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PRIME MINISTERS

Takashi Inoguchi

INTRODUCTION: ARE JAPANESE
PRIME MINISTERS INHERENTLY WEAK?

When Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was abruptly hospitalized for two weeks in
September 2007, the Financial Times commented that Japan might be able
to function without a prime minister because Abe had not even appointed an
acting prime minister. Abe’s chief cabinet secretary provided bedside brief-
ings to him for two weeks, at the end of which Abe resigned from office.!
This event and other similar examples of Japanese prime ministers give
sometimes the impression that Japan is a country without a leader. Karel
Van Wolferen’s writings exemplify this view well.? In examining three recent
Japanese prime ministers—Shigeru Yoshida, Kakuei Tanaka, and Junichiro
Koizumi—I make two points:

1. That the political system of Japan carries heavy legacies from the early
modern period and that the floundering of Japanese-style absolutism in
the late sixteenth century paved the course of Japanese political develop-
ment in a fragmented and fissiparous fashion.?

2. That the effectiveness of a prime minister to forge a solid coalition in
harmony with the spirit of his time while in office is key to his ability to
overcome the limited constitutional and institutional authority allocated
to the Office of Prime Minister.

I chose Yoshida, Tanaka, and Koizumi because they represent the three
distinctive periods since 1945 and thus need to be examined carefully accord-
ing to historical contextual differences:*

1. Military occupation and economic reconstruction (1945-1960);
2. Strong economic growth (1960-1985); and
3. Globalization (1985-2010).
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First, I summarize the early modern legacies of the Japanese political system
pointing to the quasi-federal nature of bureaucratic dominance.® Then I char-
acterize the three periods of the post-1945 Japanese political system, focusing
on the support base, priority policies, the predominant government ministry,
public sentiment and concerns, and reasons for supporting opposition parties.®
Third, I depict Yoshida, Tanaka, and Koizumi as prime ministers representing
each of these three periods, illustrate how effective coalition formation strate-
gies do make a difference to the strength and weakness of prime ministers,
irrespective of constitutionally prescribed, institutionally embedded, and his-
torically carried-over structures within which each prime minister has to act.

JaApAN’sS EARLY MODERN LEGACIES

By early modern legacies, I refer to the unsuccessful attempt in Japan to
establish an absolute monarchy as done in early modern Europe. Instead,
the Japanese political system retained the late medieval, feudalistic fragmen-
tation of power during the early modern period (1603-1867) and the mod-
ern period (1868-1985).” Ieyasu Tokugawa, prevailed over 300 domains
with a quasi-monopoly on external commerce, diplomacy, and defense in
his hands. The era of Pax Tokugawa (1603-1867) was achieved through
a quasi-federalist scheme, Japanese style. A sharp distinction among the
four classes—warriors, peasants, artisans, and merchants—existed, with the
warriors mostly disarmed and assembled into the castle towns of domains
where their duties were defined primarily as bureaucratic. The key feature
of domain governance is bureaucratic authoritarianism that was clannish
in nature. Each domain was headed by a domain lord who organized his
bureaucracy based on the idea of the extended family with warriors-cum-
bureaucrats capping the structure of the domain.? Another key feature is the
democratizing potentials of bureaucratic authoritarianism in the domain.’?
As the task of governance in the domain expanded gradually in tandem with
the rise of the population and increased agricultural production, the warrior
class category loosened to include rich peasants and merchants, especially as
domain finance was intermittently tight and lending to the domain became
a common business of rich merchants. In 1603 the warrior population
accounted for 3 percent of the population, but in 1867, this class accounted
for 7 percent. More important to the democratic potentials of this type of
bureaucratic authoritarianism in a domain is the decision-making mode of
collective discussion among senior bureaucrats whose highest priority was
the protection and promotion of organizational dignity and interests, but
not necessarily loyalty to the domain chief.!

Quasi-federalism, organizational decision making based on the concep-
tion of an extended clan, and inclusive authoritarianism are the three central
features of early modern, modern, and postmodern Japanese politics. These
features have manifested themselves time and again. Quasi-federalism meta-
morphoses itself into a federation of bureaucratic agencies. Each bureau-
cratic agency is semisovereign, although not necessarily the Office of the
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Prime Minister. Organizational decision making based on the concept of an
extended clan is succeeded by each bureaucratic agency, not necessarily the
prime minister’s decision. The scope of power available to the prime minister
is considerably limited and occasionally only slightly more than nominal.
The same holds true for inclusive authoritarianism. Although authoritari-
anism metamorphosed into democracy through the years, the impetus to
include more clients under its umbrella did not decline under democracy.!!

