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PART VI: POLITICS

INTRODUCTION


The objective of this section is to understand: 1) what the Japanese political system is supposed to do and 2) to what extent it does it.  The answer to the first of these questions is relatively easy to explain.  The Japanese political system is supposed to function democratically, that is, it should provide effective mechanisms to make sure the government does what the people want it to do. The most important reason for this control by the people is to protect individual human rights. To ensure these rights and that democratic control is maintained, typically, a system of checks and balances among the legislative, executive, judicial branches of government are established.  Local and regional governments are also established in order to give people direct control over their local affairs. These purposes, and also how the government is supposed to achieve them, are written in the constitution. Other things such as maintaining order or national defense, are written in to the constitution as well.   We also expect governments to deal with issues such as economic development, health care, the environment and so on, but the preservation of individual rights and their democratic expression underlies all these other roles. The formal structure of government is established to maintain these individual rights and their political expression—that is what the government is supposed to do.  But there is more to the running of a political system than its tatemae formalities.


The answer to the second of the above questions is more difficult to do deliver.  No political system works perfectly, and democracy is no exception. In Japan, it is the parties and the bureaucracy who play the largest roles in helping or hindering effective transmission of the peoples' will. Other interest groups (e.g. industry associations, unions, environmentalists, etc.), that are outside the political system, also seek to influence its operation.  Occasionally they do so through the courts, but their main focus of attention is attempting to influence the parties and bureaucracy.  In some ways the effectiveness of these two institutions is enhanced by the continued influence of Japanese group orientation patterns, and in some ways these same patterns hinder effective control of the government by people. 

As in most democratic countries there are several parties, each representing different ideologies or points of view (e.g. capitalist, socialist, environmentalist). And also, like other democratic countries, these parties compete against each other to gain the people’s confidence, and thus gain enough votes to become elected and put their objectives into practice. Within these parties, however, there is also a need to achieve a consensus of what policies and practices to adopt, and who should run for or be appointed to what office.  There is also the need to secure and distribute the resources for campaigning, offices, etc. The gathering of resources must be done within the legal limits established to preserve fair elections. How the parties resolve all these tensions is unique to Japan and, indeed, political parties may be considered one of the most obvious and important examples of the persistence of group orientation.


In most democracies the bureaucracy is supposed to take the directions of the politicians (and supposedly therefore the people) and do things for society (e.g. set interest rates, build bridges, enforce copyright laws).  Japan's bureaucracy, however, plays a much more powerful and directing role in society.  In some ways this role is maintained as a remnant of the Confucian respect for authority and also a result of a selection process that puts a highly qualified elite in these important positions. Group orientation and group interests also play an important role in how the bureaucracy runs despite the expectation that it perform according to the wishes of the politicians and the people.  It has managed to achieve this position because the various government departments build their own identities and power relationships, protect their interests against other departments, and build external relations not only for the good of the department, but also for the good of individuals within the department.  Thus, by looking at the role of the Japanese bureaucracy in politics we can see not only the power of Japanese group orientation, but also the respect for government authority and the temptations of individual interests.  


Only by understanding how Japanese politics really functions, especially the parties and bureaucracy, can we understand how the issues that the Japanese want dealt with (and which foreigners think the Japanese should deal with) are in fact handled by the political system.  These issues have shifted from a preservation of the democratic system (that is taken for granted nowadays) and economic growth to more effective government and quality of life issues.

DEMOCRATIC MIRACLE


Japan has established a democratic system that functions at a level comparable to most of the developed countries.  This is a democratic miracle because there is nothing inevitable about democracy becoming the form of government of a nation. Most countries in the world still do not have what could be called a functioning democracy, even though the majority call themselves democratic nations. This is true in Asia where there is little democratic tradition.  Even in those Western countries where democracy has become firmly established, that establishment usually took a long evolution, and often was accompanied by violent struggle to attain it. Like the rest of Asia there was little in Japanese political history and traditions that lead it towards democracy or prepared it for democracy. The strongest or most capable of forming an allegiance amongst the strong had always taken power.  Government control was never taken for the purpose of serving the country or the citizens, or of representing the will of the people, but rather to set oneself or one’s family in control of the country.  Furthermore individual rights and the belief in equality did not exist.  Indeed especially under the Tokugawa regime, the differences between people and the relegation of them and their descendents to particular classes was the law.  To pull themselves out of this situation, the Japanese people also had to struggle to establish democracy; indeed, their attempt to build democracy was once crushed by the military.  Recovering from that defeat, the Japanese people have succeeded in building Japan’s democratic institutions.  Yet even though Japan’s success at establishing democracy is extraordinary, there are a few good reasons why it succeeded where others struggled.

