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The goal of this paper is to discover how prime minister’s office (Kantei) is at the 

center of Japan’s security policy making. This research particularly focuses on the 

parallel comparison between Koizumi and Abe regime’s security policy making 

process while analyzing interaction among Kantei, politicians, bureaucrats and 

public opinion.  

Conventional academic discourses on the prime minister in Japan’s policy 

making are simply divided into three parts: prime minister’s power is weak, strong 

or changeable depending on prime minister’s individual leadership style. However, 

dichotomous thinking of whether the prime minister is merely strong or weak 

based on institutional factors or individual characteristic cannot effectively explain 

the sudden rise and fall of Japanese prime minister’s leadership from 2001 to 2015 

and paying attention to the organization of Kantei and its dynamism with 

politicians, bureaucracy and public opinion is important. Therefore, the paper deals 

with dynamics of policy making process among Kantei, politicians, bureaucrats 

and the public.  
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Based on the result of comparison between Koizumi and second Abe 

administration’s Kantei diplomacy, author argues that, with institutional benefit, 

both Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei which is comprised of professional and influential 

people were at the center of policy making process and effectively prevented the 

opposition from veto players such as politicians, bureaucrats and public. However, 

on the other hand, Koizumi and Abe had different strategies and Abe Kantei is 

more powerful than Koizumi Kantei because he holds veto players more tightly in 

his grip. Moreover, the comparison with weak premiership from 2006 to 2012 

presents that it is convincing that strong Kantei leadership is back when Kantei 

which is organized by qualified and powerful people should overcome the 

influence from three veto players including politicians, bureaucrats and the public. 

 
   Keywords         :  Kantei, Kantei Diplomacy, Prime Minister Koizumi, 

Prime Minister Abe, Security Policy Making Process, 

Japanese Politics     
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

“I am back, and so shall Japan be. … I will bring back a strong Japan, 

strong enough to do even more good for the betterment of the world.” 

                 Prime Minister Shinzo Abe on February 2, 2013 at CSIS 

 

After Prime Minister Koizumi stepped down from the office, Japan had 

six prime ministers in six years from 2006 to 2012. Short-lived premiership was 

not new to Japanese politics, but it was the first time in Japan’s history that six 

consecutive prime minister was elected and resigned almost every year. It is ironic 

that the premiership became more unstable after the administrative reform in the 

1990s which allows the prime minister to have stronger leadership. After political 

turbulence for six years, Prime Minister Abe was back on December 26, 2012 with 

a landslide victory in lower house election. In fact, Abe had one year premiership 

in 2006, but in his second term he has stayed in his office nearly for 4 years and 

seems to keep breaking the record.  

Prime Minister Abe’s return reminds of Prime Minister Koizumi’s 

leadership for many reasons. Firstly, comparing to other prime ministers, both 

Koizumi and Abe relatively stayed in the office for a long period of time with a 

high average approval rating. Since entering Heisei period (1989 to current), there 

have been 16 prime ministers and their average time in the office was around one 

year and six months (537 days), but both Koizumi and Abe stayed far longer than 

that. Also, their average approval rating is around 50 percent despite the long 
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incumbency and it is one of the best records in Japan’s history.  

Secondly, both Koizumi and Abe bring more active security policy along 

with Japan’s drastic changing security environment. In this paper, the external 

factors are not mainly dealt, but it could be the background for active security 

policy of both Koizumi and Abe. Basically, the US-Japan alliance is at the center of 

Japan’s security policy for both regimes and several security issues emerged. Right 

before Koizumi period, North Korea launched Taepodong missile in 1999 which 

overflew Japan and Japanese people are alerted to security issues. Besides, during 

Koizumi regime, September 11 terrorist attack promotes several security laws such 

as Anti-Terrorism Legislation, Emergency Legislation and Iraq Special Measures 

Legislation. Surrounding Abe regime, there is still remaining North Korea threat 

and China’s rising with a territorial issue which led to “China Shock” in 2012 and 

accelerated Abe’s “Proactive Pacifism (Sekyokuteki Heiwa Shugi).”  

 Above all, this paper particularly has interest on the third commonality 

between Koizumi and Abe: Kantei-led security policy making process. In both 

Koizumi and Abe regime, Prime Minister and his office (Kantei) took initiative in 

security policy making process to tackle the external threat and to have more active 

role in the security realm. As many scholars including Shimizu (2005), Takenaka 

(2006) points out, Koizumi’s foreign and security policy is well-known as “Kantei 

Diplomacy” which refers to “the phenomenon in which the Cabinet Secretariat 

proactively supports the prime minister in making political decisions and carries 

out policy coordination that MOFA is unequipped to handle” (Shinoda, 2007: 20-

21). In case of Prime Minister Abe, the establishment of Japan’s first National 
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Security Council (NSC) is a good evidence for Kantei’s leadership on security and 

former member of NSC stated that “Each ministry does not make a decision by 

itself, but the (policy decision making) system under Kantei was fully stabilized” 

(Asahi Shimbun, June 6, 2016) and scholars such as Curtis (2014) and Pugliese 

(2016) also agree on increasing power of Kantei.  

 

1. Puzzle  

How is Kantei Diplomacy back in Japanese policy making process? How is 

Kantei diplomacy back after six short-lived prime ministers in six years? Are there 

any differences in the style of Kantei diplomacy between Koizumi and Abe? Is 

Abe’s Kantei diplomacy stronger than Koizumi’s Kantei diplomacy? These 

questions are all comprised in the author’s question on the return of Kantei 

diplomacy. 

To exactly understand the research question itself, it is important to clarify 

the author’s definition of Kantei and Kantei Diplomacy. Kantei is the Japanese 

word of ‘Prime Minister’s Office’, so if the author mentions ‘Kantei’, it is similar 

to the Japanese version of ‘White House’. However, the word ‘Kantei’ is also used 

in two other ways. Firstly, the Kantei basically refers to the prime minister’s staff 

members who work in the prime minister’s office. Especially, as shown in Figure 1, 

the core members are comprised of Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS), Deputy Chief 

Cabinet (Deputy CCS), three Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretaries (Assistance CCS) 

and special advisers. Moreover, it is critical to point out that even bureaucrat from 
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different ministries such as MOFA and JDA and politicians from any factions and 

parties could be regarded as Kantei members if they are working in the prime 

minister’s office and under the influence or order by prime minister and core 

Kantei staff members. Secondly, the word ‘Kantei’ includes not only core staffs 

working for prime minister but also prime minister himself too. To be sure, the 

main actor in Kantei is a prime minister and core staffs are all working to achieve 

his policy goal, so it is natural to consider the voice of Kantei is the voice of prime 

minister although individual staffs’ have a different idea on a specific issue. 

Therefore, if the author mentions the increasing power of Kantei, it could be 

interpreted as growing influence of core staff members and becoming powerful 

prime minister.      

 

<Figure 1> Organization of the Kantei after 2001 

 

  (Source: The Figure made by Shinoda in Koizumi Diplomacy, 2001: 71)   
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 In terms of ‘Kantei Diplomacy,’ it is a diplomacy mainly done by the 

strong initiative of prime minister and core staffs members. In this paper, the focus 

is particularly on security legislation such as oversea dispatching of SDF and using 

the force of Self-Defense Forces and Collective Self-defense. The reason why the 

concentration is on the security legislation is related to the second commonality 

between Koizumi and Abe previously mentioned. Both prime ministers are two 

front runners of supporting the Japan’s more proactive role in international area and 

they successfully passed the bill despite public concern. Moreover, it is important 

to understand the direction of where Japan is heading and how it is achieved in 

domestic policy making process. The discourse on Japan as a “Normal Country 

(Futsu no kuni)” emerged after the 1991 Gulf War by politician Ichiro Ozawa 

(1993) and under Koizumi regime “all school of thought on Japanese statism were 

being publicly debated” (Park, 2011). Still, the debate on “Normal Country” is 

going on and it is critical for not only neighboring countries, but also for the 

international community to be aware of Japan’s security development and its 

driving forces.   

 

2. Purpose of Thesis 

To put it simply, the goal of this paper is finding the similarities and 

differences between Koizumi and Abe Kantei diplomacy. While conducting the 

parallel comparative research between Koizumi and Abe, this paper naturally finds 

the answers to questions on how prime minister’s office (Kantei) is at the center of 
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Japan’s security policy making process and whether Abe’s Kantei diplomacy is 

stronger than Koizumi’s Kantei diplomacy.  

In fact, managing foreign affair is the duty for the cabinet which is written 

in the Article 73 in Japanese constitution, so it is often said that MOFA has two 

foreign ministries: ministry of MOFA and the Prime Minister (Nihon Keizai 

Shimbun, August 8, 2003). Thus, some critics might argue that it is natural that 

prime minister and his staffs are born to be deeply involved in the diplomacy and 

security issues. However, ‘Kantei diplomacy’ does not mean that prime minister is 

just in a position of authority. It is a more voluntarily active behavior to achieve his 

daring political agenda and to be ready to struggle for the leadership with diverse 

veto players such as politicians, bureaucrats and the public. Besides, ‘Kantei 

diplomacy’ is not always successful in every prime minister and it is a somewhat 

exceptional phenomenon in certain premierships such as Tanaka Kakuei and 

Nakasone Yasuhiro, so it is interesting to answer the question on when and how 

Kantei diplomacy come back and what is the characteristic of it.  

To achieve the research goal, this paper is organized into six parts. Firstly, 

in the first chapter, the research motivation, puzzle and goal are explained and then 

the author suggests what kind of methodology is used to solve the question. In the 

second chapter, to know the theoretical meaning of research question, the author, at 

first, broadly delves for the literature review on Japan’s policy making process 

discourse since the 1970s and then specifically checks the discourse on the role of 

prime minister and cabinet in policy making process especially after the late 1980s. 

The literature review is a quite essential part of this thesis because it provides not 
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only the introduction of three main scholarship groups on the role of prime minister 

but also an explanation of important background knowledge related to it. At the end 

of literature review, the author suggests what the contribution of this thesis is to 

previous literature. In the third and fourth chapter, the case studies are conducted 

on how Kantei diplomacy was done by Koizumi and Abe respectively and its 

interaction with politicians, bureaucrats and the public. In the sixth chapter, the 

similarities and differences between Koizumi and Abe Kantei diplomacy are 

presented and comparison with weak premiership is made for finding the answer to 

the question of ‘How does Kantei diplomacy come back after six short-lived prime 

ministers in six years?’ Also, analytical finding section shows the result of analysis 

and its relationship with previous studies. Lastly, conclusion part ends with the core 

message of the thesis.  

 

3. Methodology  

What is a suitable methodology for finding the similarities and difference 

of Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy? The methodology used in this paper is 

classified as qualitative research with both within-case analysis and cross-case 

comparison by doing process tracing. First of all, comparing with quantitative work, 

qualitative work is more helpful to find the specific causal mechanism. According 

to George and Bennett, quantitative research “could omit all contextual factors 

except those codified in the variables selected for measurement or used for 

constituting a population of cases, necessarily leave out many contextual and 

intervening variables”, so it means that quantitative research can give rise to the 
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correlation, but cannot explain the specific causal mechanism (2005: 21). Therefore, 

to know the detailed policy making process of Kantei diplomacy and its return in 

Japanese politics, it is inevitable to use qualitative research.  

When it comes to qualitative research, the fundamental method for 

hypothesis testing is within-case analysis by doing process tracing (Goertz and 

Mahoney, 2012: 87). In the process-tracing method, “the researchers examines 

histories, archival documents, interview transcripts, and other sources to see 

whether the causal process a theory hypothesizes or implies in a case is in fact 

evident in the sequence and values of the intervening variables in that case” 

(George and Bennett, 2005: 6). In this paper, the individual case analysis in detail 

is conducted on the policy making process of Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy 

on security issue and the author uses a variety of sources including essentially 

newspaper articles and leaders’ remarks to find which factors are mainly important 

for the causal process of Kantei diplomacy.  

Moreover, this study conduct not only single case analysis, but also does a 

cross-case comparison. As Lijphart argues, comparative and case study method 

“can be highly useful instruments in scientific political inquiry” (1971: 693) and 

George and Bennett also point out that “there is a growing consensus that the 

strongest means of drawing inferences from case studies is the use of a 

combination of within-case analysis and cross-case comparisons within a single 

study or research program” (2005: 18). Hence, after conducting single case 

analysis of Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy, this paper has a parallel 

comparison of the policy making process of Kantei diplomacy in two regimes to 
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discover the causal implication in Japanese politics.  
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

1. Japan’s Policy Making Discourse since the 1970s 

It is not a coincidence that the academic discourse on Japan’s policy 

making actively came out particularly from the 1970s because of Japan’s 

successful economic development after an international crisis like Oil Shock 

(Fukui, 1970; Pempel, 1978). Scholars tried to know secret behind Japan’s 

successful rise and they are particularly focusing on the role of bureaucratic 

(Pempel, 1974; Campbell, 1989; Johnson, 1995), stable LDP dominance (Calder, 

1988; Curtis, 1988) and their interaction with big business companies (Curtis 1975, 

Johnson, 1982; Samuels, 1987). For example, Misawa (1973: 3) describes Japan’s 

policy making process is under the structure of a kind of “Unholy trinity of the 

LDP, professional bureaucrats, and big business” and about 10 years later Chalmers 

Johnson (1982) also, in his well-known book “MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The 

Growth of Industrial Policy”, suggests the “Iron Triangle” model for explaining the 

interactions among politicians, bureaucracy and big businesses. Therefore, LDP, 

bureaucracy and their interaction with big companies were regarded as main actors 

and the question of Japanese leadership didn’t appear often in the study of Japan’s 

decision-making process (Pugliese, 2016).  

However, along with drastic economic downturn after bursting economic 

bubble and several scandals among “Iron Triangle” in the late 1980s, conversely, 

scholars started to wonder what problem Japan has and, to be sure, one of the 
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reflections of this kind trend was having a question of weak prime minister and its 

peripheral role in policy process (Angel, 1988; Tokuyama, 1991; Hayao, 1993; 

Edstrom, 1996; Mulgan, 2000). This kind of atmosphere is also found in The 

Economist’s article “Who govern?” on May 8
th
, 1997. It describes that “The 

country's so-called ‘iron triangle’ of interlocking interests—business, the 

bureaucracy and politics—has never really been anything more than an iron dumb-

bell” and “A cabinet minister's job is simply to shepherd a bill from his bureaucrats 

through parliament. The cabinet's task is to coordinate the legislative agenda and to 

seek a consensus with other political parties. That is how the legislative process has 

worked since the LDP came together in 1955” (The Economist, May 8, 1997).  

Although prime minister or cabinet is not really a new topic to Japan 

study scholars and there have been constant studies on it (Silberman and 

Harootunian, 1966; Ryang 1973; McDougall, 1982), what this paper points out is 

that many scholars, collectively and actively, started to pay more attention to the 

role of leadership since the late 1980s with dynamic economic, societal, political 

changes in Japan and actively have interest after the institutional reform and the 

advent of Koizumi Junichiro. Therefore, literature reviews on the role of prime 

minister and cabinet are primarily driven from the late 1980s to current days and, 

like the Japan’s policy-making discourse review above, the development of the 

academic literature on Japan’s leadership is also quite coevolved with internal and 

external circumstances of Japan. Particularly, the change of electoral system and 

central government reforms in the 1990s “have shaped the institutional landscape 

of the present period of Japanese politics” (Gaunder, 2011), so in next section, this 
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paper also explains the institutional change while having a literature review on 

prime minister and cabinet.   

 

2. Discourse on the role of Prime Minister in Policy Making 

Process 

After the late 1980s, the academic discourses on prime minister in Japan’s 

policy making are simply divided into three parts: prime minister’s power is weak, 

strong or changeable depending on individual’s leadership style.  

1) ‘Weak Prime Minister’ School  

Even before the late 1980s, although there were active leaders like Prime 

Minister Yoshida Shigeru (1946-47, 1948-53), Kishi Nobusuke (1957-60) and 

Nakasone Yasuhiro (1982-87), conventional wisdom on Japan’s leadership is 

predominantly weak. Why are they regarded as passive leaders comparing with 

other democracy leaders? First of all, in policy making process, they cannot be in 

the front line for adjusting with bureaucracy and politicians. Itoh (1973) argues that 

“a large number of policies are initiated and drafted by the bureaucracy” and 

“many Japanese prime ministers must maintain the delicate balance between 

factions in the ruling party and thus are incapable of exercising as strong a personal 

leadership as they might wish.”  

Scholars who have an interest on the topic of weak Japan’s premiership 

after the late 1980s also made a similar comment. Angel (1988) claims that “prime 

ministerial recruitment process that favors inter-factional LDP negotiating skills 
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above policy commitment or ideological concerns”, so a tradition of “consensus 

articulating” leadership continued rather than “presidential” leadership. Thus, the 

leadership of Japan’s prime minister naturally becomes “incomplete” because “the 

hierarchy of power has no peak” (Van Wolferen, 1989: 5). Kenji Hayao (1993) is 

often quoted scholar on the study of prime minister’s role in the policy process 

because his work of “The Japanese Prime Minister and Public Policy” is the first 

systematic, book-length study of the post-war premiership in comparative 

perspective. With fruitful empirical evidence, he also explains that most of Japan’s 

prime ministers show “Reactive Leadership” due to systematic constraints and its 

lack of initiative. As a systematic limitation, the selection process makes prime 

minister’s position highly vulnerable and his staffs are not really loyal since “so 

many of its members are on loan from various ministers” within the strong party, 

sub-government inertial (Hayao, 1993: 202). Besides, the agendas that they deal 

with are already out there domestically and internationally, so prime minister is not 

a “policy setter”, but “policy follower” which seems so passive and reactive 

(Hayao, 1993: 27)  

After the 2000s, scholars’ basic argument is not so different from previous 

studies. However, they recognize the need for change to overcome the systematic 

limitations. In “Japan's Political Leadership Deficit”, Mulgan (2000: 185) points 

out that the reason why Japan has a weak political executive is its institutional 

constraints such as bureaucratic privilege, informal party sub-grouping, faction-

driven choice procedure, weak Cabinet support system which are similar argument 

with previous literature, but in his article’s conclusion part he highly emphasizes 
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the “engendering more robust executive leadership” because it needs for effective 

measure to carry out the “programs of deregulation, fiscal reconstruction and other 

policy changes necessary to restore the economy to growth.” Curtis (2002: 13) 

takes a more cautious approach to define whether prime mister is weak or not 

because at the time he wrote the article “the old policy making system no long 

functions effectively and a new one has not yet been consolidated.” However, he 

also acknowledged the cabinet “has traditionally been a body of collective 

leadership rather than one committed to carrying out the prime minister’s program” 

and “the Kantei has increased its powers, but it has not established its control over 

policymaking.” Also, like Mulgan, at the end of his article, he asserts that the 

weakness of prime minister’s leadership is a key issue and its role should be 

strengthened (Curtis, 2002: 17).    

