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The Electoral Power
of Japanese Interest Groups:

An Organizational Perspective

Patricia L. Maclachlan

What explains the electoral staying power of many Japanese interest
groups in the wake of electoral reform? Electoral explanations provide
part of the answer; candidates in elections to both houses of the Diet
continue to face incentives-many of them unintended-to court the
organized vote. But missing from such accounts is an explanation of
why economically noncompetitive groups provide the bulk of such sup­
port. The primary reason for this, Iargue, is organization. As a result of
their historical linkages to the bureaucracy, many interests developed
hierarchical, national organizational structures that enabled them to
carry out a variety of vote-gathering functions that the parties had trou­
ble performing themselves. Although electoral reform and long-term
demographic trends have weakened the electoral influence of interest
groups, these organizational complementarities between groups and
the parties continue to matter in Japanese elections-including under
conditions of two-party competition. To illustrate these points, I trace
the evolution of interest group politics from the era of LOPdominance
through the rise of two-party competition and the LOP's recent return
to power, using postmasters associations and agricultural cooperatives
as case studies. KEYWORDS: agricultural cooperatives, bureaucracy, elec­
tions, exchange relationships, interest groups, political parties, post­
masters associations

ON JULY 21, 2013, JAPAN'S RULING LIBERAL DEMOCRATIC PARTY

(LDP) won a comfortable majority in the twenty-third upper house
election. More than just a milestone in the LDP's return to power
after spending more than three years (2009-2012) in the political
wilderness, the victory promised to usher in an era of more proactive,
reformist politics after years of legislative logjams caused by a
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"twisted Diet" (nejire kokkai)-the control of both chambers by
opposing parties.

A closer look at the election returns, however, reveals that the
road to reform is still littered with impediments. Of particular note
is evidence of a small but significant upsurge in the power of interest
groups representing noncompetitive sectors of the economy. Of the
LDP's eighteen lawmakers who were elected as individual candidates
in the national proportional representation (PR) district, the top, sec­
ond-, fourth-, sixth-, seventh-, and eleventh-place finishers in terms
of the number of votes received were the official representatives of
the postmasters associations, agricultural cooperatives, medical
groups, and other interest groups that at one time stood at the heart of
the LDP's electoral machine (Asahi Shimbun, July 22, 2013). What is
more, at least two of those groups-the postmasters and the farm­
ers-mobilized more votes behind their chosen candidates than in
2010 (see the Appendix). Well known for resisting change in the
past, these groups have become thorns in Prime Minister Abe
Shinzos side as he pursues his reformist agenda.

The 2013 electoral returns are puzzling. From the mid-1990s,
many scholars cautiously predicted a steady decline in interest group
power as new electoral rules incentivized politicians to court the
floating vote (e.g., Koellner 2002; Rosenbluth and Thies 2010;
Scheiner 2006; Thies 2002). To be sure, these predictions have been
at least partially fulfilled; interest groups have indeed lost influence
as the political system gradually approaches the Downsian ideal of
"responsible party government," with the LDP and the Democratic
Party of Japan (DPJ) competing more and more along programmatic
policy lines for the support of the independent voter. But recent elec­
tions reveal that interest groups have significant electoral staying
power. How can we explain this phenomenon?

Part of the answer is that politicians face lingering electoral
incentives to court the organized vote. On their own, however, elec­
toral theories do not fully explain why politicians turn primarily to
economically noncompetitive groups for support, as opposed to busi­
ness conglomerates and their representative organizations. The pri­
mary reason for this, I argue, is interest group organization. Many of
Japan's large, economically noncompetitive interest groups have
been positioned to carry out vote-gathering functions for political
parties that have been ill equipped to perform such functions them­
selves. Interest groups assumed these tasks as a result of their large,
multitiered organizations that connect grassroots society to the high-
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est levels of national power-organizations that for the LDP's top
vote mobilizers developed out of their historically close ties to the
bureaucracy. To illustrate these points, I examine the organizational
evolution and electoral activities of two of Japan's most influential
groups: the agricultural cooperatives and especially the postmasters
associations, both of which in their heyday gathered more than 1 mil­
lion votes behind their LDP "sponsored candidates" in upper house
elections. 1

While Japan scholars have long focused on the changing elec­
toral factors that incentivize politicians to court the organized vote,
few have acknowledged the importance of interest group structures
in Japanese electoral politics and the organizational complementar­
ities between interests and parties that subsequently ensue (see, e.g.,
Curtis 1971; George Mulgan 2000). No one, moreover, has system­
atically explored the historical roots and changing dynamics of those
complementarities. In so doing, I draw attention to the interaction
between electoral and organizational factors and in ways that more
fully illuminate the marketplace of interest group politics. In addi­
tion to explaining why some groups matter more than others in
Japanese electoral politics, attention to organization as well as elec­
toral incentives leads to more nuanced insights into why the vote
yields of key groups can fluctuate under constant electoral rules. It
also enables us to identify the range of electoral functions assumed
by key groups-functions that include not only mobilizing the vote
but also self-monitoring their performance of that function and coor­
dinating it across multiple constituencies. Finally, the approach
helps explain the shifting dynamics and consequences of group­
party synergies under conditions of both one-party dominance and
two-party competition.

This article also illuminates hitherto unexplored implications of
the Japanese bureaucracy's linkages with interest groups. The idea of
state influence over societal groups in advanced industrialized
democracies is nothing new; scholars-many of them writing in the
corporatist tradition-long ago explored the significance of this
interrelationship in the comparative politics and Japan studies litera­
tures (see, e.g., Berger 1981; Hamamoto and Tsujinaka 2010; Pempel
and Tsunekawa 1979; Schmitter 1979). But while scholars have done
a thorough job in assessing the ramifications of the interest
group-bureaucracy partnership for patterns of interest representation
and public policy, they have largely overlooked how that partnership
can shape group behavior in elections. Again, it has done so in the
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Japanese case by generating complex organizational structures that
empower interests to co-opt important vote-gathering functions from
the parties.

Finally, while cross-national comparisons are beyond the scope
of this study, the following pages resonate with renewed attention in
political science to the significance of interest group organization for
many of the challenges that currently confront democracies. In recent
studies of growing income inequality and the inequality of political
representation in the United States (e.g., Hacker and Pierson 2010;
Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 2012), for example, Schattschneider's
(1960) famous but oft-neglected observations about the centrality of
interest organization for elections and policymaking are experiencing
something of a renaissance. One of my purposes in this article is to
direct attention to the synergies that can exist between particular
organizational patterns of interest representation and political party
structures-synergies that in the Japanese case operate as a power­
ful brake on neoliberal economic reform.

