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A Struggling Civil Society: Non-Official Political Participation in Japan


On the spectrum of political participation there lies a wide gulf between extremes of absolute unchallenged dictatorship and a Benthamite utopia of self-rule. Neither condition is possible in its purest variety (they are, after all, extremes) though some states have made the former their goal. Japan was once one of those states that pursued despotism, but today it hardly resembles its former self. Ostensibly, Japan is now a democracy in which citizens are free to express themselves and participate in the political process, and, indeed, they do. There are many ways in which Japanese make their voices heard in the realm of politics, yet, on the national level, the most common methods share a similar and disturbing level of formality. Political participation in Japan is characterized by techniques that fall within the auspices of the government itself thus reducing its effectiveness in engendering a strong civil society.


Implicit in this claim is the notion that a robust civil society is not only desirable, but also necessary in a democracy. Furthermore, there is a link between political participation and the establishment of civil society, a concept that will be further expanded upon below. Therefore, we begin by asking: How do Japanese participate in politics? Why are official methods of participation so much more prevalent than non-official ones and what is the difference? Finally, what are the implications of a participation regime that stresses official forms of political involvement? In other words: what, why and why it is important. In order to answer these questions we begin with an examination of the official methods, namely voting and an institution known as koenkai.
Voting and Koenkai: Within the Government Framework

As in all countries where officials are elected, voting is the most common way in which Japanese share in the political process. In fact, historically, Japan has experienced fair voter turnout as compared to other industrialized democracies. The percentage of voting age population that goes to the polls in Japan is usually slightly higher than that of France and Canada and substantially higher than that of the United States, although it is significantly lower than most of western Europe and Scandanavia.
 That being said, turnout has slipped significantly since 1990 with an all-time low achieved in 1995. It has since been somewhat on the rebound.


The reasons for relatively high turnout in Japanese elections are myriad. Perhaps the most significant, and, indeed, obvious, explanation is that voting is easy. The Japanese government registers every citizen to vote at the age of twenty. Prior to each election the government also sends information on the candidates of concern to each registered voter.
 There are some minor encumbrances to the voting system, such as the need to write each candidate’s name correctly (something that can be quite difficult given the nature of the Japanese language) on a ballot rather than punching a whole or pulling a lever, but in general the voting system in Japan is set up to require as little individual effort as possible on the part of the voter. In fact, voting is such a simple process that the vote in Japan is “mainly a habit.”


There are both political and structural explanations for the habitual nature of voting in Japan. From a political standpoint, there is little reason for voters to be interested in elections because the ideological differences between candidates are minimal. The multimember district election system that prevailed under the 55’ system and is still in place in many areas despite the electoral reforms of 1994 ensures that a given party, usually the LDP, has several candidates in place within the district. This results in homogeneity of ideals between candidates on issues of profound national importance.


Furthermore, even when a voter disagrees with a candidate’s positions or finds the party platform disagreeable, that voter is likely to cast a ballot in favor of the candidate for non-political reasons. Bradley Richardson, in Japanese Democracy, points out that partisanship in Japan is weak.
 That is, individual voters have very fragile party identification and affiliations change significantly over short periods of time. However, the LDP ruled Japan virtually uncontested until it lost the lower house elections in 1989. Even then it maintained overall control of the Diet until 1993 and, after losing its position of dominance for only one year in 1994, returned to power. For forty-nine of the fifty years since the implementation of the 55’ system, Japan has been ruled by the LDP or a coalition in which it has been the dominant member. Evidently, Japanese vote with remarkable stability despite transient party affiliation. Japanese voters continue to elect LDP candidates not because of ideology, but personality and magnanimity. Candidates are rewarded for gifts to their constituency that would be seen as bribes in most other advanced democracies.