In short, the arguments made by what I call ‘Weak PM school’ scholars 

from early 70s to early 2000s such as Robert Angel, Karel Van Wolferen, Kenji 

Hayao and Aurelia George Mulgan are basically same based on not only systematic 

constraints such as strong bureaucracy, difficulty of balancing with its political 

group, recruiting procedure and poor Kantei support system which makes cabinet 

staff be disloyal, but also leaders’ themselves lack of skill or passion to take 

initiative for setting the policy agenda. However, scholars constantly recognize the 

importance of having a strong leadership in Japan even in ‘Weak PM School,’ so 

constantly stress the need for the strong role of prime minister, particularly after the 

early 2000s. In next part, this paper explains on ‘Strong Prime Minister’ school 

which exactly has a connection with this scholarship argument alteration.       
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2) ‘Strong Prime Minister’ School  

Before examining the ‘Strong Prime Minister’ School, it is vital to 

understand the economic, social, political dynamism in the 1990s because it is 

quite intertwined with a background of increasing prime minister’s role. Starting 

from the 1990s, Japan went through the so-called ‘Lost Decade’ after the economic 

bubble burst. At that time, as a breakthrough, Japanese economic system such as 

lifetime employment (Shuushin koyou), close government and business ties and 

relationship with supply network was “Remodeled” (Vogel, 2006).  In Steven 

Vogel’s book “Japan Remodeled”, he argues that Japanese economic model 

established from the 1960s was questioned by the pressure of restructuring and 

Japan’s model started to turn to US model steadily, but not completely or 

drastically.  

Moreover, in terms of social aspects, “Japan’s core postwar social 

institution including family and the firm have come under enormous strain” and 

social problems such as avoiding to go to school, retreating from society 

(Hikikomori) and refusing to have sex newly appeared (Vogel, 2012). Suzanne Hall 

Vogel (2012) explains further that “the decline of the traditional postwar family and 

the erosion of long-term employment security have contributed to an increase in 

the overall level of psychological stress and the emergence of new types of 

psychological problems” in the long recession after the collapse of the bubble 

economy in the early 1990s. Another example of social stress could be an ‘Aum 

Shinrikyo Sarin Gas Attack’ which killed over 15 people and injured over 50 

people occurred in 1995 by cult Aum Shinrikyo. What makes this incident more 
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shocking is that main perpetrators are graduates from highly prestigious 

universities and it shows that even elites are highly exposed to the “psychological 

social stress and exclusion” which Vogel suggests.  

Not only economic and social change but also political transformations 

were made in the 1990s. The main trigger for political reform was ‘Recruit Scandal’ 

which occurred right before the economic bubble burst. The chairman of ‘Recruit’, 

Hiromasa Ezoe, gave the shares of Recruit subsidiary, Cosmos, to many politicians 

such as Takeshita Noboru, Nakasone Yasuhiro, Abe Shintaro and companies like 

NTT, Yomiuri Shimbun and people who involved in the scandal gained huge profit 

after the public offering. Asahi Shimbun’s disclosure of this scandal brought the 

main political party, LDP, began going into the big turmoil. Like Taro (1990) 

describes, “Recruit scandal has touched off a conflagration of skepticism that 

threatens to envelop all things political in Japan” and after LDP’s abrupt lost its 

majority in the upper house in July, 1989 it “faced strident demands from the 

victorious opposition … for thoroughgoing political reform” (Calder, 1991: 24). 

The aftereffect of Recruit scandal still remained until the 1993 election, which 

“marked the first time in postwar history that two consecutive elections had been 

dominated by major corruption scandals and Opinion polls throughout the 1990s 

consistently named “money politics” or “corruption” as the primary complaints that 

voters had with electoral politics.” (Reed and Thies, 2001: 156).   

Therefore, it was natural that several reform plans are proposed with this 

economic, social and political confusion during the 1990s and, as Park asserts, 

Japan’s 1990s is seen not the ‘lost decade’, but “regime transformation” decade 
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(Park, 2004) and “Reform” became the buzzword (Krauss and Pekkane, 2010). 

One of the most significant reforms was the electoral system reform in 1994 which 

replaces multi-member district (MMD) and single non-transferable vote (SNTV) 

system to the single-member district (SMD) and proportional representation (PR) 

system along with political funding reform in the same year. The MMD and SNTV 

system in which multi representatives are elected despite voter’s one vote for one 

candidate in one district was well-known as one of the causes of LDP’s dominance 

so-called “the 1955 system” from 1955 to 1993 (Mark and Rosenbluth, 1993: 8-14, 

Krauss and Pekkanen, 2010: 6), but after the electoral reform “the power of 

factions within the LDP has lessened” although the influence of faction still 

remains and “individual politicians became more responsible for their own 

fundraising” (Krauss and Pekkanen, 2004). Therefore, it is not a coincidence that 

after one-party dominance ended in 1993 Japan has had coalition governments and 

the virtual two-party system appeared in 1995 after electoral reform.   

The tremendous flow of reform is even accelerated by government reform 

plan in 1997-1998 by Hashimoto Ryutaro and 17 administration reform related 

bills passed in July 1999 by Obuchi Keizo which is implemented in 2001. The 

main purpose of building Administrative Reform Council under Prime Minister 

Hashimoto was streamlining the influence of bureaucracy and reinforcing the 

cabinet by decreasing the number of government agencies from 22 to 13. Although 

Prime Minister Hashimoto resigned in the middle of the transformation plan, Prime 

Minister Obuchi continued to do the remanent task. These government reforms 

provide the Cabinet to do the job more easily with increased personnel support and 
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prime minister to take initiative his own policies in cabinet meetings and drafting 

legislation (Gaunder, 2011; Park, 2011: 344; Shinoda, 2013: 65-75).  

Hence, the decision making process centers in prime minister’s office and 

is more like top-down approach rather than down-top approach (Shinoda, 2007). 

Estevez-Abe even points out this transformation as Japan’s Shift toward a 

Westminster System: “strengthening of the Cabinet will push Japan in the direction 

of a British-style parliamentary democracy” (2006: 20). The most well-known and 

representative scholar who emphasizes the powerful role of Japan’s prime minister 

is Tomohito Shinoda. In his first book, “Leading Japan: The Role of the Prime 

Minister”, he asserts that the prime minister have the power to make a change with 

various sources such as institutional power in executive, legislative and judiciary 

branches and informal power within political circle and bureaucracy although there 

is a lack of legal authority (Shinoda, 2000). Krauss and Nyblade (2005) also 

emphasizes the constantly growing importance of prime minister depicting as 

“Presidentialization in Japan” based on the argument that public image of prime 

minister is getting a critical factor for Japanese politics.     

To sum up, ‘Strong PM school’ scholar such as Margarita Estevez-Abe 

and Shinoda Tomohito, Ellis Krauss and Benjamin Nyblade mostly came out after 

economic, social, political transformation in the 1990s. Particularly, after political 

reorganization such as electoral system reform in 1994, reform plan in 1997-1998 

by Prime Minister Hashimoto Ryutaro, Prime Minister Obuchi’s diet related 

government reform in 1999 and finally the advent of Koizumi Junichiro, the 

‘Strong PM school’ became more convincing in scholarship on Japan’s prime 
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minister. Yet, institutional change cannot be the only cause behind the powerful 

role of prime minister and actually even after political reforms only a few leaders 

could effectively use the strong Kantei-led system. Therefore, recent studies try to 

illustrate other factors such as prime minister’s leadership style in policy making 

process.   

3) ‘Prime Minister Leadership Style’ School  

After electoral and administrative reforms during the 1990s, the ‘Strong 

PM School’ became dominant and its argument sounds more convincing than 

‘Weak Prime Minister’ school. Especially, the advent of Prime Minister Koizumi 

Junichiro has “led to a surge of interest in the prime minister” and he gains 

popularity not only in public and media realm but also in academic discourse 

(Krauss and Nyblade, 2005). The articles on prime minister were no longer 

constrained in the debate between mere strong and weak premiership, but the focus 

moves into prime minister’s leadership style in policy making process. It does not 

mean that the previous studies of both ‘Weak Prime Minister’ and ‘Strong PM 

school’ ignore the individual leadership style factor, but its main concentration was 

not on the different style of leadership, but on institutional factors which limit or 

boost prime minister’s governance power.  

The academic work of Tomohito Shinoda, who was classified as typical 

‘Strong PM school’ in this paper, shows a good example of this changing 

scholarship trend on the prime minister. In his first book in 2000, the main attention 

was on prime minister’s formal and informal sources of power and he added 

shortly that “their effectiveness varies depending on their background, experience, 
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political skills, and personality” (Shinoda, 2000: 201). Besides, the leadership style 

was largely divided based on sources of power, so individual prime minister’s 

personality did not really come out to the front. In his second book “Koizumi 

Diplomacy”, like the title shows, however, he puts the name of leader in the 

forefront and analyzed strengthened role of Kantei on national security issue, 

which is one step closer to the leadership personality study although it could be 

also seen as systematic analysis of prime minister’s decision making (2007). In his 

third book “Contemporary Japanese Politics”, finally, he claims that “institutions 

do not produce leadership,” so critical thing is “a motivated and talented leader can 

take advantage of institutional changes” with comparison with DPJ leaders who 

fail to take advantage of Kantei system effectively. (Shinoda, 2013: 227) Therefore, 

his recent work is categorized to ‘Prime Minister Leadership Style School.’ 

Moreover, around the Koizumi regime, Shimizu Masato (2005), Takenaka 

Harutaka (2006), Mikuriya Takashi (2006) and Uchiyama Yu (2007) published the 

book related to Koizumi’s strong leadership which pays attention to the individual 

leadership style. All of these books analyze what was so special about Koizumi 

leadership and its meaning for Japanese politics.  

However, as time goes by, the ‘Prime Minister Leadership Style School’ 

and ‘Strong PM School’ faced with a serious challenge due to the lack of good 

examples of strong or sustainable leadership after Koizumi regime because almost 

every year new prime minister appeared and disappeared until second Abe regime 

in 2012. Consequently, Koizumi remains as the last exceptional leader like 

Nakasone who exerts the strong leadership based on his personal characteristic and 
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‘Weak Prime Minister School’ sounds more plausible with supporting arguments 

such as the strong influence of bureaucracy, difficulty in balancing with its political 

group and prime ministers’ personal incompetency. Yet, how scholars can explain 

the strong leadership of second Abe’s regime? Does the argument of ‘Strong PM 

School’ win? Is Prime Minister Abe also another exceptional leader in Japanese 

politics? To understand it, this paper tries to provide the parallel comparison 

between Koizumi and Abe regime.    

 

3. Contribution to Previous Literature  

  Previous studies on Prime Minister in Japan’s policy making are largely 

divided into three schools: Prime Minister’s power is weak, strong or changeable 

depending on individual’s leadership style. However, explanation by three schools 

seems to be not enough to articulate the sudden advent of strong leadership of 

Prime Minister Abe after relatively considered weak leaders for six years. 

Obviously, Abe’s leadership is not referred to as weak, so the claim of ‘Weak Prime 

Minister School’ is not appropriate. Also, conventional account of ‘Strong Prime 

Minister School’ based on institutional change cannot properly explain the often 

changed six leaders in six years after Koizumi regime. Explanation of ‘Prime 

Minister Leadership Style School’ assumes to be plausible, but it is important to 

give heed to not only leadership style but also dynamism among prime minister 

and its cabinet office, bureaucracy, parties and public opinion. Therefore, this paper 

would like to point out three deficiencies of previous studies and make an effort to 

take a new approach for analyzing the prime minister leadership in Japanese 
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politics which previous studies did not have.  

Firstly, there has not been any systematic and comparative examination 

between two leaders who appear after institutional reforms made in the 1990s. 

There are some work which obtains the claim of the similarity between Nakasone 

and Koizumi (Otake, 2003; Kunimasa, Goto and Hoshi, 2005) and directly 

conducts comparative analysis among Yoshida, Tanaka and Koizumi (Envall, 2008), 

but Japanese political stage had been changed a lot before and after the institutional 

reform in the 1990s. Thus, it is worth to compare the leadership after the reform. It 

is understandable that not many previous studies dealt with the leadership 

comparison after the reform because there were not many good pairs of prime 

ministers to have comparative study despite the fact that there are many prime 

ministers after 2000. Yet, the second Abe administration offers the fresh academic 

stimulus to have comparative analysis between Koizumi and Abe who exert 

successful leadership power relatively for a long time than other prime ministers 

after the reform.  

Secondly, most of the previous studies on prime minister do not focus on 

a specific issue that prime minister deal with, particularly foreign affairs. Shinoda 

claims that “although there is abundant academic literature on the role of the 

bureaucracy and the ruling party in foreign affairs, the role of the Kantei has been 

largely neglected” (2007: 11). It is quite surprisingly that foreign policy issue is not 

solely selected as the theme of studies on Japanese prime minister and its cabinet, 

so this paper can contribute to previous studies by selecting Kantei-led security 

policy of Koizumi and Abe in comparative perspective. Moreover, in comparative 
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work, it is important to find the cases that are similar to each other in many aspects 

except one as much as possible despite the impossibility to find one (George and 

Bennett, 2005: 152). In this regard, analyzing the similar security policy such as 

Koizumi’s Self-Defense law and Abe’s security bill is also suitable not only for 

contribution to previous work but also for the controlled comparison.    

Lastly, this paper tries to avoid the dichotomous thinking of whether the 

prime minister is merely strong or weak compared with bureaucrats and party 

politicians. Rather, it is vital to examine closely the interaction among prime 

minister, bureaucrats and party politicians and then to find what makes the 

favorable or difficult situation for prime minister. Throughout their complex 

interactions, finally, the real influence of prime minister is discovered. Only one 

factor such as prime minister’s personality, institutional setting and relative 

increase of other actor’s power cannot fully figure out the whole picture of 

Japanese politics. Therefore, in this paper, a variety of factors such as internal 

background, institutional setting, prime minister’s will and use of cabinet office, 

interaction with bureaucracy, parties and public opinion are all considered. It is 

exactly what Curtis asserts in his book The Logic of Japanese Politics: Leaders, 

Institutions, and the Limits of Change: “Causation is a complex matter, and it is 

often impossible to specify the relative importance of institutions, the weight of 

history, or individual choice in determining particular outcomes. … Little is gained 

by an analysis that rigidly demarcates boundaries between individuals, institutions, 

and structures” and “contextual factors create a particular complex structure of 

opportunities and constraints” to actors in Japanese political stage (1999: 4-6). 
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Therefore, it is important to consider diverse interactions among prime minister, 

bureaucrats and party politicians and the public within a certain environment.   
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III. KOIZUMI’S SECURITY POLICY MAKING PROCESS 

 

Before examining the role of Koizumi Self-Defense Force Law 

Implementation, it is important to know the background of the birth of Prime 

Minister Koizumi and Kantei because it is quite related to the favorable 

environment for him to exert his power easily and strongly in policy making 

process during his premier term. The durable Koizumi’s leadership was born with 

surprising LDP president election resulted on April 2001. The main issue 

surrounding the election was “Reform.” One of the titles of Asahi Shimbun 

editorial was “If LDP is Intent upon Reform, Election is the Time to Show it” 

(April 11, 2011) and “Which of the LDP Candidates Really Supports Party 

Reforms” (April 14, 2011). At that time, the largest faction of LDP had a bad image 

of “closed-door factional politics” in which Mori was selected as a prime minister 

by only a few main factional members of LDP. The approval rating of LDP has 

fallen under the 30 percent, so it was critical to show the passion for reform not 

only for selecting as an LDP president but also for boosting the supporting rate of 

LDP. In this sense, Koizumi was a suitable figure to represent the reform image in 

LDP because he originally does not belong to the largest Hashimoto faction, but 

second largest Mori faction and he declared the detachment from Mori faction and 

not join a faction again even after the race. Moreover, at the press conferences on 

April 11, 2011, he said that “If I were elected, I would not appoint my Cabinet 

based upon the orders and priorities of the factions, and I would stop practice of 

changing the Cabinet every year (to maintain the factional balance)” and further 
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stressed that he will appoint young people, women and individuals from the private 

sector as a Cabinet members so that it “represents the interests of all people, not 

just party members.”  

 However, Koizumi is not under the advantageous situation comparing 

with other three candidates, Taro Aso, Ryutaro Hashimoto and Shizuka Kamei. 

Although party’s presidential system was changed from only one vote for 47 

prefectural chapters to three votes for each prefectural chapter, still the majority of 

votes are allocated to LDP Diet members, so candidate who is from largest faction 

seems to be under the favorable situation. Yet, with the landslide victory in 41 out 

of 47 prefectures and steadily fading factional influence within the party, Koizumi 

won the election and became the prime minister. According to Asahi Shimbun, it 

happened for the first time to the LDP which “always chose its leader through 

factional maneuvering and power struggles that had no relevance to the general 

public (April 25, 2001).  

The most appealing point of Koizumi for voters was that he was the only 

candidate who strongly argued the structural reform when other candidates equally 

argued the economic recovery by fiscal spending. Also, above all, he exactly knew 

that breaking the relationship with strong factional influence is a precondition for 

achieving the structural reform. Shinoda articulates that “Koizumi was the first 

party president and prime minister to be selected outside the traditional factional 

power struggles. He was elected by an overwhelming majority of LDP local 

branches, thus earning enough legitimacy to pick his own party leaders and cabinet” 

(2007: 89), so the base for Koizumi’s strong leadership is already made even before 
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he became the prime minister and at that time no one expect that he will become 

one of the prime ministers who has relatively long tenure than most of the short-

lived prime ministers in Japanese history. 