The discussion proceeds as follows. First, I explore the bureau­
cratic origins of interest group organization, illustrate how and why
groups like the postmasters associations and co-ops were mobilized
during the era ofLDP dominance (1955-1993), and identify the elec­
toral functions that these groups performed. In the next two sections,
I analyze the various factors that contributed to the declining party
demand for and organizational supply of interest group support since
the early 1990s, culminating in Prime Minister Koizumi Jun'ichir6's
2005 strategic attack on the organized vote. Here, I argue that while
Koizumi's gambit failed to permanently diminish what remained of
the demand for and supply of the organized vote, by weakening
group loyalties toward the LDP, it helped pave the way toward a
period of intense interparty competition for the organized vote. In the
concluding section on interest group politics in the wake of the
LDP's 2012 return to power, I examine deepening tensions between
the party's ongoing dependence on the organized vote and its quest
for neoliberal reform, and highlight the potential for further change.

The Bureaucracy-Interest Group Nexus
and Group Power Under LDP Dominance
By the early 1980s, the postmasters associations, agricultural cooper­
atives, and groups representing the professions and other economi­
cally noncompetitive interests had become important cogs in the vast
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electoral machine that helped fuel LDP dominance. In election after
election, these groups delivered large blocks of votes behind individ­
ual candidates in return for preferential prices, market protectionism,
and a host of other particularistic policy favors.

Most explanations of interest group power during this period
focus on electoral rules that incentivized ruling-party candidates to
court the organized vote. In the lower house, the pre-1994 single
nontransferable vote, multimember district system (SNTV) encour­
aged LDP candidates in each district to divide the vote among them­
selves by cultivating the personal vote and the support of local inter­
est groups (see Scheiner 2006, 76). Similarly, in the multimember
national district of upper house elections that was in place until 1982,
politicians running as individual candidates would simplify the vote­
gathering process by appealing to one or a few large interest groups.
Those lawmakers who openly championed the interests of their
organized supporters in the corridors of power were known as "spon­
sored candidates" (rieki daihyii giin [interest representation Diet
members]). Candidates in both chambers were further incentivized to
rely on the organized vote by the country's short campaign period
and draconian restrictions on the dissemination of electoral informa­
tion (Curtis 1971; George Mulgan 2000,380; Koellner 2002,117;
Thies 2002, 95-96).

While electoral explanations undoubtedly illuminate the forces
that shaped LDP demand for the organized vote, they nevertheless
paint an incomplete picture of the electoral marketplace by neglect­
ing the nature of the supply of such support. One question electoral
models cannot answer, for instance, is why targeted groups were eco­
nomically noncompetitive interests, as opposed to wealthy industrial
groups.

One obvious explanation for the preeminence of economically
noncompetitive interests in terms of mobilizing the vote is that
these groups had far more to gain from their electoral ties with the
LDP than did well-off business groups (see, e.g., Ishida 1974). By
allying with the ruling party in the context of Japan's heavily cen­
tralized system of public finance, needy groups significantly
increased their chances of gaining access to the public trough (see
Scheiner 2006). But these groups also had something to offer the
LDP that business groups lacked: the organizational capacity to
perform important electoral functions on a national scale. For many
groups, this capacity was a product of their historically rooted link­
ages to the bureaucracy.
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The Bureaucracy-Interest Group Nexus
Many of Japan's largest interest groups got their start during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a time when the bureau­
cracy was extending its regulatory reach throughout the economy and
society in its efforts to rationalize and accelerate the processes of
rapid economic development. In what may be a classic case of corpo­
ratist patterns of interest group formation, the bureaucracy licensed
many-but by no means all-organized interests by either approving
preexisting groups or establishing new ones from above (Ishida
1968, 302; 1974; Steslicke 1973, 36-44). In both cases, licensing
was entrenched in law and groups were subjected to varying degrees
of regulatory controls-especially those that were contracted to carry
out government functions.

And so it was with the agricultural cooperatives and the postmas­
ters associations. Although farmers had long shown signs of sponta­
neous organization at the local level, the prewar prototypes of the
cooperatives were ultimately established by bureaucratic statute and
entrusted with the distribution of the national rice supply and other
tasks relating to food security (Bullock 1997). Similarly, bureaucrats
from the early 1870s controlled the establishment-and, on subse­
quent occasions, reorganization-of associations of commissioned
(or "special") postmasters (tokutei yiibinkyokuchiii who played a
leading role in the implementation of the mail, postal savings, and
insurance services.

As they went about the business of executing state programs,
these groups received a variety of resources from the bureaucracy.
By the early postwar era, the postmasters enjoyed generous rents for
their (privately owned) postal facilities and large monthly allowances
(watarikirihi) for post office operations that they dispensed at their
discretion. The farmers were guaranteed minimum incomes through
government price support programs for rice and other commodities.
And by the early postwar period, both the farmers and the postmas­
ters were either direct or indirect beneficiaries of a wide gamut of
financial and welfare services offered by institutions within their
respective organizational networks-institutions that were them­
selves overseen and protected by bureaucrats. All the while, the two
groups enjoyed de facto lifetime employment, a perquisite that their
respective bureaucratic benefactors helped guarantee as they fought
against mounting calls for the reform or even outright dismantling of
the commissioned postal system and agricultural price supports.
These and related resources gave postwar farmers and postmasters a
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major stake in the status quo that they routinely defended in both the
electoral and policy spheres.

For our purposes, the most significant resource bestowed by the
bureaucracy on affiliated interest groups was organization. To facili­
tate the implementation of government programs, bureaucrats over­
saw the formation and subsequent expansion of intricate organiza­
tional networks that established clear hierarchies of authority within
group memberships. By the early postwar period, Nokyo, the
national association of agricultural cooperatives that was later
renamed the Japan Agricultural Cooperatives (JA), had evolved into
a massive, three-tiered structure that paralleled national, prefectural,
and local units in the agricultural ministry (George Mulgan 2000,
67). Nokyo later developed a political arm, the National Federation
of Agricultural Policy Campaign Organizations (Zenkoku noseiren).
By 2013, JA consisted of more than 9.5 million members-staff
members as well as farmers. Similarly, private citizens contracted by
the state from the 1870s to carry out postal functions found them­
selves enmeshed in a vast organizational network that mirrored the
communications bureaucracy.' Bureaucrats imposed strict controls on
both federations-particularly, it appears, in the postmasters' case,
given their role as official representatives of the state at the local
level. Subjected to a dizzying array of regulations that restricted vir­
tually all forms of independent action (see Yamaguchi 1993), the
postmasters became a veritable appendage of the Communications
Ministry by the early 1940s.