In 1868 and the ensuing years, quasi-federalism and organizational deci-
sion making with extended clan conception and inclusive authoritarianism
were retained in modified forms. The transition of hashan-chiken (abolish
domains, establish prefectures) into more or less semisovereign bureaucratic
agencies is important. Replacing domains and centralizing prefectures came
naturally. Semisovereign, bureaucratic agencies came, at least, initially in the
form of Meiji Restoration leaders capturing government posts and positions
and attracting like-minded people or nonstrangers from their home domains
to work with them. For instance, the army was heavily Choshu-dominant
and the navy was Satsuma-dominant. Even with the equalization of the four
classes after 1868, the former warrior class dominated government. Up until
the 1920s, more than one-half of upper stream civil servants came from war-
rior families.

In 1945 Japan unconditionally surrendered to the Allied Powers led by
the United States. The United States wanted Japan to rule itself under the
general direction of the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers, General
Douglas MacArthur. With the exception of the army, the navy, the Internal
Security Police, and some war-tainted politicians and high-ranking bureau-
crats, much of the imperial service was retained. The emperor’s status was
changed dramatically from a sovereign king to a living national symbol
through the abolishment and replacement of the Imperial Constitution
with a new constitution. Quasi-federalism among bureaucratic agencies did
not change at all with each agency remaining broadly semisovereign in its
policy area.

Core clites of the bureaucracy continued to be from the warrior class of the
early modern period. The modern Japanese political system evolved around
the bureaucracy. That explains why the modern Japanese political system
has been fragmented, fissiparous, and decentralized at the very top level of
government by semisovereign bureaucratic agencies, why prime ministers (or
domain lords) have never been like the descendants of absolutist monarchs in
Europe or autocrats in China, and why the modern Japanese political system
has been able to adapt to environmental changes at home and abroad without
jeopardizing its basic continuity. Yet the three features (quasi-federalism and
organizational decision making with extended clan conception, and inclusive
authoritarianism) have not changed as much for the bureaucracy. From the
prime ministers’ perspective, the three features manifest themselves as fol-
lows: that is, prime ministers are like domain chiefs. They do not necessarily
enjoy the power of the highest authority. Prime ministers are constitution-
ally and institutionally weak. Prime ministers give broad directives to cabinet
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ministers but not detailed instructions. Prime ministers must obtain consen-
sus from all cabinet ministers before cabinet-sponsored bills are sent to the
National Diet. If a cabinet member resists signing a proposed bill, then she
or he must resign from office or the entire cabinet. The prime minister is no
exception to this rule. Only when the prime minister exercises his author-
ity with exceptional tact and good timing, can he be very powerful. Yet his
power is never guaranteed.!?

The path dependence of the modern Japanese political system is under-
lined in this chapter and book with some inevitable dissonance from what
the more conventional view of modern Japanese history would suggest, that
is, modernization and centralization in 1868 and thereafter and democ-
ratization and centralization in 1945 and thereafter. Until recently, the
bureaucracy has enjoyed dominance. As globalization permeated society
and reduced mediating institutions’ weight, bureaucracy entered a period
of slow decline as a key political actor. During the post-1985 period, the
bureaucracy has become less of a predominant political force and prime
ministers have had to experience some daunting change in their political
environment.

THREE PERIODS OF POST-1945 JAPANESE POLITICS

Before examining our three prime ministers and their style and perfor-
mances, I provide brief accounts of each period in which each prime minister
was a key actor. In the first period after World War II, the period of occu-
pation and reconstruction (1945-1960), the government’s emphasis and
orientation was on pacifism and economic growth. This two-prong policy
focus came to be known as the Yoshida Doctrine, after the prime minister
was credited with its creation and implementation. Renouncing war in its
postwar constitution, Japan followed a pacifist military and foreign policy
that was possible because of the Japan-U.S. Security Treaty. The treaty left
Japan significantly dependent on the United States for its security; yet the
arrangement allowed Tokyo to focus on the second prong of the doctrine—
economic reconstruction and growth.

Fueled by deep poverty for the vast majority of the Japanese population
in the immediate years after World War 11, political emotions and opposi-
tion to the government ran high. The political tension and sentiments of
the electorate shifted as the economy started to grow and reconstruction
ensued. In 1955, two conservative parties joined together to form the Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP). Sparked by the growing power of the center-right
and growing support from the self-employed, the LDP electoral power base
continued to expand into rural areas that had witnessed, under the U.S.
occupation, farmland reforms and the creation of a large class of landowning
farmers. The economic programs and initiatives of government sponsored an
ongoing expansion of support from the self-employed business sector. The
Economic Planning Agency, known then as the Headquarters for Economic
Stability, led Japan’s efforts at economic reconstruction.
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In the years after World War I1, political tempers ran high. The Japan-U.S.
Security Treaty served as a lightning rod, with the loudest political voices
warning that U.S. military installations on Japanese soil would only hasten
Japan into another war. The Japan Socialist Party (JSP) and the Japanese
Communist Party (JCP) were among those voices. Conversely, those who
argued that such a security arrangement would deter any military threats
resonated less well among the public. The LDP, or at least the party that
would eventually become it, supported this viewpoint. The other point of
contention was how the government should proceed economically: should
the emphasis be on promoting economic recovery through reconstruction
and building fundamental economic strength or should the emphasis be
more at a microlevel, at the level of the individual and individual family. The
LDP supported the former economic approach; the JSP and JCP supported
the latter.