 

1. ‘Ceaseless Reform’ Kantei 

With strong legitimacy made by historic LDP president election, Koizumi 

wanted to make “Ceaseless Reform Cabinet” which is the first phrase that Koizumi 

mentioned at the first meeting of his first cabinet on April 26, 2001. In fact, reform 

is already made in the process of choosing cabinet members. Same with his 

determination during the LDP party election, he tried to select cabinet members 

based on competency by his judgment while keeping distance with factional 

leaders. Koizumi said that “I did not consult with any factional leaders. I will 

appoint a factional leader if he is competent, but that is up to the individual.” 

(Asahi Shimbun, April 26, 2001). The selection was quite historical. Among 17 

cabinet posts, only two members of largest Hashimoto’s faction, Jim Murai and 

Toranosuke Katayama, were chosen to Koizumi cabinet and there were five female 

ministers which are unprecedented in postwar Japan. Furthermore, there were three 

nonpoliticians and two people were not affiliated with any faction. Among non-

politicians, particularly, Heizo Takenaka was often mentioned as a key man for 

Koizumi cabinet because he also highly asserts economic structural reform like 

Koizumi. 

Along with exceptional cabinet member choice, the prime minister’s 

office (Kantei) also went through a huge structural change. The government reform 
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plans led by Prime Minister Hashimoto finally implemented in 2001 and relatively 

Prime Minister Mori, who held the leadership right before Koizumi, could not fully 

enjoy the structural change within Kantei. However, Prime Minister Koizumi and 

Kantei seized the opportunity by using institutional change to bring the solid 

executive power. Richard Samuels claims that there are three major changes were 

made in Koizumi Kantei: “The first strengthened the agenda-setting power of the 

prime minister and increase the institutional resources available exclusively to him. 

The second reformed the structure of the Cabinet Secretariat; and the third 

established the Cabinet Office (Naikakufu)” (2007: 74).  

What Samuels assert is clearly articulated in “Central Government 

Reform of Japan” published by the Headquarters for the Administrative Reform of 

the Central Government in 2000. According to “Central Government Reform of 

Japan” in 2000, among several laws enacted in 1999, especially “Law to Amend 

the Cabinet Law” and the “Law to Establish the Cabinet Office” strengthened the 

role of Cabinet. The amendment clarifies that the Prime Minister has authority to 

submit proposals to the Cabinet on “basic principles on important policies for the 

Cabinet” which comprises of wide range of critical issues such as national security, 

administration, management of the entire economy, planning of the budget and 

personnel affairs of the administrative organ. Moreover, cabinet secretariat can be 

selected both inside and outside of government to find talented individuals and they 

can assist the prime minister by drafting and planning the “basic principles” and 

take charge of “comprehensive strategic function” instead of “comprehensive 

coordinative function” under administrative branches. Besides, three assistant 
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Cabinet Secretaries were newly created in the Cabinet Secretariat for supporting 

the job of Chief Cabinet Secretary’s “comprehensive coordination” mission and 

they are also appointed by the prime minister. Lastly, the prime minister has extra 

supporters with the flexibility in the number of Special Advisors (up to five) and 

Private Secretaries.  

Shinoda’s interviews with several Kantei officials including Deputy Chief 

Cabinet Secretaries (Deputy CCS) Teijiro Furukawa in the first Koizumi cabinet 

show some evidence for this change (Shinoda, 2007: 74-83). Although Koizumi 

did not fully utilize the Special Advisor system, the Cabinet Secretary’s expanded 

role of “comprehensive coordination” was developed with the Office of Assistant 

Chief Cabinet Secretaries which “unit has about a hundred staffs to support the 

three assistant CCSs who handle policy coordination” (Shinoda, 2007: 72). For 

example, according to Shinoda’s interview with Counselor at the Koizumi Cabinet 

Secretariat on June 11, 2004, Counselor said “The media often portray us as 

representing our home ministries and fighting turf battle in the office. In fact, we 

cooperate, and there is a sense of comradeship. Sectionalism no longer exists in our 

office” (Shinoda, 2007: 74). 

 Moreover, another Shinoda’s interview on October 30, 2003 was 

conducted with Deputy CCS Furukawa and he stated “Since the Kantei plays more 

of an instrumental role in policy making, the ministries now send more competent 

officers. For more senior positions, we even handpicked officers from other 

ministries” (Shinoda, 2007: 76). Furukawa further explains Koizumi’s frequently 

instruction to the Kantei on policy matters through CCS Yasuo Fukuda and top-
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down decision making is made through coordination with the related ministries 

which was illustrated in Figure 2 (Shinoda, 2007: 28). Also, about the final 

decision, Furukawa recalled “The policy reports that I received from the Kantei 

officers were basically in final form. … Sometimes we needed the prime minister’s 

final decision, but more often than not, the CCS made the final call” and he 

proudly mentioned “(difficult) plans require intensive policy coordination among 

several ministries. If this had not been handled by the Kantei, policy advancement 

would not have happened as swiftly.” (Shinoda, 2007: 78-83).   

 

<Figure 2> Conceptual Lines of Koizumi Kentei’s Decision Making 

 

 (Source: The Figure presented by Teijiro Furukawa, October 30, 2003 in 

Shinoda’s book Koizumi Diplomacy)   
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Not only in general decision making, but also in foreign and defense 

policy issues, still the staffs of Kantei such as CCS Yasuo Fukuda, Deputy CCSs 

such as Abe and Furukawa are deeply involved in it. Moreover, three Assistance 

CCSs particularly took an important role. Shotaro Yachi from MOFA who was in 

charge of external affairs after Kazuyoshi Urabe started to work as an Assistant 

CCS in October, 2002. He was very close to the prime minister, so even “began to 

act as a foreign-policy adviser.” (Shinoda, 2007: 85) Keiji Ohmori from Japan’s 

Defense Agency also played an important in national security affairs as an 

Assistant CCS. Their good coordination among ministries provides a good 

environment for Prime Minister Koizumi to exert its leadership easily. In next part, 

the explanation is given on how strengthened Kantei played a critical role in 

Koizumi’s tackling with security issues. 

 

2. Case Study: Kantei-led Three Security Bills   

There are six laws that the Koizumi and his Kantei took initiative to deal 

with security issues: Anti-Terrorism Legislation on October, 2001, Emergency 

Legislation on June, 2003, Iraq Special Measures Legislation on July, 2003, three 

Legislations on Protect People’s Rights, Facilitate US Military Actions, and Use of 

Public Facilities on June, 2004. These are all related to the US’s attempt to war on 

terror and Iraq War, so it is not exaggerated that most of the security legislations 

are involved with not only Japan’s expanded defense ability but also strengthened 

the alliance with the US. These laws well demonstrate Kantei’s main role as a 

control or coordinative tower and its relative strong decision making power 
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comparing with the LDP policy committees and bureaucrats. In this part, the focus 

is primarily on how Koizumi and his Kantei’s powerful initiative to implement the 

laws and policies, not on their interactions with politicians, bureaucrats and public 

which will be explained separately in next part on dynamics on policy making 

process. Also, not all process of six laws and policy implementations are examined, 

but particularly 2001 Anti-Terrorism Legislation, 2003 Emergency Legislation and 

Iraq Special Measures Legislation are chosen as case analysis of Koizumi’s Kantei-

led security policy.    

After September 11 terror attacks happened in New York and Washington 

DC, it was astonishing that Prime Minister Koizumi quickly responded and showed 

his robust determination for backing the US and fighting against terror with 

dispatching the Self-Defense Forces (SDF). This quick and active response was 

quite different from Prime Minister Kaifu’s untimely and relatively passive 

maneuver, so-called ‘checkbook diplomacy’ to Gulf War crisis in 1991 (Pekkane 

and Krauss, 2005: 439). Behind this swift and strong Koizumi’s measure, there 

were Koizumi’s strong will to make SDF have a bigger role in security issues and 

Kantei’s constant support and preparation even since Koizumi took office in April, 

2001.  

Prime Minister Koizumi’s already had a deep interest in Japan’s proactive 

role in security area before implementation of Anti-Terrorism Legislation in 

October, 2001. On the day he became the president of LDP, Koizumi claimed the 

constitutional revision and said “It is wrong to have the Self-Defense Forces 

considered unconstitutional” and “It is unnatural to have a provision saying the 
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SDF is not an army” (Asahi Shimbun, April 25, 2001) On the first day of news 

conference after he became a prime minister, Koizumi took comparatively cautious 

approach than before with statement “It is difficult to put (revisions of war-

renouncing Article 9) on the political agenda right now because Japan remains 

caught up in the after-effects of the war”, but he constantly emphasized the need 

“to study the possibility of revising the Constitution to acknowledge the Self-

Defense Forces as a military that can defend Japan and exercise the right of 

collective self-defense” (Asahi Shimbun, April 28, 2001). Therefore, it was not an 

abrupt remark that Prime Minister Koizumi’s determination to “move forward with 

consideration on Emergency Legislation” in Policy Speech to the 151st Session of 

the Diet on May 7, 2001.  

After his speech at the Diet Session, the Koizumi cabinet made ‘Task 

Force on Emergency Legislation.’ Its leader was Assistant CCS Ohmori and several 

staffs are from diverse departments such as MOFA, JDA and the National Policy 

Agency. According to Shinoda, this task force is under National Security and Crisis 

Management (CONSCM) which was informally maintained despite formal 

elimination by institutional reform implementation in 2001 (2007: 92). It is vital to 

highlight that the head of Task Force was Assistant CCS because it empowers 

Koizumi to push his agenda actively with Assistant CCS’s coordination with 

several ministries’ members. Moreover, Asahi Shimbun’s interview with Director 

of the Defense Agency Gen Nakatani’s clearly shows the prime minister’s strong 

will on this issue and cooperation among diverse ministries under the Kantei. The 

interview question was ‘How will you proceed with the passage of laws that deal 
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with military emergencies?’ and Nakatani answered “The prime minister has 

instructed me to conduct a study on the issue. … I want to work closely with the 

project team of officials from various ministries that will be established in the 

Cabinet Secretariat” (May 4, 2001) 

1) The Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law in 2001 

The Kantei took the central role to support Koizumi’s quick response to 

September 11 attacks and to coordinate diverse actors from different ministries. 

Although Koizumi was criticized by his late press conference which is held 12 

hours later (10:00 A.M. on Wednesday) after the terror incident (around 10:00 P.M. 

on Tuesday), Koizumi and Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS) Fukuda immediately got 

the information from Crisis Management Center in Kantei and within 2 hours a 

special task force was established which was comparatively faster than previous 

leader’s response to emergency such as Gulf Crisis in Kaifu Cabinet and the 

Sinking of the Ehime Maru in Mori Cabinet (Asahi Shimbun, September 14, 2001). 

Also, Japanese version of cabinet-level Security Council meeting was held on the 

next day of terror attacks and made a “Six-point package” to manage the crisis 

including “dispatching a disaster relief team if the US requested, gathering accurate 

information and keeping the Japanese public informed of what is happening” 

(Asahi Shimbun, September 13, 2001). Besides, according to Koizumi’s secretary 

Iijima Isao, several ministries are gathered under Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary 

Teijiro Furukawa and he took a central role in coordinating the diverse actors 

across different ministries to manage the issue rapidly (2006: 125). Shinoda also 

points out the same thing that a study group was made under the leadership of 
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Deputy CCS Furukawa and ‘Task Force on Emergency Legislation’ led by 

Assistant CCS Ohmori had the supportive role to this study group (2007: 92). This 

quick and well-organized counter-reaction of Kantei clearly shows its strong 

initiative among diverse actors in Japan’s foreign policy making and well-

organized crisis management under the Kantei.  

 In the Study group of Kantei, especially, the main issue was how to 

dispatch Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (SDF) to overseas for actively supporting the 

US (Iijima, 2006: 125). Within the realm of 1999 The Act on Measures to Ensure 

the Peace and Security of Japan in Perilous Situations in Areas Surrounding Japan 

(Situations Act), strictly speaking, Japan cannot provide support because the area 

the US wanted to retaliate was not in the “areas surrounding Japan.” However, on 

September 19, Koizumi at a press conference announced dispatching the SDF for 

providing rear-area support by offering medical services, transportation and 

provision of supply, gathering intelligence and humanitarian assistance. Also, the 

Anti-Terrorism Special Measures bill was submitted with a bill to revise the SDF 

law to the Diet on October 5 with the Kantei’s initiative. CCS Yasuo Fukada took 

responsible for introducing and answering the questions about the bill in the Diet 

and it “symbolizes the secretariat’s leadership of the legislation.” (Shinoda, 2007: 

96; 2013: 102). Surprisingly, the bill was passed rapidly on October 29, 2001 and it 

allows Japan’s SDF’s dispatch outside of “areas surrounding Japan.” Behind its 

quick success, there was seamless Kantei’s effort in the diet operations which will 

be explained in the later part of Kantei’s interaction with politicians.   

2)  Emergency Legislation in 2003  
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In addition to Anti-Terrorism Law, the similar contribution of Study group 

in the Koizumi cabinet continued in the passing the Emergency Legislation which 

provides the legal framework for SDF to use force in the response to armed and 

anticipated attack. On April 16, 2002, three bills related to dealing with military 

emergencies, revision of the SDF Law and establishment of the Japanese version of 

Security Council were approved by Prime Minister Koizumi and submitted in next 

day to the Diet. However, not like Anti-Terrorism Law, the bill was not easily 

accepted by politicians due to legislation’s intrinsic political sensitivity and lack of 

clarity on what is the definition of “emergency contingencies in areas surrounding 

Japan” (Asahi Shimbun, April 18, 2002). Indeed, the legislation has often referred 

to vague and insufficient to satisfy the opponents’ questions including cooperation 

with the US troop, civilian protection and specific guidelines for SDF activities. 

Therefore, strong opposition from the DPJ and Social Democratic Party of Japan 

(SDPJ) hindered the diet passage with reluctant LDP support which made Koizumi 

seriously consider putting off the bill. Koizumi told LDP secretary-General Taku 

Yamasaki and LDP’s Upper House Caucus Chief that Mikio Aoki that “Be very 

careful and don’t rush the bills through the Diet” (Asahi Shimbun June 10, 2002). 

Also, according to Koizumi’s secretary Iijima, when Koizumi met LDP politician 

Seishiro Eto, he ordered the bipartisan negotiation and avoidance of LDP’s single 

decision making on this issue (Iijima, 2006: 140). Therefore, the bill was delayed 

until next Diet Session in 2003.  

Some critics might argue that Koizumi’s Kantei did not take the important 

role because they could not break through the delay of passage of Emergency 
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Legislation. However, there are three things to pay attention. Firstly, it was 

Koizumi’s intention to pass the bill based on bipartisan approval, so Kantei which 

was a supporter for Koizumi followed his order and put the effort in preparation for 

a more sophisticated bill which could bring the comprise while regularly contacting 

politicians (Shinoda, 2007: 136). Secondly, although Kantei can effectively initiate 

the prime minister’s proposal and make the amicable environment for passing the 

bill by coordinating diverse actors related to the issue, it is not a panacea for 

political gridlock between ruling and opposition parties. Political negotiations are 

not the job for Kantei, but for politicians. In this sense, it was wise that Koizumi 

waited for the moment for political comprise and prepared for the right timing 

while preparing for the revised emergency bills by “expanding the Kantei’s Task 

Force on Emergency Legislation from twenty to thirty staffers and organized five 

project teams” (Shinoda, 2007: 107). Lastly, above all, the three bills were 

eventually all passed in the Lower House on May 15, 2003 and Upper House on 

June 6, 2003 with the approval of an overwhelming majority of ruling and 

opposition parties. In spite of the sensitive characteristic on the subject of SDF’s 

use of force so-called political taboo in Japan and strong initial opposition from 

other parties, Koizumi achieved its goal at the end based on Kantei’s steady support.  

3) Iraq Special Measures Legislation in 2003 

Same as previous successfully implementation of two laws, Kantei’s 

Study group also took an important role in passing the Iraq Special Measures Bill. 

Richard Samuels calls this Study group as “ad hoc Iraq Response Team” and 

recognized its important role in the implementation of the law (2011: 75). As seen 
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in Table 1, despite several names in different tasks such as Kantei study group, task 

force and Iraq Response Team, Kantei members were always at the center in the 

preparation for legislations by assigning Assistant CCS Ohmori as a head of group 

and gathering several officials from MOFA, the JDA, and other agencies for 

following the order of Prime Minister Koizumi.  

 

<Table 1> Koizumi Kantei’s Main Coordinating Organization on Security 

Laws 

 Name Head Members 

Before September 

11 Terror Attacks 

Task Force 

on 

Emergency 

Legislation 

Assistant CCS 

Keiji Ohmori 

Fifteen people from 6 minis

tries including JDA, MOFA 

and National Policy Agency 

2001 The Anti-

Terrorism Special 

Measures Law 

Study  

Group 

Deputy CCS 

Teijiro 

Furukawa 

‘Task Force on Emergency 

Legislation’ serves as 

secretariat  

2003 Emergency 

Legislation 

Task Force  

 

Assistant CCS 

Keiji Ohmori 

 

Twenty people from 6 

ministries including JDA, 

MOFA and National 

Policy Agency 

2003 Iraq Special 

Measures 

Legislation 

Iraq 

Response 

Team 

12 officials from the MOFA, 

JDA and other agencies 

 

 

The Iraq Special Measures Legislation allows SDF dispatch to Iraq for 

logistical support and assistance for the reconstruction in a non-combat area 

without the imprimatur of the United Nations. According to Pekkanen and Krauss, 

Koizumi originated the bill in fall 2002 when there was informal discussion within 

the cabinet secretariat and in March 2003 the Kantei group gathered again around 

the time of US’s invasion of Iraq (2005: 440). It is noteworthy that all bills have 

been prepared for several months earlier before bill submission and the strategy is 
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in line with Koizumi’s standard quote “If you are prepared, you don't have to worry 

(Sonaeru Areba Urei Nashi)” Prime Minister Koizumi announced his endorsement 

on March 18, 2003 for a US-led war against Iraq and on June 7, 2003 urged his 

determination on passage of Iraq Special Measures Bill right after the Emergency 

Legislation was enacted in the Diet. The outline of the legislation was already 

prepared by Kantei’s Iraq team and Assistant CCS Ohmori explained about the 

legislation on behalf of the Kantei to political committees and LDP General 

Council to gain the support from politicians (Shinoda, 2007: 118-119).  