Bureaucratic involvement in the affairs of major interest groups
continued well into the democratic era, but in a less intrusive fashion.
Officials helped reconstitute many interest group associations during
the occupation period (1945-1952), focusing on groups like the post­
masters and farmers that continued to carry out government functions
(for agriculture, see Pempel and Tsunekawa 1979, 159). In 1953, the
postmasters established Zentoku, their main lobbying group, which
was grafted over the federation of postmasters organizations that had
been in place at war's end. Bureaucrats voiced their approval of the
association-a controversial move given Zentoku's legal status as a
"voluntary" organization (nin 'i dantai) (Wada 1997, 121)-and then
went on to establish Tokusuiren, an official organ for the administra­
tion of postal functions that duplicated the organizational networks
and memberships of Zentoku. It was through these two organizations
that Japan's approximately 19,000 (as of the late twentieth century)
commissioned postmasters conducted their affairs and interacted
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with both the bureaucracy and, eventually, the LDP. Also significant
was Taiju, a national association of retired postmasters and the
spouses of active postmasters that formed during the 1980s and that
mirrored the organizational structure of its sister associations. Since
retired postmasters are not subject to the legal restrictions that lim­
ited the political activities of active postmasters, Taiju's roughly
100,000 members played a prominent role in elections.

Their close association with the bureaucracy and dense organiza­
tional networks positioned the postmasters associations and co-ops to
develop a number of other strengths that later proved advantageous
in the electoral sphere. They monopolized-or nearly monopolized,
in the co-ops' case-the representation of their respective constituen­
cies. For the postmasters, the posts ministry made membership in
Tokusuiren-and, by default, in Zentoku-compulsory. And for the
farmers, Nokyo membership was required in practice since the gov­
ernment had granted the co-ops a virtual monopoly over the distribu­
tion of special loans and government subsidies (M. Honma 2014,88;
Pempel and Tsunekawa 1979, 250). Their monopolization of repre­
sentation in tum enhanced the authority of both groups in the policy
process, to which they enjoyed privileged access, as well as the elec­
toral sphere. (This is in marked contrast to the labor unions, whose
more spontaneous development during the postwar era contributed to
the establishment of competing federations that ultimately weakened
labor's voice in the electoral sphere.)

The co-ops and the postmasters associations also served as con­
duits for both systematized interaction between local and national
Japan and for bureaucratic contact with grassroots citizens, a level of
society that would have otherwise remained outside of the national
bureaucracy's effective reach. Nokyo was grafted over the dense
social networks that had traditionally characterized rural hamlets
(George Mulgan 2000,213). And Zentoku and Tokusuiren penetrated
the very heart of neighborhoods in rural and urban Japan alike
through local units of ten post offices each. Given the presence of
post offices within virtually every community in Japan-indeed,
within a child's walking distance-one is hard pressed to find an
interest group that is more geographically inclusive and in tune with
local residents who could later be mobilized for electoral purposes.

Whereas the postmasters associations and, to a lesser extent,
Nokyo were inclusive, hierarchically structured, and tightly knit fed­
erations, the same cannot be said for the country's leading business
and industrial associations. This distinction can be explained in part
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by the nature of the relationship between corporate Japan and the
bureaucracy. To be sure, pre-1945 business interests were no
strangers to government interference on behalf of the state's develop­
mental goals (see Schaede 2000, 245-246). But they were also pri­
vate sector entities that enjoyed a degree of freedom to organize and
conduct themselves as they saw fit. Representative federations of the
business community were thus far less inclusive, more weakly rep­
resented at the local level (with the notable exception of the Japan
Chamber of Commerce), and characterized by higher levels of inter­
nal diversity and subgroup autonomy than the postmasters associa­
tions and the co-ops (see Pempel and Tsunekawa 1979). As a result,
business groups may have become important sources ofjunds for the
conservative parties, but their organizational structure rendered them
poor conveyors of the vote.

Mobilizing the Vote: 1955-1993
Following its formation in 1955, the LDP faced major electoral
uncertainties thanks to its weak organizational networks and ongoing
challenges from the Japan Socialist Party. The party's prefectural
chapters played virtually no role in electoral competition among LDP
candidates for lower house seats; nor did party headquarters do much
to coordinate upper or lower house campaigns across constituencies
(Shinoda 2013,27). The LDP's grassroots presence, meanwhile, was
largely limited to the weakly staffed constituency offices of individ­
ual Diet members. To compensate for these organizational handicaps,
the party encouraged candidates to establish individual support
groups, or kiienkai, to help them gather the "personal vote" (see Reed
2009; Shinoda 2013, 27-29). Many conservative politicians also
looked to organized interests for support.

Tanaka Kakuei, Japan's prime minister between 1972 and 1974
and arguably the LDP's most skillful broker until his death in 1993,
did more than any other conservative politician to hitch interest
groups to the ruling party's electoral wagon. And he focused prima­
rily on groups representing economically noncompetitive sectors of
the economy that had a strong organizational presence at both the
local and national levels. The clever Tanaka recognized in the con­
struction industry, small business associations, and particularly the
agricultural cooperatives and the postmasters associations their
capacity to compensate for the LDP's weak organizational roots in
local communities. In short order, a series of quid pro quo relation­
ships between the party and these interest groups was established in
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which the latter delivered large blocks of votes to LDP candidates­
most notably members of the burgeoning Tanaka faction-in return
for particularistic favors. Such relationships are customarily referred
to as "clientelistic" in the Japanese politics literature, but this term
is misleading. For in its presupposition of an inherently unequal
power relationship that privileges the party-as-patron, the term clien­
telism exaggerates the power of the party and understates the contri­
butions of interest groups to long-term LDP dominance. To avoid
such misrepresentations, I refer to these interest group-party linkages
very simply as "exchange relationships" (see also Norgren 2001).

While Japan scholars have long recognized the importance of
interest groups in mobilizing the so-called hard vote (koteihyo)
behind individual politicians (see Curtis 1971; George Mulgan
2000), little is known about the dynamics of such practices. I argue
that the electoral importance of large interest groups like the co-ops
and the postmasters associations lies in their organizational capacity
to effectively perform three sets of interdependent functions: (1)
mobilization functions, which include gathering the local vote and
recruiting both LDP members (toin atsume) and kiienkai members
tkoenkai kaiin atsume); (2) self-monitoring, defined here as the intra­
group monitoring of mobilization functions; and (3) the coordination
of mobilization activities across constituencies.

George Mulgan's description of vote gathering by co-op leaders
during the late 1950s reveals evidence of mobilizational and coordi­
nation functions:

The system was basically hierarchical with the directives (or requests)
coming down through the pipeline of intermediary power brokers, in­
cluding the leaders of local organizations such as the agricultural co­
operatives, via the hamlet to the voter. At the bottom of the hierarchy
was the head of the farm household who directed the votes of its mem­
bers. (2000, 383)

Co-op leaders and especially the postmasters also performed
mobilizational functions outside of their associational and familial
boundaries by nurturing their local social status as "opinion leaders."
The postmasters worked hard both during and after working hours to
cultivate their personal links to local residents-or chiensei (territo­
rial bonds), as they called them-in part by volunteering for various
forms of community service (Maclachlan 2011,124-129). The trust
that such activities generated in the postmasters proved highly advan­
tageous for electioneering purposes.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1598240800005555 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1598240800005555


Patricia L. Maclachlan 439

Both the postmasters associations and the co-ops coordinated
these mobilizational functions across different electoral constituen­
cies. As George Mulgan observes, the sheer size and diversity of
co-op networks weakened Nokyo's efforts to coordinate local vote
endorsement decisions and mobilizational efforts from the national
level (2000), although it appears that such functions were regularly
carried out at the prefectural level. Coordination functions proved
much easier for the national leaders of the postmasters associations
to perform, thanks in large part to their smaller and more cohesive
memberships (see Maclachlan 2011).

