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Since the conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)’s return to power exactly a decade 
ago, many observers have again come to take as given the LDP’s alleged dominance of 
Japan’s national politics and foreign policy decision-making.

On the one hand, there is no question that the LDP is Japan’s most powerful political 
party today. Over the four general elections since 2012, the LDP has consistently won 
between fifty-six and sixty-one percent of the 465 seats in the powerful Lower House of 
Japan’s parliament, the Diet. In other words, it has enjoyed a single-party majority there 
for a decade. Last October’s general election was a case-in-point: despite widespread 
voter discontent related to the government’s COVID-19 response, the LDP continued 
its streak, winning fifty-six percent of Lower House seats. In contrast, the strength of 
its only conceivable peer competitor, the left-of-center Constitutional Democratic Party 
of Japan (CDP), fell from 109 to 96 seats (twenty-one percent).

On the other hand, despite the LDP’s decade-long uninterrupted string of national 
election victories, single-party majorities in the Lower House, and apparent lock on 
both the prime ministership and cabinet, its leaders’ ability to achieve their foreign policy 
ambitions has been far more circumscribed than both superficial assessments based on 
the LDP’s Diet strength and widespread rhetoric about transformation suggest. Claims 
of LDP dominance and radical shifts in Japan’s security policy trajectory under Shinzo 
Abe, Japan’s longest-serving prime minister (2012-2020) and, by most accounts, one of 
its most powerful, are an especially salient example. They tend to overlook major LDP 
policy concessions and, in key instances, failed initiatives, including on some of Abe’s 
most coveted personal goals and key aspects of his and the LDP’s grand ambitions for 
a more fundamental transformation of Japan’s security posture.1 

Though the forces shaping Japan’s foreign policy decision-making are myriad and hardly 
limited to party politics, in keeping with the unifying theme of this issue, this short 

1  Adam P. Liff and Phillip Y. Lipscy. “Japan Transformed? The Foreign Policy Legacy of the Abe 
Government.” Journal of Japanese Studies 48, no. 1 (2022): 123-147.
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article briefly highlights two ways that non-LDP parties shape the vector of Japan’s 
security policy trajectory.

First, the LDP rules not by itself, but in coalition with another party: Komeito. Further-
more, its own candidates’ electoral success owes much to a “strange bedfellows”-type 
partnership with its junior coalition partner that affords the latter considerable, if often 
inconspicuous, influence. Of particular note, the two parties’ electoral co-dependency 
enables the much-smaller Komeito to punch significantly above its weight on national 
security policy-related matters highly salient to its lay-Buddhist, pacifistic support base. 
Second, the LDP has generally been much less popular than its impressive electoral 
victories and single-party majority in the Lower House suggest. This reality counsels 
caution as it concerns any LDP ambitions that could risk a popular backlash at the 
ballot box. Appreciating these two factors is essential for understanding and anticipating 
Japan’s foreign policy past and present, and anticipating its possible future trajectory. 
This is particularly true when it comes to some of the LDP’s most widely discussed 
and longstanding, but as yet unachieved, policy ambitions, such as formally revising 
the so-called Article Nine “peace clause” of Japan’s never-amended 1947 constitution. 

In an era characterized by rapidly shifting regional and global power balances, the 
resurgence of geopolitical and geoeconomic competition in East Asia and beyond, and 
urgent calls from prominent LDP politicians and Japan’s U.S. ally for Tokyo to do 
significantly more in the national security space, the large and small ways that non-LDP 
parties can constrain the ambitions of Japan’s political leaders is often overlooked. Yet for 
understanding some of the most fundamental questions of interest to policymakers in 
Washington and beyond, appreciating the direct and non-direct influence of non-LDP 
parties is critical. The LDP is undoubtedly Japan’s most powerful party, but uncritical 
assumptions of LDP dominance often confuse more than they enlighten.

Intra-Ruling Coalition Dynamics as Constraints on LDP Ambitions

Though observers are correct to point out stable and strong LDP leadership and the 
party’s repeated success in national elections as enablers of significant changes to Japan’s 
security policy over the past decade, inconspicuous structural forces and intra-coalition 
dynamics can make the LDP’s junior coalition partner a major constraint on its ambi-
tions—yet one that for nearly a quarter-century a succession of LDP leaders have judged 
their party cannot do without.