Based on the widespread apathy regarding party affiliation and the resultant insubstantiality of votes cast in Japan it should, perhaps, come as little surprise that the general public is not usually involved in campaigns. However, even if citizens wished to have a more dynamic role in political campaigns structural hindrances would likely make such activities unfeasible. Indeed, according to Hitoshi Abe and his colleagues “Direct participation in a campaign is practically impossible.”
 Restrictions on political campaigning are so stringent that there is essentially no facet of the race in which voters can be involved. For example, door-to-door canvassing to drum up support and signature petitions, two methods by which voters are most easily able to participate in a campaign, are illegal in Japan.


What is most interesting about the prohibited forms of participation is that they are of the grassroots variety. Canvassing and signature drives are, potentially, non-official forms of political participation because they require direction from officials and occur outside the control of government. As we have seen, the political culture of Japan already removes citizens from the campaign to the point where, in 1991, only 9% of voters remembered the partisan elements of the election held the previous year
 so one would expect grassroots level participation to be low. In fact, there are many voters who do participate in campaigns on a local level, but they do so as official members of a candidate’s support group. These groups are called koenkai. Members pay a small fee and join a committee in support of a single candidate. The koenkai represent another means by which Japan is strong in the area of official participation. Koenkai membership has increased with almost every election since 1969
 and was estimated at 40 million, or roughly half the electorate, in the May 1, 1989 issue of the Yomiuri Shimbun.
 This number is almost certainly too high, but it makes clear that the koenkai are a significant means by which Japanese become involved in political campaigns.


One might argue that the lack of grassroots political participation is a non-issue because the koenkai are sufficient to stimulate political interest. However, it is important to consider that koenkai are directed and funded by the candidates and their parties. There is little place for innovation in campaigning because the koenkai are bound by the same restrictions as the candidates they support. The campaign period in Japan is only twelve days long so, technically, koenkai are not allowed to be active in the community outside of this brief window. The koenkai essentially become a cheering squad for the candidate’s speeches because there is so little they can actually do within the framework of government control.


The ineffectiveness of voting and koenkai at engendering democratic ideals is supported by statistics. A 1987-8 survey revealed that only 31% of Japanese were satisfied with democracy as compared to 88% of Americans.
 The focus on forms of official participation, while it is almost certainly not the only cause of this alarming figure, has not contributed to the establishment of a democratic culture in Japan. What is missing is non-official participation, a core element of civil society.

Non-official participation


Before explaining some of the ways in which Japanese could participate in politics outside of the government framework it is important to clarify the connection between involvement in politics and civil society. Civil society is notoriously difficult to define. Students of politics continually produce new definitions of civil society thus demonstrating that none have, as yet, produced a satisfactory one. A common hiccup is over the question of the relationship between civil society and the economy. If the activities of civil society are non-economic is a consumer advocacy group not a member of civil society? According to Frank Schwartz, civil society is “that sphere intermediate between family and state in which social actors pursue neither profit within the market, nor power within the state.”
 The final word “state” would perhaps best be replaced by “government” as groups in civil society, such as the media, do attempt to influence everything within the state, they simply do so from a non-governmental position. However, rather than becoming embroiled in the details of the term or the degree to which incorporates economic activities we are better served by accepting a statement on which nearly all political scientists would agree: activities within civil society are autonomous from government control. This point will be elaborated upon in the discussion of the implications of Japan’s participation regime.


Non-official participation, because it occurs outside the auspices of government, strengthens civil society. Schwartz maintains that the family is not an element of civil society, but in building civil society it is important to begin at the foundation so one must consider political participation within the family itself. It is at the family level that young people begin to undergo political socialization. Unfortunately, there is little literature discussing the experience of families in Japan on this subject. There has been research into Japanese activists, particularly those who participated in the university riots of the 1960’s
, but radicals are, by definition, the exception and hardly any analysis as regards the average family is available. In order to have a stronger understanding of non-official participation in Japan greater research upon households is needed.