Virtually no research has been conducted on the self-monitoring
activities of large Japanese interest groups. As political scientists
have shown, forcing compliance with the contractual obligations of
vote gathering is critically important to the long-term survival of var­
ious forms of electoral exchange relationships (see Kitschelt and
Wilkinson 2007). In clientelist political systems, monitoring usually
targets individual voters to prevent them from reneging on their obli­
gation to support a designated party or politician in return for some
kind of payment; in Taiwan, this particular function is typically car­
ried out by party organizations, candidates, or individual third-party
brokers (Wang and Kurzman 2007). In postwar Japan, by contrast, it
was the intermediaries-koenkai, interest groups, and local and pre­
fectural politicians-that were being monitored. As Scheiner (2006,
15, 72-75) observes, sometimes the LDP did the job itself. But it was
also the case that interests like the co-ops and the postmasters were
monitoring themselves, thanks to their organizational capacity to
impose predictable compliance procedures on their members (see
Medina and Stokes 2007, 75).

The postmasters associations proved particularly adept at in­
house monitoring. New postmasters, many of them the sons of post­
masters and vetted by local LDP Diet members, would be inducted
into the world of electoral politics within their first two years in the
profession. Higher-ups assigned them quotas (noruma) not only for
the number of votes gathered during electoral campaigns but also
for the recruitment of kiienkai and party members from among the
residents of the neighborhoods they served. The postmasters were
required to submit the signatures of their recruits to their superiors,
who carefully tracked their performance (Curtis [1971, 189-193]
observed similar practices among local dentists groups during the
1960s). Following an election, the postmasters' performance was
publicized within local chapters of Zentoku, and those who fell short
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of their quotas were subject to censure (S. Honma 2003, 147). The
postmasters' ability to deliver 1 million or more votes in election
after election suggests that intragroup monitoring successfully
curbed postmaster defections from their electoral responsibilities. To
wit, many postmasters took those responsibilities seriously enough
to dip into their government allowances (watarikirihi) or personal
savings to pay the party membership dues or kiienkai fees of new
recruits. As the decades unfolded, electioneering consumed so much
of the postmasters' time that it was dubbed the post office's "fourth
service" (daiyon jigyii), after the mail, postal savings, and postal
insurance services (see Maclachlan 2011; Eno 2006; S. Honma
2003).

In some instances, bureaucrats participated in the performance of
coordination and monitoring functions. Woodall observes in the case
of the construction industry that linkages designed to promote coop­
eration-or "collusion," as some would have it-between Ministry of
Construction bureaucrats and large construction firms during the bid­
ding processes for government procurement projects could be mobi­
lized to ensure the proper execution of electoral functions (Woodall
1996,39,77). In the postmasters' case, low-ranking bureaucrats who
were closely linked to the postmasters through Tokusuiren, the post­
masters' administrative organization, worked in secret consultation
with LDP strategists and leading postmasters at the national level to
help devise, distribute, and coordinate quotas to postmasters across
different districts. It was then up to the postmasters' local and
regional superiors within the postmasters associations to monitor
their fulfillment of those quotas.'

As a result of their organizational capacity to co-opt certain elec­
toral functions from the LDP, interest groups like the postmasters
associations and Nokyo could exercise a degree of independent
leverage over the conservative party. Such leverage was evidenced
by glaring displays of disloyalty toward the LDP over the years-of
the co-ops' playing the party's pre-1955 conservative predecessors
against each other during negotiations over the producer rice price
(George Mulgan 2005,285; Davis 2003, 124), of the farmers' staying
home on election day to voice their disapproval of agricultural liber­
alization policies during the 1980s and 1990s, and of the postmas­
ters' threatening to renege on their electoral duties whenever talk of
radical postal reform heated up. Interest groups may not have fully
achieved their policy objectives in these instances, but given the
LDP's long-standing conservatism on agricultural liberalization and
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postal privatization, they were undoubtedly making an impression on
the party.

Interest Groups in Decline: Post-1993
While the early 1980s marked the high point in the electoral power
of interest groups, the period sandwiched between the end of LDP
dominance in 1993 and the 2005 lower house election witnessed its
partial decline.

Electoral reform certainly contributed to this decline by weaken­
ing party demand for the organized vote. The 1994 changes to the
lower house electoral system, which replaced the SNTV system with
a mixture of single-member districts (SMDs) and PR districts,
strengthened incentives for interparty competition along program­
matic lines for the support of Japan's expanding cohort of independ­
ent voters. Meanwhile, the 1982 transformation of the upper house's
national multimember district into a closed-list, PR district elimi­
nated individual candidacies and thus weakened incentives for candi­
dates to reach out to organized interests. This blow to interest group
power was subsequently softened first by the expansion of opportu­
nities for groups to influence the placement of candidates on the
party list (see Koellner 2002, 122) and then, in 2000, by the shift to
an open-list system that permitted voters to vote for either a candi­
date or a party.

On the supply side of the equation, the quality of interest group
organization was deteriorating. A number of factors contributed to
this trend, not least of which were the effects of such long-term
demographic developments as urbanization and the decline of com­
munity. For groups like the postmasters associations that gathered the
vote outside of, as well as from within, their memberships, these
developments made it increasingly difficult for local postmasters and
other "men of influence" to mobilize voters. George Mulgan (2000,
2005) observed similar developments among political opinion lead­
ers within the co-ops, which suffered an additional blow from the
steadily declining population of farming households over the years.

Many groups were also experiencing conflicts of interest among
their rank-and-file memberships. The co-ops struggled with widening
fissures between full- and part-time farmers (Koellner 2002,
118-119; George Mulgan 2005, 264). The postmasters remained
more unified than the farmers, but even they faced internal dissention
as younger postmasters balked at their onerous electoral quotas (see
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Eno 2006; S. Honma 2003). Meanwhile, both the postmasters and
the farmers were rapidly aging and preoccupied with their quests for
suitable successors.

The organizational decline of interest groups was exacerbated by
economic and bureaucratic reforms. Reductions during the late 1990s
and 2000s in the size of the Fiscal Investment and Loan Program hit
rural interests particularly hard-especially part-time farmers who
depended on public works projects for supplementary employment."
The partial deregulation of agricultural markets weakened JA's
capacity to dominate the provision of agricultural inputs and other
services to farmers (George Mulgan 2005, 264). Prime Minister
Koizumi's threats to drastically reduce agricultural price supports
intensified conflicts between full-time and part-time farmers, while
his 2005 postal privatization legislation stripped the postmasters of
some of their financial and welfare perquisites, and of the public ser­
vant status that for many years had been a focal point of their collec­
tive identity. The postmasters also lost many of their valuable
linkages to the bureaucracy in 2007 as much of the business of
administering the postal services was transferred to the corporations
of the Japan Post Group. All the while, efforts to reduce the size and
influence of the bureaucracy in the Japanese political economy via
the reform of ministerial advisory councils (shingikai) (see Hama­
moto and Tsujinaka 2010), the establishment of the supraministerial
Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy (CEFP), and the reform or
elimination of public corporations reduced group access to their
bureaucratic contacts and to various financial and informational
resources.