Foundations of stable governance: The successful establishment of democracy requires not only the institutions of elections, peaceful change of leaders and so on, but also a willingness and capability of the bureaucracy to carry out the wishes of the elected representatives.  If these wishes are not carried out effectively, confidence in the government and the democratic system will suffer.  Thus many of the pre-democratic institutions that supported an authoritarian government, ironically, supported democracy.  These included: 

· The political unity of the entire Japanese country which allowed for more cohesive and coordinated actions by a democratic government; 

· The bureaucracy of the Tokugawa government could be counted on for administrative efficiency, and this bureaucratic culture was carried through both the prewar and postwar evolution of democracy; 

· Efficient administration was backed up by the Confucian based ethical rationale that bureaucrats had a duty to serve the state to the best of their abilities.

Capacity for change: 

· Although the Japanese did not have the individual rights basis for asserting differences of interest and opinion, it did allow for regional differences and these brought a respect for challenges to dominant ways of thinking; 

· Japan had a long tradition of borrowing technologies and institutions and was especially conscious of its debt to China.  It was therefore easier to adopt the new concept of democracy; 

· Peaceful rotation of leadership is a fundamental need of democracy and the Japanese had usually practiced this in the Emperor, the Shogun and bureaucratic systems; 

· Entrepreneurialism is another way of introducing new ideas into a country and its politics.  The entrepreneurialism that had been developing throughout the Tokugawa period took off when Japan started to modernize and democratize; 

· Finally, perhaps the most important factor was the Japan was able to make democratization a ‘native’ movement through an emperor-based shift toward modernization and democracy.  The democratic rights gained by the people were a gift from the emperor.

Forced democratization: Japan’s movement towards democracy was also greatly influenced by external forces.  

· Japan’s first steps towards democracy and its first constitution were not taken by the leaders of Japan because they wanted to.  An important factor was to get the Western countries to repeal the unequal treaties; 

· After the war, an American constitution and institutions were forced on Japan by the occupying forces;

· Furthermore, the maintenance of democratic principles was the entrance fee into Western alliance and free trade.

Further Reading:
Textbook chapter: Chapter 21 The Political Heritage.
TATEMAE: THE STRUCTURE OF THE GOVERNMENT SYSTEM


Democratic governments are structured so as to maintain a system of checks and balances among the powers of the constitution, the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary. These checks and balances protect the individual rights of the people and make sure that their wishes are expressed through the government and its administration.

Sovereign Power: from Emperor to constitution


A constitution is a country’s most fundamental law.  Any law being introduced or the implementation of any law must be compared against the intent of the constitution to see whether such introduction or implementation is actually possible.  Our constitution is Hong Kong’s Basic Law.

In Japan's Constitution, which was promulgated on November 3, 1946, and took effect on May 3 the following year, the Japanese people pledge to uphold the high ideals of peace and democratic order. The preamble of the Constitution states: "We, the Japanese people, desire peace for all time. . . . We desire to occupy an honored place in an international society striving for the preservation of peace, and the banishment of tyranny and slavery, oppression and intolerance for all time from the earth."


This constitution was in fact written by the Americans and forced upon the Japanese.  However, the vast majority of the Japanese support this constitution. The postwar Constitution differs in many important respects from the Meiji Constitution of 1889. The Emperor is no longer the ultimate power in the nation.  He has been made a symbol of the state and of the unity of the people. In other words sovereign power rests with the people and the constitution guarantees their fundamental human rights as something eternal and that should never be altered.


To ensure those rights the power to make laws is given to the Diet (Japan’s legislative branch) as the elected representatives of all the people. The most representative part of the legislative branch is the House of Representatives because it has more members and it therefore has preeminence over the House councilors.  The house of councilors is also representative but on a regional basis.  It replaced the prewar House of Peers whose members were appointed.  The power of the Diet is also reinforced by the fact that it is the only authority to decide who will make up the cabinet and therefore control executive power.  Democratic principles are also respected in the constitution by creating representation at the local self-government level.

The Emperor does not have any real government powers, but only acts ceremoniously according to roles set out in the Constitution.  He performs these roles when and how the elected government wants him to.  In this way the Emperor’s traditional role as a figurehead was formally recognized in the constitution.  Another interesting aspect of the Japanese Constitution is that Japan renounces war as a sovereign right. It also renounces the threat or the use of force as means of settling disputes with other nations.  Here, the evidence of American writing of the Constitution is the strongest, but on this point so is the Japanese support of the Constitution also very strong.

The Diet (Kokkai国会) (legislative branch): 

The National Diet is the highest organ of state power and the sole law-making body in Japan. It consists of the House of Representatives (Shugiin 衆議院)with 480 seats and the House of Councilors with 242 seats. The members of the House of Representatives are elected for a term of four years, but this term may be terminated if the house is dissolved. About 300 members of the House of Representatives are elected from single-seat constituencies and 180 are chosen on the basis of proportional representation from 11 regional blocs.

Members of the House of Councilors (Sangiin 参議院) are elected for a term of six years. Half are elected every three years. Ninety-six members are elected by proportional representation from the nationwide constituency, which means that voters throughout the country elect them. The remaining 146 members are elected from 47 multi-seat prefectural constituencies.

