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Introduction

Eight Years in Power: Assessing Prime Minister Abe’s Legacy

James D. J. Brown, Guibourg Delamotte, and Robert Dujarric

“I will be a fire, burning with all the political strength I can muster . . . If I am unable to make Japan a great country and a robust country this time around and pass it on to the next generation, then there is no meaning to the life I have lived thus far.”1 This is the bold message that Prime Minister Abe Shinzō delivered shortly after returning to the prime minister’s office following the Liberal Democratic Party’s (LDP’s) victory in the Japanese general election of December 2012. His enthusiasm was understandable, for his had been a remarkable comeback.

When Abe first became prime minister in September 2006, his future looked extremely bright. At 52, he was Japan’s youngest post-war prime minister. Coming from a famous political dynasty, he surely had hopes of emulating the historic premierships of his grandfather, Kishi Nobusuke (1957–1960), and great uncle, Satō Eisaku (1964–1972).

Yet, just one year later, weakened by corruption scandals in his cabinet, as well as his own delicate health, Abe was forced to resign. Less than three years later, the LDP itself was dumped from power, a development that was almost unprecedented in Japan’s post-war history.

After Abe limped from the stage in September 2007, most political commentators wrote him off as just another of Japan’s short-lived and largely forgettable leaders. Abe himself must certainly have feared that he had blown his opportunity. His return in 2012 must therefore have felt like a second life, and it soon became clear that he was determined to make the most of his political resurrection. Indeed, in one of his first major speeches after returning to the prime minister’s office, Abe boldly declared: “I am back, and so shall Japan be.”2

It was always going to be difficult for Abe to live up to such hyperbole, yet even his staunchest critics must admit that his second stint in power was more successful than the first. Most notably, after a period of six prime ministers in as many years, Abe managed to remain in office for seven years and eight months. Indeed, by the time he announced his resignation on August 28, 2020, Abe had become the longest-serving prime minister in Japanese history. Moreover, from his party’s perspective, Abe had acquired a magic touch, leading the LDP to victories in the elections for the House of Representatives in 2012, 2014, and 2017, and for the House of Councilors in 2013, 2016, and 2019. On this basis alone, Abe’s leadership since he returned to power in 2012 merits close analysis.

In taking on the task of assessing Abe’s premiership, this edited volume is oriented around three simple questions. The first is: How was Abe Shinzō able to remain in power for the best part of a decade when so many of his predecessors were forced from office after only a short period? Was Abe simply lucky during his second stint in office or was his longevity due to some combination of structural factors and personal skills? This is undoubtedly an important question, not least because the answer will provide guidance as to whether Abe’s long tenure is likely to be repeated or whether the revolving door of prime ministerial appointments will soon resume spinning.

However, while stability in leadership is desirable, there is little value in power without purpose. Indeed, as Abe said himself in his resignation speech, “In politics, the most important thing is to deliver results.”3 The second question addressed in this book is therefore: What changes did Abe make and were they for the benefit of Japan? This entails an assessment of his policy successes and failures within domestic politics and economics, on the international stage—to which he devoted particular attention—and in the realm of crisis management.

Lastly, all national leaders, and especially long-lasting ones, wish to leave a political legacy. Within Abe’s own family, Prime Minister Kishi secured the revision of the U.S.–Japan Security Treaty in 1960, while Prime Minister Satō achieved agreement with Washington in 1971 on the reversion of Okinawa to Japan’s sovereign control. What, by contrast, will Abe be remembered for? The third question is therefore: What is Abe’s political legacy now that he has left office?

Following this short introduction, there are fourteen further chapters that seek to provide an answer to the three questions above. In chapter 1, Nonaka Naoto focuses on domestic politics, offering a critique of the techniques used by Abe to blunt parliamentary opposition and thereby maximize his time in office. Chapter 2 by Taggart Murphy then addresses Abe’s economic legacy, including a discussion of the successes and failings of the economic policy to which the prime minister lent his name.