All told, these reforms weakened the capacity of interest groups
to dominate the representation of their respective populations; speak
with a unified voice in the electoral sphere; and bring a wide gamut
of resources to bear on their vote mobilization, coordination, and
monitoring functions. Gone were the days when large groups could
mobilize 1 million or more votes at election time.

Against this backdrop, Prime Minister Koizumi moved to further
weaken the organized vote. By calling a snap lower house election
for September 11, 2005, and refusing the party's endorsement of law­
makers who had opposed his postal privatization bills, Koizumi
forced his party to sever its long-standing exchange relationship with
the postmasters. Almost overnight, the postmasters associations lost
their capacity to coordinate their vote-gathering functions from the
national level. Since the LDP no longer served the postmasters' inter-
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ests, Zentoku and Taiju advised their local chapters to make their
own decisions as to which candidates to support. In some districts,
the chapters backed the "postal rebels," who ran as independents or
members of new splinter parties. In districts where no rebels were
running, some chapters backed DPJ candidates, while others stuck
with the LDP in the hopes that Koizumi was just a passing phenom­
enon (see Maclachlan 2006,2011).

Koizumis attack on his party's exchange relationship with the
postmasters affected other large interest groups as well. Fearful that
the success of postal privatization might soon lead to unwelcome
reforms in their own policy spheres, the co-ops, construction firms,
and medical associations looked beyond the LDP to the opposition
parties (Maclachlan 2006). Some groups took these steps weeks
before the 2005 election, when their erstwhile LDP patrons in the
lower house opted to support postal privatization (Asahi Shimbun,
August 21, 2005). Many followed the postmasters' lead by decentral­
izing candidate endorsement decisions to local chapters as they grap­
pled with growing dissention among their memberships. It appeared,
in short, that Koizumi had dealt the already weakened organized vote
a coup de grace.

Contemporary Interest Group Power
Under Two-Party Competition
Appearances, of course, can be deceiving. Koizumi may have mar­
ginalized what remained of interest group power during the 2005
election, but the effects of his efforts proved to be short-lived. As
subsequent events revealed, Koizumi failed to eliminate what
remained of LDP demand for the organized vote; nor did he perma­
nently alter the organizational capacity of key groups to deliver it.
What Koizumi did do was destroy interest group loyalties toward the
LDP, and in so doing help usher in a new era in which the DPJ and
the LDP actively competed for the organized vote. The manner in
which these trends unfolded reflects the continuing organizational
complementarities between interest groups and parties in the elec­
toral sphere under conditions of two-party competition.

Why the Organized Vote Still Mattered­
Even Under Koizumi
Koizumi may have relished his role as the enemy of special interests,
but he was actually quite solicitous of them during the early stages of
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his prime ministership. Between 2001 and 2004, he tried to have it
both ways by simultaneously wooing the floating vote and the orga­
nized vote-what scholars have called killing two birds with one
stone (Mori 2008) or "hybridized election campaigning" (Koellner
2009, 139). The policy inconsistencies inherent within this strategy
proved untenable by the 2004 upper house election, when the ruling
party lost ground to the DPJ among both floating voters, who were
frustrated with the slow pace of structural reform, and organized
interests opposed to change. It was only then that Koizumi opted to
abandon special interests (Mori 2010, 180-181).

As soon as Koizumi left office, his successor took steps to return
to the status quo ante. In autumn 2006, Prime Minister Abe Shinzo
readmitted eleven postal rebels into the party, appointing two of them
a year later to senior vice-ministerial positions (Japan Times, August
29, 2007); yet another rebel, Noda Seiko, went on to become a cabi­
net minister in 2008. Abe then stood back as the postmasters forced
postal authorities to preserve at least some of their authority in the
successor organization to Tokusuiren and to scale back plans for an
overhaul of the old commissioned post office system, which was so
essential to the postmasters' penetration of local neighborhoods.
Abe's efforts to recapture the hearts-and votes-of the postmasters
ultimately failed, thanks in part to the LDP's 2005 electoral mandate
to uphold Koizumi's postal privatization legislation; in the 2007
upper house election, the postmasters associations threw their sup­
port behind a number of People's New Party (PNP) and DPJ candi­
dates-rather than a single LDP-backed "sponsored candidate"-in
both the PR and prefectural districts. (Abe had better luck in 2007
wooing the farmers, who mobilized nearly four times as many votes
behind their preferred LDP candidate than in 2004.) By contributing
to the preservation of at least some of their organizational resources,
however, Abe helped the postmasters recoup some of their post-2005
electoral power.

The LDP's post-Koizumi efforts to recover its old exchange rela­
tionships reflect lingering electoral incentives for the parties to court
the organized vote. Some of those incentives, such as the continua­
tion of short campaign periods and the relative empowerment of the
farm vote as a result of the continuing malapportionment of rural dis­
tricts, survived the electoral reforms of the 1980s and 1990s. Others
are new-or unanticipated. Most fundamentally, the PR tier of both
houses encourages candidates to reach out to the organized vote as
they seek to maximize their share of the popular vote. Interest groups
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also matter to a degree within lower house single-member districts.
The winner-take-all format of SMDs may encourage the parties to
compete more along programmatic lines, but no candidate has the
electoral machinery at his disposal to win solely on the basis of
appeals to the fickle floating voter (Krauss and Pekkanen 2011; Mori
2010, 180). Organized interests help fill that gap. Also significant has
been the so-called dual candidacy system, whereby candidates for the
lower house-particularly incumbents whose seats are in jeopardy­
run simultaneously in both the SMD and PR tiers. In the PR tier, can­
didates are usually lumped into a single slot on a closed party list and
then ranked after the election according to their performance in the
SMD. Interest groups come into play by helping these candidates
snare as many votes as possible in the SMD-even when victory
there appears hopeless (Bawn and Thies 2003, 22; Koellner 2009,
131; Scheiner 2006, 80).

On the supply side of the equation, economically noncompeti­
tive interest groups looked to exchange relationships with politicians
as a hedge against economic and bureaucratic reforms that were
reducing group access to essential resources. Moreover, these
groups still had something to offer politicians who were struggling
with mounting electoral uncertainty under conditions of increasing
interparty competition: the organizational capacity to perform elec­
toral functions.

