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Abstract 

 

Political parties and interest groups represent two important organized political actors in 

democracies. Much focus has been put on the two, but separately. Yet their interaction also 

represents a vital party of democracy. The research on party-interest group relationships in 

western democracies represents a vital part in understanding how democracies work. 

Research has shown that historically close party-interest group relationships have in many 

cases declined in strength and that parties in many cases employ less formal ties to a wide 

variety of interest groups. Still, scholars find variety both across, and within, countries. 

 

The clear majority of research done on party-interest group relationships has been conducted 

on long-lasting democracies in the West, more specifically Western-Europe. This raises the 

question of whether the same framework, and conclusions, are also valid for long-lasting 

democracies beyond the geographical scope of the West. In this thesis, I present a case study 

of seven parties in Japan – the only Asian country to be included in the ranks of long-lasting 

western democracies. Japan presents an interesting object of study as the country has had a 

one-party dominance hardly seen in any other long-lasting western democracies. Through this 

study, I find that while Japanese parties appear to have relationships with a wide variety of 

interest groups, they are relatively stronger than their western counterparts.  

 

At the same time, certain elements within the Japanese context appear not to immediately 

follow the patterns of the general party population in long-lasting western democracies. 

Rather, there appear to be qualities of the party organization and the party system in Japan 

that indicate there still remains a side to party-interest group relationships in Japan that is left 

uncovered.  
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1.0 Introduction 
 

Research on the relationship between organized interests and political parties has increased in 

the last decade. This has produced new insights that hold great significance for how 

democracies function and how interests are represented in society. Through the research, 

scholars have been able to discern a general pattern of political parties who formerly relied on 

the support from certain sectors of society appear to have widened their constituency to 

encompass various sectors of society. Furthermore, former highly institutionalized party-

interest group relationships seem to have weakened over time (Allern & Verge, 2017:5, Katz 

& Mair 1995). Nevertheless, research has shown that there is significant variation between 

countries, and even within the same country, making it difficult to set forth a truly universal 

trend (e.g. Thomas, 2001; Allern & Bale, 2012, 2017a).  For example, the most 

institutionalized relationships between labour unions and left-of-centre parties developed in 

the United Kingdom, Australia, and the Nordic countries, while in the United States the 

relationship between the labour unions and the Democratic Party has largely been based on 

informal relations (Allern, et al, 2017a:283).  

 

Scholars argue that the long-term development of parties from the mass party of the 1900s to 

catch-all parties, and in some cases cadre parties, has had significant impact on the 

relationship between interest groups and political parties (see Kats and Mair, 1995). Through 

long-term party development, aided by the growing importance of state subsidy to political 

parties, parties are believed to move further away from civil society and closer to the state 

(Katz & Mair, 1995:23). Possibly even going so far as to become synonymous with the state 

apparatus itself, rather than as a pure independent political actor (Katz & Mair, 1995:23). 

Other structural factors, such as states being more pluralistic or corporatist, can hold 

significance for how parties and interest groups interact, and between whom (Thomas, 2017). 

The topic of party-interest group relationships is highly multidimensional, which generates 

many different angles of research. Still, inferences from the research on long-lasting western 

democracies are generally assumed to be valid for the whole population of mature 

democracies. The conclusions include results where parties show weaker — i.e. less formal 

and more informal ties —to a wide range of interest groups (e.g. Allern, 2013; Allern & Bale, 

2012, 2017a; Allern & Verge, 2017; Rasmuss & Lindeboom 2013).  
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However, as with many fields within political science the research is nonetheless primarily 

based on long-lasting democracies in the West (see Wilson & Knutsen, 2020). In the case of 

party-interest group relationships the emphasis has particularly been on Western-Europe (e.g. 

Allern & Verge, 2017:3; see also Allern & Bale, 2012, 2017; Poguntke et al 2016; Katz & 

Mair, 1995).  While most nations that can be classified as a long-lasting western democracy 

indeed are found in the West, one of the notable exceptions is Japan. The country was 

democratized after the Second World War and while it shares many qualities with its 

counterparts found in the West, Japan’s political history makes the country stand out beyond 

just being the only long-lasting democracy in Asia. This also brings out questions concerning 

party-interest group relationships in Japan. 