The subject of chapter 3 is the coronavirus pandemic that dominated the last eight months of Abe’s premiership. Jeff Kingston assesses how well Abe can be judged to have dealt with this historic crisis.

Gender was also an important topic throughout Abe’s leadership, with the prime minister promising to create a “society where women shine.” In chapter 4, Murakami Hiromi evaluates what progress was made in this direction.

Next follow two chapters on security. In the first—chapter 5—Guibourg Delamotte provides a broad overview of the substantial changes that the government introduced in the area of security, not least the reinterpretation of the constitution to permit exercise of the right to collective self-defense. Chapter 6 by Alessio Patalano focuses more narrowly on Abe’s use of Japan’s self-defense forces as a tool of diplomacy.

After tackling the issue of security, the next six chapters concentrate on foreign policy. This was a field in which Abe—in contrast to many of his domestically focused predecessors—was especially active. In chapter 7, Tosh Minohara discusses Japan–U.S. relations, including Abe’s management of personal relations with the very different characters of President Barack Obama and President Donald Trump. In chapter 8, Soeya Yoshihide focuses on bilateral relations with China and Abe’s struggle to develop a normal relationship with an increasingly assertive Beijing. Relations with the Republic of Korea were no easier, and, in chapter 9, Laney Bahan and David Satterwhite argue that ideological factors in Abe’s outlook were a key factor in aggravating relations with Seoul. Chapter 10 by Benoit Hardy-Chartrand then turns to the subject of North Korea and Abe’s approach to solving the abductees, missile, and nuclear issues. Meanwhile, in chapter 11, James Brown examines Abe’s unusually active efforts to resolve the long-standing territorial dispute between Japan and Russia. Lastly when it comes to diplomacy, in chapter 12 Kakizaki Masaki explains the nature of Japan’s foreign policy under Abe toward the Middle East and Africa.

In the final section of the book, there are two chapters that seek to take a broader perspective on Abe’s international importance. In the first of these—chapter 13—Nancy Snow touches on the subject of soft power and examines Abe’s impact on Japan’s global image. Finally, in chapter 14, Robert Dujarric draws conclusions about the extent to which Abe was successful in making Japan a rules maker in international politics, including through his promotion of a vision of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.”

Readers will find a diversity of views expressed in these chapters. Some see Abe as a leader who successfully restored Japan to a position of prominence in international politics and delivered much-needed stability at the head of Japan’s body politic. Others regard him as a prime minister who was weighed down by nationalist ideology and squandered years in which much needed economic and social reforms could have been introduced.

As noted above, following his return to the premiership, Abe defined success as passing on to the next generation a Japan that is both great and robust. As editors, we leave it to readers to assess whether Prime Minister Abe Shinzō was successful in this endeavor.


Notes


	1. Prime Minister of Japan and his Cabinet, “Economic Policy Speech by H.E. Mr. Shinzo Abe, Prime Minister of Japan, June 19, 2013,” https://japan.kantei.go.jp/96_abe/statement/201306/19guildhall_e.html.

	2. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, “Japan is Back By Shinzo Abe, Prime Minister of Japan, 22 February 2013 at CSIS,” https://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/pm/abe/us_20130222en.html.

	3. Prime Minister of Japan and his Cabinet, “Press Conference by the Prime Minister, August 28 2020,” https://japan.kantei.go.jp/98_abe/statement/202008/_00004.html.
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Chapter 1

 Transformation of Domestic Politics

Abe’s Durable Legacy?

Nonaka Naoto 


Introduction

The cabinet organized by Prime Minister Abe Shinzō was the longest-running in the history of the constitutional government of Japan. This was in stark contrast with the six previous cabinets, each of which was forced to step down after a year or so. What has the Abe cabinet, or rather Prime Minister Abe, done to deserve such an enduring administration? Has this longevity fundamentally changed Japanese politics? This chapter will explain what the Abe administration has done, under what conditions and circumstances, and what it has changed in Japanese politics.