The backlash from the DPJ, however, was fierce that was different from 

the previous opposition on Emergency Legislation because at this time they 

directly rejected the dispatch of SDF because it is so vague to distinguish between 

combat and non-combat area (Asahi Shimbun, July 3, 2003), so “the government 

and the ruling parties took this to be a de facto refusal of revision” (Uchiyama, 

2010: 90). Moreover, the more the suspicion on the legitimacy of the Iraq war is 

growing due to undiscovered Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), the more 

likelihood of compromise between Koizumi and opposition parties decreased. 

However, without the negotiation with DPJ, the bill was passed in the lower on 

July 3 and upper house on July 26 by a majority vote from the three coalition 

parties.  

 

3. Dynamics of Policy Making Process 

1) Kantei and Politicians: Coalition First Strategy  

One of the basic arguments for ‘Weak PM school’ including Angel, 
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Wolferen, Hayao and Mulgan was prime minister’s difficulty of power balancing 

with LDP’s ‘Policy Tribe Diet Member (Zoku Giin)’ in the Policy Research 

Council (PRC) subcommittees. Traditionally, there was an unofficial rule that 

cabinet legislation should be examined and passed by Zoku Giin first before official 

Diet submission. However, Koizumi ends this practice. According to Curtis, “a 

virtual dual-power structure has emerged between the Kantei and the LDP” and 

“Koizumi has been trying to change the cabinet culture to turn the cabinet into the 

prime minister’s rather than the LDP’s cabinet” (Curtis, 2004: 6-9). It is also well 

discovered in the case of Koizumi Kantei’s initiative on the implementation of 

several security bills. Kantei was not subordinate to LDP’s subcommittees, but 

focused on the right strategy for passing the bill effectively and quickly. Therefore, 

Kantei was not reluctant to actively persuade and negotiate not only with LDP 

politicians, but also with coalition party members to achieve the goal. In this part, 

the tactic of Kantei’s “virtual dual-power” game with diverse party politicians on 

main three legislations will be explained.  

In the case of 2001 the Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law, the most 

noticeable tactic of Kantei was making a consensus with New Komeito and New 

Conservative party first before consulting with Zoku Giin to prevent the LDP’s sole 

veto power on the bill. Although Zoku Giin is a powerful player in the decision 

making process, they cannot easily break the consensus reached among all 

coalition parties. Shinoda’s explanation based on the interview with Deputy CCS 

Furukawa on September 9, 2011 shows exactly how the tactic worked well in the 

policy implementation:  
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“On September 25 the three coalition parties agreed on the outline of the 

new law. The following day the government explained the legislation to 

representatives of the opposition parties. Just one day later the outline was 

finally reported to LDP members at the party’s General Council. The 

members of LDP policy subcommittees, who had traditionally served as 

important veto player, were the last group to learn officially about the new 

legislation at a September 28 join meeting of the cabinet, defense, and 

foreign affairs subcommittee.” (Shinoda, 2013: 100-102) 

Astonishing thing is that this idea of reversal political procedure did not 

come up from Prime Minister Koizumi, but from Deputy CCS Furukawa. Also, 

CCS Yasuo Fukuda was mainly responsible for questions and answers in the Diet. 

This shows the Kantei was at the front line in dealing with politicians and its 

“initiative overcame the resistance of major LDP’s faction leaders” by its tactic 

(Pekkanen and Krauss, 2005: 439).  

The similar tactic is used in case of 2001 the Anti-Terrorism Special 

Measures Law. When the government parties established the Conference on 

National Emergency Legislation for Diet Deliberation, Assistant CCS Ohmori 

firstly tried to get an initial agreement from the coalition and to revise the draft 

upon the Conference’s request (Shinoda, 2007: 102). At this time, however, the 

political hurdle was higher than the previous legislation regardless of basic 

agreement on the necessity for emergency law reached among major political 

parties. Therefore, the Kantei’s main job was adjusting the different opinions and 

details on emergency legislation and amending the bill based on a compromise 

between ruling and opposition parties. That is why Koizumi's secretary Iijima 

mentioned that Assistant CCS Ohmori took the role of arrangement (Torimatome 
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Yaku) (2006: 137).  

Lastly, 2003 Iraq Special Measures Legislation faced the harshest backlash 

not only within LDP, but also from opposition parties, but the same Kantei’s 

‘Coalition Consensus First Strategy’ which was used to pass the bill quickly. Right 

after prime minister returned from G8 Summit in France, on June 7, he discussed 

with coalition parties with CCS Fukuda about the Iraq legislation to make 

consensus first and then Assistant CCS Ohmori explained about it to LDP 

subcommittees later (Shinoda, 2007: 118-119) However, both Anti-Koizumi faction 

within LDP and DPJ opposition were so strong that further negotiations with them 

were inevitable. Yet, DPJ refused to have negotiation despite Koizumi’s attempt to 

compromise, so the only concession between Kantei and anti-Koizumi in LDP was 

made by removing the clause of “weapons of mass destruction.” (Shinoda, 2007: 

120-123). At the end, as depicted in Asahi Shimbun, Iraq Legislation “debate was 

cut off by a coalition-controlled motion” and the bill was passed on “the strength of 

the ruling coalition” (July 26, 2003). Certainly, Kantei’s tactic was hidden behind 

this newspaper article if we closely examining the process of passing the bill.    

What kind of implication can we draw from these three cases on Kantei’s 

interaction with politicians? In all three cases, as seen in Table 2, Koizumi and 

Kantei put effort on coalition agreement first before an assessment from LDP 

policy subcommittee and General Council to avoid LDP’s Zoku Giin’s influence 

and tried to compromise with opposition party DPJ although they couldn’t reach 

agreement mostly by diverse factors. The reason why basically Koizumi can do this 

tactic with Kantei was that he was not a follower of the logic of “Nagata-co politics” 
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which is the similar meaning of “Inside the Beltway” in Washington politics 

(Curtis, 1999: 84). He appeared as a reformer of ’55 system of Japanese politics 

after unprecedented non-factional victory in LDP president election and the 

institutional environment was ready for him to do diversified politics with coalition 

and DPJ. Therefore, Kantei’s flexible interaction with diverse politicians is possible 

due to Koizumi’s political freedom from old factionalism and consensus making 

between LDP and bureaucrats. Moreover, to be sure in the front line of his politics, 

there was always Kantei staffs who tried to effectively and quickly implement 

Koizumi’s policy goals.  

 

<Table 2> Political Parties’ Position and Koizumi Kantei’s Tactic 

 Kantei’s Tactic LDP Coalition Parties 

(Komeito) 

DPJ 

2001 The 

Anti-

Terrorism 

Special 

Measures 

Law 

 

 

 

Coalition 

Consensus 

First Strategy 

/ Attempt to 

Compromise 

with 

Opposition 

Party 

 

 

 

 

Agree 

(With 

some 

rebels) 

 

 

 

 

Agree 

(Compromise with 

some dovish 

suggestion such as 

limitation of two 

year period on The 

Anti-Terrorism 

legislation ) 

 

Weak Disagree 

(No 

compromise 

due to 

coalition’s 

opposition) 

2003 

Emergency 

Legislation 

Agree 

(Compromise 

after submission 

of DPJ’s own 

proposal) 

2003 Iraq 

Special 

Measures 

Legislation 

Strong Disagree 

(Refusal to 

LDP’s 

suggestion for 

negotiation) 
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2) Kantei and Bureaucracy: Reform the ‘Castle of Demons’ 

Along with prime minister’s relationship with politicians, his interaction 

with bureaucrats is another important factor in Japan’s policy making process, so as 

discussed in literature review part, both Weak and Strong Prime Minister School 

scholars hold their arguments based on changing power balance among prime 

minister, politicians and bureaucrats. Particularly, as Mulgan argues, in the 

traditional policy making system bureaucracy’s power and autonomy are spread 

from policy advice and initiation to development and implementation (2013: 142).  

Yet, many scholars such as Richard Samuels, Daniel Kliman and Tomohito 

Shinoda claim that the influence of bureaucracy in security policy making was 

decreasing under Koizumi period. Samuels asserts that new posts were made in 

Kantei and its role was expanded as “trimming of bureaucratic prerogative” and he 

quotes the statement of the chair of the LDP Policy Committee on Foreign Affairs 

that “the power of the bureaucracy is decreasing and political leadership is 

increasing” (2007: 75). Moreover, Shinoda points out the more institutional 

background for weak bureaucracy in Koizumi period. After the Hashimoto’s 

reform, appointments of ministries should be approved by cabinet and checked by 

deputy CCS in advance, so it provides Kantei “de facto appointive power over high 

officials of all the ministries” and “this has changed the power balance between the 

Cabinet Secretariat and the ministries” (2013: 82). Therefore, in the general process 

of passing the Anti-terrorism, Emergency and Iraq Special Measure Laws, the 

prime minister and Kantei took the lead and bureaucrats was “left outside the 

decision making loop” and mostly took a supportive role (Shinoda, 2007: 91). 
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When it comes to Kantei’s predominance over bureaucrats, first of all, it is 

important to explain the appearance of a new type of Foreign Minister in Koizumi 

leadership. There were two foreign ministers, Makiko Tanaka and Yoriko 

Kawaguchi, in the period of passing the three security legislations. Both ministers 

were not from dominant political faction and understood the importance of reform 

in MOFA. Makiko Tanaka who is the daughter of former Prime Minister Kakuei 

Tanaka became the Japan’s first female foreign minister after eagerly helping 

Koizumi during the LDP election (Asahi Shimbun, April 27, 2001). She did not 

belong to any faction and gained huge popularity with her MOFA reform plan. 

Successor Yoriko Kawaguchi as the first foreign minister outside of Diet also 

illustrated her complete agreement on Koizumi’s emphasis on “eliminating 

pressure from specific politicians” in the first news conference as foreign minister 

and Koizumi acknowledged her passion for reform in foreign ministry (Asahi 

Shimbun, February 2, 2002). Thus, their appointment itself showed the breakaway 

from the conventional way of choosing foreign ministry and their attitudes towards 

bureaucrats and politicians are different from their predecessors. They are ready to 

reform the MOFA and resist to political pressure. In this situation, it was difficult to 

maintain conventional decision making process 

Above all, at that time, MOFA was involved in a huge embezzlement 

scandal, so it provided a more favorable environment for Kantei’s initiative. 

Especially, Makiko Tanaka’s power game with established MOFA bureaucrats was 

so fierce that it “impeded the daily diplomatic operations of the ministry as well as 

internal organizational reform efforts and personal appointments” (Shinoda, 2007: 
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84). According to Asahi Shimbun’s article, Tanaka even labeled the battle on 

personnel issues with entrenched bureaucrats as “being like a ‘castle full of 

demons’” (May 12, 2001). Although Tanaka contributed to the high approval rating 

of Koizumi cabinet, Koizumi seriously considered of Tanaka’s resignation because 

her incompetence of doing her job and often friction with bureaucrats which even 

brought some disturbance to Koizumi. One of the notorious examples was that 

Tanaka’s calling off the meeting with the US deputy secretary of state Richard 

Armitage due to her “urgent business” at the last minute (Asahi Shimbun, May 11, 

2001). Finally, Tanaka was fired and Kantei naturally became at the center of 

policy making process in this turmoil.  

It does not mean that bureaucrats were not helpful at all. Kantei always 

included bureaucrats to its Task Force members and had policy coordination 

together. Also, MOFA had its own role to prepare the statement for Koizumi. 

However, it was obvious that Kantei’s grip on foreign policy issue was stronger 

than MOFA. Kliman argues that bureaucracy power was diminished because 

“Koizumi felt that MOFA’s statement lacked a concrete declaration of support for 

the US” in security policy, so he relied on his own idea instead of MOFA (2006: 

133). While the MOFA was confused with several scandals and Tanaka’s 

resignation, Kantei took the leadership in the early stage and, as Shinoda argues, 

even after Kawaguchi became foreign minister Kantei kept having the initiative 

(2007: 85).  

3) Kantei and Public Opinion: Influence Through Political 

Compromise 
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<Figure 3> Koizumi’s Approval Rate from April 2001 to December 2003 

 

(Source: Asahi Shimbun on April 20, 2003 and December 3, 2003. Results 

combined by the author. URL: 

http://www.asahi.com/special/shijiritsu/TKY200304200188.html and 

http://www.asahi.com/special/shijiritsu/TKY200312110354.html Accessed 

on October 30, 2016) 

 

Most of the scholars agree that one of the important sources for Koizumi’s 

strong leadership was huge public support (Kilman 2006, Uchiyama, 2010; Park, 

2011; Shinoda, 2013). Kilman claims that “high approval ratings provided Koizumi 

with the greatest direct influence over security issues” (2006: 133) and Uchiyama 

suggests that Koizumi “attached greater importance to making his appeals directly 

to the general public and winning their support than to building up his power base 

within the LDP” (2010: 6). As seen in Figure 3, when he first became the prime 

minister, his approval rate started from 78 percent and the highest rate was 84 

http://www.asahi.com/special/shijiritsu/TKY200304200188.html
http://www.asahi.com/special/shijiritsu/TKY200312110354.html
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percent which is unprecedented in Japanese politics. Also, the average approval 

rate of Koizumi for five years and five months is 50 percent and Prime Minister 

Hosokawa (68 percent for eight months) was the only one who beats the Koizumi 

(Kim and Park, 2013: 20-21). However, the public did not always support all three 

security legislations made by Koizumi and Kantei’s initiation, so it is important to 

specifically examine how public opinion changes to each law and its influence on 

not only to Koizumi cabinet but also to political parties.  

In the case of 2001 Anti-Terrorism Law, scholars such as Pekkanen and 

Krauss (2005: 444) and Shinoda (2007: 140) generally classified that public 

opinion was supportive of the legislation. Asahi Shimbun poll also showed that 51 

percent approved legislation while 29 percent disapproved it (October 16, 2001). 

Moreover, the Koizumi Cabinet’s supporting rate was stable at 71 percent and even 

went up after passing the bill (Asahi Shimbun, November 27, 2001). However, 

public’s first impression of the law was not so supportive. Although 42 percent said 

the SDF should be sent overseas, 46 percent disagree with Koizumi cabinet’s plan 

to provide logistics support for the US military (Asahi Shimbun, October 1, 2001), 

so it was important for Koizumi to revise the bill by negotiating with political 

parties, especially Koimeto, despite its high approval rating. As Midford (2006: 35) 

argues, “Koizumi crafted a bill intended to increase public support. … These 

negotiations with critics both inside and outside the ruling coalition broadened 

support for the Antiterrorism Special Measure bill” Therefore, throughout the 

process of passing the bill, the public was influential with high Koizumi support 

rate and majority approval for the bill.     
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Unlike Anti-Terrorism Law, 2003 Emergency Legislation Law appeared 

when Koizumi’s approval rate was relatively low and the public does not 

understand clearly about the law, so it is understandable that the law was firstly 

submitted to the Diet on April, 2002 and passed one year later. Around ten days 

before Koizumi submit the Emergency Legislation, Asahi Shimbun poll showed 

that “the number of supporters (40 percent) is less than detractors (45 percent) for 

the first time since Koizumi took office in April 2001” (April 5, 2002). Also, 

according to Nihon Keizai Shimbun poll on June 5, 2002, disapproval rate (46 

percent) for the emergency bill surpassed approval rate (40 percent) and it was 

quite different from the survey conducted 2 months ago that indicates the approval 

rate was high (54 percent). One of the characteristics of public opinion was that 

majority of people (60 percent) did not understand about the law and 70 percent of 

people pointed out the Koizumi Cabinet’s lack of explanation (Asahi Shimbun, 

May 21, 2002). DPJ’s strong opposition was in line with this somewhat mixed and 

suspicious view of the public. Therefore, on May 27, ruling parties had a setback 

on its original plan and “informed the DPJ representative that they would be 

flexible on the hours of deliberation and possible amendments” (Shinoda, 2007: 

105). Eventually, throughout the negotiations with DPJ, the law was passed and, 

according to Yomiuri Shimbun poll on April 5, 2003, the public approval rate was 

47.6 percent with 21.1 percent opposition (Shinoda, 2007: 112). This process well 

demonstrated that public opinion again exerted influence on passing the bill 

through opposition party.  

Lastly, when Koizumi and his Kantei tried to pass the 2003 Iraq Special 
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Measures Legislation from early June to late July, the Koizumi cabinet approval 

rating and public’s initial reaction was similar to the case of 2003 Emergency 

Legislation. The approval rating of Koizumi cabinet was around 40 to 50 percent 

shown in Figure 3 and the public opinion on the bill was quite mixed. According to 

Nihon Keizai Shimbun poll, the approval rate of the bill was 43 percent and 

disapproval rate was 41 percent (June 23, 2003). Even in liberal Asahi Shimbun’s 

poll, the gap between supporters (46 percent) and opponents (43 percent) was only 

three percent. However, comparing with previous two security legislations, when it 

comes to dispatching the SDF to Iraq, Koizumi’s attitude towards public was 

somewhat different. He apparently mentioned that “When government conducts the 

affairs of state in compliance with public opinion, it might make mistakes in some 

cases. History proves this” (Mainichi Shimbun, March 6, 2003) and quickly passed 

the bill with the majority of ruling coalition parties. This phenomenon cannot be 

well accountable with ‘populist Koizumi’ framework which Otake (2003) points 

out and it shows that Koizumi was not totally entangled with public opinion. The 

public’s final reaction to Koizumi’s decision was different from previous cases. 