 

1.1 Research Question and Aim of Thesis 

Japan has seen remarkable stability of a one-party dominance in an otherwise multiparty 

system as the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has, except for a total of four years, nearly 

continuously been in government since its establishment in 1955. While other long-lasting 

western democracies too can present long periods of one party continuously being in 

government, none can quite rival the LDP’s track record. Japan is a country that has the 

characteristics of a partial corporatist system, taking the form of what is known as the “iron 

triangle” cooperation between (de facto) the LDP, the bureaucracy, and the peak interest 

groups (Stockwin, 2018:138; Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:134-5). At the same time, the 

labour movement is notoriously absent from such policy-forming cooperation (See Hrebenar, 

2001; Miura. 2011; Hamamoto, 2012). Historically, party-interest group relationships in 

Japan manifested around the same political cleavage that divided the political parties from 

1955 and on (Hamamoto, 2012:65; Schoppa, 2011b:17-9). The dominating party, the Liberal 

Democratic Party, has traditionally been allied with the business sector, the agricultural lobby, 

and the construction sector – all reliant on public subsidy (Hamamoto, 2012:65; Schoppa, 

2011b:45). The largest opposition party up until the 1990s, the Japan Socialist Party, has 

traditionally been allied with the labour movement, something that one of its “successors,” the 

Democratic Party of Japan largely continued with (Schoppa, 2011b:19-22; Miura, 2011:183-

4). Other party-interest group constellations have since then been formed, such as between the 

Clean Government Party which was established by the Buddhistic new religious group Souka 

Gakkai in the 1980s (Itoh, 2015:148,165). 
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Scholars of Japanese politics argue that the electoral reform in the 1990s has had a significant 

impact in such a way that the fundaments which sustained the 1955-system are no longer 

functioning in the same way (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011; Kohno, 1997). Yet, they still remain 

and, while perhaps changed, elements of the party organizations such as the Policy Research 

Committee, factions, and Koenkai are very much alive and kicking. Japan also sports 

numerous interest groups, from the rural agricultural co-ops, to employers’ organizations, and 

the business sector centred in the heart of Tokyo. 

 

While the novel study of contributions to eight political science journals by Wilson and 

Knutsen (2020:9) shows that Japan is the second most mentioned non-western country, 

tallying a total 1,3 percent of all contributions, it still falls greatly behind the western 

countries — such as the United States or United Kingdom. Furthermore, contributions on 

Japanese parties or interest groups remain just a small part of the grand total (Wilson & 

Knutsen, 2020:14ft1). Thus, given the relatively limited knowledge of what the current party-

interest group relationships look like in Japan today, we also don’t know if the conceptual 

framework developed from party-interest group research in the West accurately fits the 

Japanese cases. While the conceptual framework is developed in such a way that it can be 

used in a comparative context, it has its roots in historical cases commonly from European 

democracies. To what degree then, can this be used beyond the scope of European 

democracies and has something been lost in “translation” from one context to the other? To 

remedy this, I ask:  

 

1) Through identifying the characteristics of political parties’ relationships to 

interest groups today, in terms of strength and range of ties, do they conform to 

the patterns we see in the research on long-lasting democracies in the West?  

2) Moreover, does the conceptual framework used in the research accurately cover 

their connections? 

 

This thesis relies primarily on data from the Party–Interest Group Relationships in 

Contemporary Democracies (PAIRDEM) project, a cross-sectional study across long-lasting 

western democracies. Additionally, further empirical data from existing literature and official 

documents from ministries and parties will also be included. The PAIRDEM-data includes 

seven Japanese parties, both minor and major. These being the Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP), The Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), The Social Democratic Party of Japan (SDPJ), 
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the Clean Government Party (KM/Komeito), the Japanese Communist Party (JCP), The 

People’s Life First Party (PLFP), and the Party for Future Generation (PFG). It is these seven 

parties and their relationship to a total of eleven interest group categories that this thesis 

focuses on. This thesis will not be a discussion of what defines a western democracy and will 

instead base itself on the definition as formulated by the PAIRDEM-project, where long-

lasting democracies are defined as “the countries that were democratized for the first time 

before or in the 1940s and have been continuously democratic since then” (Allern, Hansen, 

Røed & Rødland, 2020b:1).  

 

This thesis uses Japanese terms and abbreviations of parties and a full list of these, party 

names and interest group categories, can be found in the appendix. Japanese names are 

presented as they normally would in Japan with the last name first, and the given name 

second. 

 

1.2 Political Parties and Interest Groups 

While interest groups and political parties may appear as two entirely different entities, they 

do share several traits. Mainly that they represent the interests of their members and 

constituency and attempt to influence public policy on their behalf. That the two share traits 

are by no means strange, as interest groups have often been the starting point for parties. In 

particular, the labour parties are known to have emerged from labour unions and share similar 

fundamental characteristics (Allern & Bale, 2012:8, Thomas 2001). Parties and interest 

groups may also share long-term goals and live in long-lasting mutually dependent 

relationships; however, only the political party stands for elections to change the public policy 

from within the government (Allern & Bale, 2012:8; Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:264; 