Indeed, frequent commentary referring to the LDP as “Japan’s [sole] ruling party” or 
conflating the LDP and the government neglects a fundamental reality of contemporary 
Japanese politics: the LDP neither runs Japan’s government nor develops its electoral 
strategy by itself. Since 1999, apart from the 2009-2012 period of rule by the erstwhile 
leading opposition Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), the LDP has ruled Japan in a 
stable coalition with Komeito. These two parties not only govern together, but they also 
cooperate closely in national elections.
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The two parties today continue their electoral cooperation despite the LDP having 
won a single-party majority in every Lower House election since 2012, and Komeito’s 
relative unpopularity among the Japanese public. Merely four percent of voters support 
Komeito, and it lacks significant strength in the Diet, where it occupies only thirty-two 
Lower House seats (seven percent).2 Appreciating why the LDP-Komeito partnership 
has persisted the past two decades despite these realities is vital to understanding why 
Komeito enjoys disproportionate influence in the ruling coalition, especially as related 
to national security policy.

LDP-Komeito electoral co-dependence translates into Komeito being able to punch 
significantly above its ostensible weight. Particular features of Japan’s politics and mixed 
electoral system mean that to get elected, in many single-member districts LDP candi-
dates depend on mutual stand-down agreements and Komeito’s own supporters turning 
out to vote for them.3 In short, the LDP could conceivably lose its single-party majority 
in the Lower House without Komeito support. Both parties are aware of this reality, 
which enables Komeito leaders to assert themselves on issues of particular importance 
to their base, many members of which are affiliated with a lay-Buddhist and pacifistic 
organization known as Soka Gakkai. 

Komeito influence manifests clearly on several of the most famous and potentially 
consequential aspects of the LDP’s ambitious security reform agenda making headlines 
today, and about which Komeito leaders have repeatedly expressed concerns, such as 
LDP calls to revise Article Nine, to double Japan’s defense spending to two percent of 
gross domestic product, or to develop counter-strike capabilities.4 It also manifests else-
where, such as in differing views concerning Japan’s approach to China. LDP politicians 
generally support a much harder line toward Beijing than their Komeito counterparts.5 
An especially important recent example of Komeito’s influence is the LDP-Komeito 
government’s historic 2017 proposal to revise Japan’s constitution, including Article Nine, 
which has been a defining feature of Japan’s foreign policy posture since 1947. By the 
time the proposal draft had made its way through intra-coalition negotiations, it bore 
no resemblance to LDP preferences as reflected in the LDP’s 2012 draft proposal on 
constitutional revision.6 The 2012 proposal, which the LDP released when both parties 

2  NHKニュース. “各党の支持率は NHK世論調査,” March 14, 2022. https://www3.nhk.or.jp/news/
html/20220314/k10013531061000.html. 
3  The analysis and argument of this paragraph are developed more fully in Adam P. Liff and Ko 
Maeda. “Electoral Incentives, Policy Compromise, and Coalition Durability: Japan’s LDP–Komeito 
Government in a Mixed Electoral System.” Japanese Journal of Political Science 20, no. 1 (March 
2019): 53–73.
4  Japan News. “Yomiuri Survey of Candidates / LDP, Komeito Split Over Defense Issues,” October 
29, 2021; 日本経済新聞. “公明幹事長、敵基地攻撃に慎重 「どういう事態想定か」,” December 24, 
2021. https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXZQOUA24ADN0U1A221C2000000/.
5  For example, a recent poll found that seventy-five percent of LDP candidates in the 2021 election 
considered China a “threat” (kyōi); in contrast, only seventeen percent of Komeito candidates did. 朝
日新聞デジタル. “「中国に親しみ感じない」最多は自民、共産3→21%　朝日東大調査,” October 
29, 2021. https://www.asahi.com/articles/ASPBY4K86PBVUTFK019.html.
6  See discussion in Liff and Maeda, 67-69.
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were out of power, and therefore did not need to factor in Komeito’s preferences, had 
called for extensive revisions to Article Nine. These included deleting the original second 
clause stipulating that “land, sea and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never 
be maintained,” and adding a new clause on “territorial integrity.”7 None of these LDP 
preferences appeared in the proposal the government put forward in 2017, which was 
based instead on a minimalist 2004 proposal from Komeito. It merely called for leaving 
Article Nine’s two existing clauses intact while adding a third clause that simply stated 
the constitutionality of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces. On this score, the historic 2017 
proposal reflected the LDP essentially deferring to Komeito preferences.8 

In sum, it is critically important to recognize that the LDP rules in coalition and 
its junior partner can wield considerable influence in foreign policy decision-making, 
especially on national security matters. Therefore, it can be problematic when media or 
commentators treat the LDP as the “ruling party,” conflate outspoken LDP politicians’ 
rhetoric or party-centered initiatives or proposals (e.g., LDP campaign manifestos) 
with government pledges or policies, or assume political parties’ relative Diet seat totals 
translate directly into relative legislative and policy influence. 