Sessions of the Diet include ordinary sessions, extraordinary sessions, and special sessions. Ordinary sessions are convened once a year in January and last for 150 days. Normally, the most important bill submitted in an ordinary session is the national budget for the next fiscal year. The House of Representatives has the right to prior deliberation on the budget bill drafted and submitted to the Diet by the cabinet. The lower house is also given precedence over the House of Councilors in designating a new prime minister and considering the conclusion of treaties.

The House of Representatives has the power to submit motions of non-confidence or confidence in the Prime minister and his cabinet (i.e. the Government). This is the most important power of the lower house in parliamentary politics. The House of Councilors is not legally empowered to introduce non-confidence motions. If the House of Representatives passes a resolution of non-confidence or rejects a resolution of confidence in the Government, the cabinet must resign unless the House of Representatives is dissolved within 10 days.

Japanese citizens aged 25 years and over are eligible for election to the House of Representatives, and those aged 30 years and over may be elected to the House of Councilors. Japan has universal adult suffrage, with all men and women aged 20 years and over eligible to vote in all elections.

The Executive:

Executive power (the power to direct the bureaucracy and armed forces) is vested in the cabinet, which consists of the prime minister and not more than 20 ministers of state and is collectively responsible to the Diet. The prime minister, who is designated by the Diet and must be a member of the Diet, has the power to appoint and dismiss the ministers of state, all of whom must be civilians and a majority of whom must be members of the Diet.

Until April 2001 there were 12 government ministries and 32 agencies, in addition to the Prime Minister's Office, but these have been streamlined. There are a total of 1.16 million government employees, including 240,000 members of the SDF (self-defense force). In addition, there is the Board of Audit, an independent constitutional body, which is responsible for the annual auditing of the accounts of the state.

The Judiciary (courts):

The courts conduct proceedings under the law of the nation to safeguard people's freedom and equality, other fundamental rights, and to maintain social order.  The judiciary, which is completely independent of the executive and legislative branches of government, consists of the Supreme Court, eight high courts, a district court in each of the prefectures except for Hokkaido, which has four, and a number of summary courts. In addition, there are many family courts to bring judgments on domestic complaints.

The Supreme Court is composed of a chief justice and 14 other justices. The Emperor appoints the chief justice upon designation by the cabinet, and the cabinet appoints the 14 other justices. The appointment of the justices of the Supreme Court is reviewed in a national referendum, held during the first general election for the House of Representatives following their appointment; the reappointment of justices after a 10-year term is likewise reviewed. The Supreme Court is the court of last resort in determining the constitutionality of any law, order, regulation, or official act.

The lower court judges are appointed by the cabinet from a list of persons nominated by the Supreme Court. All lower court judges are appointed for 10 years, and there is no restriction on their reappointment.  All judges are independent in the exercise of their conscience and are bound only by the Constitution and the laws enacted under the authority of the constitution. Judges can only be removed if so ordered by a court of impeachment, consisting of members of the House of Representatives and the House of Councilors, or if they are judicially declared mentally or physically incompetent to perform their official duties. Every judge must retire at an age set by law.

Trials must be conducted and judgment declared publicly, unless the presiding judges unanimously determine publicity to be dangerous to public order or morals. However, trials of political offenses, offenses involving the press, or cases relating to the rights of the people as guaranteed in the Constitution must always be conducted publicly.  Japanese courts do not use a Hong Kong-style jury system.  The judges make all decisions of guilty or not guilty and actively question defense lawyers and public prosecutors rather than simply listening to their arguments. In order to ensure that verdicts are impartial, the courts are independent of national institutions. Justices base their verdicts on the Constitution, the country's laws, and their own judgment; they receive no directions from third parties. If a judge commits a misdemeanor, they can be examined and, if found guilty, dismissed from their post by Diet impeachment. The cabinet appoints Supreme Court justices, and his or her competence can be put to a national vote.

Local Government:

If all laws and administrative work were to be carried out by the central government, there would no doubt be many cases where local concerns and thus effective government by the people would not occur. Thus a division of responsibility has been developed. The central government handles administrative measures that affect the entire country or more than one prefecture. The local authorities are responsible for administrative tasks that affect local residents directly, such as maintaining parks, administering elementary and middle schools, looking after people's health and hygiene, collecting and disposing of garbage, and keeping the family register. In cases where such tasks cover two or more municipalities, they are taken over by prefectural authorities.

The system of local administration is spelled out in the Constitution. There are 47 prefectural governments.  Each prefecture has its own elected Governor and legislative assembly, and these governments rank a very distant second in power to the national government.  Next in power, are the 12 of Japan's most populous cities, called “government designated cities.” Beneath the 12 large cities are about 3,300 municipal authorities that carry out administrative work at the city, ward, town, or village level. As of April 1994 local governments had 3.28 million employees on their payroll, including 982,000 teachers and 224,000 police officers.  Each municipality has a single-chamber assembly. The assemblymen and women are elected directly by local residents aged 20 or higher for a four-year term. The local assemblies decide on the budget and set regulations for their particular municipality.
The head of the municipality is also elected by popular vote for a period of four years. The chief executive is responsible for the local administration, giving directions to the local-authority staff and carrying out administrative measures in accordance with the decisions of the assembly. Through this local representation people are supposed to have a direct voice in the way things are run in their own community or region. For example, eligible voters can demand the dissolution of the assembly and dismissal of assembly members and municipality chiefs by obtaining a required number of signatures. The governor or mayor may be dismissed if the demands for his or her ouster are approved in a referendum by a majority of eligible voters in an administrative district.