Thomas, 2001:5). Parties act as gatekeepers into the arena of politics where interest groups 

attempt to influence public policy from “outside” (Allern & Bale, 2012:8). Parties can be 

differentiated along several dimensions such as ideology, voter profile, organizational 

structure, and origin (Allern, 2010:17). Political parties can thus be defined as “any political 

group identified by an official label that presents at election, and is capable of placing through 

elections (free or non-free), candidates for public office” (Sartori 1976:63). While similar to 

interest groups, the parties’ role in civil society revolves around their role in territorially based 

elections, where they, if successful, can form a government and hold monopoly over who 

inhabits which positions (Allern 2010:17-8).  
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On the other hand, interest groups aim to influence public policy, but without producing 

candidates for political elections; however, they may endorse candidates from parties they 

support (Yoho 1998:234; Allern & Bale, 2012:8; Beyers et al., 2008:1106). I opt for an 

understanding that interest groups are found within civil society, consequently I understand 

interest groups to be non-governmental. Public institutions are thus excluded, but their 

associations may be included (Allern et al., 2014-2020). For example, a public university 

cannot be defined as an interest group, but the associations representing the interest of 

universities can, given they also fulfil the other criteria (Beyers et al., 2008:1108-9). It is 

worth noting that different researchers may use different definitions and thus vary from study 

to study (Chalmers et al., 2020). For interest groups, another important characteristics is that 

they are organized, thus differentiating them from other similar groups, but who lack the 

organizational aspect, such as latent social groupings, a gathering of unorganized individuals, 

or other groups (Allern & Bale, 2012:9-10; Beyers et al, 2008:1106). The same is to be said 

about social movements which are also a gathering of interests, however, they are not 

organized formally (Yoho 1998:233; Beyers et al, 2008:1106).  Furthermore, I opt to exclude 

entities such as professional consultancies and self-employed consultants from this, as my 

main interest lies in the relationship, cultivated over a time period, between parties and 

interest groups.  

 

Interest groups can thus be defined to be an organization made up of individuals, or 

organizations, that is formally organized and non-governmental, which, based on one or more 

shared concerns, aim to influence public policy without standing for elections (Rasmussen & 

Lindeboom, 2012:264; Yoho 1998:238, n1). This coincides well with the definition used for 

the PAIRDEM-data (Allern et al., 2014-2020). There are several definitions out there for both 

political parties and interest groups and some describe them even more similarly than 

presented here. While both represent interests in some form, one of the major differences is 

that only political parties stand in elections and, due to this, need to be able to adequately 

represent a wide variety of interests, while interest groups usually have a more narrow scope 

(Allern & Bale, 2012:10; Beyers et al, 2008:1108). 

 

1.3 Outline 

In Chapter two I will go through background information on the Japanese context, such as the 

party system, interest group population and other relevant information. Chapter three is a 
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research overview which starts with laying out literature that has constituted the base for 

research on party-interest group relationships. Following this is an overview of empirical 

studies on party-interest group relationships in mature democracies before the chapter turns to 

Japan and what the literature can tell us about the party-interest group relationships that we 

find there. 

 

In Chapter four I present the framework of the thesis consisting of the concept of party-

interest group relationships, a run through of the different “faces” of party organization and 

the expectations of this thesis based of the broader party-interest group literature. Chapter five 

presents the method of this thesis, and includes an overview of the political parties included 

the PAIRDEM-survey, in addition to how they have developed since the survey launch. The 

chapter also includes operationalization of strength of ties and how I determine organizational 

connection between parties and interest groups. Chapter six is an empirical analysis of the 

Japanese parties included, first the Central Party Organization, and then the Parliamentary 

Party Group before comparing it to the general tendency of parties in long-lasting western 

democracies.  

 

Chapter seven consists of additional empirical information on party organization in Japan and 

lays the ground for the discussion that follows. In Chapter eight, I begin with establishing the 

result of the empirical analysis and what this means for the expectations made in Chapter 

four. Following that I will discuss the empirical information has told us so far. In Chapter 

nine, and the final chapter of this thesis, I summarize my findings and what this mean for the 

broader literature. Here I also consider if this thesis has been able to fulfil what it aimed to do.  
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2.0 Japan: Political Institutions, Parties and 

Interest groups 
 

This chapter aims to give readers an introduction to important background information about 

the Japanese system, including which parties are elected to the national Diet, how elections 

are conducted, and information on relevant interest groups. In addition to historical context, 

and that is where we begin, at the onset of the modernization of Japan. 

For 214 years Japan was a closed country, known in Japanese as Sakoku, until the American 

Commodore Matthew C. Perry forced Japan to open its borders in 1853. Shortly following the 

opening of the country, Japan began to adopt various western traditions and the power was 

reinstated to the emperor from the military ruler, the Shogun, and Japan went through what is 

known as the Meiji-restoration (1868). In 1889 the Emperor Meiji by his power as the 

sovereign of the Empire of Japan handed down the Meiji-constitution, and a bicameral 

assembly was established with inspiration from Europe and parties subsequently began to 

emerge (Neary, 2019:9-12). While it was on the surface reminiscent of a democracy, the state 

still intervened and controlled great parts of the electoral process – including through 

assassinations of leading liberal leaders and oppression parties (Neary, 2019:13-18). By 1940 

the prime minister and the military forced parties to assimilate into The Imperial Rule 

Assistance Association, an attempt to gather all parties into one great mass-party (Neary, 

2019:22). After the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the Empire of Japan was at war. While I 

will not delve further into details concerning the war itself, it is worth noting that Japan’s role 

in it is the cause of rifts in both domestic and international politics to this day.  