According to Yomiuri Shimbun on July 15, 2003 the rate of opponents on 

dispatching the SDF increased to 43.2 percent and the rate of supporters decreased 

to 30.5 percent and also in Asahi Shimbun’s poll the disapproval rating to Iraq was 

55 percent and approval rating was 33 percent (July 23, 2003).  

 What can be inferred from the relationship between Kantei and public 

opinion? Overall, the relatively high approval rating of Koizumi cabinet might be 

helpful to Koizumi’s security making process, but public’s initial reaction to three 
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security bills was somewhat pessimistic and mixed. Koizumi breaks through it by 

compromising with Komeito and DPJ which reflects public concern, so the public’s 

final reaction on Anti-Terrorism and Emergency Legislation was somewhat 

optimistic. However, as to Iraq Special Measures Legislation, Koizumi did not 

seriously consider the public opposition and DPJ strongly refused to have 

negotiation and the public’s final reaction reversed to pessimistic side. These 

interactions between public opinion and Koizumi’s political compromise are 

arranged in Table 3. Therefore, Kantei is not directly affected by public opinion, 

but indirectly influenced by coalition and DPJ that is reactive to the public’s 

“antimilitarist mistrust” (Midfold, 2006: 173).  

 

<Table 3> Public Opinion and Koizumi’s Political Compromise 

 Koizumi  

Cabinet 

Approval 

Rate 

Public’s Initial 

Reaction 

Political 

Compromise 

Public’s 

Final 

Reaction 

2001 The Anti-

Terrorism 

Special 

Measures Law 

Around 70% Disagree 

(46%) 

With 

Komeito 

Agree 

(51%) 

2003 

Emergency 

Legislation 

Around 40% 

to 50% 

 

Mixed 

(40% Agree, 

46% Disagree) 

With 

Komeito 

and DPJ 

Agree 

(47.6%) 

2003 Iraq 

Special 

Measures 

Legislation 

Around 40% 

to 50% 

 

Mixed 

(43% Agree, 

41% Disagree) 

With 

Komeito 

Disagree 

(43.2%) 
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IV. ABE’S SECURITY POLICY MAKING PROCESS 

 

To fully understand the mentality of Abe’s security policy in his second 

regime, it is important to know the policy continuity from Abe’s first term which 

illustrates what he really think is critical in his political agenda (Park, 2014a). On 

September 20, 2006, Abe won in LDP presidential with 464 votes out of 703 votes 

which are 66 percent of the total vote. The result was not really surprising like 

Koizumi victory in 2001 because “Mori faction to which Abe belongs, as well as 

the Ibuki and Nikai factions, have all come out in support of Abe”, so the triumph 

was already assured in the early stage of election race (Asahi Shimbun, September 

9, 2006). Although Prime Minister Abe is somewhat fresh in terms of his youngest 

age as the prime minister who was 52 years old and born after World War II, his 

organization of cabinet was not really fresh as Koizumi cabinet. Prime Minister 

Abe said that “I want a well-balanced mix of senior, middle-aged and younger 

members, with the right people in the right posts,” but Asahi Shimbun editorial 

criticized that Abe’s cabinet members were chosen based on “Ronko Kosho” which 

is Japanese expression of “rewarding people according to the services they 

rendered”, so he appointed cabinet members who helped him in the election 

(September 28, 2006).  

The first Abe administration’s slogan was ‘Beautiful Country.’ In his first 

news conference as prime minister, he expressed the aim of making “a country 

admired and respected by people in the world, a country children's generation can 

have self-confidence and pride in” and called his cabinet as “Cabinet for the 
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creation of a beautiful country.” However, only with this quote, it is quite vague to 

understand what exactly Abe wants to do, especially in the security area. To 

discover his general intention, understanding the bestselling book written by Abe, 

“Toward a Beautiful Country (Utsukushii Kuni E),” is critical. In the first chapter of 

the book, he explains his political starting point (Genten) and stories of grandfather, 

former Prime Minister, Kishi Nobusuke were mainly mentioned (Abe, 2006: 18-

24). In fact, in the recent interview, Abe told that Kishi is one of the most 

influential people to him (Noh, 2014: 35). He remembers that Kishi gained the 

notorious reputation from the public and media due to US-Japan Security Treaty in 

1960, but sympathized and understood Kishi’s decision and supported to become a 

“Struggling Politician (Tatakau Seijika)” Abe, 2006: 3-4). Besides, Abe asserts that 

“Within postwar regime, from the constitution to education law, they were all made 

in occupation period. … Nation’s framework should be made by hands of Japanese 

from scratch which could restore the true independence” (Abe, 2006: 29). 

Therefore, the idea of his book coincides with his promise on “Breaking 

away from the postwar regime” during his election campaign. Also, when Kishi 

was a prime minister in the 1950s, he tried to rewrite the US-imposed postwar 

Japanese constitution and renounced rearmament which is exactly what Abe 

dreams of, so Abe resumed the “unfinished family business” during his first 

administration in 2006 (The Wall Street Journal, December 11, 2014). For example, 

Abe elevated the Defense Agency to the status of a ministry in January 9, 2007 and 

formed the ‘Advisory Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security’ in 

May 18, 2007 which suggests that the government should revise its interpretation 
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of the constitution to permit Japan to exercise the right of collective self-defense.  

Moreover, Prime Minister Abe wanted to enhance the function of Kantei, 

particularly in the security realm. According to his first diet speech on September 

29, 2006, one of his policy goals was to do ‘Proactive Diplomacy’ for 

strengthening US-Japan Alliance and for contributing to “stalwart solidarity in 

Asia.” To effectively achieve policy agenda, Abe believes that quick decision 

should be made under the strong political leadership not only security issues in the 

domestic area, but also overseas. Consequently, the panel meeting was held to 

establish a Japanese version of National Security Council (NSC) on November 22, 

2006 and planned to forge a final report at the end of February, 2007 after meeting 

twice a month (The Japan Times, November 15, 2006). The 14 panel members are 

comprised of people who “still wield considerable influence on the government 

ministries and agencies where they once worked” such as Shunji Yanai and Ken 

Sato and one of panel members Kazuhisa Ogawa asserts that “Everyone who has 

felt the need for a National Security Council is cognizant of the fact we must 

discuss the right to collective self-defense” (Asahi Shimbun, November 23, 2006). 

Besides, in the panel meeting, the idea of secrecy law and small number of 

members in NSC were proposed by Prime Minister Abe despite the opposition 

from most of the panels and he strongly said that “the prime minister's office must 

take the lead” (Asahi Shimbun, March 1, 2007) 

However, LDP’s severe defeat in the upper house election on July 29, 

2007 conveys the message to Abe that the public no longer reply on Abe’s 

leadership and exit poll conducted by Asahi Shimbun showed that 56 percent of 
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voters want Abe to resign, but Abe showed his intention to continue staying in the 

office (July 31, 2007). Even after the upper house election, he kept maintaining his 

ambition for departure from the postwar regime, proactive diplomacy and 

strengthening the function of Kantei in his last diet speech on September 10, 2007. 

Yet, two days after his policy speech, on September 12, 2007, he announced his 

resignation due to “break the impasse over refueling operations of the Maritime 

Self-Defense Force”, but seventy-five percent of the public were not satisfied with 

his claim and considered Abe as irresponsible (Asahi Shimbun, September 15, 

2007). Later, Abe confessed that health problem is the main reason for the 

departure in the press conference on September 24, 2007, but Park analyzed that 

his resignation is the sign for taking responsibility for the failure in upper house 

election (2011: 419). The dream of ‘Beautiful Country’ seemed to disappear with 

his resignation.  

 

1. ‘Crisis Breakthrough’ Kantei  

After Abe resigned in 2007, Japan had five prime ministers for five years 

including three DPJ politicians and internally and externally Japan went through 

many twists and turns. Particularly, when DPJ holds the regime, internally there 

was Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, 2011 which devastated not only the 

eastern part of Japan, but also minds of Japanese people. Externally, Japan had 

“China Shock” in 2010 with two major incidents: diplomatic failure on dealing 

with boat collision incident around Senkaku islands and China rise as a second 

largest economy instead of Japan. After these series of events, Abe was back again 
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with the slogan of ‘Strong Japan’ instead of ‘Beautiful Japan.’  

His manifesto works to the public who was sick of DPJ’s incompetency 

to handle the internal and external issues related to the economy, security and 

political stability. On December 16, 2012, the LDP and coalition partner New 

Komeito gained more than two-third majority seats (325 out of 480) in the Lower 

House election. The main difference of Abe’s policy compared to the previous 

premiership is his focus on the economy. According to his first policy speech at the 

Diet in his second term on January 28, 2013, he claims that Japan has four major 

crises: economy, reconstruction from the Great East Japan Earthquake and 

diplomacy and security. Among four of them, he especially regards revival of the 

economy as the “greatest issue and indeed an urgent issue.” Also, in the interview 

with Foreign Affairs magazine, he confessed that “When I served as prime minister 

last time, I failed to prioritize my agenda. … After resigning, for six years I 

traveled across the nation simply to listen. Everywhere, I heard people suffering 

from having lost jobs due to lingering deflation and currency appreciation. Some 

had no hope for the future. So it followed naturally that my second administration 

should prioritize getting rid of deflation and turning around the Japanese economy” 

(Abe, 2013). Later, his audacious economic plan is called “Abenomics” and three 

specific policies such as fiscal stimulus, monetary easing and structural reforms 

were referred as “three arrows.”  

Although it seems that different Abe appeared in his second term with 

pragmatic economic policy, fundamentally he did not change a lot in terms of 

ideology and still “remained keen to stress the continuities with past policies (in his 
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first term)” such as revision of constitution which allows exercising the right of 

collective self-defense (Hughes, 2015: 2). On the next day of victory in the Lower 

House election, he asserts that “We are being called on to change the framework 

created during (postwar) occupation with our own hands, by revising the 

Constitution and the Fundamental Law of Education” (Asahi Shimbun, December 

18, 2012). Moreover, in the press conference on December 26, 2012, he mentioned 

on ‘proactive diplomacy’ and establishment of NSC again which reminds of his 

previous term.  

 

<Figure 4> Abe’s Main Kantei Members in the Second Term 

 

(Source: Asahi Shimbun on December 27, 2012) 

 

To achieve his economy and security agenda effectively, Abe organized 
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‘crisis breakthrough Cabinet.’ As mentioned in his first policy speech at the Diet, 

he regards Japan in “a critical situation” and instructed all ministers to break 

through crises in the area of “economic revival, reconstruction from the earthquake 

disaster, and crisis management.” Unlike the first term when he selected cabinet 

members based on “Ronko Kosho” or friendship, as seen in Figure 4, Prime 

Minister Abe carefully organized cabinet members based on not only experience 

and skill, but also balance between friends and rivals, which increases the power 

and stability of Kantei (Nihon Keizai Shimbun, December 26, 2012; Asahi 

Shimbun, December 27, 2012).  

Prime Minister Abe appointed his close friends who already worked in his 

first term as Kantei staffs and ministries in the important areas such economy and 

diplomacy. Abe chose Yoshihide Suga as CCS and minister in charge of 

Strengthening National Security and Hiroshige Seko as Deputy CCS. Also, Abe 

chose Taro Aso for Minister of Finance and Akira Amari for Economic 

Revitalization. In the area of diplomacy, Fumio Kishida became minister for 

Foreign Affairs. Although Abe selected his close associates to cabinet posts, most 

of the cabinet members are generally regarded as an “intimate acquaintance with 

policy” among bureaucrats (Nihon Keizai Shimbun, December 26, 2012). Above 

all, selection of Nobuteru Ishihara and Yoshimasa Hayashi decisively prevents the 

criticism of “Ronko Kosho.” They were the rivals in LDP president election, but 

Abe said “Six years ago, I faced criticism after trying to bring together like-minded 

people … this time around, not all ministers completely agree with me,” so their 

posting contributes to balance in second term cabinet members (Asahi Shimbun, 
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December 27, 2012).  

There are some similarities and difference between Koizumi and Abe’s 

style of appointment. The main similarity is to select the key person or potential 

leader as the main Kantei staff who could help the prime minister to exert its power 

to both bureaucrats and politicians. For Koizumi, the main person was CCS Yasuo 

Fukuda and in Abe’s second term CCS Yoshihide Suga takes its role. Interestingly, 

they are both regarded as the post-prime minister and, in fact, Fukuda Yasuo later 

became prime minister. On the other hands, Prime Minister Abe more actively 

utilizes special advisor system than Koizumi. Particularly, one of the advisors, 

Shotaro Yachi who used to be vice foreign minister and also gave advice to Abe in 

Abe’s first term became another key man on foreign policy (Pugliese, 2016: 8). 

Moreover, the core Kantei and cabinet members who are close to Abe stayed in the 

office for a long period of time so that they can keep maintaining the government 

control which increases the political stability. For example, the core Kantei staffs 

such as Finance Minister Taro Aso, Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida and CCS 

Yoshihide Suga have been working together since the second Abe administration 

started in December, 2012. Also, deputy CCSs also work for a longer time 

compared with Koizumi cabinet.  

Therefore, both Koizumi and Abe want the situation that “national policy 

was placed directly under the control of the prime minister and the Kantei” with the 

support of potential leader (Machidori, 2010), but Abe hold much stronger power 

of Kantei by actively using special advisor system and even having institutional 

change such as establishment of NSC and Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs 
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which will be explained in next part. Also, the core members of Kantei stay in the 

office for a long time so that Kantei’s government control and political stability 

increased naturally. 

 

2. Case Study: Kantei-led Collective Self-Defense and Security 

Bill  

With strong Kantei formation, Prime Minister Abe firmly pushed the 

several proactive security measures every year. In December, 2013, along with the 

establishment of NSC, “National Security Strategy (NSS)” which states Japan’s 

more proactive security principles was firstly adopted and “National Defense 

Program Guidelines (NDPG)” and “Mid-term Defense Program” was also newly 

accepted. Moreover, Act on the Protection of Specially Designated Secrets (SDS), 

so-called State Secrecy Law, is approved by diet on the same month. This law 

allows the government to select security information such as SDF and terrorism for 

“Specially Designated Secrets.” In April, 2014, as a replacement of “The Three 

Principles on Arms Exports and Their Related Policy Guidelines”, “The Three 

Principles of Transfer of Defense Equipment and Technology” was implemented. It 

provides a timely and effective contribution to international peace measures such as 

anti-terror activities and humanitarian assistance by transferring defense equipment. 

However, above all, the biggest transformations of Japan’s security were a 

reinterpretation of Collective Self-Defense in July, 2014 and passing the security 

bills in September, 2015. These two cases well demonstrate that Japan’s security 

measure has authority to be less constrained by Article 9 Peace Constitution which 

bans the use of force freely. 
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In this part, same as the analysis of Koizumi’s implementation of three 

laws, the focus is not on Kantei’s interaction with diverse actors which will explain 

in the later parts, but how Kantei took powerful role particularly in the 

reinterpretation of Collective Self-Defense and passing Security Bill. Before 

explaining the two cases, it is critical to explain the establishment of NSC and 

secrecy law which empowers Kantei to do a more active role in security policy 

making process.  

1) Unfinished Business: NSC and State Secrecy Law in 2013 

It is not surprising that “one of Abe’s earliest moves after assuming p

ower was to convene on February 15, 2013, Advisory Council on the 

Establishment of an NSC to create a blueprint for Japan’s first NSC” (Hughes, 

2015: 29). Not like economic policy such as Abenomics, his security policy is in 

line with his first term, so it is likely to discover similar attempts in his second term. 

His typical unfinished businesses were the establishment of NSC and passing State 

Secrecy Law. Abe even faced with opposition on secrecy law and a small number 

of NSC members from the panels in his first term, but he strongly supported them 

(Asahi Shimbun, March 1, 2007). To be sure, exercising collective self-defense and 

revision of Constitution were also obviously his unfinished businesses, but 

particularly the reason why this paper categorizes NSC and State Secrecy Law as 

one set is their commonality: not only enhancing information gathering ability but 

also increasing the power of Kantei.  

 First of all, when it comes to build NSC, Abe told “There is no agency 

that gathers and analyzes information obtained by different departments of the 
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government and presents the results to the prime minister and the chief Cabinet 

secretary,” so he wants NSC to gather various information from diverse ministries 

(Asahi Shimbun, February 18, 2013). Also, he expects that “the National Security 

Council will play a critical role as the control tower of the nation’s diplomatic and 

national security measures” (Asahi Shimbun, May 17, 2013). Therefore, he clearly 

had the intention that NSC will be a central organization for Japan’s security and 

diplomacy under prime minister’s leadership. On June 7, 2013, the cabinet 

submitted the bill for the establishment of NSC and November 27, 2013 the bill 

was passed by the Upper house. According to 2013 Defense White Paper, three 

type of minister meetings held in NSC: 4-Minister Meeting, 9-Minister Meeting 

and Emergency Situations Minister Meeting, but the most important meeting is 4-

Minister Meeting which comprised of prime minister, Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Minister of Defense and Chief Cabinet Secretary because they basically decide 

general direction of Japanese foreign and security policies. Moreover, the National 

Security Secretariat which is an administrative office for NSC was built in the 

Cabinet on January 7, 2014 with Shotaro Yachi as a Secretary General and 

Nobukatsu Kanehara and Nobushige Takamizawa as Deputy Secretary General 

(Hosoya, 2014).   

With regard to State Secrecy Law, it is quite intertwined with NSC. In 

2014 Defense White Paper, it argues that “Japan must also develop common rules 

within the government for the protection of secrets and establish a uniform 

framework for handling national security secrets” for effective and efficient 

discussion of NSC. It is quite necessary for NSC to pass State Secrecy Law 
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because they share confidential information among several ministries and even 

some information come from the US and it should be designated as secrets. In Abe 

regime, US-Japan alliance is pivotal in foreign and security arena and the US also 

constantly “conveyed doubts about whether U.S. security information will be kept 

confidential in the Japanese version of the U.S. National Security Council” (Asahi 

Shimbun, October 7, 2013). Moreover, according to Asahi Shimbun’s interview 

with Dennis Blair who is director of national intelligence in Obama administration 

in September, 2013, Blair hoped that the law will be strengthened (Asahi Shimbun, 

October 7, 2013). Therefore, despite public’s opposition due to infringement of 

people’s right to know, the State Secrecy Law was passed on December 6, 2013. 