Further Reading:

Textbook chapters: Chapter 22 The Emperor; Chapter 23 The Diet; Chapter 24 Other Organs of Government.
HONNE: FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT


Within the formal structure of government, that is within                                                  how the government is supposed to be run, are informal methods of policy-making, power seeking, power and money distribution through which the government actually runs.  These informal ways of getting things done occur in every branch of government, including the judiciary.  In Japan, however, it is the methods of informal or semi-formal functioning of parties and the bureaucracy which stand out not only as unique to Japan, but also very important to the effective (or ineffective) transmission of the people’s will.

Party factions:


Political parties in any country have factions (or in more polite terms—coalitions) of people within them trying to gain power for themselves and their ideas.  There are, however, several unique characteristics about Japan’s system.  Understanding the role of factions is important to understanding why the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP　自由民主党) has been in power for most of the post-war period and in explaining why the opposition is so splintered, and also understanding how the LDP governs.  At least since the end of the war until the present, knowing how to effectively manage factional conflict and compromise has been the key to gaining political power.  The LDP has been the best at controlling its factions and thus has been able to create a party that appealed to a broad enough base of supporters to gain a majority position in the Diet. As a consequence it has been in power for all but a few of the post-war years.

The LDP’s internalized factions:

The LDP is composed of (depending on the time) six to thirteen factions whose members number from four to 120. These factions do not represent greatly different ideological or interest group perspectives within the party, rather each faction usually is comprised of the broad spectrum of views that the party represents.  The factions really represent the continued preference and efficacy of Japanese group orientation.

Leader-follower groups:

The factions have the typical leader-follower structure.  This structure is held together by the faction leaders ability to help followers survive politically.  Leaders provide funds for members' offices and staff and for election campaigns. Leaders also introduce followers to influential bureaucrats and business people who make it easier to meet their voters’ demands.  The factions are also natural and protective places where new politicians can learn from their mentors. The leader that gathers the most followers can put himself in a good position to become president of the party and therefore usually Prime Minister of Japan.  The most powerful faction in Japanese politics over the last thirty years has been that controlled by Tanaka in the early 1970s.  Since then it has produced Prime Ministers such as Nakasone and Hashimoto.

Advancement ladder

The leader follower structure is held together by the faction leaders ability to help followers move up in the various ranks within the party and government positions (if the party is in power). The strength of the faction will determine its ability to gain higher party or ministerial positions, and thus people will be attracted to larger factions or factions where they think they can play a role. The factions are also natural and protective places where new politicians can learn from their mentors.  

Party consensus formation


Although there may be differences of view between the various factions, they do not represent different extremes of views within the party.  On the contrary each faction has members argue for their own viewpoints and an attempt is made at consensus formation at the party level.  ‘Nemawashi’ (opinion gathering) is critical to this process and so is the skill of the leader in bringing people’s viewpoints together.  Once this consensus has been achieved at the faction level, a consensus is then attempted at the party level.  This two level consensus building process has been effective enough to hold the LDP together whereas other parties have splintered.  The consensus building process has also been able to develop a broad enough perspective to appeal to enough of Japan’s voters that the party has been continually returned to power.

The externalized factions of the old left and the new center


From the end of the war until the 1990’s the Japanese politics was split into a conservative right wing and a socialist left wing.  The right wing can, roughly, be associated with points of view based on beliefs in capitalism, nationalism, and authoritarianism.  The LDP is definitely towards the right wing end of the political spectrum, but is not extreme. Although it has some connections with right wing extremists, it balances a wide range of issues and thus supports not only capitalism, but also spending on social welfare. The left wing in Japanese politics has been less successful in achieving a position closer to the middle of the road and attracting enough voters to bring it to power.  Primarily, this is because the left wing could not find a compromise on how socialist or how communist they wanted to be.  Therefore it remained splintered into 3 smaller parties that were never able to gain enough support. 


Japanese politics remained dominated by the LDP until the end of the cold war (1989) because of the splintered left.  At that time socialism suddenly lost most of its relevance.  In the place of the socialists, a new middle of the road reformist opposition has arisen.  This opposition, however, has also remained splintered into a number of smaller parties.  For a brief period in 1993-94 they were able to reach enough agreement on policies to defeat the LDP, but shortly after that fragmented.  Some have come together to form the Democratic Party, but the opposition are still a long way off from forming a strong enough coalition and gaining a level of power equal to the LDP.