Following the Empire of Japan’s surrender, the country was occupied by American forces 

until 1952. A new constitution was created and amended in 1947, which reduced the Empire 

of Japan to the State of Japan, the emperor to the symbol of the state and shifting the power of 

government to the people (Neary, 2019:30). The new constitution secured basic human rights 

to the people, such as the right to organize and universal suffrage, in addition to the 

demilitarization of Japan through article 9 of the constitution — the peace clause (Neary, 

2019:31). The post-war election, and the first election after introducing universal suffrage, 

was held in April 1946. The 1946 election used a Large District System, a one-time-only use, 

where between two and fourteen candidates were elected based on the size of the district 
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(Neary, 2019:34). The parties who stood for election were either continuations of parties, or 

factions within the parties that existed prior to the second world war (Neary, 2019:34). 

 

2.1 Parliamentary Government and Executive System 

Japan is a parliamentary democracy with the emperor as the symbolic head of state. The 

executive power lies with the prime minister and cabinet, which is derived from the party, or 

parties, who have a majority in the Diet. The National Diet (Kokkai, 国会) is the bicameral 

legislature of Japan and consist of the upper house, the House of Councillors (Sangi’in, 参議

院) with 245 seats; and the lower house, the House of Representatives (Shuugi’in, 衆議院) 

with 465 seats (“Diet”, 2016; Sangiin, 2020; Shuugiin 2020). The lower house is generally 

viewed as the more powerful of the two, being able to push through bills and decisions on the 

budget, as well as in the selection of the prime minister in cases of stalemate and/or rejection 

by the upper house (“Diet”, 2016). The lower house can be dissolved by the cabinet through 

the emperor before the mandate has expired, while the upper house cannot be dissolved 

(“Diet”, 2016). Japan has, since the 1994 electoral reform, used a mixed electoral system, 

which combines a single-member district tier and a proportional representation tier (Hrebenar 

& Itoh, 2015:1-2; Christensen, 2015:35). Prior to this, the election system was based on the 

Single Non-Transferable Vote (SNTV) system in multi-member districts between 1947 and 

1994 (Kohno, 1997:46; See also Christensen, 2015). For the upper house, mandates last for 

six years, and the elections are staggered, meaning that half the seats are up for election every 

three years. For the lower house, elections are conducted every four years, unless dissolved 

before that time, independently of the election cycle of the upper house (“Diet”, 2016).  

 

2.2 Parties and Party System  

Three main parties emerged within the first half of November 1945: The Japan Socialist 

Party, the Japan Liberal Party, and the Japan Progressive Party (later the Democratic Party), 

in addition to two minor parties: The Japanese Communist Party and the National 

Cooperation Party (Kohno, 1997:35-9,43). In the beginning, the Progressives were coined to 

win the election, but in large due to the American forces purging political leaders believed 

responsible for the war (260 out of 274 initial members of the Progressives were disqualified 

from running), the Liberals came out as winners of the election (Kohno, 1997:37). By March 
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1947, a new electoral reform was negotiated and SNTV with medium-sized districts (3 to 5 

candidates) was implemented (Kohno, 1997:43).  

The general divide at this time was concentrated on an economical dimension related to the 

governments intervention in the post-war years, a split which could be seen between the 

conservative parties on the right-wing, the Liberals and Democrats; and the socialist parties, 

the National-Cooperativists, Socialist and the Communist, on the left-wing (Kohno, 

1997:53,67). Five out of the nine governments between 1946 and 1955 were led by, or 

consisted only of, the Liberals (Kohno, 1997:50).  

By 1949, although the parties remained in their respective “place” on the left-right scale, the 

political cleavage between the two sides began to reflect a foreign policy dimension, namely 

on the preferred degree of “diplomatic closeness” to the United States (Kohno, 1997:65). Due 

to this, a divide within the Socialists appeared, particularly due to disagreements on the Treaty 

of San Francisco and the Japan-US security treaty, causing the party to split in 1951 into the 

Right Socialists and Left Socialists (Kohno, 1997:65). Ultimately, in an effort to topple the 

other side, the Right Socialist and Left Socialist merged back together after the 1955 election 

(Kohno, 1997:78-81). The possibility of a Socialist reunion gave the two conservative parties 

some momentum to consider their own position as they had already discussed, and rejected, a 

possible merger between the Liberals and the Democrats (Kohno, 1997:69-70). However, a 

merged Socialist party would surpass the Liberals in terms of seats (Kohno, 1997:84-85). The 

Liberals Party Secretary took, despite protests from the party leader, initiative to create a 

dialogue between the two parties (Kohno, 1997:84). Although by no means a smooth process, 

the two parties merged into the Liberal Democratic Party in 1955 (See Kohno, 1997 for more 

details).  