 What is the implication of fulfilling the unfinished businesses in second 

Abe administration? Prime Minister Abe’s effort to make NSC reminds of Koizumi 

Kantei’s task force team. During Koizumi regime, Kantei members were always at 

the center in the preparation for legislations and had a coordinative role by 

gathering several officials from MOFA, the JDA, and other agencies to follow the 

order of Prime Minister Koizumi. It was an effective way of making foreign policy 

because it eases the lack of cooperation among several ministries and strengthened 

the role of prime minister in decision making. The role of NSC is quite similar, but 

more powerful to strengthen than Koizumi’s task force because it is 

institutionalized so that stability is increased and officially gains financial and 

expanded personnel support. Besides, State Secrecy Law provides NSC to access 

more vast and confidential information only within the small circle of members. 

Aside from its pros and cons, it definitely gives more power to Abe’s Kantei.  
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2) Changing Interpretation of Collective Self-Defense in 2014 

On July 1, 2014, Prime Minister Abe Cabinet approved of the “Cabinet 

Decision on Development of Seamless Security Legislation to Ensure Japan's 

Survival and Protect its People” which changes the government’s interpretation of 

ban on exercise the right of collective self-defense. Collective self-defense is an act 

of defending close or allied country from attack with armed force although the own 

country is not directly attacked. According to Article 51 of the United Nations 

Charter, every country has right to have collective self-defense, but, since 1954, 

Japan maintained the position that it cannot exercise it due to Article 9 which states 

that “Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and 

the threat or use of force as means of settling international disputes.” However, the 

cabinet decision allows Japan’s exercise of collective self-defense within certain 

conditions for the first time in Japan’s history.  

During the whole process of pushing the agenda of collective self-defense, 

the role of ‘Advisory Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security’ was 

critical (Kang, 2015). This Panel meeting was firstly made in Abe’s first term and 

they well reflected Abe’s intention on collective self-defense. For example, all of 

the panel members were supportive to collective self-defense and Abe directly 

asked panels to “look into four specific scenarios related to Japan's national 

security when discussing how to expand the range of activities by the SDF” (Asahi 

Shimbun, May 19, 2007). Therefore, it seems that the discussion points and 

expected results are already given by Abe and the dialogue was conducted by like-

minded people so that Abe’s intention was well conveyed to panel meeting 
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(Hughes, 2015: 48). The first meeting was held on May 18, 2007 and after having 6 

other meetings they submitted the final report on June 24, 2008, but at that time 

Abe suddenly left the office and in Fukuda administration “no further discussions 

ensued because Fukuda was opposed to lifting the ban” (Asahi Shimbun, February 

9, 2013).  

In Abe’s second term, the panel meeting resumed on February 8, 2013 

with the same name and the same group of panel members except one. Thus, it 

reveals that there is some continuation of Abe’s first term in dealing with collective 

self-defense, but in the second term, the panel goes one step further. Chairman of 

the panel, Shunji Yanai, said “In addition to terrorism, nations are also posing an 

ever-greater threat, ... Considering that, threats may take a form other than the four 

categories studied, so we will discuss that” (Asahi Shimbun, February 9, 2013) 

Therefore, the broader scenarios are considered in second panel meeting. However, 

interesting thing is that the Panel meeting did not hold again until the victory in the 

Upper House Election. It seems that Abe tries not to have the same mistake in his 

second term. In the first term, he defeat in the Upper House election in 2007 and 

left the office because he did not pay attention to economy which is an important 

issue for general public, so he focuses on Abenomics and did not show his full-

fledged effort on revision of constitution or reinterpretation of collective self-

defense before the election (Asahi Shimbun, July 22, 2013).  

The victory of Upper House election on July 21, 2013 provided Abe 

untwisted diet and strong momentum for pushing his agendas of proactive pacifism. 

The first thing Prime Minister Abe got down to work was the appointment of Ichiro 
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Komatsu as director-general of the Cabinet Legislation Bureau (CLB). According 

to Samuels (2004), there are two formal tasks of CLB: “1) to provide opinions to 

the prime minister and the Cabinet on legal issues; and 2) to examine drafts of all 

bills, regulations, Cabinet orders, and treaties for consistency with the constitution 

and legal precedents.” It was unusual that the director-general is chosen from 

outside of bureau and Komatsu who is close with, special adviser to Abe, Shotaro 

Yachi is a well-known advocate for collective self-defense, so obviously Prime 

Minister Abe assigned Komatsu because he could be a like-minded supporter and 

lower the internal hurdle for reinterpretation of collective self-defense (Asahi 

Shimbun, August 2 and August 3, 2013). On May, 2014, Komatsu resigned due to a 

health problem and was replaced by deputy director Yusuke Yokobatake, but the 

successor is also in favor of collective self-defense and, according to Mainichi 

Shimbun, he spent only one day for examination on cabinet decision of collective 

self-defense (July 16, 2014).   

Moreover, after the Upper House election, the Advisory Panel on 

Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security more actively discussed and deputy 

chairman Shinichi Kitaoka who is a strong supporter for collective self-defense 

played as a key man not only in the panel meeting but also in Abe’s security policy 

making process. Since the panel reconvened on September 17, 2013, there were 

five other meetings before submitting the report on May 15, 2014 and in every 

meeting Kitaoka is assigned to have a remark with prime minister and even became 

the chair of the Panel on National Security and Defense Capabilities which reviews 

the National Security Strategy (NSS) and the new National Defense Program 
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Guidelines (NDPG). With active discussions and Kitaoka’s initiative, the panel 

claims more assertive claims than previous panel meetings. At the first panel 

meeting in Abe’s first term, the panel only argues for the necessity of exercising 

collective self-defense by reinterpreting the Constitution, but at the second panel 

meeting in Abe’s second term, the panel claims that “Article 9 of the Constitution 

permits the use of force as an exercise of self-defense if the following three 

requirements are met; (1) there is an imminent unlawful infringement against Japan; 

(2) there are no other appropriate means available to repel this infringement; and (3) 

the use of force is limited to the minimum extent necessary.”  

In short, when it comes to a reinterpretation of collective self-defense, the 

Advisory Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security took a major role 

as prime minister’s study group and leads Abe’s Kantei diplomacy. Prime Minister 

Abe strategically waits for the moments for the right timing to push the agenda 

more actively and, right after the Upper House election, he assigned like-minded 

Ichiro Komatsu as director-general of the CLB and stimulated vigorous discussion 

of Advisory Panel.  

3) Security Bills in 2015 

Right after making cabinet decision on a reinterpretation of collective 

self-defense, Kantei swiftly moved on to the next step: passing security bills. 

Although cabinet allows interpreting that Japan can exercise collective self-defense, 

the practical realization is achieved by enacting related laws. Therefore, according 

to the press conference of Deputy CCS Kato on July 2, 2014, after cabinet decision 

was made, Kantei team was immediately organized under National Security 
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Secretariat for drafting security legislation. The joint head of the team is Assistant 

CCS Nobushige Takamizawa and Nobukatsu Kanehara who are also Deputy 

Secretaries General of the National Security Secretariat. The team is comprised of 

30 members and work closely with associated ministries for making legislation. 

Within the team, on the one hand, planning group is in charge of coordinating job 

among diverse ministries and agencies, but on the other hand, legislative response 

group focuses on the revision of legislation. Moreover, when having a cabinet 

reshuffle on September 3, 2014, the post related to security legislation was newly 

made and defense minister Akinori Eto concurrently took charge of it (Asahi 

Shimbun, September 3, 2014). It shows Prime Minister Abe’s strong will to attain 

the goal of passing the security bills.  

Similar to the case of collective self-defense, winning the election gave 

Prime Minister Abe to have great momentum for security bills. On December 14, 

2014, the LDP and Komeito coalition won in the Lower House election and gained 

a two-thirds majority. The victory was very meaningful because there had not been 

any snap election victory since Koizumi’s winning in 2005, so it shows Abe’s 

political stability. Also, Abe said that he dissolved the Lower House for a 

referendum on “Abenomics” (The Japan Times, November 21, 2014), but the 

landslide election victory gave a chance for Abe not only to have longer tenure but 

also pave the way for security bills. According to the Asahi Shimbun’s interview, a 

senior member of Kantei stated that “The election victory in this election will allow 

us to manage Diet affairs in a stable manner and concentrate on realizing our policy 

goals without paying attention to ‘noises’ (from opposing forces)” (December 15, 
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2014). Later, Prime Minister Abe again wins two-thirds majority seats with allied 

parties in the Upper House election on 10 July 2016. Since Abe took office in 2012, 

he won four consecutive elections. Curtis (2016) points out that “voters have lost 

faith in Abenomics, but worry that replacing Mr. Abe would make things worse”, 

so the public still has some trauma to opposition parties who badly handled 2010 

Senkaku islands dispute and 2011 earthquake.  

 

<Table 4> Abe Kantei’s Main Coordinating Organization on Security Issues 

 Name Head Members 

Overall  NSC and National 

Security Secretariat 

Prime Minister 

Abe and Shotaro 

Yachi 

Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, Minister of 

Defense and CCS  

(Sometimes including 

Minister of Finance) 

Changing 

Interpretation 

of Collective 

Self-Defense 

Advisory Panel on 

Reconstruction of 

the Legal Basis for 

Security 

Chairman Shunji 

Yanai, Deputy 

Chairman 

Shinichi Kitaoka 

14 people. Most of the 

members from 

academia and some 

are former 

government officials 

Security Bills Team under the 

National Security 

Secretariat 

Assistant CCS 

Nobushige 

Takamizawa and 

Nobukatsu 

Kanehara 

Around 30 people. 

Working closely with 

Ministry of Defense 

and Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 

 

With strong political base with the undefeatable election, same as 

Koizumi, Abe made its own project team in the very early stage in Kantei and 

prepared for the cabinet decision on Collective self-defense and passing the bill for 

a long time. Table 4 presents what is the main coordinating organization on each 
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issue. When it comes to security bills, the role of assistance CCS is critical as a 

coordinating head of the team which is also similar to Koizumi’s Kantei tactic. 

However, Abe’s team is more stabilized than Koizumi’s team because it is 

organized under the formally institutionalized control tower NSC and National 

Security Secretariat which is so-called “heart of NSC,” so it can effectively 

communicate with highest policy decision makers such as prime minister, CCS, 

foreign and defense ministers (Asahi Shimbun, January 8, 2015). Both agendas on 

changing the interpretation of Collective Self-Defense and Security Bills were dealt 

in NSC meetings. Regarding on Collective Self-defense, NSC 4-Miniter and 9-

Miniter meeting were held respectively on the day of Advisory Panel submit the 

final report on May 15 and on the day of cabinet decision was made on July 1, 

2014. In the case of Security Bills, two 4-Miniter meetings and one 9-Miniter 

meeting were held on April 10, 24 and May 14, 2015 before passing the 

legislations.  

Despite strong disagreement from the opposition party and public protests 

who perceives the bill as a “War Bill” and unconstitutional, the 11 security related 

bills were finally passed on July 16 in the Lower House and on September 19, 2015 

in Upper House. The bill allows expanded the role of SDF outside of Japan with 

armed force and to exercise collective self-defense. It is so far the most drastic 

security change in Japan’s history because Japan only could use force for self-

defense, but it is available to use force for allies in the name of “self-defense” now 

with loosened restrictions on SDF. From reinterpretation of collective self-defense 

to passing security bills, Prime Minister Abe successfully achieved its daunting 
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policy goals. Institutionally, NSC and State Secrecy Law strengthened the role of 

Kantei and provided the stable support to inner circle which prepared the 

implementing sensitive security policies. Also, same as Koizumi Kantei’s tactic, in 

the early stage of policy making process Abe Kantei made study group and a task 

force comprised of diverse people from academia and government ministry, but the 

core idea and coordination came from prime minister and Kantei.    

 

3. Dynamics of Policy Making Process  

1) Kantei and Politicians: Keeping Enemies Close Strategy 

Comparing with Koizumi’s case on security policy making process, Prime 

Minister Abe had a more favorable political environment to pursue his security 

agenda because of two reasons: 1) totally weak opposition party, 2) exercising 

political leverage over LDP and coalition party.  

Firstly, as for weak opposition, both Koizumi and Abe had a majority in 

both Upper and Lower House, but Abe kicked off his term with two-third majority 

seats in Lower House and gained huge political momentum for pushing his security 

policies through victory in Upper House election in 2013 and Lower House 

election in 2014. As seen in Table 5, since Prime Minister Abe took the office, he 

never lost in any election and maintained majority seats in Lower House and 

obtaining more seats in Upper House even after implementing controversial 

collective self-defense and passing security bills. Therefore, while having 

consecutive defeats, opposition party could not emerge as a good political balancer. 

Sakaki and Lukner claim that “there is no longer a major opposition party that 
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strictly opposes arms exports or military deployments ... The decrease in the level 

of contestation on security policy issues provides the executive with more (though 

still limited) law leeway in devising policies when compared with the Cold War era” 

(2016: 155). Pempel (2014) further points out that, contrary to old days when 

energetic opposition and LDP factional dynamism provided “partial check on 

executive branch autonomy,” Abe administration’s “decision was made in a context 

of rapidly diminishing checks on executive authority.” 

 

<Table 5> Election Results of Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe 2.0 

Koizumi Abe 2.0 

 Ruling 

Coalition 

Parties 

Opposition 

Parties 

 Ruling 

Coalition 

Parties 

Opposition 

Parties 

Upper 

House on 

July, 2001 

56% 

(139/247) 

 

44% 

(108 / 247) 

 

 

 

Lower 

House on 

December, 

2012 

 

 

68% 

(325/480) 

 

 

32% 

(155/480) Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law 

in October, 2001 

Emergency Legislation in June 

and Iraq Special Measures in July, 2003 

 

 

Lower 

House on 

September, 

2003 

 

 

57% 

(275/480) 

 

 

43% 

(205/480) 

Upper 

House on 

July, 2013 

56% 

(135/242) 

44% 

(107/242) 

Establishment of NSC in November and 

State Secrecy Law December, 2013 

Reinterpretation of Collective Self-

defense in July, 2014 

 

Upper 

House on 

July, 2004 

 

57% 

(139/242) 

 

43% 

(103/242) 

Lower 

House on 

December, 

2014 

68% 

(325/475) 

32% 

(150/475) 
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Passing Security Bills in September, 

2015 

Lower 

House on 

September, 

2005 

68% 

(327/480) 

32% 

(153/480) 

Upper 

House on 

July, 2016 

60% 

(146/242) 

40% 

(96/242) 

 

Secondly, in regard of exerting influence on LDP and coalition party 

Komeito, Prime Minister Abe used ‘keeping enemies close’ strategy. Machidori 

argues that “within a parliamentary cabinet system, the prime minister’s authority 

stems at least in part from his position as the leader of the majority party” (2010), 

so strong Kantei leadership is quite intertwined with prime minister’s grip on ruling 

coalition parties. Although the case of Koizumi was quite unique because he tried 

to differentiate him from LDP and used ‘coalition first strategy’ to break through 

the traditional policy making process influenced by LDP Zoku Giin, Abe’s case is 

in lined with Machidori’s argument. Prime Minister Abe strengthened grip within 

the LDP by embracing the potential rival as his supporter.  

For example, Abe appointed all of his rivals in LDP presidential election to 

his cabinet members. As explained in Abe’s Kantei part, Nobuteru Ishihara and 

Yoshimasa Hayashi became respectively minister of environment and minister of 

agriculture from 2012 to 2014. Later, Ishihara also works as minister of economic 

revitalization from 2016. Moreover, promising leader Sadakazu Tanigaki and 

Ishiba Shigeru who both worked as LDP secretary-general were selected each as 

minister of justice from 2012 to 2014 and minister of overcoming population 

decline and vitalizing local economy in Japan from 2014 to 2016. Particularly, 
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Ishiba beat Abe at the first round of 2012 LDP election, so it was important for Abe 

to prevent Ishiba’s rising. In this sense, ‘keeping enemies close’ strategy worked 

and in 2015 LDP presidential election “Abe had received the backing of all seven 

LDP factions and the party groups affiliated with LDP heavyweights Sadakazu 

Tanigaki and Shigeru Ishiba” (Asahi Shimbun, September 8, 2015).  

 In terms of the relationship with Komeito, the prime minister kept close 

with coalition partner despite its opposition to Abe’s proactive security policy and 

finally gains support at the end. In the case of collective self- defense, in 2013 

leader of Komeito Natsuo Yamaguchi disagrees on sudden change on a 

reinterpretation of constitution, but Prime Minister Abe stated that “we will 

continue to make efforts to gain New Komeito’s understanding” and then 

eventually reached an agreement (Asahi Shimbun, July 23, 2013). When it comes 

to security bills, for smooth negotiation, Abe appointed Sadakazu Tanigaki and 

Toshihiro Nikai who are close to Komeito as LDP secretary general and chairman 

of LDP general council after reshuffling in 2014 (Asahi Shimbun, September 3, 

2014). Komeito again opposed to Abe’s plan on security legislation in the early 

stage, but after several negotiations and partial revision of bill which reflects 

Komeito’s pacifist idea, they came to the settlement at last. Komeito is not a real 

enemy to Prime Minister Abe, but it was a political opponent when it comes to a 

security issue. Yet, Abe and Kantei kept in closely negotiating with Komeito and 

then finally gained support (Lee, 2015).   

2) Kantei and Bureaucracy: Intimate Control with Personnel Choice 

Kantei’s relationship with bureaucrats should be managed as delicately as 
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possible because, as ‘Week Prime Minister School’ argues, they are one of the veto 

players to prime minister, but at the same time it is inevitable to gain support from 

them due to their expertise and experience. Therefore, while having an intimate 

relationship, Kantei should keep maintaining its initiative and sophisticatedly 

controlling bureaucrats. In Koizumi’s case, bureaucrats were one of the targets for 

reforming, so it was difficult to have intimate cooperation, so in terms of foreign 

policy Kantei obtained the support of bureaucrats within the boundary of Kantei’s 

initiative. In Prime Minister Abe’s period, bureaucrats are no longer ‘Castle of 

Demons’ who need reform, but they are a close partner within Kantei’s grip.   