Even a Fractious and Disorganized Opposition Still Matters 

In stark contrast to the relative internal stability and consistent coordination and success 
in national elections of the LDP-Komeito coalition, Japan’s major opposition parties 
have been in disarray since the DPJ’s catastrophic defeat in 2012 and dissolution in 2016.
The left-of-center CDP is the closest thing to a DPJ successor party, but it holds only 
140 seats across the Diet’s two houses, and less than one-third as many seats (96) as 
the ruling coalition in the more powerful Lower House. As noted above, the CDP 
actually lost seats in the 2021 Lower House election, despite voter discontent with the 
government so widespread that the incumbent LDP prime minister, Suga Yoshihide 
(2020-2021), opted not to even run for re-election. Recent efforts by opposition parties 
to merge or coordinate in national elections have repeatedly failed to deliver; one exam-
ple is a controversial partnership between the CDP and Japan’s Communist Party last 
autumn. After the LDP, the CDP is the second-most popular political party in Japan, 
but there is a big gap. It currently enjoys the support of only six percent of the public, so 
the CDP’s prospects for winning a national election or forming a government anytime 
soon seem dubious.9

Though it is true that the LDP faces no credible peer competitor, its continued co-de-
pendence on Komeito reflects another important reality: the LDP is usually not nearly 
as popular as its Diet seat totals suggest. LDP support is all relative, and the majority 
of the Japanese public are not LDP partisans. The LDP cannot count on a reliable base 

7  自由民主党, “日本国憲法改正草案,” 2012, https://constitution.jimin.jp/document/draft/
8  See discussion in Liff and Maeda, 67-69. Despite LDP concessions, five years later the revision 
proposal has still not come up for a Diet vote.
9  NHKニュース. “各党の支持率は NHK世論調査,” March 14, 2022. https://www3.nhk.or.jp/
news/html/20220314/k10013531061000.html.
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of majority popular support and stalwart LDP supporters to turn out en masse each 
election, much less to guarantee a Diet majority every time.

This reality was clear even in the 2012 landslide victory that propelled the LDP back 
to power. Looking beyond the headline result of Diet seat totals and, to quote political 
scientist Robert Pekkanen in his post-mortem a decade ago: “The LDP didn’t win: 
everyone else lost.”10 Even among those who have voted for the LDP in recent elections, 
their choice appears often to be due to a perceived lack of alternatives, rather than strong 
positive feelings about the LDP or its policy agenda.11 A March 2022 poll from national 
public broadcaster NHK showed roughly the same percentage of the public supporting 
the LDP (thirty-eight percent) as supporting no party at all (thirty-six).12  

These data suggest that impressive headline-generating victories in recent elections 
mask soft support for the LDP. One likely implication is that the LDP could find 
itself politically vulnerable if it either loses Komeito support, which could potentially 
compromise electoral cooperation, and/or if it pushes too far or too fast on issues that 
risk angering and mobilizing disaffected voters.

LDP leaders only need to reference the recent past to see that voter enthusiasm and 
anger as compared to apathy and disillusionment can be critical variables in determin-
ing its electoral outcomes. A major sub-plot of the 2009 election, which saw a surge in 
support for the DPJ lead to its gain of 195 seats and a historic non-LDP single-party 
super-majority, was Japan’s highest voter turnout in decades at sixty-nine percent. In 
that high turnout election, the LDP lost 177, or sixty percent, of its seats. In contrast, the 
LDP’s landslide victory just three years later, which saw it win back roughly the same 
number of seats (an additional 175) and capture its own super-majority in the Lower 
House (sixty-one percent of seats), coincided with the lowest voter turnout (fifty-nine 
percent) under Japan’s 1947 constitution. Two years later, the 2014 election set a new 
post-war low of fifty-three percent turnout, a number upon which the 2017 and 2021 
elections would only barely improve.13