Strong economic growth characterized the second period under consid-
eration (1960-1985) in this chapter. The Japanese bureaucracy together
with the LDP and business formed a powerful tripartite structure that pro-
pelled the Japanese economy to grow and expand at an unprecedented rate.
Although all three actors are credited, the model of development is viewed
as bureaucracy driven. The bureaucracy directed and managed the devel-
opment of the national economy: from the administration of research and
development subsidies seeking technological innovation to subsidies for less
competitive industries to corporate financing. The bureaucracy provided the
budgets for industrial infrastructure and gave direction on fiscal and finan-
cial policy.

The primacy of the bureaucracy in the Japanese policy process has led to
the characterization that “government overrules politics.” Indeed, the guid-
ing principles behind a policy are frequently drafted by government agencies
for governing parties and business leaders to review. The historical roots of
this bureaucracy-driven political structure can be found in the periods of
early modern (1603-1867) and modern (1868-1985) Japan.

Farmers and self-employed businessmen formed the initial base of support
for the LDP, but their importance to the party diminished as a new body
of LDP support appeared from the new middle class and “new middle-class
masses” that emerged with economic growth.

In the postwar years, the overarching policy objectives of the LDP were to
provide the conditions for stable and competitive economic growth, that is,
conditions that led to Japan resuming its position among the advanced coun-
tries. To reach those objectives, the policy priorities focused on the obvious
area of macroeconomic management and the, not so obvious, area of social
policy. Concerned by downward trends in its support base, the LDP sought
to strengthen and expand its support among the new middle-class masses by
prioritizing social policy.

The government ministries central to Japan’s policy aspirations during
the period of reconstruction and economic growth were those that had the
portfolios for international trade and industry (MITTI), finance (MoF), and
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health and welfare. With regard to budget allocation and size of population,
the Ministry of Health and Welfare would not appear to be a key ministry,
however, its significance was soon to be realized. The increasing recognition
of the growing middle-class masses and their importance in enhancing and
securing LDP support translated into a mounting awareness about the sig-
nificance of social policy.

Over the years, the governing party and opposition parties have experi-
enced several ups and downs in their respective support base. Rising income
levels and lower worker participation in labor unions did not correlate
directly to a shrinking support base for opposition parties. LDP political
gaftes and scandals certainly worked in favor of the opposition parties’ sup-
port base. At times the opposition parties also garnered substantial support
among the segment of the new middle-class masses that supported stronger
social policies, pacifism, and equality. To reclaim this block of votes, the
LDP responded by placing a greater emphasis on social policy and alliances
with other countries. This block of votes also shifted away from the opposi-
tion parties as pressure for market liberalization intensified and principles,
such as pacifism, became linked to protectionism.

Aided by technology, globalization gained considerable momentum at
the end of the twentieth century. This phenomenon divides national econo-
mies and seeks to merge and reintegrate the most competitive industries.
This is a constant process. Those who are less competitive see their income
levels drop.

Globalization affects all areas of policy. To secure their support base,
governing parties must have as their primary concern those companies that
compete internationally. The organizational structure to support these com-
panies must be astutely and adroitly readjusted to changing market and other
forces and must be a priority for governing parties. The catch phrases for
the governing parties must be continuous technology innovation, improved
efficiency, and increased competitiveness.

How the LDP responds to the tide of globalization will largely impact
its support base. The LDP decided to present an optimistic and aggressive
approach to tackling uncertainties presented by globalization. This message
resonated with parts of the electorate who believe that although govern-
ment deregulation and market liberalization negatively affect their employ-
ment and lives, the future would be bleaker if this path was not followed.
This electorate is further fortified by Prime Minister Koizumi’s own show
of enthusiasm and courage in facing these risks himself. Therefore, the sup-
port base of the LDP during this period of globalization comes from those
Japanese citizens who share their leaders’ belief that the uncertainty of the
future is best faced with optimism, strong resolve, and a bold approach.

Globalization presents challenges and forces states to refocus their
policies. Waning economic growth, changing demographics, and gender
inequality also pose challenges. Globalization prompts the Japanese govern-
ing party to shift from policies of macroeconomic management to those that
can ameliorate economic standards and alter regulations. Those who are less
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competitive look to the government for financial assistance. Japan does not
have a safety net. Social policies are under financial strain as demographics
change to a predominantly aging population and economic growth remains
poor. Gender equality is also weak, but here it is the corporate culture that
must first change.