 On December 28, 2012, Prime Minister Abe clearly mentioned his 

anticipation for a favorable relationship with bureaucrats and collaboration with 

cabinet in the resumed first liaison meeting of administrative vice-ministers which 

was eliminated in Hatoyama cabinet (Shinoda, 2013: 235). He stated as follows:  

“In order to overcome the crisis that faces Japan, it is necessary to 

promote true political leadership based on mutual trust between politicians 

and bureaucrats, in addition to the united efforts of the Cabinet. The Abe 

Cabinet expects the public servants, who are the specialists of 

administrative operations, to fully exert their capabilities under the 

guidance and supervision of ministers, with the Cabinet showing clear 

policies. I would like to ask you public servants to make active proposals 

in policy formulation, and take decisive actions at the actual site, while 

having pride as administrative professionals, under the policies of the 

Cabinet and instructions of ministers.”   

Therefore, basically, Abe wants an amicable relationship with bureaucrats, but he 

also emphasizes their cooperation under the leadership of Kantei. Inference can be 
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drawn by phrases such as ‘under the guidance and supervision of ministers with the 

Cabinet showing clear policies’ and ‘under the policies of the Cabinet and 

instructions of ministers.’ In fact, the chairman of the meeting is administrative 

deputy CCS, so “all government policies would be reported at the subcabinet 

meeting” and “the bureaucratic leaders would have prior consultation with the CSS 

and the deputy CCS” (Shinoda, 2013: 235).   

Along with tight cooperation with bureaucrats, Kantei strengthened its 

power over bureaucrats by expanded personnel selection. On May 30, 2014, 

Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs was established and Deputy CCS Katsunobu 

Kato became the head of the bureau (Nihon Keizai Shimbun, May 30, 2014). 

Under the previous system, prime minister and CCS have screened around 200 

bureaucrats, but though newly built personnel bureau they have an influence on the 

appointment of around 600 bureaucrats. According to the Japan Times, “Abe and 

Suga himself will be directly in charge of screening and appoint those senior 

bureaucrats” and it is “another political maneuver by Abe to tighten his grip on 

powerful government bureaucrats” (May 27, 2014). In fact, increasing the Kantei 

power by personnel selection is not a new tactic in second Abe administration. One 

of the examples is an appointment of Ichiro Komatsu who is in favor of Abe’s 

reinterpretation on collective self-defense as director-general of the CLB. By 

positioning the government officials who are on the side of Abe, Kantei can 

quickly and easily achieve policy agendas (Nihon Keizai Shimbun, April 12, 2014). 

Moreover, when it comes to influencing of Kantei in MOFA, it is 

important to understand the role of Shotaro Yachi and NSC in policy making 
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process. His influence is so strong that some government officials called him 

“shadow foreign minister” (The Japan Times, February 11, 2013) Also, Pugliese 

argues that “premier steered MOFA in his preferred direction” through Yach who 

exerts his power through personnel appointment as well (Pugliese, 2016: 14). For 

example, one of ‘Yachi school’ Akiba Takeo got the early promotion as Deputy 

Minister for Foreign Affairs “from the directorship of the foreign policy bureau, the 

strategic office that bridges Kantei with MOFA” (Pugliese, 2016: 14). 

Fundamentally, Nobukasu Kanehara who is loyal to Yachi could become Assistant 

CCS by Yachi’s recommendation and be “chief adviser to control the government’s 

foreign policy at Kantei” (Shinoda, 2013: 234). Besides, after Yachi became 

secretary general of NSC, he exerts more powerful influence in foreign policy 

making because NSC is the control tower which decides general short and long 

term foreign policy orientation. Yachi even he meets high ranking foreign officials 

such as Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, so he no longer “shadow foreign minister,” 

but “de facto foreign minister.” Consequently, intimate control of bureaucrats is 

achieved by personnel appointment which is advantageous to Abe’s sensitive 

security policy and bureaucracy’s strong veto is prevented.   

3) Kantei and Public Opinion: No Need to Compromise   

Similar with Koizumi, the general trend of the average approval rating of 

Prime Minister Abe is high compared with other prime ministers. According to the 

monthly poll of NHK, the average supporting rate of Abe Cabinet from January, 

2013 to December, 2016 is around 52 percent. The main reason of majority 

Japanese public support Abe cabinet is backing Abe’s economic policy, 
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particularly ‘Abenomics’ (Figure 5).  

 

<Figure 5> Public’s Expectation on Abenomics  

 

(Source: Asahi Shimbun. The figure made by Tobias Samuel Harris. 

http://www.observingjapan.com/2013/06/how-long-will-japanese-people-

support.html Accessed on January 6, 2017) 

 

In fact, when the Bank of Japan announced its quantitative easing program 

with buying 60 to 70 trillion Yen of bonds a year in April, 2013, the approval 

rating of Abe cabinet increased in most of the surveys including Yomiuri survey 

(Figure 6). It shows that Japanese people are waiting for the strong leadership to 

achieve economic recovery and Abe is a symbolic figure to do it with ‘Abenomics.’ 

Therefore, Prime Minister Abe tries to put the Abenomics in the forefront in every 

election and gained public support. In the case of snap Lower House election in 

2014. Although voters do not agree on Abe’s proactive security policies such as 

collective self-defense or a constitutional revision, within the Asahi Shimbun 

survey 47 percent of people answers that economic policies will be important in 

casting ballots and “among them 43 percent said they would vote for the LDP” 
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(December 1, 2014).  

 

<Figure 6> Abe’s Approval Rate from Yomiuri Survey 

 

(Source: Yomiuri Shimbun, July 26, 2015) 

 

However, it is noteworthy that Abe’s approval rating significantly drops 

in December of 2013, July of 2014 and July of 2015 when the events related to 

security issues such as passing State Secrecy Law, a reinterpretation of collective 

self-defense and enacting secrecy bills occurred (Figure 6 with arrows). In regards 

of State Secrecy Law, it came into effect on December 6, 2013, but the public, 

journalists and academia remain suspicious on abusing secrecy law by eliminating 

whistle-blowers for government and harming the public’s right to know. 

Supporting rate of Abe drops from over 60 to close to 50 percent. According to 

Asahi Shimbun’s poll, “73 percent said they are worried about its arbitrary 

application” which outnumbered the opponents of previous survey (50 percent) 

conducted before enactment (December 9, 2013). Also, 68 percent of respondents 

even answered that it is not good that LDP holding the largest number of seats in 
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both Diets and “68 percent said they do not feel that the Abe Cabinet and the LDP 

are listening to the public” (Asahi Shimbun, December 9, 2013) Survey result 

showed the clear backlash on State Secrecy Law from the public.     

When it comes to cabinet decision on collective self-defense, public’s 

reaction is also negative. According to Nihon Keizai Shimbun article on July 28, 

2014, 48 percent of respondents do not appreciate Abe’s decision and Abe’s 

supporting rate drops below 50 percent for the first time in his second term in 

Yomiuri Shimbun poll (Figure 6). Some critics might be suspicious of the different 

public opinion results depending on different newspapers. For example, Asahi 

Shimbun stated that “50 percent of its respondents are against reinterpreting the 

Constitution,” but Sankei Shimbun reported that “63.7 percent of respondents 

supported the reinterpretation” (The Japan Times, July 11, 2014). However, it is 

clear that during the period of having cabinet decision Abe’s supporting rate 

plummeted in Sankei Shimbun and showing the sign of disappointment (The Japan 

Times, July 25, 2014).   

Lastly, public opposition was also fierce on security bills. According to 

New York Times article on July, 16, 2015, on the day of passing the bills “the 

crowd was around 100,000 estimated by protest organizers which would make it 

the largest antigovernment demonstration in Japan since protests in 2012 against 

the proposed restart of nuclear power plants.” Moreover, the public approval rating 

of Abe decreased to the lowest point and for the first time opponent rate surpassed 

supporting rate (Asahi Shimbun, July 13, 2015).  
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What is the implication of public opinion on Abe’s security policies? All 

of the public opinions on State Secrecy Bill, a reinterpretation of collective self-

defense and security bills was quite negative and deteriorated Abe’s approval 

rating. Also, interestingly, in all of the issues, the public requires a sufficient debate 

and explanation. The public opinion results show that 76 percent respondents felt 

the lack of debate on State Secrecy Law (Asahi Shimbun, December 9, 2013). Also, 

only 11 percent of the public said that “Diet debate on the law was sufficient” 

(Asahi Shimbun, June 23, 2014) and 74 percent criticized Abe Cabinet’s 

explanation on security bills (Asahi Shimbun, September 21, 2015). Then, why 

public’s voice could not reach to Abe’s Kantei? It is due to the favorable political 

environment for Abe. Public’s disappointment on opposition party DPJ from 2009 

to 2012 and expectation on Abe’s economic policy contributed to Abe’s 

consecutive victories in election and it made the advantageous political 

environment in which holding the absolute majority of seats so that there is no need 

to compromise with opposition party who could reflect the voice of general public. 

Although approval rating decreased for a moment after proactive security policies, 

ironically the election which is public’s political judgment becomes the momentum 

for making the good political environment for Prime Minister Abe who wants 

‘proactive diplomacy.’      
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V. COMPARISION BETWEEN KOIZUMI AND ABE 

 

In this chapter, main puzzles of this paper are solved with previous case 

study results of Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei Diplomacy. How is 

Kantei diplomacy back? Are there any differences in the style of Kantei diplomacy 

between Koizumi and Abe? Abe’s Kantei diplomacy is stronger than Koizumi’s 

Kantei diplomacy? How does Kantei diplomacy come back after six short-lived 

prime ministers in six years? These are the questions to deal with in this chapter. 

Lastly, implications for previous studies are also provided in ‘Analytical Findings’ 

section.  

 

1. Commonality and difference between Koizumi and Abe 

Through last two chapters, some commonalities and differences are found 

between Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe Kantei’s security policy making process. 

As fundamental commonality, Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei were at 

the center of policy making process and effectively prevented the opposition from 

veto players such as politicians, bureaucrats and public, so their security policy can 

be truly called ‘Kantei Diplomacy.’ However, different elements between them 

clearly show that Abe’s Kantei diplomacy is stronger than Koizumi’s one. This 

section clarifies what are specific commonality and difference between Koizumi 

and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy.  

First of all, examination of commonality between Koizumi and Abe’s 
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Kantei diplomacy could answer to question of how Kantei diplomacy is back 

because those commonalities are likely to contribute to strong Kantei leadership. 

There are five commonalities between Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy (Table 

6). Firstly, both Koizumi and Abe gained the benefit of institutional change. In the 

case of Koizumi, Prime Minister Hashimoto’s government reform to make the 

strong leadership of prime minister implemented in 2001, so Koizumi was the first 

prime minister who directly got advantage from institutional reform. Abe also went 

through a favorable structural change such as the establishment of NSC which is 

the main control tower of foreign affairs and implementation of State Secrecy Law 

providing Kantei to exchange more confidential information quickly not only with 

diverse ministries but also with the US. 

 

<Table 6> Commonalities of Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei Diplomacy 

 Commonality 

Institutional Benefit Favorable institutional change occurred 

Kantei Influential figure or potential leader 

became the main Kantei staff / Early 

policy making preparation is made 

Kantei’s Relationship with Politicians Majority seats are held by LDP in both 

Lower and Upper House / PM has a grip 

on LDP 

Kantei’s Relationship with Bureaucrats Good relationship is maintained under 

the control of Kantei 

Kantei’s Relationship with Public High supporting rate is sustained even 

after controversial bill passed 

 

Secondly, when it comes to organization of Kantei, both Koizumi and Abe 

appointed influential figure or potential political leader as the main Kantei staff 
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who can exert its power to both bureaucrats and politicians. Prime Minister Yasuo 

Fukuda and Prime Minister Abe worked in Koizumi Kantei and current CCS 

Yoshihide Suga often regards as potential prime minister. Also, Shotaro Yachi who 

has strong grip in MOFA worked in both Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei. Moreover, 

Both Koizumi and Abe Kantei prepared the policy making as early as possible with 

its own study group in all security policy making process. For example, even 

before September  11 Terror Attacks, Koizumi already had Task Force on 

Emergency Legislation. Also, Prime Minister Abe’s plan on exercising of collective 

self-defense was already started by discussions with Advisory Panel on 

Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security in his first term.  

Thirdly, Koizumi and Abe’s party, LDP, held the majority of seats in both 

Upper and Lower House so that they basically had a low hurdle in passing bills. 

However, holding a grip on LDP is also necessary for prime minister to persuade 

the party to head the desired direction. Although Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe 

used different tactics, they both have power over LDP. Koizumi intentionally tried 

to detach from LDP factions for reforming ‘Nagata-co politics’ and used ‘Coalition 

first strategy’ which prevents the LDP Zoku Giin’s sole veto power on the bill. On 

the other hands, Abe used ‘Keeping enemies close strategy’ which eliminates his 

political rivals.   

Fourthly, both Koizumi and Abe maintained a good relationship with 

bureaucrats under the control of Kantei. In policy making process, bureaucrats’ 

support and having an amicable relationship with them is inevitable due to their 

expertise and experience, but Kantei should not be a follower of bureaucrats to 
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achieve its agendas. Therefore, while being a good partner with bureaucrats, Kantei 

always takes initiatives for effective Kantei diplomacy. In Koizumi period, 

bureaucrats were involved in the embezzlement scandals so that it was quite easier 

for Kantei to hold a grip. In Abe’s case, through expanded role in personnel 

selection, MOFA is in the control of Kantei and particularly Shotaro Yachi who is 

Secretary General of NSC exerted power in foreign policy making process.   

Fifthly, Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe maintained high public 

supporting rate while in office. The average approval rate of Koizumi for five 

years and five months was 50 percent and Abe Cabinet’s average supporting 

rate from January, 2013 to December, 2016 is around 52 percent. More importantly, 

they kept gaining supporting after controversial security policies were implemented. 

How can they maintain high approval rating? Prime Minister Koizumi tried to 

comprise with coalition and opposition party and reflected their opinions and then 

later public opinion became positive to Koizumi’s policy. On the other hands, 

Prime Minister Abe does not seriously consider public opinion due to totally weak 

opposition party which cannot provide an alternative of Abe’s popular economic 

policy ‘Abenomics.’ 

In regard to differences between Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy, it 

shows that the core difference between Koizumi and Abe Kantei is that Abe’s 

Kantei diplomacy is more influential than Koizumi’s one. As the first commonality, 

both Koizumi and Abe gained institutional benefit, but Abe himself made structural 

changes such as the establishment of NSC and implementation of State Secrecy 

Law for strengthening the role of Kantei despite strong opposition. It represents 



 

86 

that Abe had a clear intention to increase the power of Kantei in policy making 

process, particularly in foreign and security area.  

 

<Table 7> Differences of Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei Diplomacy 

 Difference 

Institutional Benefit Abe himself made structural changes 

such as establishment of NSC  

Kantei  Abe’s core Kantei staffs stayed in the 

office for a longer period of time 

Relationship with Politicians  Abe held an absolute majority and 

prevents rivals rising 

Relationship with Bureaucrats Abe expanded bureaucracy personnel 

selection  

Relationship with Public Abe was not fragile due to totally weak 

opposition party 

 

In the second commonality, Abe’s Kantei holds more stable power than 

Koizumi’s one because core Kantei members stayed in the office for a longer 

period of time which increases the political stability. According to Dowding and 

Dumont (2014: 68), “When PMs have held on to office, they have generally 

reshuffled their cabinets annually. … frequent reshuffles have led to more than 51 

new cabinets and an additional 39 major reshuffles in the 1947-2012 period,” so it 

is natural to reshuffle often in Japanese politics. However, Abe did not reshuffle the 

cabinet in the first two years and core Kantei staffs such as Finance Minister Taro 

Aso, Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida and CCS Yoshihide Suga, deputy CCS 

Kazuhiro Sugita have worked with Abe since the beginning of second Abe 

administration.  

Furthermore, it is the third difference that Prime Minister Abe held a more 
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absolute majority in Lower House and prevents his political rivals rising. When 

Koizumi tried to implement his policy, ruling coalition held around 56 percent in 

both the Lower and Upper House. After passing bills, the percentage did not 

change a lot in the next election (around 57 percent in both the Lower and Upper 

House). However, Abe became a prime minister with a landslide victory in the 

Lower House and ruling coalition occupied 68 percent. Even after cabinet decision 

on exercising collective self-defense, ruling coalition maintained its seats (68 

percent). Surprisingly, Abe’s coalition parties gained more seats in the Upper 

House after passing Security Bills (60 percent). Moreover, Prime Minister Abe 

used ‘Keeping enemies close strategy’ to prevent rivals rising in LDP. For example, 

Abe appointed all of his rivals including Sadakazu Tanigaki and Ishiba Shigeru in 

LDP presidential election to his cabinet members.  

 As a fourth difference, Abe expanded bureaucracy personnel selection 

which is the powerful tool to exert power to bureaucrats. After Hashimoto’s reform, 

Koizumi Kantei also had authority to check the appointment of high ministry 

officials, but Abe Kantei took more ‘intimate control’ with institutionalized 

personnel bureau. Newly established Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs has an 

influence on around 600 bureaucrats’ positions. Particularly, people who are loyal 

to NSC Secretary General Shotaro Yachi who is a good foreign policy adviser to 

Abe got promoted quickly.  

 Last but not least, Abe is more stubborn to public’s opposition against his 

core security policies due to the totally weak opposition party. Prime Minister 

Koizumi at least considers compromising with coalition and opposition party 
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which reflects the public’s opposition to conservative bills, but there is no need for 

Abe to actively compromise with them because opposition party is not so 

politically threatening. As seen in Kantei’s relationship with politicians, Abe kept 

winning the election by a great margin even after contentious policies are 

implemented. It seems that the public cannot find the adequate political opposition 

although they do not agree on Abe’s security policies. 