Thus, the LDP’s string of national electoral victories since 2012 does not appear to be 
attributable to robust, much less majority, voter support. LDP leaders are well aware that 
their post-2012 success has been enabled in part by the four lowest-turnout elections 
in Japanese history. In contrast, the last high turnout election (2009) saw it lose 177 of 
296 seats in the Lower House. These data, coupled with the two most recent landslide 

10  Robert Pekkanen. “The 2012 Japanese Election Paradox: How the LDP Lost Voters and Won the 
Election.” The National Bureau of Asian Research, December 18, 2012. https://www.nbr.org/publica-
tion/the-2012-japanese-election-paradox-how-the-ldp-lost-voters-and-won-the-election/.
11  “NHK poll: Cabinet support rate at 46%,” NHK, January 9, 2017, https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhk-
world/en/news/20180109_32/ 
12  NHK 2022. When the seven percent who answered “I don’t know” or did not answer is factored 
in, the percentage of voters who do not support a party increases to forty-three percent.
13  Voter turnout data from 総務省. “国政選挙における投票率の推移.” Accessed March 20, 2022. 
https://www.soumu.go.jp/senkyo/senkyo_s/news/sonota/ritu/index.html.
https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_content/000255919.pdf. 
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elections (2009 and 2012), counsel LDP leaders to tread carefully. If the LDP were 
to mobilize non-LDP supporters through over-reach on an issue of high salience to 
Komeito’s base and/or voters who have stayed home or only grudgingly voted for the 
LDP in recent elections—such as an effort to radically revise Article Nine—they may 
again find themselves out of power.14

The LDP Is Not as Dominant as It May Look

One of the defining stories of the past decade of Japanese national politics has been 
the LDP’s remarkably consistent and commanding performance across the past four 
elections in Japan’s Lower House; the LDP won comfortable single-party majorities 
every time. If one’s assumptions about political power and influence stop with a super-
ficial analysis based strictly on seats in Japan’s Diet, it appears self-evident that the 
LDP dominates Japanese politics today. Dig under the surface, however, and it becomes 
clear that, though the LDP is undoubtedly Japan’s most powerful and popular political 
party, its power and influence are relative. As measured by policy outcomes on key 
security issues where its preferences differ significantly from those of its junior coali-
tion partner and/or mainstream public opinion, this presumed dominance appears far 
more limited. Unfortunately, media and commentary on Japanese security policy often 
confuses noise—e.g., the loudest or most provocative LDP calls for what some in the 
party think should happen—with a signal of what the government has done or is likely 
to be able to achieve in terms of actual policy.

The recent mixed foreign policy record of former Prime Minister Abe, who left office 
as, at least by some accounts, Japan’s most ambitious and transformative prime minister 
as it concerns foreign policy, provides some cases-in-point.15 Abe and his allies achieved 
significant reforms of Japan’s national security-relevant institutions and policies, yet a 
comparison of stated ambitions to actual outcomes also reveals significant concessions, to 
Komeito in particular, or examples where they effectively failed to achieve a key initiative 
altogether. This was true despite the LDP’s significant victories in every national election 

14  Public opinion concerning Article Nine revision is notoriously difficult to pin down, and can vary 
depending on the poll, how the question about constitution revision is asked (including whether 
Article Nine is specified), and which approach to revision—among several vastly different possi-
bilities—the questioner or respondent has in mind (e.g., the Komeito’s minimalist approach or the 
LDP’s more radical one), which is often unclear. Various polls released upon the constitution’s seven-
ty-fifth anniversary (May 2022) found differing results. Both Japan’s major left-of-center and right-of 
center newspapers found thin majority (fifty-six or sixty percent, respectively) support for constitu-
tional revision overall. Specific to Article Nine the left-of-center newspaper found fifty-nine percent 
opposed (thirty-three percent in favor). The right-of-center newspaper found a roughly-even split 
(fifty percent in favor; forty-seven percent not) in support for revising Article Nine’s second clause 
concerning “war potential” never being maintained, but that the vast majority of the public (eighty 
percent) wishes to keep Article Nine’s first (“renunciation of war”) clause. 朝日新聞デジタル.「憲
法改正」と「9条改正」に温度差ある世論 論点はさまざま.” May 14, 2022, https://www.asahi.com/
articles/ASQ5F3555Q56UZPS003.html?iref=ogimage_rek; 読売新聞オンライン. “憲法改正「賛成」
６０％、「自衛のための軍隊保持」は４５％…読売世論調査.” May 3, 2022. https://www.yomiuri.
co.jp/election/yoron-chosa/20220502-OYT1T50225/.
15  Liff and Lipscy, “Japan Transformed?” 123-147.