Prime Minister Abe’s Achievements


Long-Term Government and the Concentration of Power in the “Kantei” (Prime Minister’s Office)

Prime Minister Abe’s first achievement was his maintenance of a long-term government. Abe, after Yoshida Shigeru, is the only prime minister in post-war Japan to have set up two cabinets. In addition, since the formation of the second government in December 2012, the cabinet’s approval ratings remained relatively stable in the polls. To be sure, when the Act on the Protection of Specially Designated Secrets was passed in December 2014, as well as in September 2015 when the so-called Peace and Security Law was forcefully passed and during Abe’s many scandals, his approval rating did fall briefly. Over time, however, cabinet support always recovered, and support for the Abe administration remained robust.1

The first reason why a long-term government was possible is likely due to the fact that the previous DPJ government (from September 2009 to December 2012) had fallen far short of expectations. Second, Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) lawmakers also held a strong sense of failure after a devastating defeat in the 2009 general election, which made it significantly easier for Abe to steer his party.2 Third, the strong nationalistic moves of South Korea and China in particular provided a tailwind for Abe’s own right-wing, nationalist ideology. In other words, the political currents and international conditions worked in Abe’s favor.

Furthermore, the reforms of political institutions undertaken in the 1990s—most notably the introduction of a single member district (SMD)-based electoral system instead of the previous medium-sized constituency electoral system—as well as changes in the rules for regulating political funding had a major impact. A second series of reforms were aimed at the executive branch and focused on strengthening concentration of power and resources on the prime minister and the chief cabinet secretary.3 As a result, the small core group in the prime minister’s office surrounding the prime minister and his chief cabinet secretary, including the deputy cabinet secretaries for political and administrative affairs, secretaries, and special advisors, has come to constitute a centralized control body. We can call this the Kantei. Although Kantei literally means the prime minister’s office, its contextual political meaning is rather the small core group organized around the prime minister and his chief cabinet secretary.4 As the following arguments show, the Kantei has become the driving vehicle of the Abe government’s political leadership.

As this chapter deals with Prime Minister Abe’s domestic politics and political methods, I will not comment on the foreign policies themselves. Suffice it here to say that, one, apart from the promotion of some economic partnership agreements, such as the TPP Eleven, its substantive achievements are few. Two, little was achieved in terms of negotiations with Russia on the return of the Northern Territories, nor with North Korea on the return of abductees, or the nuclear and missile issues. Overall, Abe has achieved very few diplomatic successes to live up to his reputation as “the Abe of diplomacy.”




Abe Administration’s Domestic Policy


Abenomics

The so-called “Abenomics” plan to end deflation that Prime Minister Abe announced on his return to power in December 2012 was perhaps one of Abe’s most prominent policies, and it attracted considerable global attention. At the time of Abe’s reappointment as prime minister, there was almost a national consensus that Japan’s economy had been experiencing deflation, since the 1990s, and that it needed to break free from it and revitalize the economy. Abenomics, which proposes a “three-pronged strategy,” was supposed to combine three pillars: bold monetary easing, flexible fiscal policy, and structural reform measures.

The prospect of a massive monetary easing policy had a huge impact on the stock market before the Abe administration even stepped foot in office, as the LDP was certain to return to power. When Bank of Japan Governor Kuroda was appointed and clearly steered in a direction that closely reflected Abe’s thinking, a major shift to a weaker yen and higher stock prices took place. At least temporarily, the sense of deflation receded and the economy gained strength.