While the absence of information about family dynamics is disappointing, the position of one member of the family has been researched somewhat more extensively. Housewives provide an interesting test case in non-official political participation. The most fundamental form of political participation is discussion of politics with others. For many of us, this is the easiest way to be active in the political sphere. A single conversation between friends does not shake the core of national politics, but millions of them do. For our purposes, research on housewives is not important from a standpoint of feminism or political correctness, but as a barometer for the degree of participation among a traditionally marginalized force in politics. Such groups are important because their struggle for acceptance in the political realm enhances the public sphere as evidenced by the American civil rights movement.


In her book Bicycle Citizens Robin M. LeBlanc discusses the difficulty of getting Japanese housewives to discuss politics with each other. Although they may hold views on the subject they generally keep them to themselves. At the risk of resorting to potentially dangerous cultural explanations LeBlanc suggests that the women may not wish to espouse their beliefs because it would make them stand out in a world that places a premium on conformity.
 She writes, “Housewives… distrust the political life, politicians, and political organizations.”
 

The presence of housewives in politics has, undoubtedly, increased in recent years. LeBlanc takes a guarded but rosy view of their progress. Even so, a comparison to the United States is revealing. In the US housewives and suburban mothers in general have become their own sought-after political demographic – the so-called soccer moms. This demonstrates an extraordinarily different level of political participation wherein a group once very distant from politics has come to command a national role. By contrast, improvements in Japan have come mainly in the form of isolated women running for Diet positions and growth in volunteerism, which is often apolitical and still much less prevalent than in other industrialized democracies.

Housewives have a long way to go before becoming a potent force in political participation and their children are probably little better off. The Japanese education system also hampers the growth of non-official political participation. Schools are among the best places in which to perform acts of non-official participation, particularly debate. However, the Fundamental Law of Education that guides the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology states that schools are to abide by the notion that “the political knowledge necessary for intelligent citizenship shall be valued in education.” However, “the schools prescribed by law, shall refrain from political education or other political activities for or against any specific political party.”
 What this effectively means is that students learn about how the political system functions, but do not analyze and discuss the positions of politicians and parties in a critical way. This kind of civic education produces the sense of habitual voting that Richardson mentions by instilling the notion of procedural democracy. The machinations of democracy become more important than the functions, actors and underlying spirit.

Even among activist students education may not play a significant part in political socialization. Krauss writes, “The role of direct teaching and the formal educational process in creating participatory orientations is by no means uniformly great… When teachers taught democracy as a form of political organization and required rote memorization, their efforts appear to have left no appreciable mark except a feeling of distaste.”
 Clearly, an education system that does not encourage direct contact with the political process through discussion and interaction does not lead to future participation. The lack of non-official participation within the school perpetuates that very problem in society at large.

Beyond the micro level of family, friends and local schools there are two major ways in which people participate in politics non-officially on a national scale: Involvement in NGOs and consumption of media. The media incorporates all manner of mass communication, but mainly those that are heavily relied upon for providing news coverage such as newspapers, television and radio programming. NGOs are essentially non-profit groups autonomous from government control. In Japan, the term generally refers to groups concerned with international issues, but in this case it is appropriate to use because the focus is on the non-governmental aspect of NGOs more than the activities of individual groups.

The Japanese government has, to a certain degree, failed to understand the concept of NGOs. Large NGOs, one might say, do not even exist in Japan because major groups in civil society are dependent on and beholden to the administration. Groups must operate within a strict regulatory framework imposed by the government ministry whose activities overlap with its own. This means that groups in civil society that hope to expand and succeed in their missions rely on the bureaucracy for funding, guidance and, perhaps most importantly, legitimacy.

In order to become a large, organized, stable, and reliable NGO groups are forced to eliminate the “NG” element. Because the ministries have sole discretion in deciding which groups are considered “public-interest legal persons” they also decide what is in the public interest and, therefore, the boundaries acceptable behavior for individual groups. Furthermore, if an organization wishes to retain its status as a legal NGO it must submit itself to monitoring by the relevant ministry and, in some cases, accept ministry personal into its staff. If groups fail to comply they can be fined severely or even lose legal status.

