Treaty with Japan). The Soviet Union was not a party to this treaty, but nevertheless, according to Article 2c of the Treaty, Japan renounced all rights and claims to Southern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands. Similarly to the Yalta agreement, however, the treaty did not specify the geographical scope of the Kurile Islands. Hara (2006) convincingly traces this ambiguity in the treaty that was supposed to delimitate postwar Japan’s borders to the Cold War policy of the United States, the main occupying power in Japan and the chief architect of the settlement.

The territorial dispute crystalized and took on its present shape during the 1955–1956 Japan-USSR normalization talks. After San Francisco, the government of Japan generally saw all of the Kuriles as being lost, and when the normalization talks started in June 1955, it was hoping for the return of only the Habomai and Shikotan, which were historically considered part of Hokkaido. However, during the talks, Japan’s position suddenly changed to a demand to include also the Southern Kurile Islands of Kunashiri and Etorofu. Secret instructions to the negotiators explicitly stated the return of the two islands as a precondition to a peace settlement but implied flexibility on the return of other territories seized by the Soviet Union, including the two larger islands of Kunashiri and Etorofu (Tanaka 1990, 165–68). The domestic political process that led to the sudden change in Japan’s position, and the emergence of the “four islands” demand during the negotiations, is thoroughly examined in Hellmann’s (1969) classic work. Hellmann and others (e.g., Hara 1998; Hasegawa 1998) trace the emergence of the demand for the four islands to the intra-conservative rivalry and the anti-Soviet sentiments of the right-leaning faction of the conservatives, who were not enthusiastic about the reestablishment of diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. The demand for four islands was rejected by the Soviet side and the negotiations resulted in the Joint Declaration of 1956, which formally ended the state of war between USSR and Japan, re-established diplomatic relations, and included a promise to transfer the two small islands to Japan after the conclusion of a formal peace treaty, but did not demarcate the border between the two countries.

In the aftermath of the 1955–1956 negotiations, the central government paid little attention to the territorial dispute. From the late 1960s, however, it embarked on an extensive domestic campaign aimed at firmly entrenching the idea of the “Northern Territories” in the public discourse (Iwashita 2005). At the same time, the demand for the return of the four islands became the focus of Japan’s USSR-related policy.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union did not result in a drastic change in Japan’s policy related to the Northern Territories. The domestic campaign persisted, and Japan continued to demand the return of all the four islands. Contrastingly, Russia’s position underwent an important transformation. From the 1960s onward, the Soviet Union denied the existence of a territorial dispute between the two countries. This position was reversed during the April 1991 visit to Tokyo of the USSR’s first and last president, Mikhail Gorbachev, when he accepted the four islands as objects of future negotiations. A more radical change followed the next year, this time coming from newly independent Russia. A secret proposal brought by Foreign Minister Kozyrev envisaged the conclusion of a peace treaty, accompanied by the transfer of the two islands of Habomai and Shikotan to Japan in accordance with the 1956 Declaration. It also included plans for continued negotiations regarding the status of the remaining two islands of Kunashiri and Etorofu (Hasegawa 1995). However, despite this groundbreaking shift in Russia’s position, the Japanese side failed to respond to this initiative and momentum for the resolution of the dispute was lost as bilateral relations started to cool in the latter half of 1992. Nevertheless, throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the two sides conducted numerous negotiations aimed at resolving the territorial dispute. In 1997 the strong personal bond that gradually developed between Prime Minister Hashimoto of Japan and President Yeltsin of Russia facilitated the drafting of an optimistic declaration that stated both parties’ intention to solve the territorial dispute and conclude a bilateral peace treaty by the year 2000. During the Kawana summit the following year, Hashimoto presented Yeltsin with a detailed proposal that suggested approaching the territorial problem and the conclusion of a peace treaty not as a dispute but rather as a border delineation issue and envisaged a separate bilateral agreement to determine the actual timing and the modalities of the transfer of the islands (Satō and Komaki 2003, 172–197). This proposal was rejected by Russia, however, and the idea of resolving the dispute by 2000 vanished into oblivion. From early 2000s onward, following a series of scandals in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) that paralyzed Japan’s Russia policy, the negotiations on the status of the islands and toward the conclusion of a peace treaty entered a “dormant season.” Japan’s position relapsed to that of the Cold War era—the simple demand for the return of the four islands (Iwashita 2005, 10–14).