However, Abenomics was not highly praised in subsequent years. Bank of Japan Governor Kuroda announced that the Bank of Japan’s massive monetary easing program would begin with a target period of about two years. However, the achievement of a targeted inflation rate, set at around 2 percent, was postponed many times and, in the end, did not materialize at all. At the same time, the damage to the financial system, including the pressure put on the profit structure of financial institutions, has become too great to ignore. Temporary economic expansionary measures may have been necessary to overcome deflation. However, the problem is that few of the structural economic reforms that were expected to be painful ended up being adopted. In other words, Abenomics was merely a big-budget, temporary stimulus package. Moreover, the government is now stuck in an unprecedented negative interest rate policy of ultra-easy monetary policy.



“Slogan politics” and Backward Social Principle

On the domestic policy front, the Abe administration launched many attractive slogans such as “regional revitalization,” “100 million member-active society,” and “a society where women shine.” The government also set forth such policy goals as “zero waiting lists for children,” “work style reform,” “1.8 desired fertility rate,” and “equal pay for equal work,” among others.

Rather than implementing the slogans, the reality was that the government simply continued to come up with new ones. It was mostly a transitory dispersal of funds that did little to solve the fundamental problems. Although the Abe administration constantly emphasized the implementation of the “plan-do-check-act” cycle and numerical targets, very little was actually done.

It is also hard to remove the impression that Abe’s government was backward-looking in terms of social policy. For example, the conservative response came to the fore on issues such as same-sex marriage and separate surnames for couples. It also failed to establish a policy explicitly condemning and regulating hate speech from right-wing activists. Immigrants were treated as a temporary labor supply to make up for the declining labor force within the country. Policy emphasized the importance of domestic social stability over the idea of an open society with increased international human exchanges. Of course, this conservative approach was not without reason, and ignoring the realities of Japanese society could have also caused disturbances.5 Taken as a whole, though, Abe’s social philosophy was clearly not progressive, instead taking on a nationalistic tone with strong conservative aspects.




Prime Minister Abe’s Political Methods


Fixed Personnel Assignments with Personal Connections

One standout feature of Abe’s personnel practices is found in his management of cabinet and ministerial appointments, particularly in the Kantei and key ministerial posts. Conventions once powerful in the “1955 regime” (the organization of power from 1955 when the LDP first won, until 1993) were weakened if not completely abandoned, with factional influence, and seniority-based criteria having been reduced considerably. However, the more central positions inside the Kantei continued to be filled with personal confidants, foremost Suga Yoshihide, who served as chief cabinet secretary consistently from December 2012 (and became prime minister in September 2020). Two deputy chief cabinet secretaries, Katō Katsunobu and Seko Hiroshige, and aides and advisors, such as Imai Takaya and Izumi Hiroto, were also notable figures. The top-down initiatives from the Kantei were largely supported by these combined executive positions.

The Abe government gave weight to stability by keeping certain individuals in key cabinet positions, such as the finance and foreign ministers, as well as key positions in the governing LDP, such as secretary general of the party. Finance Minister Asō Tarō in particular was not replaced once from December 2012. Secretary general of the LDP Nikai Toshihiro also held his position consistently from August 2016. When compared to previous administrations, the stability seen in Abe’s is remarkable.

The tendency to lock down key positions is also related to the use of new top-down ministerial committees, the most notable of which are the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy, and Japan’s version of the National Security Council (NSC). The latter, in particular, was established at the end of 2013 under the Abe administration and was indicative of the prime minister’s proactive stance on national security matters. Under the 1955 regime, not only had the cabinet meetings been extremely tokenistic, but the structure of the committee of ministers (cabinet committee) in Japan did not play much of its intended role. By keeping key ministers in place, these new types of ministerial committees have come into use as tools for top-down policy-making under the Abe administration.