Given these stringent requirements one may wonder why any group would bother to seek legal status. Indeed, more than 1.2 million of Japan’s roughly 1.58 million civil society groups lack legal standing.
 However, those groups that do achieve legal status have access to government funds, tax breaks, looser regulations on fundraising, greater ease of associating with other groups, and government-imparted legitimacy.
 The last of these benefits is key. Legitimacy is not simply an inborn quality of the organization itself, but a function also of its favor with the government. This means that in order to succeed organizations need to play the government’s game lest they use up their goodwill and make enemies within the bureaucracy.

NGO dependence on government is important because separation from state officials is crucial to the accomplishment of NGO goals. If the group cannot act autonomously of the government without fear of retribution then it cannot act as a counterweight against government. Indeed, as non-governmental organizations NGOs are by definition in a position to either oppose government or provide services that the government cannot (or chooses to ignore). When autonomy is removed from an NGO it becomes another arm of the government. In Japan “groups have been coopted or tied into close relationships with ministries.”
 If an NGO becomes essentially a part of the government, or, as Sheldon Garon puts it, the “administrative nexus,”
 then it ceases to function as an outlet for non-official political action. While most Japanese NGOs do not exist within the government framework, they also are not in a position to effect significant change or serve as an authority separate from government itself.

While NGOs struggle to find their place in Japan the media is entrenched in its own culture. The media is important for political participation both as an impetus and a form of participation in and of itself. Whenever a citizen reads a piece of political analysis or watches the political news of the day he or she is involved in politics. Simply being aware of the political climate is a form of non-official political participation because it allows the consumer of media to hold the government accountable for its actions. Furthermore, by revealing scandals, corruption, policy failures, and the like the media has the opportunity to take an active role in opposition to government. Since both the producer and consumer of media are necessary and individually insufficient parts of the media itself, both groups are participating in politics in a manner unregulated by the government.

In Japan, however, the media often fails the public and itself in this vital role of establishing a participatory culture. The problem, essentially, is the cartelized and elitist nature of the media. As Laurie Freeman points out, the Japanese media is dominated by kisha (press clubs) and keiretsu (highly diversified business conglomerates).
 The press clubs ensure that access to politicians is held exclusively by those employed by the few influential media corporations such as Asahi, Yomiuri, Mainichi, Sankei, and Nikkei each of which print newspapers with circulation over three million copies and own their own television stations in competition with the state-owned NHK.

The outcome of such concentrated media power and prevailing elitism among journalists is the disintegration of a press in opposition to government and failure to adequately inform the public. Abe calls the work of the press “public relations sheets for the government.”
 The press club culture homogenizes the news by ensuring that journalists with access to sources have access to the same sources. This is a disservice to the public discourse because it gives officials the opportunity to effectively dictate public opinion.

Furthermore, the Japanese media not only allows government to overwhelmingly present its position, but also rarely questions it. Among the several universal functions of media outlined by Doris A. Graber in Mass Media & American Politics is surveillance.
 The kisha place journalists and their sources in constant contact and this breeds loyalty both on a personal and professional level. In any country the media and government are engaged in a complex bit of give-and-take. Politicians rely on the media to accurately disseminate their message while the media expects politicians to provide newsworthy material. In Japan, however, the result of government interaction with the media has been a decrease in surveillance on the part of the large media corporations and instead a focus on frivolity.

In failing to report important and potentially damning details about government and politicians the media ceases to function as a form of political participation in and of itself. When the reader, viewer and listener are not informed about politics they are unable to perform passive participation. The media also abdicates its duty in instigating active participation through civic journalism. The Japanese media tends to prefer a form of neutrality that amounts to tacit approval of government policy.
 The media also focuses on minor social problems thereby marginalizing more important ones.
 The result is that the media fails to move the public in a direction of active participation.

Implications: Why is participation in Japan official in nature and what does it mean?