As a result, the 1955-system had three primary parties from the outset: The Japan Socialist 

Party (JSP), the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the minor Japanese Communist Party 

(JCP). While many believed this would lead to a functioning two-party system, it resulted in 

the dominance of the LDP and a “one-and-one-half party system” — a dominance which has 

hardly been seen elsewhere among the world’s long-lasting democracies (Hrebenar & Itoh, 

2015:5). Certainly, long periods of one-party dominance have been seen in other western 

democracies too, such as Sweden, but most western democracies are characterized by 

frequent changes in government. Simultaneously, Japan has a fragmented and weak 

opposition. The time period of pure LDP dominance before the electoral reform in 1994, is 
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often referred to as the 1955-system, and I opt to call the following era the 1994-system to 

differentiate (Schoppa, 2011b:4). 

The Liberal Democratic Party has been the dominant party since its founding in 1955, only 

being in opposition on two occasions, for one year in 1993 and from 2009 to 2012 (Nakamura 

& Hrebenar, 2015:118). Ideologically, the LDP is a conservative right-wing party, but it’s 

also made up of a wide span of politicians going from moderate centrist to nationalistic far-

rights (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:15). This span also helps explain how adaptive the party has 

been in responding to changing concerns in order to maximize their support (Krauss & 

Pekkanen, 2011:15). Instead of adhering to a strict set of conservative principles, the LDP has 

been deftly responding by changing or introducing policies in accordance with changing 

winds in the overall populace as well as to political issues brought forth by the opposition — 

a largely successful strategy (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:15). LDP governed without a 

coalition partner until the 1980s when it entered government with other minor conservative 

parties, many of which have since dissolved (Neary, 2019:65).  

 

Since 2012 the LDP has been in government with the Clean Government Party (Komeito), a 

centrist party founded by the Souka Gakkai (創価学会), a new religious lay Buddhist sect 

(Itoh, 2015:148). It is the only party in Japan that has its origin in a religious organization and 

is known as a centrist party (Itoh, 2015:148). Komeito has been a stable partner for the LDP 

since 1999; despite not necessarily seeing eye to eye on all political matters (Itoh, 2015:148-

9). In fact, the Komeito originally based its ideology on pacifism and denounced the LDP’s 

ambition of a militarized Japan (Itoh, 2015:158-9). Prior to entering a coalition with the LDP, 

the Komeito’s ideology was closer to the JSP than the LDP (Itoh, 2015:159). Yet, once in a 

coalition with the LDP, the party abandoned its clear pacifist stance, supporting policies on 

employing the Self Defence Force to overseas missions and rarely criticizing the LDP on its 

build-up of military forces (Itoh, 2015:160).  

 

Turning to the opposition, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) was viewed as the main 

opposition party after its “ancestor,” the left-wings Japan Socialist Party (JSP, 1945- 1996) 

collapsed. The party was in government between 2009-2012 (NHK, n.d.; Stockwin, 

2018:142). The DPJ is nonetheless further to the right than the Socialists and is largely a 

centre to centre-left social liberal party. The DPJ has since gone through several changes and 

mergers and is now the Constitutional Democratic Party, mainly a centre to centre-left party 
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(Stockwin, 2018:142; Kuronuma, 2020). Another descendant of the Socialists is the Social 

Democratic Party of Japan (SDPJ), largely seen as the “new” JSP, and currently holds only 

four seats, two in each chamber (NHK, n.d.). The Japanese Communist Party (JCP) who has 

consistent, yet minor, results throughout the years ranging around twenty or so seats in total, 

has remained largely unchanged as a clear left-wing party in a system with a dominant 

conservative right-wing (NHK.n.d., Stockwin, 2018:142). Other notable parties include the 

right-wing Innovation Party and the conservative Party of Hope, in addition to a handful of 

minor parties and a few independent diet members (Stockwin, 2018:142; Shuugiiin, 2020; 

Sangiin, 2020; NHK, n.d.).  

 

In many regards, since the fall of the Socialists, Japan has gone from a left-right party 

competition to a centre-left versus centre-right party competition (Stockwin, 2018:142). The 

Democratic parties are now closer to the centre than the JSP was, and the Komeito-LDP 

coalition is mainly a centre to centre-right coalition, even if there are certain elements within 

the LDP which positions them even further right (Hrebenar, 2015:192). The remaining “pure” 

left-wing party, the JCP, is considered too far away from the median voter to be seen as a 

viable alternative and most of the various minor right-wing parties are too small to even 

constitute any real competition in the national political arena (Stockwin, 2018:142). Although 

the overall political system is characterized by a remarkable stability, it has been common for 

new parties to emerge. In most cases new parties are the result of parliamentarians being 

unhappy with the policy choices of one of the major parties and thus splitting from it 

(Hrebenar, 2015:192). However, many of these parties have been short lived and often find 

themselves returning to their original party after some time has passed (Lansford, 2019:810-

14).  