Since 2005 Japan’s population has been in decline. Reversing this trend
will do much to abet the above issues. Yet the high rate of childless couples
has much to do with the conditions of economic uncertainty, strained social
policies, and the lack of a safety net. Increased government allocation of
funds will not resolve these issues. Globalization spotlights issues not pre-
viously considered serious, but all the same must be addressed for actors
to be competitive. Policy emphasis is on deregulation and reducing gov-
ernment expenditures. Those ministries given large portions of the budget
(e.g., Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, and Transport) are no longer a policy
priority. That said, individual ministers can highlight specific policies and
issues. The shift in the working dynamics of ministries has met resistance
that is twofold. First, the bureaucracy of large ministries and agencies oppose
political maneuvering; second, government bureaucratic culture does not
endorse swift actions or quick decisions. To overcome the lack of bureau-
cratic will for policy redesign, the prime minister and his cabinet ministers
are increasingly needed to be the driver of government policy.

Globalization makes the role of the Japanese prime minister and his cabi-
net indispensable to the political process. If the office of the prime minister
serves only a symbolic role, then ministerial secretaries, campaign strategists,
and political consultants are behind-the-scene workhorses on globalization-
related issues. Any outgoing political statements must be carefully consid-
ered. The more critical the public, the more likely government’s policies will
be negatively received. The 2006 by-election in Chiba prefecture revealed
that Ichiro Ozawa, the new president of the Democratic Party of Japan
(DPJ), had outmaneuvered Koizumi with an emphasis on voter mobilization
and the human touch over Koizumi’s bold and carefully crafted messages.

The opposition parties must also strive to connect with their support
base. Both globalization and reform of the lower house electoral system
have changed the political landscape. Government spending habits have also
changed. Pork-barrel projects are gone. A prolonged recession has drasti-
cally limited the government spending for large-scale public works, central
government grants to the local government, and large-scale social policy
projects. Moreover, voters are no longer swayed by Diet members’ promises
to secure central government funding.

Given the changed circumstances, how can a politician win the elector-
ate’s support? It is now the political message that mobilizes voter support.
To rally support, Ozawa had face-to-face meetings with each organization in
his district, cycled around his district to meet people, and when campaign-
ing used a pile of crates as his podium. This approach is known as street-side
campaigning, and was once the forte of the LDP. In contrast, Koizumi made
campaign speeches from the top of a campaign truck and depended on his



18 TAKASHI INOGUCHI

use of bold, skilful rhetoric to win the voters. At one time, the opposition
parties were content to make grand overstatements, knowing that power was
not within their reach. Today, the political environment has changed. The
LDP attracts voters who are worried about the future and feel reassured by
the party’s bold, optimistic message. The LDP has chosen to employ coura-
geous rhetoric over a detailed outline of specific policies. Conversely, oppo-
sition parties have relinquished their traditional strategy of overstatement,
and instead have focused on presenting themselves as the real representatives
of the people. Their emphasis is to shake hands, meet people, and be the
sympathetic ear, ultimately stressing that they are the ones with the human
touch.

THREE PRIME MINISTERS: YOSHIDA,
TaANAKA, AND Ko1zum1i

Yoshida, Tanaka, and Koizumi are perfect profile as Japanese prime minis-
ters who, to prove powerful, must act within the above summarized param-
eters.!® In my scheme of analysis, Yoshida represents the period of military
occupation as an authoritarian diplomat of aristocratic heritage. Tanaka rep-
resents the period of strong economic growth as captured in his bestselling
book, Remolding the Japanese Avchipelagoes. And Koizumi represents the
period of globalization, focused on the deregulation and privatization of
(semi)governmental firms. The period of military occupation extends till
1960 when Japan and the United States revised the Security Treaty, whereby
the asymmetric alliance was moderated in the direction of more symmetry.
The period of strong economic growth ends in 1985 with the signing of the
Plaza Accord, designed to accelerate qualitatively and quantitatively the tide
of globalization through deregulation of currency trade.

Yoshida

Shigeru Yoshida was a professional diplomat.!* He was bold and self-
confident, and, at the same time, arrogant and abrasive. In the 1940s he
acted against the military to facilitate the termination of war against the
United States. Because of his actions he was constantly monitored by internal
security police, culminating in de facto house arrest for the remaining part
of the war. Incoming General Douglas MacArthur purged from office many
professional politicians for being tainted with wartime activities. Yoshida
was selected as the leader of a newly established, conservative, pro-American
political party. The country’s surrender and the conclusion of the peace treaty
had been handled by prime ministers very close to the Imperial House. But
Yoshida handled the security treaty between the United States and Japan.
Yoshida was articulate and decisive and at the same time thoughtful. Yoshida
reasoned that since Japan had been completely defeated by the United States
that wanted to retain and use all the military bases and facilities in Japan,
it would not be a bad decision for Japan to conclude an alliance treaty in



PRIME MINISTERS 19

which the United States guarantees Japan’s defense while Japan abandons
its right to build its own armed forces to defend the country as outlined in
the famous Article 9. Critics of Yoshida were abundant. The National Diet
was not always well controlled by the governing coalition. Public opinion
overwhelmingly opposed Yoshida’s decision. Yet Yoshida was determined
and decisive. He argued that a completely defeated Japan should make the
best use of the situation, gallantly accepting the terms of the alliance and
with determination focusing on recovering from the war to develop a highly
industrialized country without the burden of building its own armed forces
to cope with the Cold War confrontation.