“Political” Appointments that Defy Convention

Another feature of Abe’s personnel approach was the unprecedented “political appointments,” such as the head of the Cabinet Legislation Bureau. Although cabinet law does give the cabinet (or the prime minister) the power to make such appointments, it didn’t always exercise it in practice. The prime minister had a certain amount of influence, but decisions tended to be made after a careful internal process involving major stakeholders. This was customary practice. Under the 1955 system, the appointment of administrative vice-ministers and other executives in ministries and agencies tended to follow the same type of personnel management practice. With this in mind, the head of the Cabinet Legislation Bureau had traditionally been filled with the promotion of an acting director. However, Abe decided to appoint Komatsu Ichirō, a foreign ministry senior bureaucrat who had never worked at the Legislative Bureau, to enable him to change the interpretation of the constitution, particularly on the right of collective self-defense. Komatsu’s appointment was the decision of Prime Minister Abe, who strongly desired to change the interpretation of the constitution and, in his steps toward doing so, completely disregarded convention. In other words, the Abe cabinet tried to make appointments in response to political necessity, “politicizing” the appointment process, without consideration for conventional practice or precedent.



Policy Council System Directly Controlled by the Prime Minister and Chief Cabinet Secretary

Policy-making under the 1955 regime saw bureaucracy playing a major role, where the ruling LDP’s Policy Research Council6 and the “tribal” politicians had significant influence over each policy area (politicians said to belong to a “tribe” devote their energies to influencing policy in an area—e.g. agriculture—relevant to a category of their constituents, in exchange for votes and funds). The core functionality of the system included the official council system controlled by bureaucrats and the ruling party’s prior-consultation mechanism. In addition, the close cooperation between “tribal” politicians and bureaucrats, which formed a bottom-up policy process, was a strong constraint on the leadership of the prime minister.

In order to break down their power, the Abe administration greatly strengthened a new type of policy council, controlled directly by the prime minister (PM), chief cabinet secretary (CCS), and the cabinet secretariat. Though Abe was not the first PM to create such policy councils, which he headed directly, his administration greatly expanded their use and came to epitomize the concentration and the personalization of power.7 In action, either the PM or the CCS would establish a series of policy councils under their direct control and political will, top-down decision-making being strengthened in and through these councils. As a result, the LDP’s tribal politicians were downgraded to mere ex-post facto follow-up bodies and the prior-consultation mechanism lost most of its substance.

The bureaucracy, who had used official councils as fronts to protect its organizational interests, also saw a decisive decline in its influence. In the post-1955 era, most senior bureaucratic appointments were controlled by the bureaucrats themselves, through regular rotation and bottom-up internal selection. Under the Abe administration’s top-down approach, these traditional personnel practices have been almost completely dismantled in favor of the new policy council system. The members of these new councils have been freely selected according




Prime Minister Abe’s Relations with the Diet


The “Liar” Answer





Denial of Article 53 of the Constitution





Abuse of Surprise Dissolution under Article 7







Abe Administration from the Perspective of Core Executive Theory



The 1955 Regime from the Perspective of Core Executive Theory



	Restrictions on the prime minister’s substantive powers and authority,

	Relationship between the government and the ruling party: denial of top-down leadership, factional strife, and prior-consulting system to involve the ruling party in policy-making,

	Basic nature of the relationship between politicians and bureaucrats: autonomy of the bureaucracy, with its associated constraints on the political leadership,

	Top structure of the relationship between political leaders and senior bureaucrats (state of the cabinet meetings): extreme loss of substantive roles and paralysis through the institutionalization of a mutual veto system between ministries,

	Relationship between the ruling and opposition parties in parliament: negotiated parliamentary management with strong opposition influence and significant constraints on the prime minister and government.





	Indirect leadership—a weak and passive prime minister.





	Government-ruling party relations based on the ruling party’s quasi veto power.





	A system of vested interests formed by the collusion of the ruling party and the bureaucracy.





	Skeletonized cabinet and its penetration from below.





	Diet as the main arena for opposition.






The Core Executive in the “1955 Regime”




PM’s Long Hours in Parliament




Two Political System Reforms and the Transition to Kantei Leadership










Conclusion: What is the Legacy of Prime Minister Abe?