 

2.3 Party Organization 

In general, Japanese parties are elite led, decisions are made in a top-down fashion, even if the 

party congress is the official supreme party organ, and party membership figures are overall 

low (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:11; Köllner, 2015:83). The parties are highly centralized and 

mostly organized at the top and physically around Kasumigaseki – the heart of Japanese 

politics in central Tokyo (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:11). However, not all parties are purely elite 

led. The Japanese Communist Party is a party where the party congress is the superior organ, 

and readers familiar with a western party structure may see resemblances to that of the JCP 
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(The Japanese Communist Party, 2020). Nevertheless, common for all Japanese parties, while 

the scope may vary some, are Policy Research Divisions. In general, it is common that the 

Diet members (MP) are the members of the party’s Policy Research Committees, a point 

which will be further discussed later in this thesis.  

 

Within parties there also exists rivalling factions, and the ideological span between them may 

vary. Factions are in general not based on pure ideological differences but largely based 

around who founded or who currently lead each faction (Neary, 2019:62). Particularly this is 

commonly seen in the LDP but also found within other large parties such as the Democratic 

Party of Japan and formerly in the JCP (Neary, 2019:62). Factions are usually headed by a 

senior party member who aims to become prime minister. In exchange for MPs supporting the 

faction leader for future party president elections, the MPs can gain both funds for election 

and possibly future ministerial positions (Neary, 2019:62). While not officially a party 

organization, they are nonetheless institutionalized to the point where factions are commonly 

discussed and recognized in the media. The current CDP has a more ambivalent relationship 

to factions, stemming from their days as DPJ, where factions existed, but was seldom talked 

about (Hyde, 2009:62-3; “Senior Japan Opposition Lawmaker Raps LDP”, 2020). 

 

In Japanese politics, Koenkai is a highly common sight. The Koenkai is non-party, social 

organizations made up of members of a politician’s constituency, which are most commonly, 

but not limited to, the LDP and DPJ (Umeda, 2019:13; Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:10-1). These 

personal support groups are usually handed down to a son, family member, or otherwise 

designated heir, from an older politician's Koenkai and constituency (Neary, 2019:61; Krauss 

& Pekkanen, 2011:78-9). Japanese politics is known to have several elite political families 

and the notion of “inheriting” one’s seat is common, particularly in the LDP (Umeda, 

2019:19). While the Koenkai is not a part of the party organization per se, they are highly 

institutionalized (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:32).  

 

2.4 Interest Groups in Japan 

The industrial revolution that occurred after the Meiji-restoration in 1868 also transformed the 

civil society. Hence, similar to the development of parties, various civil society groups began 

to emerge following the modernization of Japan. Although initially few in numbers, 

organizations such as the Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry was founded in 1878 and 
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what can best be classified as the beginning of a labour movement could be observed, but 

most groups emerged thirty or so years later (Neary, 2019:149). The 1910s and 1920s saw the 

rise of civil rights groups, such as the female suffragette group, the Bluestocking Society, and 

the Zenkoku Suiheisha for descendants of the Burakumin, a social minority (Nolte, 1986). 

Formally, the first labour unions were established around 1920, but already by the mid-1930s 

the unions were forced to dissolve and organize in the state-controlled Industrial Association 

for Serving the Nation (Benson, 2008:1). This was not limited to unions alone, and through 

several laws enacted in the pre-war years and during the war, such as the Peace Preservation 

Law of 1925, the rights to organize and freedom of speech were heavily restricted (Mitchell, 

1973; Kishimoto, 1951; Neary, 2019:17).  

 

During the American occupation these laws were lifted, and citizens were given the rights to 

organize and freedom of speech through the constitution of 1947, as described earlier in this 

chapter. Due to the inevitable vacuum of civil society organization, many were established 

top down by the Japanese bureaucracy following the occupation, such as the commissioned 

Postmasters and Agricultural cooperatives (Maclachlan, 2014:434-5).  This was during a time 

where the bureaucracy was expanding their control over the economy and society 

(Maclachlan, 2014:434-5). The labour movement’s re-development, on the other hand, 

occurred more spontaneously and independently, and was built around the individual 

companies in contrast to the pre-war years when they were largely industrial unions (Neary, 

2019:150; Maclachlan, 2014:436). Following the end of the Second World War, interest 

groups rapidly developed and numerous organizations have popped up on several levels of 

society. Still the political arena in Japan is in general dominated by large, nation-covering 

interest groups (Pekkanen, 2006:178; Hrebenar, 2001:159). What follows below is a list of 

groups and sectors commonly regarded as being the most essential in the political arena – 

although there exist groups beyond this list. 