In retrospect, Yoshida was the best man for the task. Among the con-
servatives the overriding propensity was to be exceedingly nationalistic,
stressing patriotism and armed buildup even under the military occupation.
The presence and power of such sentiments should not be underestimated.
Yoshida had the audacity to go it alone with his decision. He persuaded the
governing party even though the bulk of party members and supporters did
not like what they viewed as a submissive position taken by the Japanese
government. His characteristic aloofness and arrogance played well in this
situation. Yoshida, not being a professional politician or a publicly elected
figure, asked party leaders not to give him the task of intraparty persua-
sion when he accepted his party presidency. In return Yoshida said he would
single-handedly deal with MacArthur. Vis-a-vis MacArthur, Yoshida was a
good match. MacArthur tended to be overly self-confident and arrogant.
MacArthur was both the United Nations commander in chief of'its forces in
Korea and the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers in Japan. To han-
dle MacArthur, a task critical to Japan’s recovery, was best left to Yoshida.
A single and simple message (complete obedience to power) sent by Yoshida
resonated well with MacArthur. Moreover, Yoshida was aristocratic. When
he signed documents, it was not Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida but His
Majesty’s subject Shigeru.

In terms of the needs of both Yoshida and MacArthur, Yoshida was fortu-
nate. Yoshida was not interested in the day-to-day handling of many admin-
istrative matters and the consensus-building mechanisms of party politics
and formation of public opinion, and MacArthur was also equally indif-
ferent to the task of day-to-day administration, which was left mostly to
two key bureaucratic groups within the occupation authorities, those New
Dealers carried over from the 1930s and those Cold War confrontationists.
MacArthur was relieved by the U.S. role in what was called indirect rule.
The longstanding Japanese bureaucracy continued to work tirelessly under
Yoshida without many complicated daily problems arising because of the
direct rule of the Japanese leadership. MacArthur’s primary focus was the
Cold War; Yoshida’s was swift economic recovery and political stability for
Japan.

In sum, Yoshida was a perfect fit for the type of Japanese politics under mil-
itary occupation. His diplomatic career helped him to deal with MacArthur.
Yoshida represented the dignity of a nation and sense of independence when
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foreign military forces occupied the country. Yoshida was a national savior in
that he taught the Japanese people that they could be proud even at the nadir
of their nation’s existence, if one is proud of the nation and confident in the
nation’s ability to recover and grow.

Here, it is important to note that the steady work by the national bureau-
cracy during the period helped the military occupation to become a far less
traumatic experience to the nation and helped the economic recovery and
development to proceed amazingly smoothly.

Tanaka

Kakuei Tanaka was a professional politician.'> A son of a horse dealer, he
was a self-made man. Since he was a graduate from a technical engineering
school, the training helped him immensely later in his political life when
redesigning the Japanese economy and society. He acquired valuable experi-
ence in construction and in doing land deals with the government, small and
large, and with financing sources.

His expertise was honed in his early days in Manchukuo (1932-1945)
and wartime and immediate postwar time business activities when near
chaos prevailed and a small dint of entrepreneurship mattered immensely
in the near-complete vacuum. Tanaka’s book Reconstructing the Japanese
Avrchipelago lays out his longtime dreams with many concrete examples of
the direction in which Japan should proceed as a highly industrialized coun-
try without many natural resources but a well-educated population with a
strong work ethic. His strength was his ability to make use of the legislative
drafting process and to forge a policy-focused coalition based on his own
solid understanding of local folks’ grievances and their resentful attitude
toward the state and of his remarkable familiarity with numerous laws regu-
lating infrastructural, industrial, and agricultural development in those less
developed areas.