Interest Groups
Under Interparty Competition: 2007-2012
The breakdown in interest group loyalties toward the LDP can be
seen in group efforts to diversify their political party contacts. The
second Japan Interest Group Survey (JIGS2) of nearly 16,000 groups
highlights the early stages of this trend.' The survey revealed that
while the ruling LDP was still the preferred party for the overwhelm­
ing majority of nonlabor groups between 2005 and early 2007, many
groups with close ties to the conservative party were beginning to
reach out to the DPJ as well, particularly in regions where the DPJ's
seat ratio had been increasing (Hamamoto 2010, 18).

The farmers, who had a long history of punishing the ruling LDP
at the polls when it suited them, were among the first to establish or
deepen ties with the DPJ. Criticisms of the LDP had reached new
heights during the early 2000s, particularly among inefficient, part­
time farmers who outnumbered their full-time counterparts by nearly
three to one and who stood to lose the most from the LDP's pledge to
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reduce agricultural price supports and public works spending in the
countryside. Although the farmers had few formal contacts with the
DPJ in 2005, they were sufficiently disappointed in Koizumi's LDP
to transfer some of their support to the opposition party in the Sep­
tember lower house election (Reed, Scheiner, and Thies 2012, 365).

As the 2000s wore on, the farm vote grew unpredictable. A sur­
vey of the co-ops and other farming groups in the Tohoku region
conducted shortly after the 2010 upper house election showed that
while 58 percent of individual farmers voted LDP and 36.9 percent
DPJ in the PR district in 2007, the numbers for the PR district during
the 2009 lower house election were more evenly divided, with 46
percent voting LDP and 41.3 percent DPJ (Kawamura 2011,41). In a
nod to the increasing disaggregation of the farm vote and the DPJ's
electoral victory, JA announced after the 2009 lower house election
that it would adopt a more bipartisan stance in the future. And so, in
the subsequent 2010 upper house ballot, JA refused its official
endorsement of the LDP's Monden Eiji, despite Monden's record as
the leader of JA's youth organization, and advised prefectural chap­
ters to decide for themselves whether to back the LDP, the DPJ, or
both parties, or to allow the members a "free vote" (jishu tohyo)
(Kawamura 2012, 27). The farm vote proved to be so fractured by
this time that Monden failed to win a seat, receiving just 80,381
votes, one of the lowest yields among those who ran as individual
candidates on the LDP ticket. What is more, it appeared that many
farmers were taking full advantage of the "free vote": according to
the Tohoku survey noted above, while nearly half of Tohoku farmers
voted LDP in the PR district and only a quarter for the DPJ, fully
one-fifth-mostly low-income, part-time farmers-cast their ballots
for smaller conservative parties like Tachiagare Nihon (Sunrise Party
of Japan) and Minna no To (Your Party) (Kawamura 2011,44-46).

Disillusion with the LDP's agricultural policies was not the only
driver behind this breakdown in partisan loyalties; farmers were also
influenced by the DPJ's growing power and promises that it would
do more for the farmers than the LDP ever could. When Koizumi
pushed to liberalize agriculture and cut public works spending in the
countryside, the DPJ countered in 2004 by promising to increase
national self-sufficiency in food production, a long-term co-op goal
(George Mulgan 2005, 297). And in reaction to the LDP's policy to
replace price supports with income subsidies for full-time commer­
cial farmers, Ozawa Ichiro, DPJ general secretary and a political bro­
ker in the best tradition of Tanaka Kakuei, orchestrated a 2009 DPJ

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1598240800005555 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1598240800005555


Patricia L. Maclachlan 447

announcement that it would subsidize all commercial farmers­
including those who worked only part-time on small-scale, ineffi­
cient plots. The policy, which was introduced in FY 2011, less than
two years after the DPJ seized power, soon comprised one-quarter of
the government's budgetary expenditures on agriculture (Daily Yomi­
uri, December 11,2012).

Prime Minister Kan Naoto (2010-2011) and his successor, Noda
Yoshihiko (2011-2012), interrupted this game of interparty one­
upmanship over the farm vote by pushing for Japan's participation in
negotiations over the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a multilateral
free trade pact that was committed, among other things, to tariff
reductions in all sectors, including agriculture. But an onslaught of
opposition from among DPJ rank-and-file Diet members ultimately
forced Noda to shelve the plan in the lead-up to the 2012 lower house
election (see George Mulgan 2014). Noda then resorted to another
round of policy one-upmanship, promising the farmers that he would
entrench his government's new income subsidies program for agri­
cultural households in legislation should the DPJ win the election
(Daily Yomiuri, December 11, 2012).

The farmers refused to budge. Although JA's political arm once
again decentralized campaign endorsement decisions to its chapters,
the majority chose to back LDP candidates in 2012. As George Mul­
gan observes, the move reflected co-op disillusionment with the
DPJ's stance on the TPP and concerns about the dampening effects of
both the TPP's and the DPJ's income supports on agricultural prices
and hence JA's own profits. But agriculture was also swayed by the
LDP's promises of a better deal. In an abrupt reversal of its 2009
position, the conservative party pledged to expand the agricultural
budget to include, among other things, more funds for rural public
works projects. It also promised to pursue the TPP only if exemp­
tions from tariff reductions could be secured for agriculture. The ploy
worked; the victorious LDP clinched 100 of 120 rural and semirural
seats in 2012, a dramatic increase over the 46 seats it had secured in
2009 (see George Mulgan 2013).

The diversification of party ties also occurred within associations
of physicians, dentists, local land improvement groups, the construc­
tion industry (Kawamura 2012, 25), and, of course, the postmasters.
In 2004, the postmasters were experiencing internal divisions compa­
rable to those that plagued the farmers, thanks in part to both fallout
from a highly publicized 2001 electoral scandal that implicated many
postmasters in the Kinki district and disagreement over how best to
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deal with Koizumi's mounting call for postal privatization. As a
result of these divisions, the postmasters gathered only 282,919 votes
behind their LDP-sponsored candidate in the 2004 upper house bal­
lot, a significant drop from the 478,985 votes gathered in 2001.
When Koizumi cast the postmasters adrift during the 2005 election
campaign, the postmasters pledged their allegiance to the PNP, the
party of former LDP postal "rebels" that now carried the mantle of
anti-postal privatization, or to DPJ candidates opposed to Koizumi's
privatization blueprint.

By 2007, the postmasters distinguished themselves from many
other interest groups by closing ranks behind the opposition parties­
a feat made possible by their wholesale expulsion from the LDP
camp and DPJ general secretary Ozawa Ichiros willingness to tell
them exactly what they wanted to hear. Willfully oblivious to the fact
that many in his party had once advocated postal privatization,
Ozawa forged a strategic partnership with the PNP after 2007 and
personally informed Zentoku and Taiju leaders of the parties' com­
mitment to unravel postal privatization in return for the postmasters'
electoral support (Yomiuri Shimbun, December 16, 2008). As if on
cue, the postmasters' associations rallied behind the DPJ and the PNP
in the 2009 and 2010 elections, performing the same vote-gathering,
coordination, and self-monitoring functions that it had once carried
out for the LDP. In 2010, the postmasters rallied 406,587 voters
behind their PNP candidate, former LDP-member Hasegawa Kensei,
who ran with the DPJ's backing-a major improvement over their
2004 yield. (Hasegawa did not win a seat, however, since the PNP
failed to attain the minimum share of the popular vote in the PR tier.)