Elections and electioneering:

The new balance between minority representation and change


Until 1995 Japan had a multi-member constituency (voting area) representation system.  Any constituency sent several representatives to the legislature and these would include people from different political parties.  Parties could get one or two candidates elected in a constituency if their candidate got a high enough proportion of the vote.  This system was good in so far that all parties of a reasonable size could get people elected to government even if they only had 15-20% of the vote in that area.  Minority parties and minority viewpoints could therefore exist.  However, this system also discouraged change because only the LDP had enough resources to run more than one candidate in an area and to get the 40-50% of the vote needed for two candidates.


The system changed in 1995 to 300 single member constituencies that are won on a majority vote basis and to 180 members elected on a proportional basis from 11 regions.  In this way the Japanese tried to balance the need for minority representation and the need to allow for change.  In the House of Councilors, 96 members are chosen proportionally nationwide, while 148 members are elected from 47 prefectural constituencies.
Disproportional representation


Democratic representation is supposed to be fair on the basis of one person-one equal vote, and in Japan’s parliamentary system that requires that each area or constituency should have a similar ratio of voters to representatives. When they drew up constituencies after the war, Japan was a rural nation and the population in the countryside was relatively higher.  Now it is relatively much lower than the population of the cities.  The representation of members from cities compared with the rural areas has not, however, changed proportionally.  There has been some correction of this problem, but the courts have allowed a disproportion of 3:1 in many cases.  There has not been great political pressure to change this unfairness because the LDP gains great strength from its support of the rural areas.  Indeed many think that this has been a key to the LDP’s continued dominance.

Local support groups and party discipline

The support of local groups is very important to people running for the legislature.  Local support groups help a candidate run their campaign by providing by providing volunteers to organize the vote (i.e. get people to vote in large numbers).  If elected the representative also is provided with support for offices and staff.  The candidate returns this favor by bringing government money back to the area if he wins election. Often these support groups (koenkai) are structured in hierarchical oyabun-kobun relations, especially in the countryside.  Another interesting feature of support groups is the passing on of their control from father to son or daughter.  A significant proportion of Japan’s legislative representatives are second or third generation.

It is possible that a great deal of local support might enable a candidate to act against the wishes of his party.  However, rarely does a candidate achieve a high enough level of support to do so, and party discipline is easy to be maintained.  There are few independent members of the House of Representatives as a consequence.

Money needs and noise.

In most democratic countries political parties need money for running representatives offices, the costs of elections and so on.  In Japan the government pays the cost for some offices for representatives and for three aides to assist the representative, but most representatives use much more office space and personnel than can be supported by the official government allowance.  Support for representative offices is thus a major reason for money-raising. Campaigning is another great expense, but not really for the advertising that is important in other countries. Not much money is needed for advertising because the amount of advertising that one can do is strictly limited.  However, there is still a great need for money to gain support of the support groups and to be distributed to other people in return for their continued support. Politicians can collect money from individuals and corporations to supplement their government allowances.  Parties also distribute money to their members.  These sources of money are especially necessary if a candidate is just challenging for government position.  Fund raising for the LDP is more focused on individual members and it also has about 4000 local chapters that bring funds to individual members.  The LDP also is more successful at gaining corporate funding.  Funding for the Democratic party is focused more on the party and drawn from individuals

Individual representatives or candidates of the LDP take it upon themselves to fund most of the activities of their local support groups and this is one of their main money demands.  It is necessary for a candidate or member of the legislature to personally show his gratitude to supporters, therefore some money is spent giving parties for supporters and some on attending their weddings, funerals, etc.  The weddings and funerals, however, are traditional and convenient occasions to hand over envelopes of money.

The support group system and limits on advertising do not, however, mean that Japanese politicians do not campaign.  They campaign vocally—through very noisy loudspeakers—on street corners, from the top of vans, and from inside cars and vans as they drive through the streets.

Policy Formulation & Law Deal Making


Efficient transmission of the decisions that politicians make into actions taken by the bureaucracy is necessary to any democracy.  Those decisions may relate to either the implementation of new laws and policy or changes to how old laws and policy should be carried out.  In any government the bureaucracy will serve to not only implement the decisions of the politicians, but also to support their law and policy formulation by supplying information and analysis.  Among democratic governments, however, Japan’s bureaucracy is notable not only for the support they give the politicians to do their law making, but to the degree to which they actually do most of the law and policy making.  Some people believe that 70 percent of Japanese laws are actually initiated and developed by the bureaucrats. The strength of the bureaucrats’ role in making policy and laws is such that some people wonder if Japan is not actually run by the bureaucrats and whether it can actually be called a democracy.  In fact there is actually a very close collaboration between ruling party, the more important people in the bureaucracy, and important interest groups.  This close and usually secret collaboration can make it difficult to determine who really is responsible for any particular law or policy being made.  The following factors help to determine not only how laws and policy are made, but also the discretion with which laws and policies are applied and how public resources are spent.

Short duration ministers: One of the reasons why the bureaucratic power seems stronger is the fact that the politicians put in charge of each of the ministries are rotated very frequently.  A typical minister will only head a ministry like finance, education or health for about a year.  This short duration does not allow him or her much time to learn about the ministry and if fact must take most of his or her direction from the bureaucrats.  This problem is lessened to an extent because within the LDP factions there are groups (zoku 族) who specialize in learning about a particular government area.  A minister can call upon this zoku expertise or zoku member can use it if they are appointed to be a minister.  The zoku play important roles in the many committees that consider laws after they are introduced to parliament, but before they are discussed by all of parliament in plenary sessions.  However, most ministers are appointed primarily on the basis of dividing up political power among the factions.