 

2. Comparison with Weak Premiership   

In this section, while analyzing weak premiership from 2006 to 2012, the 

author tries to find an answer to the question of why six short-lived prime ministers 

could not have strong Kantei leadership. This analysis is helpful to know why only 

Prime Minister Koizumi and Abe in the second term are strong leaders under the 

same institutional background since 2001. Also, core factors to contribute to Kantei 

diplomacy can be found by comparing with a weak premiership. 

There are two main factors to make weak Abe’s administration in 2006-2007: 

1) inadequate personnel appointment, 2) pension scandal. As explained in Chapter 

four on the first Abe cabinet, he basically selected cabinet members based on 

“Ronko Kosho” or friendship, so it was not surprising that he was driven into a 

corner due to inadequate Cabinet members’ slipping of tongue and scandals (Park, 

2011: 410). Also, Izuru (2013) points out that “These appointments undermined the 

Kantei’s ability to coordinate and mediate among the government’s high-ranking 

bureaucrats” and its tendency continued in Fukuda and Aso cabinet. Above all, the 

scandal that the bureaucracy lost 50 million pension payment records was decisive 
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to fall of Abe’s first administration and continued decrease of LDP (Kauss and 

Pekkanen, 2010: 9) because “Eighty-five percent of the respondents said the 

pension system was the most important issue” in Upper House election (Asahi 

Shimbun, May 30, 2007).  

In Fukuda administration, the main factor of weak premiership is the divided 

diet. After Prime Minister Abe’s defeat in Upper house election on July 29, 2007, 

DPJ obtains majority seats and divided Diet is made. Although LDP had two-third 

majority seats in the Lower house and could override the decision in the Upper 

house, “this exhausted Fukuda’s political resources” (Shinoda, 2013: 218). Even 

non-binding censure motion on Fukuda was passed in Upper House for the first 

time in Japan’s history. Finally, Fukuda couldn’t overcome this political gridlock 

and resigned after one year of the premiership. He stated that “Minshuto delayed 

and boycotted deliberations as part of its political maneuvering. The process took 

too much time to reach decisions on any issue” and explained that his resignation is 

due to disturbance of DPJ at the press conference announcing resignation (Asahi 

Shimbun, September 3, 2008).  

Elements of Prime Minister Aso’s weak premiership are his poor handling of 

economic crisis in 2008 and, same as Abe’s first administration, wrong personnel 

selection. Aso’s term started with transport minister Nariaki Nakayama’s 

resignation due to his verbal gaffe and a few months later finance minister Shoichi 

Nakagawa’s slurred speech and dozing off in the Group of Seven meeting. Also, 

Aso himself slip his tongue several times such as the statement that he privately 

opposed to Koizumi’s postal reform and false reading of Japanese. In terms of 
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economic policy, according to Asahi Shimbun’s survey, his support rating 

plummeted to 22 percent and  “Sixty-three percent cited policies as the main 

reason for their disapproval” (December 9, 2008). In regards to specific policies, 

60 percent do not agree with the delay of submitting a bill for an additional 

supplementary budget. It means that Prime Minister Aso’s inadequate dealing with 

the financial crisis in 2008 was one of the important factors of his drastic fall.   

Due to voters’ continuous disappointment to LDP and DPJ’s attractive policy 

which closely related to public’s living (Park, 2014b: 26), DPJ eventually occupied 

the majority seats in both Lower and Upper house. However, Hatoyama became 

another weak prime minister because of different reasons compared with previous 

LDP leaders. He could get efficient support from bureaucrats and Secretary-

General Ozawa Ichiro’s power behind the prime minister. Hatoyama criticized 

bureaucracy’s excessive involvement in policy making, so wanted to do politician-

led government. However, only small numbers of politicians who were a lack of 

expertise and experience could not handle effectively all government works and the 

influence of Ozawa in Kantei not only increased interparty dissatisfaction and 

decreased the central power of prime minister (Shinoda, 2013: 219; Zakowski, 

2015b: 105). Particularly, an issue on the relocation of Futenma has exemplified 

Hatoyama administration’s typical failure of coordination with bureaucrats (Izuru, 

2013). 

Prime Minister Kan learned the lessons from Hatoyama administration’s 

failure, so tried to recover the good relationship with bureaucrats and detach from 

Ozawa’s influence. However, as a result, he couldn’t gain concrete assist from 
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bureaucrats and interparty conflicts did not become calm (Zakowski, 2015b: 133). 

Moreover, twisted diet came back again after DPJ’s defeat in Upper house election 

in 2010, so Kan administration should also deal with LDP’s veto power. Above all, 

the most decisive events which showed Kan’s poor leadership were 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute and 2011 Great East Japan earthquake. As 

Shinoda points out that “Kantei did not form an effective task force of high 

bureaucrats officials” (Shinoda, 2013: 220) and inadequate crisis management not 

only disappointed DPJ politicians, but also the general public.   

Lastly, Noda tries to overcome two previous DPJ leaders’ failure on 

cooperation with bureaucrats and harmony within the DPJ. However, throughout 

the policy making process, he was rather controlled by bureaucrats and interparty 

relationship deteriorated by a controversial issue such as consumption tax increase 

(Shinoda, 2013: 227). In Noda administration, permission from DPJ Policy 

Research Committee (PRC) should be preceded before Noda’s final decision which 

is similar with LDP’s policy making style (Zakowski, 2015a: 96). Therefore, a 

similar problem within LDP’s policy making process emerged in DPJ: increasing 

influence of bureaucracy within PRC. In regards to conflict within DPJ, Noda’s 

announcement of increasing consumption tax was a pivotal point. Same as previous 

DPJ administrations, former DPJ president Ozawa and his followers’ opposition 

were so fierce that around 50 DPJ lawmakers left the party with Ozawa (Asahi 

Shimbun, July 2, 2012).   

Interestingly, compared with commonalities of Koizumi and Abe’s strong 

Kantei diplomacy which is shown in Table 6 of Chapter 5, weak prime ministers 
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appeared when they fail in having common elements with Koizumi and Abe’s 

Kantei. In other words, it turns out that, except institutional benefit, an organization 

of Kantei, Kantei’s relationship with politicians, bureaucrats and the public are 

quite important for strong Kantei leadership (Figure 7). The reason why the 

institutional benefit is eliminated is that any legalized big institutional change did 

not make under the weak premiership, so a comparison cannot be made.    

 

<Figure 7> Main Elements for Strong Kantei Leadership 

  

For the strong Kantei leadership, first of all, the prime minister should select 

proper people for his Kantei members. In the case of Koizumi and Abe 2.0, they 

chose some influential figure or potential leader who is already proven and has 

some experience as main Kantei staffs for exerting influence over politicians and 

KKantei 

Kantei is comprised of 

qualified influential people  

antei 

Kantei is comprised of 

qualified influential people  
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bureaucrats. However, under the first Abe and Aso administration, they chose 

people based on friendship or factional attachment, so grip over veto players was 

weak and Kantei staffs are involved in scandals and gaffe which drastically 

deteriorated Kantei’s leadership. Thus, the composition of Kantei is the basic 

element for strong Kantei leadership.  

 Also, one of noticeable characteristics of weak premiership from 2006 to 

2012 is that most of them were in the trap of twisted diet (Nejire Kokkai), so it is 

favorable for the prime minister to have majority seats in both Lower and Upper 

House to exert the power. Both Koizumi and Abe had majority seats, but the main 

cause of Fukuda’s resignation was divided diet and other prime ministers pot lots 

of political energy into negotiations with opposition parties so that they easily 

exhausted their driving forces. Furthermore, although the prime minister has 

majority seats in both diets, it is critical to have a strong grip on his ruling party. 

All of three DPJ leaders went through severe internal conflicts between the pro-

Ozawa and the anti-Ozawa, so they did not get the full political support.   

Moreover, Kantei should not lose control over bureaucrats while having a 

good relationship with them. Above all, failure of Kantei and Kantei’s relationship 

with politics naturally brings the failure on bureaucracy because Kantei has a lack 

of power source from them. Cases of LDP leaders were good examples. In the case 

of DPJ leaders, Prime Minister Hatoyama intentionally excluded bureaucrats in 

policy making process and Kan couldn’t get the support despite his effort to 

recover the relationship. Finally, Noda also tried to have a good relationship, but he 

lost initiative and even controlled by bureaucrats.  



 

94 

 Besides, Kantei’s approval rating should be sustained even after 

controversial events such as political scandals and implementing controversial 

policies. It does not mean that approval rating should not decrease sharply right 

after the certain event. Important thing is to rise again to the previous level in few 

months. Despite sharp plummet due to negative events such as the resignation of 

cabinet members and passing controversial bills, both Koizumi and Abe maintained 

over 50 percent average supporting rate. However, most of the weak prime 

ministers couldn’t turn the tables. For example, Prime Minister Abe cannot recover 

from the pension scandal and Hatoyama’s plan of Futenma relocation and Noda’s 

consumption tax rise was a chronic issue which kept worsening public opinion.   

 

3. Analytical Findings  

While finding the commonalities and differences of Koizumi and Abe’s 

Kantei diplomacy and having a comparison with weak premiership from 2006 to 

2012, main elements for strong Kantei leadership were discovered. How is Kantei 

diplomacy back? The answer to this question is to overcome the influence from 

three veto players, politicians, bureaucrats and the public, with competent Kantei 

members who can exert great power to them. Specifically, in terms of politics, 

Kantei’s party should have majority seats in both Lower and Upper House and 

have a grip on its party. Also, when it comes to a relationship with bureaucrats, 

close coordination is necessary, but it should be under the control of Kantei. Last 

but not least, Kantei should maintain the high public approval rating even after 

controversial events. Different with weak prime ministers from 2006 to 2012, 
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Koizumi and Abe was successful on managing the relationship with three veto 

players. Especially, Abe was more powerful than Koizumi because he had a 

stronger grip on those veto players and core Kantei members are barely replaced 

which increases stability.       

What is the implication of this result to previous studies? In the literature 

review part, the author suggests that there are three schools on the role of prime 

minister in policy making process: weak PM school, strong PM school and PM 

leadership style school. Weak PM school argues that systematically PM was in the 

difficult situation to exert the power. For example, prime ministers are chosen by 

factional calculation so that they should concern the political consensus, and 

influence of bureaucrats and political group such as Zoku Giiin are too strong. The 

author agrees that still bureaucrats and politicians can be the potential veto players 

for prime minister and weak prime minister appears if the leader cannot overcome 

their influence. However, the missing element of weak PM school is that they do 

not seriously consider the rise public’s influence in Japanese politics. After 

electoral reform in the 1990s, the influence of faction decreased and increasing 

floating voters made politicians to consider party image in which the role of prime 

minister is critical (Krauss and Pekkanen, 2004 and 2005; Kim and Park, 2013: 

128-129). Therefore, the prime minister is less likely to be chosen by factional 

calculation, but by public popularity which is gradually critical for politicians. 

Besides, during the premiership, the low public approval rating is fatal to not only 

prime minister’s tenure but also the election for the party.   

 On the other hands, strong PM school asserts that institutional changes 
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which made a favorable environment for PM brought the strong premiership. The 

author also agrees that institutional change was a stimulus for strong PM leadership, 

but it is not the ultimate reason because even after institutional reform there are 

only two prime minister, Koizumi and Abe, who really exerts their power fully. 

Therefore, the new approach should be taken. Not like weak PM school, strong PM 

school does not closely consider the relationship among PM and veto players such 

as politicians, bureaucrats and the newly rising public. Hence, this thesis argues 

that the main reason behind strong PM school is the successfully organized 

Kantei’s breakthrough of veto players’ barrier in policy making process. 

Comparing with weak premiership after institutional reform in the 1990s, the 

argument is approved because the reason why prime minister became weak and 

had short tenure was to fail in having elements of strong premiership that the thesis 

suggests.        

Finally, PM leadership style school points out that a leader’s personality and 

ability to use the institutional benefit is important for strong leadership. It seems 

plausible that prime minister is the key factor to make different leadership styles. 

However, it is too simple that only prime minister’s characteristic changes the 

whole policy making process and it is necessary to examine how precisely prime 

minister took different strategies and had relationships with diverse veto players. 

For example, Abe became prime minister twice in the 2000s, but he showed totally 

different leadership style with changed tactics to seize the initiative although 

pushing the similar security policies. Moreover, the result of analysis suggests that 

core members of Kantei are also important to determine successful Kantei 
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leadership, so the leadership of prime minister comes out not only from his 

personality but also from his associates.   
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VI. CONCLUSION 

 

How is Kantei diplomacy back? The main question of the thesis is 

inspired by the phenomena of unprecedented political turbulence from 2006 to 

2012 and advent of strong leadership in 2001 and 2012. Koizumi and Abe appeared 

by far as one of the most influential and strong prime minister in Japan and the 

author tries to know how strong Kantei leadership emerges by comparing their 

similarities and differences. Particularly, the focus is on security policies related to 

‘Japan as Normal Country.’ The result of analysis clearly shows that there are some 

commonalities and differences between Koizumi and Abe. As for commonalities, 

with institutional benefit, both Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei which is comprised of 

professional and influential people were at the center of policy making process and 

effectively prevented the opposition from veto players such as politicians, 

bureaucrats and the public. As differences, in short, Abe Kantei is more powerful 

than Koizumi Kantei because he holds veto players more tightly in his grip. Also, 

in Koizumi’s case, institutional change is already out there, but Abe himself brings 

institutional change which strengthens Kantei’s power.  

 Furthermore, the author compares the result with weak premiership from 

2006 to 2012 to make sure that Koizumi and Abe’s commonalities are really core 

elements for strong Kantei leadership. The result of comparison assures that it is 

crucial that Kantei which is organized by qualified and powerful people should 

overcome the influence from three veto players including politicians, bureaucrats 

and the public. In detail, it is favorable for PM to hold majority seats in both Lower 
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and Upper house while exerting influence on his party. Also, Kantei should be 

close to bureaucrats for gaining support, but at the same time should not be too 

close for maintaining the initiative. When it comes to the public, basically prime 

minister has high approval rating and regains his popularity quickly after 

controversial events.    

 The finding of the thesis is meaningful to previous studies on the role of 

prime minister in policy making process. The author suggests to weak PM school 

that the public can be an influential veto player to PM and PM can be strong 

depending on the organization of Kantei and relationship with politicians, 

bureaucrats and the public. In regards to strong PM school, institutional factors, as 

well as PM's dynamism with veto players, should be keenly examined. Lastly, the 

result of thesis shows that PM leadership style school should observe not only just 

the personality or ability of prime minister but also members of Kantei and prime 

minister’s relationship with veto players.  

 Both Koizumi and Abe’s Kantei diplomacy moves Japan towards sort of a 

‘normal nation’ in which a country does not have a constraint on using armed force. 

This paper finds out that Prime Minister Abe’s initiative is stronger than Koizumi 

and currently Abe mounts a challenge for revising the constitution. It is difficult to 

forecast whether Abe’s plan will be successful or not, but if he continues 

overcoming three veto players’ influence with stable support from Kantei members, 

it is likely to push further his plan towards Japan as a ‘normal nation.’ However, 

politics is living and he should carefully pay attention to not only his own Kantei 

staffs but also relationship with bureaucrats, politicians and the public because they 
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are the key groups to determine the returning of Kantei diplomacy.       
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요약(국문초록) 

 
이 논문은 정책입안에 영향력을 행사하는 다양한 행위자들 가운데 어

떻게 수상관저가 일본의 안보정책과정에서 중심적인 역할을 하게 되는 

것인지 찾는데 그 목적을 두고 있다. 특히나 관저, 정치인, 관료 그리고 

여론의 상호작용을 분석하면서, 강한 수상으로 일컬어 지는 고이즈미와 

아베 정권의 안보정책과정의 비교·분석을 통해 그 해답을 찾고자 한다.  

기존에 일본수상의 정책결정과 관련된 연구들은 간단하게 세 가지 학

파로 나누어져 있다. 그것은 수상이 정책결정과정에서 그 힘이 약하다, 

강하다 혹은 수상 개인의 리더십 스타일에 따라 달라진다는 것이다. 하

지만 기존의 연구들이 주장했던 구조적인 요소들과 수상개인의 자질만으

로 단순히 수상이 강하고, 약하다고 단정짓는 이분법적인 생각은 2001

년부터 2015년에 걸쳐 갑작스럽게 강하기도 하고 약하기도 했던 일본 

수상의 리더십들의 등장을 설명하는데 부족함이 있다. 따라서 좀 더 복

합적으로 관저의 구성과 정치인, 관료, 여론과의 관계를 면밀히 살펴보

는 것이 중요하며, 그렇기 때문에 이 논문은 관저, 정치인, 관료, 여론의 

안보정책을 둘러싼 역학관계를 재조명하였다.  

고이즈미와 아베정권의 관저외교를 비교한 결과, 저자는 고이즈

미와 아베 모두 구조적인 변화의 이점을 바탕으로, 영향력 있고 전문성

있는 인물들을 관저에 배치시키고, 그 관저가 정치인, 관료, 여론의 저항

을 효과적으로 막으며 정책결정과정에서 중심적인 역할을 하게 된다는 
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것을 발견하였다. 하지만 고이즈미와 아베의 차이점으로는 정치인, 관료, 

여론을 다루는데 각자 다른 전략을 선택하고 있었으며, 아베관저가 고이

즈미관저보다 더 강하다는 것을 알 수 있었다. 왜냐하면 고이즈미 관저

가 이전에 만들어 졌던 구조적 이점을 단순히 물려받았다면, 아베 관저

는 스스로 구조적인 변화를 만들어 내었고, 관저의 안정성이 더욱 높으

며, 고이즈미 때보다 정치인, 관료, 여론을 더 크게 장악하고 있기 때문

이었다. 더욱이 이 결과를 2006년부터 2012년까지의 약한 수상과 비교

해 본 결과 강한 수상관저주도 리더십은 역시나 자질이 있고 영향력이 

있는 사람들로 구성된 관저가 정치인, 관료, 여론과의 관계에서 주도권

을 가져야만 돌아올 수 있다는 것을 다시금 확인하였다.   

주요어 : 관저, 관저외교, 고이즈미 수상, 아베 수상, 안보정책결정과정, 

일본정치  

  학  번 : 2014-24234 
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