Japan’s stance on the territorial dispute started to change only in the second half of 2010s, under Shinzō Abe’s second premiership. Abe brought a drastic change to Japan’s Russia-related policy by sidelining MOFA and concentrating the policymaking process in the Prime Minister’s Office (Iwashita 2019). From the early days of his term in office, Abe prioritized the resolution of the Northern Territories dispute and put a considerable effort into establishing good personal relations with Russia’s President Putin. As of June 2019, the two leaders met twenty-six times, an unprecedentedly high number. In 2016, two months before the Nagato summit, the Japanese media reported that the government was considering a settlement of the territorial dispute involving a transfer of the two small islands of Shikotan and Habomai to Japan, and a joint administration of the other two (Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2016). The Nagato summit, however, did not result in any concrete agreements, and the leaders did not even issue a joint statement. The negotiations continued, though, and in November 2018 Abe and Putin agreed to facilitate the conclusion of a peace treaty based on the 1956 Japan-USSR Joint Statement. This announcement resulted in widespread speculations in the media that Prime Minister Abe was now seeking the return of the two small islands and a face-saving arrangement regarding the remaining two islands (Satō 2018). Nevertheless, as of August 2019, the two leaders had still not come up with a concrete plan for resolving the dispute and signing a peace treaty. While the details of the negotiations have not been made public, it seems that this time the impasse is due to Putin’s reluctance to transfer even the two islands of Shikotan and Habomai to Japan (Yoshida 2019). President Putin’s reluctance to take such steps can be attributed to a variety of factors, including the concern about US bases moving closer to Russia’s shores, and the fear that any kind of a territorial compromise may undermine his carefully cultivated image of the collector of Russian lands, leading to a further decline in domestic support ratings. Regardless of the factors that obstruct the progress of negotiations, it seems that Abe’s drive to resolve the territorial dispute has resulted in a fiasco (Iwashita 2019).

Public Preferences and Japan’s “Northern Territories” Policy


Before proceeding further to examine the relationship between public preferences and policy, it is important to note that “public” is not a unitary actor and comprises various groups with different degree of interest in politics in general, and in the issue in question more specifically. Following Risse-Kappen (1991), I distinguish here between three groups: mass public opinion; the attentive public with a general interest in the dispute; and the issue public, comprising those groups and individual citizens who are directly affected by the territorial dispute.

During the first two postwar decades, both the mass public opinion and the attentive public in Japan have shown little interest in the territorial dispute with the Soviet Union. For example, in 1954, the journal Soren Kenkyū (Soviet Studies) conducted a poll among scholars, analysts, Diet members, and bureaucrats titled “What Should Be Japan’s Demands from the Kremlin?” Less than 20 percent of the respondents included the return of the disputed territory in their list of demands, with the scope of the territory varying from one respondent to another (Soren Kenkyū 1954, 2–16). This shows that the understanding of the territorial issue and the actual scope of the territory to be demanded back was rather vague even among those Japanese with expertise and a particular interest in bilateral relations. In terms of the mass public opinion, even on the eve of the first round of bilateral negotiations in 1955, over 50 percent of the respondents in a related opinion poll stated that Japan should have no special demands vis-à-vis the Soviet Union when negotiating the terms of a peace treaty. Few months later, in November 1955, 40 percent of the respondents had no opinion when confronted with the question as to whether Japan should demand the return of all the four islands or compromise on only two (Asahi Shimbun polls cited in Mendel [1961] 1971, 203–209). This general lack of interest persisted well into the 1960s. For example, in a public opinion poll on current affairs conducted by the central government in 1969, only 4.7 percent of those polled mentioned the territorial dispute among the issues in which they were interested (Cabinet Office 1969). Even on Hokkaido, the general public showed little interest in the islands. Results of a poll conducted there in 1966 show that 55 percent of the polled did not have any knowledge regarding the historical justifications for Japan’s possession of the Northern Territories. Among the variety of current international issues, only 9 percent stated that they were interested in the Northern Territories, as opposed to 44 percent that expressed their interest in the Vietnam War. Moreover, when asked about the issue they were more interested in—the reversion of Okinawa or the Northern Territories—more respondents chose the former over the latter (Hoppōryōdo Fukki Kisei Dōmei 1966, 2–12).

This lack of interest in the territory seized by the Soviet Union among both the general and the attentive publics is not surprising and can be attributed to the relatively small size of the territory, its limited resources, and the overall dire economic conditions in postwar Japan that forced the people to focus on issues with direct relevance to their livelihoods. There was one exception to this apathy, however; namely, the reversion movement that formed on Hokkaido in the immediate aftermath of the Soviet occupation, which epitomized the issue public directly affected by the territorial dispute.

The reversion movement consisted mostly of those individuals and groups with vested interests in the occupied islands, such as the former residents of the islands and the residents of the Nemuro area in Eastern Hokkaido, which, prior to the Soviet occupation, had deep economic connections with the islands. Groups that formed the early reversion movement were scattered across Hokkaido and varied greatly in size, membership, and the scope of their demands. For the purposes of this chapter, two are particularly worthy of mentioning. One is the Nemuro-based Commission for Entreating the Return of Islands Attached to Hokkaido (hereafter the Commission), which became the most noted organization in the reversion movement. The Commission, founded in December 1945 by Nemuro’s mayor, Ishisuke Andō, was one of the first organizations in the movement, and no doubt one of the most vocal ones. Moreover, the Commission had a relatively large membership. While many other groups had only a handful of members, in 1951 the occupation authorities estimated the Commission’s total membership at nine hundred (SCAP 1951).