Notes


	1. See, for example, the public opinion poll conducted by the Jiji Tsūshinsha.

	2. See Takeshi Sasaki and Nijū-Isseiki Rincho, eds., Heisei Demokurashī [Heisei Democracy], Tōkyō: Kodan-sha, 2013; and Masato Shimizu, Heisei Demokurashī-shi [History of Heisei Democracy], Tōkyō: Chikuma Shobō, 2018.

	3. Regarding the personnel system of the government, Akiko Izumo, Kōmuin Seido Kaikaku to Seiji Shudō [Reform of the Public Administration and Political Leadership], Hiratsuka, Kanagawa: Tokai University Press, 2014 is a useful comprehensive study.

	4. How the Kantei compares to its counterparts elsewhere in the world, such as the White House, Elysee Palace, or 10 Downing Street, would be an interesting theme to consider. Although I will touch briefly on this point later, detailed and systematic research is a future agenda. See, for example, Naoto Nonaka, “‘LDP System’ and Japan’s Post War Politics: Has the Post War Japan had a Parliamentary Cabinet Government”, Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the PSA, Manchester, April 14–16, 2014; Naoto Nonaka, “Sengo Nihon Seiji wa Majoritarian gata ka?” [Is the Post-war Japan’s Politics Majoritarian?], in Japan Association of Comparative Politics, ed., Comparative Political Studies on Core Executives, Kyōto: Mineruba Shobō, 2016; and Kensuke Takayasu, Shushō no Kenryoku [Power of the PM], Tōkyō: Sōbun-sha, 2009.

	5. In contrast the Japanese government has made relatively serious efforts to improve its labor policies, including the employment environment.

	6. As for the LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council, see: Seizaburō Sato and Tetsuhisa Matsuzaki, Jimintō Seiken [LDP Government], Tōkyō: Chuō Kōron-sha, 1986; Nonaka, Jiminto Seiji no Owari [The End of LDP Politics], Tōkyō: Chikuma-shobo, 2008; Michio Muramatsu, Seikan Sukuramu Gata Rīdāshippu no Hōkai [Collapse of Combined Leadership Style Involving Bureaucrats and Politicians], Tōkyō: Toyo Keizai Shimpo-sha, 2010; and Ellis Krauss and Robert Pekkanen, The Rise and Fall of Japan’s LDP: Political Party Organizations as Historical Institutions, Ithaca and London: Cornell Univ. Press, 2011.

	7. See, for example, Naoto Nonaka and Haruka Aoki, Seisaku Kaigi to Tōron Naki Kokkai [Policy Councils and the Debateless Diet], Tōkyō: Asahi Shimbun Shuppan, 2016.

	8. Regarding the basic nature and its peculiarities of the Diet, see Takeshi Sasaki, Hikaku Giinnaikakusei Ron [Comparative Study on Parliamentary Cabinet System], Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten, 2019; and Nonaka, “Is the Post-war Japan’s Politics Majoritarian?”

	9. Sasaki, Hikaku Giinnaikakusei Ron [Comparative Study on Parliamentary Cabinet System].

	10. However, some political commentators, mostly from right-wing media, argue that the attitude of the opposition, which spends so much time pursuing the prime minister and the government over scandals, is the more pressing problem.

	11. As for the PM’s power within the framework of parliament, Nonaka, “‘LDP System’” offers a comparative assessment with Britain, France and Germany. In short, Japan’s PM is by far the weakest one, having almost none of the powers British and French counterparts have.

	12. It is also important to understand that the basic nature of the Diet from the 1955 regime has not been changed, as opposed to most other features of that period.

	13. Famous scandals under Abe included Moritomo Gakuen, Kake Gakuen, and “Sakura wo miru kai,” among others.

	14. Masaki Taniguchi, Gendai Nihon no Daihyōsei Minshushugi [Representative Democracy in Contemporary Japan], Tōkyō: Univ. of Tōkyō Press, 2020.
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