Tired of bureaucratic leaders who preceded him, the electorate saw
Tanaka as a national hero-to-be at the time of his ascent to power. However,
the first oil crisis of 1973-1974 dashed that expectation. Yet being articu-
late, aggressive, and agile, Tanaka was the best leader for the crisis. He
assured the nation that they need not worry about petroleum shortages as
the government was committed to vigorously accelerating the construction
of oil tank bases and the exploration and exploitation of petroleum sup-
ply lines. When the United States made rapprochement with China amid
the turmoil of the Vietnam War, Tanaka moved swiftly to do the same
and more. In 1971 the United States realized rapprochement with China,
best characterized as diplomatic normalization. Japan followed the United
States but moved beyond diplomatic normalization to make peace, followed
quickly by a combination of business and war reparation initiatives to help
China in its modernization. Henry Kissinger raised concern that Tanaka
could endanger U.S. national interest by acting so recklessly, so swiftly, and
so independently.
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Domestically, Tanaka was a perfect fit to Japanese politics during the
period of strong economic growth. His vigor in moving himself upward was
resonant with the national rise in the ranking of Gross National Product
and economic growth rate. He was one of the youngest cabinet ministers
and one of the youngest to become prime minister (1972-1974). What was
striking about him was his encyclopedic knowledge of names and faces, and
sometimes birthdays, of civil servants that impacted his policy interests and
met his supporters’/clients’ interests. He represented the focal points of busi-
ness, bureaucracy, and the LDP.!'® Through his vigorous interactions with
people from every walk of life he made his bureaucratic networks function in
their most visible, tangible, and effective way. Important to stress here also
is that his strength was in making and maintaining the national bureaucracy
his close assistant. For that purpose, he interacted with bureaucrats intensely
and extensively to give his directives on issues over cabinet ministers in charge
of that portfolio. His knowledge of policy issues and bureaucrats’ names was
most remarkable. He was definitely hyperactive in policy areas. He symbol-
ized the nation’s immersion in high economic growth.

In terms of the governing party, his grip of power was near perfect. He
outpaced his rivals on all fronts. When the economy grew by leaps and
bounds, government revenue grew proportionately. Thus policy ideas and
initiatives found numerous opportunities to be materialized. The governing
party is made up of factions, each led by a faction leader. The Tanaka faction
grew and grew because of his charisma, his financial assistance to faction
members for their campaign money and other purposes, and his political
tact in getting high-ranking posts in the party and the cabinet for his faction
members, all of which culminated in the Tanaka faction being the predomi-
nant faction of the governing party. Yet power degenerates once it reaches its
pinnacle. Tanaka was indicted by the prosecutors’ oftice for bribery related
to the Lockheed aircraft company and found guilty. While in the process of
appealing the lower court sentence through a higher court, Tanaka passed
away.

Koizumi

Junichiro Koizumi is a third-generation politician of a political dynastic fam-
ily.}” Koizumi was a lone wolf. He did not like meetings and dining with
fellow politicians. Although he belonged to the Fukuda faction, he did not
attend its meetings assiduously. After serving the country as prime minister
for five years (2001-2006), he was alone with no followers. He did not speak
much in meetings or in téte-a-tétes. Thus, he did not collaborate much with
others. When he acted, he acted alone. When he acted, he surprised because
he did not consult anyone beforehand. Throughout his career, two people
stood out for their communications with this lone wolf. First, one of his
three sisters, Nobuko, has been his secretary throughout his political career.
Second, his secretary, Isao lijima, was his right-hand man and a shrewd and
strong gatekeeper for Koizumi. Most importantly, Koizumi did not visit his
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district often and did not bring pork-barrel projects to his district. Roads in
the district are in poor condition. Public transportation to Tokyo is not very
convenient.

His early political career was overshadowed by the predominance of the
Tanaka faction. His lone wolf style was nurtured and honed during this
period. Only after the strong economic growth period and the Cold War
were over, did opportunities arrive. The first chance went to the opposition
parties that took over power briefly in 1993-1994. Koizumi’s chances came
only after the Takeshita faction (successor of the Tanaka faction) enfeebled
itself slowly with the onset of a long recession (1991-2006). The Tanaka
faction was predominant from the time that Eisaku Sato appointed Tanaka
secretary-general of the LDP in the mid 1960s till 2000 when Keizo Obuchi,
the last prime minister of the Tanaka faction, suddenly passed away. Yoshinori
Mori, the leader of the Fukuda faction, then captured power. Accordingly,
members of the Fukuda faction were in the spotlight from 2000. Koizumi
was one of them. In 2001 Mori was forced to resign due, in part, to his poor
relationship with the mass media. Koizumi beat his rivals in the 2001 presi-
dential election.

The 1985 Plaza Accord heralded in the period of globalization. The tide
of globalization started to permeate every area of the globe. The much-
vaunted national unity and solidarity was steadily undermined by deregu-
lation and market liberalization that accompanies this tide of integration.
Most directly, mediating institutions that include bureaucracy, political par-
ties, trade unions, and interest groups are reduced in terms of their role and
weight. Koizumi’s politics of deregulation and remediation was his response
to that tide and was meant to activate the economy. Koizumi politics means
less mediation between the public and leaders. Hence his deregulatory leg-
islations. Hence his kabuki performance. The strategy of pushing populism
and raising participatory modes is adopted worldwide. In an era of globaliza-
tion, of more floating votes, of less mediation, and of more digitalization,
the transition from representative to monitory democracy has been taking
place universally as the tide of globalization reduces the power of organized
interests and bureaucratic fortresses.