The demands of the Commission, comprising Nemuro residents and former residents of the islands, were driven by the economic interests of its members. Its first petition, submitted to the Occupation Authorities and various Japanese ministries in August 1946, requested the placement of Etorofu, Kunashiri, Shikotan, and Habomai under the “protective occupation” of the United States (Nemuro City 1997, 2–5). For Nemuro, the two South Kurile Islands along with Shikotan and Habomai played a vital role in its fisheries-centered economy (Kuroiwa 2006, 248). Hence, the scope of the territory that became the object of the Commission’s activism was limited to these four islands.

Subsequent petitions and resolutions adopted at citizens’ rallies organized by the Commission, and addressed both to the Occupation Authorities and the Japanese government, continued to demand the return of the four islands to Japan. While the Commission used a variety of arguments to justify its demands, ranging from historical excursions to nationalist and occasionally internationalist frames, the main factor that instigated it actions was economic. The main parts of the petitions, as well as the debates within the Commission, show that the return of the islands was seen as a matter of vital economic importance for the Nemuro region (e.g., Nemuro City 1997, 64–65).

Another organization named Nemuro Area Peace Preservation and Revival Alliance (hereafter the Alliance) was formed in 1953 as a challenger to the Commission’s claims of representing the interests of Nemuro residents. The Alliance was led by Mamoru Togashi, who, like Andō, was a Nemuro local and held various administrative positions in the local fishermen’s cooperative. However, he was more of a union activist rather than a member of the prewar elite. Togashi was identified with the Left, and in 1955 he was elected to the Nemuro City Assembly on a “reformist” platform. Unlike the Commission, the focal point for the Alliance was not the occupied territory per se, but rather the economic revival of the border zone around Nemuro. Togashi and the Alliance saw trade relations with China and a fisheries agreement with the Soviet Union as key to resolving the Nemuro economic predicament. Accordingly, the activities of the Alliance focused mostly on lobbying Diet members from Hokkaido to support normalization negotiations with the two countries and the conclusion of a provisional agreement with the Soviet Union that would enable local fishermen to fish in the waters surrounding the islands (Honda 2011, 79–80). In 1954 the Alliance had 2,200 members (Matsuura at NDL Fisheries’ Committee, House of Councillors, April 1, 1954) and was almost four times bigger than the Commission. Rallies organized by the Alliance in Nemuro were attended by Diet members and high-ranking officials from the Japan-USSR Friendship Association and drew up to a thousand participants (Nemuro Shimbun 1955). The declarations adopted at these rallies demanded that the central government establish diplomatic relations with the USSR and China, and, while working on a peaceful resolution of the territorial dispute, conclude an interim fisheries agreement with the Soviet Union (Hokkaido Prefecture 1955, 64–65).

Both the Commission and the Alliance stopped their activism in 1955 on the eve of bilateral negotiations (for a detailed discussion, see Bukh 2020). Nevertheless, the compromising position advocated by the Alliance gained dominance in Nemuro (Nemuro City Assembly 1956) and was also voiced by various media outlets and local politicians on Hokkaido (Sekai 1956, 207; Kuwabara 1962).

To summarize, during the first two postwar decades, both the mass and the attentive public opinion paid little attention to the territorial dispute with the USSR. In contrast, the issue public concentrated in Nemuro was divided in its position between the harsh stance advocated by the Commission and the more compromising one that emphasized the importance of a fisheries agreement advocated by the Alliance. Now, let us turn to examine Tokyo’s policy related to the territorial dispute. Arguably, the demands voiced by the issue public had little if any effect on it. During the occupation period, Japan’s official position regarding the Soviet-occupied territories was shaped mostly by its relations with the United States. In his speech at the San Francisco Peace Conference, Prime Minister Yoshida did state that Japan came into possession of the Kuriles and Southern Sakhalin through peaceful means, and that its ownership over the South Kurile Islands of Etorofu and Kunashiri had not been questioned by Russia since 1855. He also stated that Habomai and Shikotan were part of Hokkaido. There is no evidence, however, to suggest that this statement was in one way or another influenced by the reversion movement and was not a result of previous discussions at MOFA.

The “four islands” demand on which Japan’s position changed during the 1955 negotiations corresponded to the scope of territory that was the object of the Commission’s activism. For that reason, today Andō is referred to as the “father” of the reversion movement and is often mentioned in governmental and other publications related to the Northern Territories. The overlap in territorial demands, however, is more of a contingency than evidence of the Commission’s influence. As already noted in the Introduction, the change in the scope of the territory was an attempt to torpedo the negotiations by the prudent faction inside the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and their supporters in MOFA (Hellmann 1969; Hasegawa 1998).