Bureaucratic Control of Prime Minister’s Office: The Prime Minister has a very limited number of independent staff that allows him to evaluate the plans put forward by the various ministries.  Most of the personnel in the Prime Minister’s office are seconded by the ministries themselves and have an institutional and personal stake in advancing their own interests.  They also tend not to share information with personnel from other ministries.

Continuous bureaucracy: In contrast to the rotating politicians at the top of a ministry, the bureaucrats who work in it are career civil servants.  The vast majority enter a ministry after graduation from university and remain there until they retire.  Jobs in the civil service are secure, but they are not especially well paying, the working conditions are not great, and hours are long.  Yet most bureaucrats are very dutiful in doing their work.

The bureaucratic elite (the top hundred or so in each ministry) is made up of people (predominately males) who graduated from Japan’s most prestigious universities.  These people have passed an exam to which less then five percent of the people who take these exams actually get hired.  The bureaucrats, therefore, with some justification, have felt themselves to be an elite of Japanese society. It is this elite that does most of the work in preparing policy and laws for the politicians. 

In the past, the Japanese people shared the view the view that the top bureaucrats were an elite of society because of the bureaucrats’ qualifications and dedication to duty.  This respect was maintained despite the fact that they have not always liked the arrogance displayed by some of these civil servants.  Recently the peoples’ and the politicians’ faith in the bureaucracy has been shaken by revelations of corruption, incompetence and the belief that their guidance is not appropriate to the demands of the 21st century.  In addition, fewer of the graduates of Japan’s top universities are now joining the bureaucracy and many that do leave well before retirement.

Bureaucratic turf wars: Each bureaucracy functions as a group with its own interests in policy formation and obtaining their share of government funding.  For example the education ministry and the foreign affairs ministry may clash over the issue of history textbooks that do not satisfy the demands of China and Korea or the ministry of finance, the ministry of international trade and industry may clash over issue of market deregulation, and many different ministries have protested greatly to protect their areas from opening up Japan to increasing global competition. 

All the ministries try to secure as much funding for themselves as possible when the budget is made.  The ministry of finance is generally in charge of this allotment, and generally takes the easy road of allocating money to the various ministries in the same proportions from year to year.  This budget process does, however, allow for a great deal of bargaining with not only the different ministries, but also with politicians who want money spent on areas important to them. There is no assessment of how the money was spent by the ministry of finance.

Business governance and quasi-business operation: Japan Inc. was the name given by Westerners to Japan in the 1970-80s because they thought that the government coordinated the actions of its companies to make them more competitive.  To an extent this was true.  The ministry of finance and the ministry of international trade and industry were able to get corporations in many industries to do what they wanted simply because they were able to control the supply of money when capital was in short supply.  Other ministries were able to control industries through regulations.  In some ways and in some cases, this government direction was effective, and in some ways and cases it was not (there is great debate on this issue).  To some extent, companies and their industry associations enjoyed this guidance because they used the government to help maintain stability and prosperity in their industry.   What is true, is that in many ways these ministries acted on their own discretion and their activities did not necessarily coincide with the wants or best interests of the Japanese people.  It is generally believed that the bureaucracy has acted more in favor of corporations than for consumers.  The most blatant example of this tendency was the delay in treating blood to destroy HIV contamination until a Japanese company developed its own equipment for doing so.  The result of this failure to import proven equipment was the infection of several hundreds of people who needed blood transfusions.


Another form of government guidance over the economy is through ownership of corporations such as stock ownership of the privatized NTT or Japan Railways and Japan Tobacco, and also direct ownership of the Post-Office bank.  The ministries also set up special corporations that receive public funding to do jobs the various ministries think are important.  Often these are primarily vehicles to support retired bureaucrats.

Interest group bargaining: The politicians and bureaucrats do not decide policy by themselves.  They are greatly influenced by interest groups.  The most important interest group has been business.  Business has had a strong voice because the bureaucrats placed a great emphasis on economic growth, because business is the greatest financial contributor to the politicians (especially the LDP) and because there are close school, business, and family connections between the political, bureaucratic and business elite.  Often the direction of government activities would be decided in late night discussions at entertainment venues (expensive restaurants etc.) paid for by business.  In one sense the relatively smooth interaction between business and government has given the Japanese economy a level of coordination missing in countries where business-government relations are much more antagonistic.  These relations, however, are increasingly being looked upon as corruption especially the practice of amakudari (天下り).  Amakudari means descent from heaven and refers to the practice of giving a retired bureaucrat a job in a private company.  The promise of these jobs inclines those in the bureaucracy to help out the company, and after being hired, a retired bureaucrat can help out the company with his connections and knowledge of the bureaucracy.