Once in power, the DPJ-coaiition government made good on its
promises to the postmasters. After a series of false starts, the DPJ
helped pass legislation in April 2012 to restore a substantial measure
of government control over the postal services and to guarantee the
longevity of the country's (inefficient) network of post offices and its
many tens of thousands of employees. The reforms were strongly
opposed by economists, private sector financial institutions, and even
US insurance companies who viewed the government's recouped
presence in the postal network as an impediment to financial liberal­
ization and freer trade in services (Asahi Shimbun, April 12, 2012).
Significantly, the LDP, now released from its obligation to uphold
postal privatization following its defeat in 2009, joined forces with
the DPJ and the Komeito, a small centrist party, to back the reforms.
The political parties were in a race for the postmasters' support.
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No sooner was the ink dry on the new postal reform law than
DPJ prime minister Noda Yoshihiko made his first appearance at
Zentoku's annual national convention. When the LDP was in power,
the postmasters would invite their'sponsored Diet members and
members of the postal zoku to attend these meetings; politicians from
the opposition parties wisely stayed away. But at the 2012 meeting in
Hokkaido, the DPJ was in charge. Sporting a necktie the same shade
of red as Japan's signature mailboxes and waving a red handkerchief
that had become a symbol of the antiprivatization movement, Noda
reminded the gathering of 7,400 postmasters that he had been Zen­
toku's most vocal supporter during the party's recent presidential
election. He went on to boast that his government's reform legisla­
tion had delivered Japan from the "worst evils" isaidai no heigai) of
the Koizumi era. Seated prominently alongside the prime minister
were several high-level LDP politicians (Mainichi Shimbun, May 27,
2012). The bipartisan showing was repeated at the 2013 meeting,
which was attended by nearly 8,000 postmasters (Zentoku Online,
May 2013).

Interparty competition for the organized vote was fueled by orga­
nizational complementarities between interest groups and the politi­
cal parties-between groups that still had the capacity to mobilize
significant numbers of votes and parties that were grappling with
serious internal divisions. Although much has changed over the past
generation, the LDP is still prone to factionalism. The party is also
divided between second- and third-generation politicians whose local
support bases (jiban) were built on the backs of well-organized inter­
est groups, and younger politicians who are more adept at appealing
to floating voters. The DPJ, for its own part, is still a hodgepodge of
cliques and factions-some very informal and fluid, others more
institutionalized (Koellner 2004)-representing unions, a number of
former parties, and diverse ideological perspectives (Uekami and
Tsutsumi 2011, 5-12). As Koellner (2004) observes, neither party has
managed to devise an ideological or policy-oriented identity that
transcends these subgroups. Nor have they managed to develop a
more viable organizational presence at the local level, although the
LDP has made some advances in that regard at the prefectural level.
Large interest groups-or portions thereof-with networks penetrat­
ing the very grassroots of society help compensate for these party
weaknesses come election time by promising sympathetic politicians
an independent base of support. The vote yields of those groups,
moreover, has tended to vary according to their degree of internal
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unity: the postmasters associations, which recovered much of their
membership cohesion following the 2005 election, were positioned
to deliver fairly consistent numbers of votes behind non-LDP politi­
cians from election to election, whereas the yields of the more inter­
nally divided co-ops showed far more fluctuation over time in terms
of both size and partisan preference.

The organizational complementarities between contemporary
interest groups and the internally divided parties help explain party
flip-flopping on the policy front. In the postal sphere, as we have
seen, the LDP over the past decade has swung from being the party
of the postmasters to proponents of neoliberal postal reform and then
back again. The DPJ has experienced comparable swings. Similarly
in the agricultural sphere, the two parties have vied with one another
to be the foremost champion of either liberalization or protectionism.
In both policy areas, moreover, each party has been known to trum­
pet conflicting policy positions as it juggles the demands of reform­
ers versus antireformers and their respective interest group backers.

These observations suggest an alternative explanation for policy
convergence between the LDP and the DPJ. In their recent contribu­
tions to this journal, Lipsey and Scheiner (2012) and Scheiner (2012)
explain convergence as a function of the structure and operating rules
of the lower house electoral system-most notably the "first-past­
the-post" principle in the country's 300 single-member districts-that
incentivize the two main parties to converge their policy positions
around the preferences of the median voter in each district. Viewed
in this light, policy concessions to farmers reflect the wishes of well­
informed median voters who are concerned about rising socioeco­
nomic inequality and other negative side effects of structural reform.
While median voters may indeed be sympathetic to the plight of rural
communities, this study strongly suggests that shifting policies
toward farmers are as much, if not more, the product of the parties'
continuing dependence on the co-ops' organizational capacity to
deliver blocs of votes during elections-blocs of votes that in the
first-past-the-post system of SMD districts may be just large enough
to spell defeat for the inattentive candidate.

Interest Group Politics Today
Since late 2012, the LDP has partially recouped its supremacy among
economically noncompetitive interest groups. This has not, however,
signaled a return to the patterns of interest group politics that charac-
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terized the era of LDP dominance. Key groups are organizationally
weaker than they were a generation ago and far more fickle in their
partisan preferences. The parties, for their own part, still face con­
flicting electoral incentives to court both independent voters and the
organized vote, and their overtures to interest groups continue to
carry the mark of policy one-upmanship. Put simply, Japanese inter­
est group politics are far more fluid and unpredictable than they once
were. And more change may be on the horizon as the new LDP gov­
ernment takes steps to marginalize groups that oppose its reformist
agenda-steps that evoke Koizumi's actions in 2005.

The status of the postmasters under Abe Shinz6's LDP govern­
ment can be read as a test case of the extent to which the organized
vote can still matter. The postmasters associations began to rekindle
their old ties to the LDP after the party backed the DPJ's April 2012
postal reform legislation. Once the conservative party reestablished
its bona fides on postal affairs, some postmasters concluded that it
was time to "return the favor" (on 0 kaesu) (Asahi Shimbun, Decem­
ber 12 and 14, 2012). Others, however, remained mindful of the
LDP's past betrayals and committed to the DPJ, which had led the
charge against postal privatization after the 2005 general election
(Asahi Shimbun, November 28, 2012). Given these partisan divisions
among rank-and-file members, association leaders had no choice but
to once again adopt a multipartisan or "omnidirectional" (zenhoi)
stance, thus decentralizing the coordination of candidate endorse­
ment decisions to prefectural chapters in the lead-up to the December
lower house election. Although no aggregate data on these endorse­
ments or the postmasters' final vote yield are available, anecdotal
evidence gleaned from newspaper accounts indicates that association
chapters followed their superiors' instructions to make their decisions
on the basis of a candidate's "understanding of postal affairs," as
opposed to their party affiliation (Asahi Shimbun, November 28, and
December 3, 12, and 14,2012).