We should note, however, that the government did not simply ignore the plight of Nemuro fishermen who lost access to fishing grounds around the disputed islands and suffered from detentions and boat seizures by Soviet border guards (Matsuyama 1962). From the early 1950s onward, the government passed several laws aimed at providing financial assistance to detained fishermen and their families. In 1961 the government established a semi-governmental agency called the Northern Areas Association to administer the distribution of low-interest loans to owners of the “former fishing rights”—pre-1945 exclusive fishing rights in waters adjacent to the disputed islands. The government also encouraged the fishermen to purchase “seizure” insurance and started to provide “condolence money” payments, along with Hokkaido Prefecture, to the families of detained fishermen (Hokkaido Prefecture 1968, 1–8).

In 1963 the government concluded the Kaigara Island Kelp Agreement, which finally enabled the collection of kelp on Kaigara, one of the Soviet-occupied Habomai islets, in exchange for a certain fee. The agreement was concluded after years of active lobbying by the chairman of the Japan Fisheries Association, Tatsunosuke Takasaki, and against initial strong resistance from MOFA. The agreement was designed as a nongovernmental arrangement between the Japan Fisheries Association and the Soviet Council of National Economy in order to avoid undermining Japan’s territorial claims, as feared by MOFA. The conclusion of the agreement had a significant positive impact on the lives of Nemuro’s residents, bringing an average gross annual income of 130 million yen from kelp alone in the mid-1970s (Itō 1974, 108; Honda 2006, 67–72). Incidentally, a similar agreement on fisheries, initially envisioned and advocated by the Alliance in the early 1950s, was concluded only decades later, in 1998. It is a complex legal arrangement designed to enable Japanese fishing activities near the disputed islands in return for a fee, while not undermining Japan’s territorial claims. As with the kelp agreement, its conclusion was made possible mainly due to efforts of one powerful individual. This time it was Muneo Suzuki, a member of the Diet from Eastern Hokkaido and at that time one of the LDP heavyweights, who managed to override the generally negative stance of MOFA and push through with such an arrangement (Honda 2006, 121–29).

To summarize, during the first two postwar decades, while adopting certain measures aimed at alleviating the plight of those directly affected by the dispute, the government paid little attention to the issue public represented by the reversion movement and its demands. From late 1960s, however, Tokyo’s Northern Territories–related policy experienced a dramatic change. In 1969 the government established the Association for Countermeasures Related to the Northern Territories (hereafter the Association), a new quasi-governmental agency in charge of the domestic activities related to the Northern Territories that absorbed the Northern Areas Association. The Association continued to distribute low-interest loans but also embarked on an extensive public educational campaign related to the dispute. In 1972 the Headquarters for Countermeasures Related to Northern Territories was established within the Cabinet Office. The creation of these two organizations symbolized the formal institutionalization of the idea of the “Northern Territories” on the governmental level as an instance of injustice inflicted upon the nation (Iwashita 2005, 204). The government further enhanced its Northern Territories-related domestic policy in the late 1970s, when the so-called thaw in relations between the USSR and the Western bloc ended and the Cold War entered its second and final stage. In 1978, for the first time, MOFA published its Our Northern Territories booklet, which provided detailed explanations of the illegality of the Soviet occupation of Japan’s “inherent territory” and the latter’s rights to the four islands. In the late 1970s to early 1980s, the government also built several Northern Territories–related facilities, including the hundred-million-yen observatory-cum-museum on Hokkaido’s Cape Nosappu, and in 1981 the Diet enacted a national Northern Territories Day. In 1980 the government also initiated an extensive program of economic assistance to those affected by the dispute, when Prime Minister Zenkō Suzuki declared that assistance to the Nemuro area was a “critical issue” for the government (Shibukawa 2004, 5). Two years later, the government passed the Law on Special Measures to Promote the Solution of the Northern Territories Problem. This law stipulated measures for supporting former residents and their descendants. Under this law, the government established a fund of one billion yen, which was to be used to assist areas adjacent to the disputed territories, including Nemuro and other nearby towns, in developing infrastructure, agriculture, fisheries, and medical care (E-Gov 2016).

While some of the measures in this extensive campaign can be attributed to the economic plight of Nemuro residents, its main rationale was based on domestic political calculations. An American diplomat reported that, based on private conversations with officials from MOFA and other governmental bodies, the actual reason for the creation of the Association was to be found in domestic politics and the Japan-US negotiations regarding the reversion of Okinawa. Specifically, through activities of the Association, the ruling LDP was hoping to sway public support away from the Socialist Party, which opposed the reversion of Okinawa with American bases (David L. Osborn, cited in Ikeda 2003, 42–43). The government-led campaign to “enlighten” the public quickly diffused throughout the country, and numerous members of the attentive public took an active part in it. Countless books, pamphlets, and articles by government-affiliated organizations and sympathetic scholars were published, drawing public attention to the historical injustice inflicted on Japan by the Soviet Union (e.g., Yoshida 1978; Kimura 1981). Newspapers, magazines, and even department stores quickly became mouthpieces of the reversion cause, featuring and depicting the miseries of the former residents (Stephan 1974). The economic rationale of the original reversion movement, however, disappeared from the narrative, and nationwide awareness of the loss of “inherent territory” became an end in itself (for a detailed discussion, see Bukh 2012).