 

The Business Sector and companies 

Among the many different sectors, the business sector’s peak interest groups dominate the 

political arena, in particular Nippon Keizai Dantai Rengo Kai, shortened to Keidanren (Japan 

Business Federation). Keidanren is arguably the strongest and represents over 1000 major 

corporations and just over 100 industrial associations (Hrebenar, 2001:159, Keidanren, 2020; 

Neary, 2019:150). Keidanren’s chairman is regarded as a spokesman for the entire business 

sector in Japan and is treated as such by foreign representatives, the bureaucracy, and 
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politicians alike (Hrebenar, 2001:159). Not surprisingly, Keidanren is credited to have 

contributed greatly to several policy changes, including Free Trade Agreements and the 

current LDP government’s high-profile technological blueprint project “Society 5.0” 

(Hrebenar, 2001:167; Keidanren, 2020). They have been closely connected to the LDP and its 

senior politicians through the years and Keidanren is nearly automatically a member of high-

profile committees, many of which the group themselves have suggested the LDP establish 

(Hrebenar, 2001:167; Keidanren, 2020; See also Yoshimatsu 2007, 1998; Scheiner et al 

2013). 

 

If the Keidanren can be said to be the first tier of peak business interest groups, we find the 

Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry (JCCI/Nissho) along with the Keizai Doyukai 

(Japan Associations of Corporate Executives) at the second tier (Hrebenar, 2001:159; Neary, 

2019:148-49). JCCI represents the ten thousand or so local businesses while the Doyukai 

write that they represent the top executives of some 1000 corporations (Doyukai, 2019: JCCI, 

n.d). Besides these, there exist business organizations that are derived from the old Zaibatsu 

companies such as Mitsubishi, Mitsui, and Sumitomo and others who are based around banks 

or other large corporations such as Toyota (Hrebenar, 2001:160). On the third tier, and the 

tiers below, we find organizations specialized around certain parts of the industry, including 

Japan Eraser Manufacturers Association, Japan Gas Lighter Association, and more (Hrebenar, 

2001:160). 

 

The Labour Unions 

There exist more than 20 000 local Labour unions in Japan and these are organized around 

individual companies or public agencies, and mainly include permanent workers (Levine, 

2020; MHLW, 2019). Consequently, the size of the company or agency has mattered for the 

relative strength of unions, and in many cases the separate unions have preferred to gather in a 

federation (Levine, 2020; Hrebenar, 2001:160; Neary, 2019:150). The Rengo (Zen Nihon 

Rodou Kumiai Rengo Kai, Japanese Trade Union Confederation), which boasts just under 7 

million members out of Japan’s total of 10 million organized workers, is the most influential 

and is considered the peak interest group in the Japanese labour movement (Neary, 2019:150, 

MHLW, 2019). Rengo in itself is made up of other former labour federations, namely the 

Sohyo, the former labour federation for public sector workers, and the Doumei, a former 

labour federation for private sector workers (Neary, 2019:150).  
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Nevertheless, the unions did not have such stable support from the political side at the outset 

of their creation (Hrebenar, 2001:160). For while their founding was initially encouraged 

during the immediate years of the American occupation, they were later suppressed in the 

name of anti-communism, thus finding it difficult to gain sure ground (Hrebenar, 2001:160; 

Neary, 2019:41). Still, the labour movement was routinely included in government decision 

making processes up until the 1990s before being marginalized, especially by former Prime 

Minister Koizumi Junichiro (Miura, 2011:177). However, labour unions were never 

completely excluded, yet not entirely included either, in high-level councils. Rather the 

conservative government did not invite representatives by routine, but whenever it was 

politically advantageous to do so and often in less important council meetings (Miura, 

2011:197-8; Neary, 2019:152).  

 

The Agricultural Lobby 

Moving away from the pure business and labour oriented major interest groups, we find the 

membership heavy agricultural lobby, or the Nokyo (Hrebenar, 2001:160; Machlachan, 

2011:130). The agricultural lobby is represented by its two peak groups, the Zen-noh 

(National Federation of Agricultural Co-operative Associations) and JA-Zenchu (Central 

Union of Agricultural Cooperatives), who collectively have around 10 million members 

(Hrebenar, 2001:160; JA-Zenchu, n.d; Zen-noh, n.d; Maclachlan, 2014:435; Neary, 

2019:155). The Nokyo is known for its ability in gathering great amounts of votes for the 

party/parties they support (Maclachlan, 2014:438). Due to their prominent positions, leaders 

of the Nokyo in the rural farming community hold a great deal of influence over its members 

as “opinion leaders” (Maclachlan, 2014:438).  

 

Professional Groups 

Professional groups also constitute a great part of the interest groups sphere. This includes, 

but not limited to, organizations such as the Japan Medical Associations, Japan Dentist 

Associations and the Postmasters organization. The Association of Commissioned 

Postmasters (Tokutei yubinkyokucho), an organization who enjoyed subsidized rent in 

addition to other privileges and were originally founded by the bureaucracy, established their 

main lobbying group the National Association of Commissioned Postmasters or Zentoku 

(Zenkoku tokutei yuubinkyokuchoukai) and later the Taiju no kai for all retired postmasters 

(Machlachan, 2011:130). While the postmasters’ numbers tallied at 19 000, their position in 

virtually all local communities ensured their influence in the community, in addition to the 
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position in most cases being hereditary (Machlachan, 2014:439). The Japan Medical 

Association has just over 170 000 reported members, and the Japan Dental Association report 

having around 64 000 members (Japan Medical Association, 2019; Japan Dental Association, 

2020).  