In a noteworthy show of their vote-gathering skills, the postmas­
ters closed ranks behind the LDP following its return to power. In
February 2013, former Zentoku chief Tsuge Yoshifume announced
that he would seek election to the upper house in July under the LDP
banner iMainichi Shimbun, February 15,2013); Hasegawa Kensei,
the postmasters' sponsored Diet member who had lost his seat in
2010, assumed the chairmanship of Tsuge's koenkai. In March 2013,
the association leaders and the LDP, led by General Secretary Ishiba
Shigeru, set aside their eight-year "grudge" (wadakamari) and agreed
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to forge a new electoral partnership (Tsiishin Bunka, March 11,
2013). Although the postmasters were no doubt aware of the merits
of bandwagoning, we should not lose sight of the fact that the LDP
was now pledging to do more than the DPJ at this time to support the
Japan Post Group's pursuit of controversial new insurance and hous­
ing loans ventures (Daily Yomiuri, December 20, 2012). The LDP
was duly rewarded; the postmasters delivered more votes (429,002)
to the party in the national PR tier of the July 2013 upper house elec­
tion than any other interest group.

While the Abe government appears to have accepted the post­
masters associations as a fixture on the current political landscape,
it is showing far less tolerance toward JA as it pursues controver­
sial agricultural reforms and trade liberalization. After angering JA
in March 2013 with its decision to join TPP negotiations, the gov­
ernment is now taking steps to promote farmland consolidation and
the corporatization of agriculture, both of which should decrease
the number of inefficient part-time farmers who depend the most
on JA's services; abolish the long-standing rice acreage reduction
program (gentan), which JA administers; and inject more competi­
tion into agricultural markets. If successful, these and related poli­
cies will further weaken JA's organizational clout and resulting
capacity to perform vote mobilization, coordinating, and monitor­
ing functions.

At the same time, the government is seeking to outbid the DPJ in
its provision of particularistic favors to the farmers. Some of those
measures, like a pledge to double farm household incomes in ten
years, look like fairly straightforward efforts to economically
empower individual farmers. Others, including promises to increase
Japan's rate of food self-sufficiency from 39 percent to 50 percent by
2020, and to exempt rice and four other politically sensitive (or
"sacred") commodities from detariffication under the TPP, are decid­
edly at odds with the government's professed commitment to agricul­
tural reform and free trade. Still others, such as the decision to con­
tinue providing income subsidies to part-time as well as full-time
farmers, suggest that the government is not yet prepared to com­
pletely alienate part-time farmers for the sake of reform. It appears,
in short, that the Abe government wants to delink individual farmers
from what remains of JA's controlling embrace and pull them into the
LDP's electoral orbit. To date, the government has pursued this deli­
cate balancing act with relative electoral impunity; in 2013, Yamada
Toshio, a former JA official, received 338,485 votes in the PR tier of
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the July upper house election-a far sight less than the 449,182 votes
he received in 2007, but second only to the postmasters' yield.

In many ways, Abe's not-so-subtle attack on JA resembles
Koizumi's 2005 assault on the postmasters associations. But Abe has
some advantages over his predecessor. First, his opponents are split
on the question of free trade. Whereas Koizumi confronted an almost
uniformly hostile population of postmasters during his postal privati­
zation crusade, Abe enjoys some support for agricultural free trade
among full-time farmers, many of whom have already reduced their
dependence on the co-ops. Furthermore, Abe faces fewer electoral
constraints than Koizumi did; public support for the DPJ is at a low
point, the LDP occupies a comfortable majority in both chambers of
the Diet, and there is no election on the horizon. In short, Abe
appears better positioned than Koizumi ever was to permanently
reduce the electorally significant organizational complementarities
between a major interest group and antireformist elements of his
party.

***

In sum, both the recent rapprochement between the LDP and the
postmasters associations and the lengths to which the Abe govern­
ment is now going to weaken JA's influence over agricultural politics
attest to the lingering importance of the organized vote in contempo­
rary Japan. Economically noncompetitive interest groups still matter
in Japanese elections, and for reasons that reflect not only continuing
party demand for interest group votes but also groups' organizational
capacity to deliver them. Over the long term, we should expect these
groups to face ongoing challenges in the electoral arena, thanks to
their gradually deteriorating organizational cohesiveness in response
to demographic trends and the effects of political-economic reforms,
and to the determination of reformist politicians to reduce their polit­
ical powers. For the time being, however, economically noncompet­
itive interest groups will continue to playa significant electoral role
and to lead the political charge against neoliberal economic reform.
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Appendix:
Upper House (PR Tier) Vote Yields of Postmasters
and Farmers, 2001-2013

Table 1 The Postmasters

Number of Individual Candidate
Party Votes Received Ranking

2001 LDP 478,985 2/20
2004 LDP 282,919 3/14
2010 PNP 406,587 Lost (1/7)
2013 LDP 429,002 1/18

Table 2 The Farmers

Number of Individual Candidate
Party Votes Received Ranking

2001 LDP 166,070 13/20
2004 LDP 118,540 Lost
2007 LDP 449,182 2/14
2010 LDP 80,381 Lost
2013 LDP 338,485 2/18

Source: Za Senkyo, various years. http://go2senkyo.com.

Notes
I wish to thank the following individuals for their very helpful comments on
earlier drafts of this article: Stephan Haggard, Aurelia George Mulgan,
Nemoto Kuniaki, Steven R. Reed, Kay Shimizu, Tanaka Aiji, Tsujinaka
Yutaka, and two anonymous reviewers.

1. The observations of this study likely apply to other Japanese interest
groups as well. While the postmasters associations and co-ops are by far the
most representative examples of how bureaucratic linkages can position
interests to effectively perform electoral functions, I expect similar obser­
vations to hold-to varying degrees-for at least the medical associations
and the construction industry. Of course, not all electorally active societal
interests have close ties to the bureaucracy, as the postwar labor union fed­
erations and the religious organization Soka Gakkai illustrate (for the latter,
see Klein and Reed forthcoming). This study suggests, however, that groups
with bureaucratic linkages are politically advantaged by the nature of their
resulting organizational networks, not to mention their privileged access to
government financial and informational resources.
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2. Author interview with Zentoku official, Tokyo, March 27, 2003.
3. Author interview with Mainichi Shimbun reporter, Tokyo, January 23,

2003.
4. Formally established during the mid-1950s and known as the coun­

try's "second budget," the Fiscal Investment and Loan Program (FILP) is a
massive public fund that the government invested in industrial expansion,
public works projects, and other ventures. See Park (2011).

5. The second Japan Interest Group Survey, conducted between 2006
and early 2007, was led by Tsukuba University's Tsujinaka Yutaka.
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