It is hard to evaluate the change in the mass public preferences such a massive campaign has brought. Public opinion polls conducted by the government show that awareness of the dispute has risen significantly. At the same time, the structure of the questions in these polls did not allow the respondents to express their views regarding the importance of the return of all of the four islands or other, more compromising scenarios (see, for example, Cabinet Office 1969). Nevertheless, it can be plausibly argued that the idea of “inherent territory” and the injustice inflicted upon the nation as a result of its loss got firmly entrenched in Japan’s public discourse on the country’s relations with the Soviet Union. In contrast, the issue public, comprising those directly affected by the dispute, adopted a pragmatic approach that received little attention from the policymakers. For example, a poll conducted on Hokkaido in 1974–1975 among former residents of the disputed islands showed that less than half of the original residents and their direct descendants were interested in relocating back to the islands, if they were returned to Japan. Furthermore, among those who stated that they would return, it was not the longing for a lost homeland but more pragmatic reasons, such as property rights and the possibility to engage in fishing, that prevailed in the explanations for their choice (Gyōsei Shiryō Chōsakai 1977, 16). The pragmatic approach to the territorial dispute continued to enjoy considerably broad support in Nemuro in the post–Cold War years as well, especially among those directly affected by the dispute and the younger generation (Iwashita 2006).

The end of the Cold War, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the important political transformations, both domestic and in the Asia-Pacific region, brought no significant changes to Japan’s stance on the territorial dispute. Besides occasional calls from Nemuro to revise Japan’s policy (Fujiwara 2006), certain members of the attentive public also questioned the utility of the “four islands” demand for Japan’s national interests (e.g., Wada 1999; Iwashita 2005). Such arguments however were quickly dismissed by hard-line conservatives as undermining Japan’s “basic principles” (e.g. Tamba 2007, 240) and disappeared quickly from the domestic discourse. Initially a product of domestic and international politics of the Cold War, the idea of the Northern Territories became an end in itself for Japanese conservative policymakers, firmly rooted in the discourse on “inherent territory” and injustice the nation has suffered as a result of its loss.

In contrast, mass public support for the rigid position taken by the government has been steadily declining. Already in 1992, a public opinion poll showed that less than half of the respondents supported the “four islands at once” demand, with only 30 percent support among respondents in their thirties. Furthermore, the compromising “joint administration of the islands” and the conservative “return of the four islands” options as the desired solution to the dispute received an equal number (30 percent) of votes from younger respondents in their twenties (Mainichi Shimbun 1992). In a public opinion poll conducted by the left-leaning Asahi Shimbun (1998), the majority of the respondents (35 percent) favored the “first two islands” solution over the “four islands at once” approach (28 percent). Furthermore, a majority (56 percent) chose “economic cooperation” as the most important issue in bilateral relations, while only 33 percent prioritized the territorial issue. A similar poll conducted two years later by the more center-leaning Nihon Keizai Shimbun (2000) confirmed this trend, as 34 percent of the polled favored the “two islands” solution over the insistence on the “four islands” (32.1 percent). Importantly, 26 percent of the polled, when replying to the same question, suggested that the territorial dispute should not be made a priority in bilateral relations. Even a poll on bilateral relations conducted by the conservative Yomiuri Shimbun in early September 2006, at the height of bilateral tensions and extensive media coverage surrounding the Russian coast guard killing of a Japanese “poacher” in the waters near the disputed islands three weeks earlier, did not show overwhelming public support for the “four islands at once” solution (Yomiuri Shimbun 2006). While this stance managed to get the majority of responses (39.5 percent), other, less rigid options combined accounted for 45.2 percent of the total votes.