Volume 8 | 2022 [29]

Liff | Party Politics and Foreign Policy in Japan

with Abe at the helm, exceptionally stable cabinets, relatively high public support, and 
widespread elite and public recognition of Japan’s worsening security environment.16

Conclusion

This article has highlighted only two of the diverse and complex political factors that 
shape the vector of Japan’s foreign policy trajectory, with a particular focus on security 
policy. In keeping with this issue’s theme, it focused on how non-LDP political parties 
can shape Japanese leaders’ calculations about how far, and how quickly, to pursue their 
ambitious security agendas. The regional and global security environment is rapidly 
changing and, by most accounts within Japan, it is increasingly foreboding.17  Against 
this backdrop, understanding the role of these parties is of more than just academic 
importance.

While the LDP remains uniquely powerful in contemporary Japanese politics, any anal-
ysis that conflates the LDP and the coalition government or focuses exclusively on LDP 
Diet seat numbers or cabinet support rates for measuring influence and predicting policy 
outcomes is missing much of the politics that shapes Japan’s security policy trajectory. 
Despite the conspicuous disarray among relatively unpopular opposition parties and the 
lack of an obvious threat to the LDP’s status as Japan’s most popular and influential party, 
LDP leaders’ policy ambitions are powerfully constrained by the coalition government, 
the LDP’s reliance on electoral cooperation with Komeito, and lukewarm public support. 
However unlikely at present, an unexpected domestic or international crisis, an unraveling 
of the two-plus-decade LDP-Komeito partnership, and/or a mobilization of anti-LDP 
voters by opposition parties on a highly-politically salient issue (e.g., if the LDP moves 
to gut Article Nine) could cause a major reordering of Japan’s national politics. Even if 
no other political party repeats the DPJ’s 2009 success and wins a single-party majority 
in the Lower House, one only needs to look to the 2000s for an example of a “twisted 
Diet,” when an opposition party controlled the Upper House, or to the 1990s for an 
example of an anti-LDP coalition government. 

This short article has focused narrowly on party politics and national security policy, but 
it is also important to note that the LDP is not a monolith. Its most famous, conserva-
tive, and loudest voices do not always represent the entire party. The LDP has its own 
complex intra-party politics and diverse views among its roughly 370 Diet members 
on both domestic and foreign policy. Furthermore, the LDP and other political parties 
are not diametrically opposed on all major foreign policy issues. The experience of DPJ 
rule from 2009-2012, which saw a left-of-center government pursue a significant secu-
rity policy reform agenda, is just one example of the ways in which the partisan divide 

16  Adam P. Liff. “Japan’s Defense Reforms Under Abe: Assessing Institutional and Policy Change.” In 
The Political Economy of the Abe Government and Abenomics Reforms, Takeo Hoshi and Phillip Y. 
Lipscy, eds., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 479–510.
17  Sheila A. Smith, “Japan’s Military Reforms are Long Overdue,” Room for Debate (New York Times), 
August 20, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/08/18/should-japan-allow-its-mili-
tary-to-fight-in-foreign-wars/japans-military-reforms-are-long-overdue. 
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on foreign policy today is not nearly as stark as it was in previous generations, from 
support for free trade to Japan’s incrementally more ambitious security policy reforms 
in response to a rapidly changing external environment.18 Following the unprovoked 
and ongoing invasion of Ukraine by Russia, which also neighbors Japan, and fears of a 
possible conflict across the Taiwan Strait, the gaps concerning security policy may be 
shrinking even further. Furthermore, the LDP is hardly a monolith, and its most famous, 
conservative, and loudest voices do not necessarily represent the party in its entirety. 
Indeed, the LDP has its own complex intra-party politics and diverse views among its 
roughly 370 Diet members on both domestic and foreign policy. 

This leads to two final takeaways. First, regardless of whether the LDP continues its 
remarkable electoral success, nuanced analysis of inter-party dynamics will continue to 
be essential for understanding, and anticipating changes to, Japan’s foreign policy. Second, 
party politics are just one of several factors that will shape the trajectory. Regardless 
of which political party or parties are in charge of Japan’s government, external vari-
ables ranging from China’s growing power and influence and North Korea’s advancing 
nuclear and missile programs to persistent concerns about U.S. economic and security 
commitments are all but certain to continue playing a central role.
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18  Liff and Lipscy, “Japan Transformed?” 123-147.