Increasingly, however, the business-government connection is weakening because of the new attitude to corruption, to the increasing independence of business from government support, and because of the demands by other interest groups. These other interest groups include the farmer’s cooperatives, the labor unions, environmentalists, the media, small business groups, women’s groups, consumers’ rights advocates, local citizens’ groups, nationalists and so on.  In general, however, these interest groups have their say through voting power and, if necessary, the support of opposition parties in the Diet.


In the past most of the discussion necessary to finding a compromise between these viewpoints was done behind closed doors.  Increasingly, there are formalized and more open policy formation groups sponsored by LDP and the bureaucracies.  Businesspeople, academics and other interested people are invited to participate and their interests can be powerfully communicated to the bureaucracy.

Political party compromise: Despite the important role that the bureaucrats play in policy and law formation, final decisions remain with the politicians. Even when the finance ministry is allocating money to the different ministries, politicians influence who gets what.  Reaching these decisions requires achieving consensus in the traditional nemawashi style of getting input from all members of the group. Nemawsashi happens at the level of the ruling party and among the parties of the legislature.  Within the LDP, members of the factions have to decide what’s important to them and then their leaders achieve a party consensus.  Subsequently, the LDP tries to make its proposal acceptable to the opposition in parliament.  The opposition will use debates in the Diet and the media to criticize the LDP’s policy, but will also work with the LDP to change the proposal more to its liking.  The Japanese preference for consensus results in most laws passing the Diet with near unanimous votes.  They consider that consensus to be democratic. In most other democracies, it is still considered democratic when a governing party uses its majority to pass a law in spite of opposition.
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ISSUES: FROM COLD WAR CONFRONTATION TO CORRUPTION AND ENVIRONMENT


Befitting a very large and complex society, the issues that concern the Japanese are extremely diverse.  The examples below are just a few of the major issues that concern the Japanese people, their politicians and their bureaucrats.  How these issues have been dealt with and how they are being dealt with reflect the continuing adjustments in power between the politicians, the bureaucrats, business and the people.  The examples begin with the cold war issue simply because its end as an issue in 1989 meant that more attention could be focused on other issues.

Cold war: From the end of World War II to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the tension between the US led West (including Japan) and the communist governments of the Soviet Union and China greatly influenced Japanese politics.  Early in this period, the American occupation and rebuilding assistance lead Japan further into a capitalist-democratic society by there was still real questioning of that system and sympathies toward the socialist/communist form of society.  After the 1960 riots against the defense treaty with the Americans, the Japanese became a firm part of the Western alliance, even though there remained strong opposition to it from students and communists. The LDP gained preferential treatment for Japan from the Americans in terms of trade and defense in return for supporting them.  The LDP used their support of the west (the US) to gain the support of the Japanese people who associated this alliance with economic growth and democracy. 

In 1989 the LDP’s ability to use the cold war to gain support from voters was dramatically weakened because the Soviet Union no longer posed a great threat to the US or Japan.  The Americans no longer needed the LDP to secure support of the Japanese people and the Japanese people no longer had to worry about the LDP connection with the Americans.  The socialist opposition also lost much of their relevance.  The political system was freed up to deal more openly with other issues of importance.  People were able to consider parties closer to the LDP in ideology, but which offered different ways of handling issues such as quality of life, environment, economic development, education etc.

Policy based politics: It has been the norm in Japanese politics to campaign for office on vague terms of what the candidate or party plan to do if elected.  Policies were made after a government was formed and there was little way for the party to be held accountable for its actions.  Now parties are preparing detailed policies before an election and claiming that they will implement them upon election.  In the LDP, Prime Minister Koizumi began the claim that his policies are the policies of the LDP, while the Democratic Party produced a detailed ‘manifesto’ of their policies before the 2005 election.

Corruption: Corruption in government had become an issue several times in the last few decades.  However, this was usually treated as the wrongdoings of a few individuals.  In the late 1980s and through the 1990s there has been a transformation in the perception of politician, bureaucrat and business relations.  Whereas at one time these relations were considered efficient ‘oiling’ of the mechanisms of government and business, recently they have become considered more as systemic forms of corruption.  People want more openness in how the government is run and they don’t want their politicians doing favors for people who pay them off through entertainment, amakudari jobs, or in cash or stocks.  There have also been revelations of politician and bureaucrat relations with the Yakuza. The most important issue in resolving this systemic problem, however, is resolving the problem of politicians’ expenses and this has yet to be done.

Environment: The environment has been an important issue in Japan for several decades and it reflects some of the complexities and difficulties in the way the Japanese government deals with issues in relation to the will of the people.  In the 1960s and 1970s dealing with pollution was a life and death issue.  The air in some Japanese cities was so bad that thousands of people were getting sick.  In Minimata, mercury in fish was killing people and deforming children.  On the Japan Sea coast cadmium was also killing people.  The oil crisis of the 1970s threatened Japan’s economic development.  In reaction to these and many other problems, the government acted quickly to make laws reducing pollution and the Environmental Protection Agency and other environment or energy related departments were set up.  The Government was quite bold in some of the demands it placed on companies to clean up.  For example smoke emitting industries, car manufacturers and taxi companies were forced to clean up their activities quickly.  The central bureaucracy, however, took it on to itself to develop other strategies for dealing with environmental problems.  Three of these are nuclear energy, the incineration of Japan’s mountains of waste, and golf course development.  