Despite this change in mass public preferences, it was only under Prime Minister Abe’s second premiership that Japan’s policy on “Northern Territories” underwent fundamental revision. If we are to believe the various reports in the media, it changed to the demand for the two islands of Habomai and Shikotan and some face-saving privileges on the other two islands. This change initiated by Abe, however, was not a response to public preferences. Rather, analysists attribute it to a number of unrelated factors, such as Abe’s personal background and his failures in other foreign policy initiatives. In terms of the former, it should be remembered that Abe’s direct relatives include such prominent politicians as Nobusuke Kishi and Eisaku Satō. Both served as prime ministers and both are key figures in Japan’s postwar foreign policy. Kishi revised the US-Japan Security Treaty in 1960, and Satō successfully negotiated the agreement on the return of Okinawa in 1969. Furthermore, Abe’s father, Shintaro Abe, served as Japan’s foreign minister (1982–1986) and saw the resolution of the Northern Territories dispute as one of his main goals in this post. As such, Abe has a strong personal motivation to create a legacy as the prime minister who brought an end to the decades-old territorial dispute and concluded a peace treaty with Russia. In terms of other foreign policy initiatives, Abe’s attempts to resolve the abductions issue with North Korea, one of the key promises of his 2012 elections campaign, bore no fruit. His attempts to improve relations with South Korea also resulted in a failure, with colonial history–related issues such as the “comfort women” and forced labor bringing bilateral relations to its lowest point in decades. As such, for Abe, success in the Northern Territories dispute could have been a desired foreign policy victory that overshadowed his other failures. Here, we should also mention the China factor, as some policymakers in Japan believe that improved relations with Russia will create a certain deterrence for China’s ambitions in the region (see Iwashita 2019 for a detailed discussion). To summarize, the drastic changes in Japan’s Northern Territories–related policy introduced by Prime Minister Abe had little to do with the shift in public preferences, but were mostly shaped by his personal ambitions and developments in Japan’s relations with other countries.

Northern Territories, Economy, and Security


It is safe to say that despite its centrality in the domestic debates on Japan’s relations with Russia, the territorial dispute has played a minimal role in the trade between the two countries. Even during the Cold War years, despite the official policy of indivisibility of politics and economy, the territorial dispute exerted little influence on trade between Japan and the USSR (Carlile 1994). Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Japanese business engagement has been growing rapidly, reflecting the positive transformations in Russia’s investment environment. While Japanese businesses have been active in Russia since the early 1990s, bilateral trade started to pick up only in 2003, spurred by the economic recovery in both countries and Russia’s introduction of numerous legal reforms in customs duty and tax administration, as well as measures to protect foreign investment (Ivanov 2005, 10). In 2004, Japanese cumulative investment in Russia was estimated at US$1.9 billion and direct investment stood at US$1.35 billion, making Japan the sixth largest investor in Russia (Bury 2004, 12). Bilateral trade continued to grow steadily, and in 2013 it reached US$34.8 billion, growing ten-fold as compared to 1992 (Okada 2014). Since 2005 the Japan Business Federation (Keidanren) has conducted a poll among Japanese business leaders regarding doing business in Russia. Complexity of procedures, administration, and lack of proper legal infrastructure usually top the list of the main factors that complicate doing business in Russia. By contrast, the territorial dispute is completely absent from this list (e.g., Keidanren 2018). Thus, it can be plausibly argued that the growth in trade between the two countries, but also its relatively low volume, should be attributed to economic factors, unrelated to the Northern Territories. Similar factors probably account for the flow of people in both directions, though there are no opinion polls that can support or refute this assumption.

The extensive economic cooperation plan announced by Prime Minister Abe in 2016 as part of his strategy to resolve the territorial dispute can indeed facilitate the growth of economic relations between the two countries and create a direct linkage between the territorial dispute and economic interactions. At this point it is too early to evaluate the plan’s results and its broader effects. As of August 2019, both the number of projects implemented as part of this plan and their scale are rather limited (Embassy of Japan in Russia 2019). It remains to be seen whether the structure of bilateral trade will move away from the existing predominance of car exports from Japan to Russia and natural resources in the other direction (Hattori 2018).

In the realm of security, the threat perception of Russia in Japan’s defense community started to change in the second half of the 1990s. The emergence of new threats such as North Korea and China led to an important shift in Japan’s defense priorities and the security discourse on Russia (for a detailed discussion, see Bukh 2008). Japan’s National Security Strategy of 2013, the more recently published Defence Charter (Ministry of Defence 2018), and the beefing up of its military in the southwest islands, as well as other measures and documents clearly indicate that, at least in the short- to mid-term, Japan’s security community sees China and possibly North Korea as Japan’s main security threats. Indeed, the relatively limited nature of security cooperation between the two countries can be partially attributed to the predominance of the territorial issue in any security-related negotiations. Regardless of the progress in the territorial dispute, however, close security ties between Japan and Russia are rather improbable as long as the security treaty with the United States remains the main pillar of Japan’s foreign policy, and Russia and China remain in a “soft” alliance aimed at curtailing US power and influence.