Voting patterns, the prevalence of the koenkai, the weakness of public discourse, political education and NGOs, and the failure of the media to inspire a participatory attitude in the public indicate that within Japan there are forces acting systematically in opposition to non-official forms of participation. The government supports official methods. Voting is a simple process and the candidates themselves fund the koenkai so it is hardly surprising that official means of participation are most popular. The inefficacy of non-official methods coupled with the success of those that are employed within the government framework begs the question: Is government actively working against non-official forms of political participation?


The answer to this question is controversial and cannot be given without significant further study. The government does encourage the development of some NGOs, but almost exclusively on the local level.
 Small local groups are much easier to control and pose no threat to the national government in terms of expertise on a given issue or ability to mobilize the country as a whole. Promotion of local organizations is also in keeping with the Japan’s strong parochialism. Rather than hazarding a cultural explanation of this provincialism it is best to simply point out that voting, even in national elections, is based primarily on local issues.
 It would be unfair to propose that government support of local NGOs over more capable national ones is the result of a conspiracy to keep civil society at bay. In fact, the government can be seen as supporting traditional parochialism in the face of a “non-Japanese” sense of national interest.


Even so, it is clear that non-official forms of political participation are not flourishing in Japan and civil society is the worse for it. The connection between pervasive non-official participation and a strong civil society is clear. Civil society is autonomous of government; therefore, non-official participation is the means by which it makes itself heard in the political arena. Since political participation in Japan rarely occurs outside of official channels it does not support the generation of a strong civil society.


It remains to be explained why this is important. One who does not consider civil society important would not worry about the lack of non-official participation. The fact that the government effectively officializes NGOs and asserts stringent top-down control of education would be of no concern. However, civil society is important. To some degree it is the essence of democracy. Some of the earliest thinking on the nature of the state stressed civil society in one form or another. On the liberal side is John Stuart Mill who simultaneously feared the tyranny of the majority and saw its redemption in the marketplace of ideas, both notions of popular interests the advancement of which is the goal of civil society. Among anti-liberals Jean-Jacques Rousseau is well known for proposing the concept of the body politic and the general will of society. Civil society matters


Some may balk at the inclusion of European enlightenment and Victorian era thinkers in a discussion of Japanese politics. Yet, they are as relevant in Japan as they are in Europe and the United States. The Japanese constitution was written primarily by the American occupation force and has not been revised since. Ideas of civil society are embedded in the foundations of the modern Japanese political system. Indeed, Japan has proven itself more than capable of social mobilization in the past. Millions demonstrated in the anti-security treaty movement of the 1960s.


The implications of a weak civil society are harrowing. Civil society breeds social movements and these movements are inherently opposed either to existing government policy or proposed policy changes. In either case movements are opposed to some government action (or possibly inaction). This is certain because were people satisfied with government no movement would form. Civil society, therefore, plays a crucial role in contesting government. If non-official political participation does not occur then civil society is emaciated. It has no means by which to counter government. 

A civil society that does not oppose government is not a civil society in step with government; it is no civil society at all. When civil society is non-existent there is only government. The term applied to a state in which government is the lone pervasive element is totalitarianism. Does Japan’s low level of non-official participation and hence weak civil society make it a totalitarian state? Surely it does not for there is a significant difference between weak and absent civil society, but the capacity of civil society to fill its vital role as counter to government is substantially undermined by the absence of non-official participation options.

How much weaker Japanese civil society can become before it is no longer a factor in governance is anybody’s guess. What is clear though is that the limitations in Japan’s civil society that result from the dearth of non-official political participation techniques bring bad tidings for Japan’s fragile democracy. Indeed, with the recent slump in voter turnout in national elections
 civil society has become even more important as a check on government. If voting cannot be counted on to provide a mandate for government action then non-official means of participation are the only recourse. In a democracy where the majority does not vote or the majority of votes are based on non-political factors the public good and interests of government cannot be assumed to be as one. Techniques of political involvement that are not of the state are against the state and Japan is desperately in need of these techniques if the ever delicate balance of government and popular power is to be maintained.
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