The bureaucracy (MITI) insists on developing nuclear energy and in particularly Japan’s fast breeder reactor type of nuclear energy despite the fact it is economically inefficient.  More importantly, the people in many of the areas where these facilities are built don’t want them and have protested against them and have been supported by their local governments.  The bureaucracy has, however, been supported by the politicians of the central government, and these areas have been forced to accept the nuclear facilities.  The central bureaucracy has also supported the incineration of waste, but the bureaucrats failed to tell local people that the incineration of plastics released dioxins into the air.  The central bureaucrats supported the development of golf courses around the country.  Although prefectural governments competed amongst each other to get the money for these courses from the national government, local citizens groups opposed their development on environmental grounds.

Decentralization: Japan is formally setup to function with a great deal of local autonomy, both at the prefecture level and at the municipal level (cities, towns, and villages).  All these levels have their own governments and administrations.  However in reality, local autonomy is very limited because the inability of local government to raise their own taxes.  The bureaucrats of the national administration have great control over the activities of the politicians and bureaucrats at the lower levels of government. The constitution gives prefectures and municipalities limited powers to raise money from taxes and they rely on the central government for 70% of their funding. With this funding comes control over how the local governments spend it and most of local government activities are directed by national government policies.  Furthermore, in recognition that good connections with the central government, particularly the bureaucracy, means easier access to funding, usually over half the governors of the prefectures have been former employees of the national bureaucracy. Local officials must often travel to Tokyo to get the permission of national officials on their plans.  Furthermore, this national control extends to the activities of private firms.  The results of this national control are a tendency to sameness in the developments from one end of the nation to another, an inability of different regions to experiment with new ways of serving their population, an overdependence on national funding (and resulting complacency), and most importantly a frustration of local citizens in controlling their own destiny.

Deregulation: Government control over the economy is achieved primarily through the means of regulations on what firms can do.  Japan’s government has been criticized for having too many regulations, over regulating business activities, and using regulations to protect Japanese business from foreign competition.  It has responded to some of these criticisms, by for example loosing up the regulations separating the activities of financial institutions and the pricing of their services.  The government remains, however, protective of certain sectors of the economy, such as small business and farmers, who many claim are inefficient. Yet, the issue of deregulation is so important in Japanese politics that the 2005 election was primarily about whether the Post Office should be privatized or not.

Recession: The economic slowdown that Japan fell into in the1990s was of course an important issue to many inside of Japan and outside. It was less of an issue than it might be because the Japanese government kept the economy at a reasonable level of functioning with government spending.  The government debt has now, however, reached a level of 130% of GDP, and this is likely to become an issue with the public at large in the not too distant future.  The debt problem of the banks is another major factor that prolonged the recession.  The government slowly moved the banks to resolve the debt problem.  The politicians didn’t want to use public money to help out the banks because they believe this help would be very unpopular with the voters.

Education: Reforming Japan’s educational system into one that promotes the creativity needed to meet 21st century global competition is an issue that is argued at all levels of government and within great input from the public.  A common theme is the debate between fostering more individualism (in the Western independence sense) or retaining the values and benefits of group cooperation.

Women’s rights: Both the politicians and bureaucrats have been moved to deal with women’s issues, particularly sexual harassment, equal pay for equal work, and childcare support.  However the laws that have been passed have lacked any means of punishment for failure to protect these rights and monetary support for childcare is insufficient.

American military bases: Tens of thousands of American military people remain in Japan in several airforce, navy and army bases.  These bases take up a lot of space that could be put to other important purposes and the military presence itself is not very much appreciated.  The greatest resistance to these bases is in Okinawa where over 50% of the American forces are located.  The Okinawan people and their prefectural government feel that this is an unfair imposition on them by not only the Americans, but also the central government which will not distribute these forces more equally around Japan.

War compensation: China and Korea, and other Asian countries invaded by Japan in the Pacific War did receive compensation in amounts decided at the end of the war.  However, recently different groups of people such as the women forced into prostitution and forced laborers have demanded further compensation.  Some elements in Japanese society favor this compensation, more support a declaration of Japan’s responsibility for its wartime actions.  However, these appeals have been blocked initially by the bureaucracy, then blocked by the judiciary.  The Diet has only considered giving modest compensation to these victims.

Aging Population and Low Reproduction: One quarter of Japan’s population will be over 65 years of age by the year 2025.  At about 1.30 children per woman (slightly more than Hong Kong) Japan also has one of the lowest birthrates in the developed world.  Together these two factors mean that the Japanese people will have to find creative ways to support all the social needs of its aging population without placing too great a burden on the economy or on the individuals who pay the taxes that will pay for those social needs.  This is by far the greatest challenge to Japanese society.
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