Conclusion


The main argument of this chapter is that both the creation of the idea of the “Northern Territories” during the Cold War years and its partial demolition by Prime Minister Abe were products of political calculations rather than reflection on either the general or the issue publics’ preferences. This should not be seen, however, as a simple endorsement of the “elitist” model in Japan’s foreign policymaking. It should be remembered that, from the mid-1950s, the government did adopt certain policies aimed at alleviating the economic plight of Nemuro residents directly affected by the dispute. These measures can be seen as a policy response to the demands of the issue public. Furthermore, the government has adopted certain ideas and strategies voiced and used by the reversion movement when designing its domestic educational campaign. Admittedly, all the above were domestic policies. These policies however, facilitated the homogenization of the “Northern Territories” narrative, and contributed to sustaining its centrality in the domestic debate. Throughout the post-Cold War years, this narrative was often seen by decision-makers as a reflection of public opinion, and thus constrained their choices in negotiations with Russia (for details, see Satō and Komaki 2003). Nevertheless, it is safe to say that the elites played a leading role in shaping Japan’s Northern Territories–related policy and the impact of public preferences was indirect at best.

These patterns can be attributed to a number of factors. To start with, as other studies have shown, foreign policy–related issues play only a minor role in shaping voter’s behavior in Japan (e.g., Ishibashi 2007). This relative freedom from fear of electoral punishment enables the elites to pay less attention to public opinion in foreign policy–related decision-making. Other factors are more case specific. One such factor is the predominance of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in shaping Russia-related policy until the recent emergence of the Prime Minister’s Office as the center of decision-making. Unlike politicians, the dependence of MOFA’s bureaucrats on public opinion is minimal, and its policymaking process has been dominated by incrementalism (Hara 2008), which makes the emergence of drastic changes in already established policy rather unlikely. It should also be remembered that the scale of the issue public, or the population directly affected by the territorial dispute, has been relatively small, with a limited potential to influence policy. Moreover, as noted in the previous section, the impact of the territorial dispute on other areas of bilateral relations has been minimal. This lack of material consequences has further contributed to the perpetuation of the Northern Territories as a symbol of injustice inflicted upon the nation. Abe’s attempt to achieve a breakthrough in relations with Russia has led to the demise of the idea of indivisibility of the Northern Territories and related mythology, without, however, bringing a resolution to the territorial dispute. It is hard to imagine that in the foreseeable future any Japanese leader will give up completely on the mission for the return of at least part of the Northern Territories. Thus, unless Russia’s stance softens and shifts toward a compromising solution, the dispute will probably continue to haunt bilateral relations, without, however, significantly affecting other areas of interaction between the two countries.
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lable 30.1 Change of Japan's Doing Business Rank within OECD High Income

Group from 2015 to 2019

Topics 2015 Rank 2019 Rank Change in Rank
(out of 31) (out of 34)

Overall Ease of Doing Business 19 25 16
Starting a Business 27 2 12
Dealing with Construction Permits 19 2 13
Getting Electricity 9 n 12
Registering Property 23 2 =
Getting Credit 2 2 1
Protecting Minority Investors 17 2 14
Paying Taxes 30 33 13
Trading across Borders 14 30 116
Enforcing Contracts 16 2 17
Resolving Insolvency 2 1 1

Source: World Bank, Doing Business Rankings.
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lable 29.1 Evolu

n of Emergency rFinancial Mechanisms in Contrast to Irade

Mechanism
Prior to AFC (IMF Post GFC (tangled Trade Governance
centrality period)  governance period)
Global IMF IMF WTO (before 1995: GATT)
Regional Limited to some Regional financial Preferential trade
regions (g, FLAR)  arrangements (eg. agreements (regional)
EFSF/ESM CMIM/AMRO) (9., EU, USMCA, CPTPP)
Bilateral Limited to ad hoc Bilateral swap arrangements Preferential trade
amangementsto  (e.g., New Miyazawa Initiative, ~ agreements (vilateral)
supplement the Fed Swap Arrangements, (eg. KORUS)
IMF (Mexico-US) PBOC Swap Lines)
Unilateral Limited Increased foreign reserves Section 232 of the US
(Self-defense) Trade Expansion Act of

1962, for example

Note: Both multilateral agreements and bilateral agreements are possible as preferential trade
agreements under GATT Article XXIV.
Source: Authors based upon Chabchitrehaidol et al. (2018) and Hoekman and Mavroidis (2016).
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lable 35.1 Types and Attributes of Security Multilateralism

Attributes Aligned Like-minded Unlike-minded  NTS Political Competition Deterrence
Info. Exchange

Type

Common Security X P SNS N

Cooperative Security XXPP S N

Collective Security XPS N N

Minilateralism X X NS N P

Notes: X=Characteristic: NTS: Non-traditional Securi
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lable 37.1 Authorized Naval Capabilities’ Levels, 2004-2023

2004 NDPG 2010 NDPG 2013 NDPG 2018 NDPG
Destroyer Units 4Flotillas 4Flotilas  4Flotillas 4 Groups
(2018: includes mine warfare) (8Divs) + (8Divs) + (8Divs) + (8Divs) +
Minesweeper Units (2004-2018) 5 Divs 4 Divs 6 Divs 2Groups