Symbolic of his distaste for mediation is his style of decision making within
the constitutional constraints and institutional framework.!®* When govern-
ment discussions focused on how to reform and reduce the local transfer
portion of national tax revenue to local governments, Koizumi brusquely
advised the three ministers, who favored their pet projects to the exclusion
of other bureaucratic interests, that if they did not come up with an inte-
grated plan, he would make the decision. He avoided intervening in their
discussions, knowing too well that bureaucrats act as representatives of a
semisovereign entity. In order to dilute their self-claimed semisovereignty,
the best he could do was not to assert prime minister’s sovereignty but to
force them to come up with the best option among themselves. If Koizumi
meddled, he would only make more enemies by revealing his preferences.
Once a final decision was made, Koizumi deleted all the phrases outlining
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the causes and reasons for adopting that policy, saying that every and each
policy action had so many causes and reasons and that picking one or two
of them only created more enemies and confusions. Only the content of the
policy decision mattered. Hence his politics of privatizing postal service and
encouraging farmers and small business to stand on their own feet. Whether
prime ministers are able to exercise their power effectively depends on many
factors. Koizumi would have been unsuccessful in an era of high economic
growth, organized interests, and bureaucratic dominance. He was success-
ful in the era of globalization because he had a flair for politics that befits
the times, of less mediation, of more floating voters, and of far too long an
economic depression.

It is important to note that since 1945, the majority of prime ministers
were not able to exercise much power because of constraints and lack of
knowledge, skills, flair, and fortune. The three prime ministers I examined
are rare because they fit their time. The LDP was an exemplifier of such
an organic entity in politics. To add salt to the wound, Japan’s economic
development momentum was lost, registering at best a 1-2 percent annual
growth rate. Koizumi fitted the political environment perfectly. First, he
was a lone wolf, an ultimate individualist. He was never too dependent on
organizational backings, whether in his district, in his party politics, or in
national politics. Second, he was a believed in small government, whether
it was for his district or for the entire nation. Third, he believed in free
trade at home and abroad. Fourth, he believed in the power of words and
prose. He was astute in using the mass media. His language was combat-
ive, forceful, and determined, yet lasting no more than 10 minutes. His
speech immediately preceding his call for a general election on August
8, 2005, was fierce, forceful, and tactful, arguing that because his postal
liberalization bill was denied in the House of Councilors, he could not
proceed with it in the National Diet and that he must ask the entire nation
to give a respectful judgment as to whether the nation has confidence in
Koizumi or not.

In terms of policy, he distinguished himself from other prime ministers.
His instinct for right directions was apparent in policies that sought eco-
nomic renewal through privatization and liberalization and diplomacy that
leaned to one side at a time of crisis. The collapse of the economic bubble
in 1991 brought Japan into an unprecedented long recession. Koizumi was
assisted by cabinet minister Heizo Takenaka in his economic policy of recov-
ery through innovation, including at the organizational level. By the time
Koizumi’s tenure ended and he retired as prime minister and member of the
National Diet in 20006, the economy was showing signs of recovering. It is
unfortunate that in 2008 the Lehman Brothers triggered the great global
recession that hit Japan also hard. Koizumi privatized and liberalized a cou-
ple of semigovernmental enterprises, including postal services. The other
pillar of his policy was leaning to one side at a time of global war against
terrorism. His pro-U.S. policy was perfect in terms of timing, a minimum
commitment of troops sent and withdrawn.
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Koizumi declared full support for Bush’s war against global terrorism but
sent troops to Iraq only after Bush declared victory! Koizumi interpreted the
constitutional ban on sending troops abroad that once the war was declared
over, Japan could then send troops to help in reconciliation and recovery.

ZEITGEMAESSHEIT A STRONG LEADERSHIP
REQUIREMENT

Zeitgemaessheit occurs when political leaders are in harmony with the political
environment of the time. Yoshida was a perfect leader to deal with Douglas
MacArthur, and he did not have to invest much energy in domestic rivals and
other politicians and bureaucrats. Therefore, Yoshida’s authoritarian person-
ality did not hinder him from exercising his leadership; rather it helped him
to do so. It was a simple hierarchical world. The United States was supremo
bar none. Its representative was, therefore, supreme. Yoshida played the role
of a sergeant who carried out decisions on behalf of the commander in chief.
Some accused Yoshida of being a comprador, to which Yoshida rebuffed that
those vanquished must act with a sense of dignity vis-a-vis those victors.
He was fond of saying that taking up a prime ministership is what only the
fool does.

Tanaka was a perfect leader to make the best use of bureaucrats to envi-
sion the policy direction and draft legislative bills, because he was experi-
enced in finding solutions to those problems raised by clients and district
people by connecting himself within a myriad of interactions among bureau-
crats, politicians, and business leaders. Tanaka was a political entrepreneur in
a complex organic whole. Just like karaoke, the button you push determines
the political action. Every morning at his home he met dozens of people who
sought his help in fixing their problems. Tanaka, after listening to them each
for a couple of minutes, directly called someone who he believed would play
a key role in resolving the situation. Needless to say, the larger the repertoire
of karaoke, the better, and the more effective one becomes. Tanaka had the
largest repertoire and he sang karaoke most effectively.