1 Flotilla 1 Flotilla 1 Flotilla (13 Divs)
Submarine Units 4Divs 6Divs 6Divs 6Divs
Aircraft Units 9Sqdrns 9Sqdms 95Sqdrns 95qdrns
Destroyers 47 48 54 54
Submarines 16 22 22 22
Aircraft approx. 150 approx. 150 approx. 170 approx. 190

Divs = Divisions; Sqdrns = Squadrons

Source: Government of Japan, National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG), 2004-2018.
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lable 24.3 Asylum Applicants and Acceptances, Japan and the European Union,
2008-2018

Year Jopan  Numberof Percent of Median EU  Percent of accepted
applicants  accepted asylum accepted asylum  country asylum  asylum claims, Median
cloims,Japan  claims, Jopan  applicants  EU country

2008 1599 57 3.56% 34225 5.99%
2009 1388 30 2.16% 3200 4.86%
2010 1202 39 3.24% 2740 7.05%
2011 1867 2 1.12% 2150 465%
2012 2545 18 071% 2510 6.76%
2013 3260 6 0.18% 38475 B8.71%
2014 5000 n 0.22% 4617.5 9.64%
2015 7586 27 036% 12697.5 8.65%
2016 10901 28 0.26% 5892.5 16.34%
2017 19629 20 0.10% 41475 17.30%
2018 10493 2 0.40% 32225 15.08%

Source: Data from Ministry of Justice 20192 and Eurostat 2019, compiled and synthesized by author.
EU data excludes Montenegro, North Macedonia, Albania, Serbia, and Turkey, as well as Croatia between
2008 2nd 2011 and Liechtenstein and Cyprus in 2008. For the purposes of this table, "accepted claims”
include only those who were granted formal asylum on their first application (the EU refers to this as
being granted "Geneva Convention Status’). Those who win appeals and those who are permitted to
stay on humanitarian grounds are not counted as "accepted.”
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lable 23.1 Japan's Political-Economic Viodels of Growth and Equality

Shared growth  Neoliberal growth  Welfare growth Abenomics

Period 1960s to late  Late 1990s to late  Late 2000s to Since early 2010s
1990s 2000s early 2010s

Main growth Increasing ~ Structural reforms  Consumption through  Overcorming deflation

engine productivity redistribution

Social National Incentives through ~ Re-established equality ~ Re-inclusion through

contractof  growth higher inequality  through redistribution  regained national

equality growth

Rural policies Regional Decentralization  Rural household Regional revitalization
redistribution support

Typeof  Productivist Liberal Social-democratic Mixed

welfare state

Source: Authors' analysis.
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Table 10.1 Coalition Governments in Japan, 1993-2020

Date Cabinet JSPISDP DSP SDF JRP NP NPH DPJDP PNP Komei LDP LP  CP Indep NonPol Total CoalnType
19930809 Hosokawa 6 T 1 5 g 4 opp 2 21 MWC

19940428 Hata opp 5 0 r 1 op opp 2 1 21 Minority
19940630 Murayama 6" 2 13 21 MWC

19960111 Hashimoto| 6 2  ap Tag 21 MWC

1996.11.07  Hashimoto I opp opp  opp loppl o1 21 Minority
1998.07.30  Obuchi la opp opp  opp opp  20° opp 1 21 MWC

19990114 Obuchilb  opp opp  opp lopps e 1 18 Oversized
1999.1005  Obuchi e opp opp  opp 7 162, 1 19 Oversized
20000405 Mori| opp opp  opp 1 16" opp 1 1 19 Oversized
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Table 2.1 Constitutional Guarantees of Human Rights

Rights Meiji ¢ o) 1947 av. 2010
Freedom of expression 0 0 82% 97%
Freedom of assembly 0 0 70% 86%
Freedom of thought X 0 56% 82%
Separate church-state X 0 31% 29%
Gender equality X 0 13% 74%
Occupational choice X 0 21% 55%
Join unions X 0 6% 76%
Minimum standard of living X 0 21% 20%
Public education X 0 56% 66%
Public healthcare X 0 26% 45%

Note: The average specification of rights in 1947 and 2010 is calculated by the author from data
provided by the Comparative Constitutions Project (Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2009).
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Table 7.1 Judicial Nonrenewals

Recommended
Renew Not Renew Exit

2008 202 3 4
2009 162 4 5
2010 261 a3 4
201 208 4 6
2012 187 4 3
2013 206 5 2
2014 21 3 4
2015 225 2 2
2016 223 2 2
2017 251 2 4

Note: "Exit" refers to judges who left upon end of a ten-year term, who had joined
the court at least 35 years earlier.

Sources: Yuka Kobayashji, "Goshitsumon kara” [From your questions], Libra
September. 2018; Masashi Yamanaka, "Heisei 20 nendo iko, ninki shuryo ni yori
taikan shita saibankan no ichiran” [List of judges who left upon expiration of
their term since 2008], April 19, 2019, http:/fyamanaka-bengoshijp/saibankan/
2019/04/19/ninkishuuryou/.
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