Koizumi was a perfect leader as a lone wolf who took risks and played
the most effective roles on the basis of calculated moves. Koizumi is fond of
kabuki, Japanese opera, and amid his most hectic times watched it. His moti-
vation came from a desire to convey his message in the most effective and
succinct prose by learning and emulating relevant scenes. When he called for
a general clection on August 8, 2005, he was rehearsing the passages from
the Man from La Mancha (Don Quixote). When he publicly announced his
soon-to-be resignation toward the end of his party’s presidential tenure at
the prime ministerial garden party in the Shinjuku-gyoen in spring 2006, he
sang the short poem composed by Hosokawa Garasha, wife of a leader, who
was besieged in her husband’s absence for war assignment elsewhere by his
enemy in the warring period of the late sixteenth century, and who commit-
ted suicide after singing the poem. Koizumi learned from drama and acted
dramatically.
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CONCLUSION

Japanese prime ministers are constrained by constitutional and institutional
setups. The point I make is simply that with the parameters of the time well
grasped and placed in control, Japanese prime ministers can be very powerful.
I briefly examined the nature of those parameters in the three periods since
the end of World War II—the period of military occupation, the period of
strong economic growth, and the period of globalization. Then I examined
the three prime ministers who fitted those parameters of the time—Yoshida,
Tanaka, and Koizumi. It is not that every prime minister is a good fit for his
time; rather the opposite is more often true. This is why the phenomenon of
leadership deficit is often observed. Yoshida was perfect in that he was self-
confident. His time was that of military occupation by foreigners. He had
to act with dignity to uphold the nation’s pride despite all the wounds and
humiliation. Tanaka was the best man for his time. As long as he knew which
button in the karaoke machine to push, karaoke democracy worked well.
The politics of this period was based on the tightly knit organic whole often
scripted by the bureaucratic corps. Tanaka was articulate in policy thinking,
aggressive in persuasion, and agile in action. Koizumi was superb for his
time. His obsession with pithy prose and sentences drawn from kabuki and
nob (another traditional form of Japanese theater) was effective in an era of
globalization and digitalization. Zeitgemaessheit cannot be underestimated
when political leadership is examined.

The dramatic power change from the LDP to the DPJ on August 30,
2009, may be attributed in part to the lack of Zeitgemaessheit in the leader-
ship style of Shinzo Abe (2006-2007), Yasuo Fukuda (2007-2008), and
Taro Aso (2008-2009), the three prime ministers who succeeded Koizumi.
They all lacked charismatic appeal and critical public leadership qualities.
That said, the global economic recession triggered by the Lehman Brother’s
default meltdown and its negative consequences on the government and the
legitimacy deficit, in part fed by the three successive leadership changes (all
untested by popular vote) since 2005, did make an enormous difference. Yet
none of the three ensuing national leaders after Koizumi had the leader-
ship requirements for a period of globalization.!” The DPJ understands now
that sezji shudo (Politics take command!) does not work well once in power.
MP Yukio Edano of the DPJ, for one, keeps repeating this message. The
DPJ as an opposition kept criticizing the LDP government, arguing that the
LDP government was too dependent on bureaucracy and too subservient to
bureaucratically formulated policy packages and that the DP]J, once in power,
would practice the politics of seifi shudo. But negating karaoke politics does
not necessarily help the DPJ to play kabuki politics better. It must be noted
that democracy is in transition. I argue that the type of democracy has been
in great transition from karaoke to kabuki democracy in Japan, with many
other versions of transitions occurring in many other democracies, but all in
basic harmony with the argument made by John Keane, that is, the transi-
tion from representative democracy to monitory democracy is increasingly
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and ubiquitously unfolding and deepening around the globe. Tanaka and
Noburo Takeshita relied heavily on bureaucracy and worked closely with it
to mediate interests. Koizumi’s practice was no mediation. He did not like
bureaucracy or his own party, the LDP. Yoshida’s style was that of a subject,
a subject both to General MacArthur and Emperor Hirohito. His time was
neither that of state sovereignty (Japan was occupied) nor that of globaliza-
tion (Japan was recovering from war). Whether prime ministers fit the time
is most critical. With regard to the post-Koizumi landscape, being a second
or third generation politician, Abe, Fukuda, or Aso did not master a wide
range of karaoke songs unlike Kakuei Tanaka. Prime Ministers and prime
ministerial aspirants of the Democratic Party seem to be desired in terms
of flair befitting an era of Kabuki democracy as long as they refuse to be a
puppet of bureaucracy. It is important to note that the DPJ’s 2009 victory
was obtained by Ichiro Ozawa more than by Hatoyama. Ozawa represents
a good mix of karaoke democracy, taking care of critical organized voters
called rengo (federation of trade unions), and kabuki democracy, attacking
bureaucracy and stressing livelihood first with his characteristically “good
country folk” style of speaking clearly, directly but somewhat slowly, and
with pauses placed between sentences.
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