 

Other notable groups 

Japan’s civil society is diverse, and a full detailed run through of them all would make for an 

entirely different thesis. Other than the abovementioned group categories, I will quickly 

mention some other groups of essence. Environmental groups exist but are in Japan generally 

small in size compared to their western counterparts and have had difficulties establishing 

themselves on the national level (Hrebenar, 2001:161). The environmental movement in 

Japan is primarily focused on issues at the local level, and little is seen on the national level 

(Pekkanen, 2006:166-7; Hrebenar, 2001:161; see also Foljanty-Jost, 2005, Mori, 2012). 

Religious groups in Japan are in general very few, but groups such as the Souka Gakkai have 

a high membership rate, sitting comfortably at around 2.5 million (Pekkanen, 2006:30, 

Tsujinaka & Pekkanen, 2007:425). Souka Gakkai, as mentioned, is the mother organization of 

the Clean Government Party, and brings in both votes for the sitting administration, but also 

complaints that the state and church are mixing as a result (Itoh, 2015:151, 167). 

Humanitarian groups in Japan became even more widespread after the triple disaster of 2011, 

and many humanitarian organizations had their budget greatly increased after this (Pekkanen, 

2015:9). Still, they remain minor in comparison to humanitarian organizations abroad (see 

Pekkanen, 2015). Other groups include, but are not limited to, consumer rights groups such as 

the Shufuren (Japan Housewives Associations), and human rights groups such as the 

Burakumin Liberation League — which in 2016 managed to push through a law to abolish 

discrimination against Burakumin, though with mixed results. (Hrebenar, 2001:161, Osaki, 

2016). 

 

2.5 Bureaucracy and Public Policy Making 

The Japanese bureaucracy has long been considered an influential entity within Japanese 

society and political system. It has attracted highly educated young workers from some of 

Japan’s top universities and colleges for decades (Kohno, 1997:3; Hrebenar, 2001:162). 

During the occupation years it was generally seen to hold significant control over the country 

while the politicians scrambled to organize (Kohno, 1997:3; Hrebenar, 2001:162). In general, 
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it is common for bureaucrats to remain within one ministry throughout their career (Neary, 

2019:123). The ministries largely mirror the state sectors we find in other western 

democracies and is currently numbered at eleven, after the Defence Agency was upgraded to 

the Ministry of Defence in 2007 (Neary, 2019:114). The role of the bureaucracy in rebuilding 

Japan after World War II has been significant, which in turn has had an impact on their 

standing vis-à-vis the elected cabinet (see Hrebenar, 2001).  

 

The Japanese bureaucracy, as mentioned earlier, established organizations which would later 

develop their own independent interest group association, such as the Postmasters and 

Agricultural cooperatives (Maclachlan, 2014:435). For most of the 1955-system, the 

bureaucracy was praised for the successful rebuilding of the Japanese society, which in turn 

led to the economic boom (Neary, 2019:113). However, it is argued that the bureaucracy has 

failed to adapt to the changing times with the burst of the economic bubble in the 1990s and 

remains unable to remedy the economic stagnation that is currently occurring (Neary, 

2019:113). A 1997 report by the Prime Minister’s Office described the government at large 

had become “extremely large and rigid” and was overdue for a change (Neary, 2019:114). 

Thus, administrative reform is a constant political issue, to the point that the conservative 

government has had a minister in charge of administrative reform since it gained power in 

2012 (Prime Minister’s Office of Japan, 2014). Although this criticism is not limited to the 

conservative government, and the previous democratic government (2009-2012) was equally 

ardent in its critique, but less able to put through reforms (Neary, 2019:129-30). 

 

The main arena for policy formation has been believed to lie with the bureaucracy in a 

tripartite cooperation, commonly referred to as the “iron triangle,” with the government (de-

facto the LDP) and peak interest groups (Stockwin, 2018:138; Nakamura & Hrebenar, 

2015:134-5). The public policy making usually happens within advisory councils known as 

Shingikai, which was established by the American occupational forces (Neary, 2019:126-7). 

These advisory councils are diverse and numerous, some are focused on the fair application of 

laws, examining specialist reports, while others plan long term policy recommendations, 

although they are not limited to doing just one action (Neary, 2019:126). The advisory 

councils thus act as arenas for gathering relevant actors when working, but are controlled by 

the bureaucracy who usually provide working materials (Neary, 2019:126-7). Hence, many 

scholars have referred to the policymaking as being “bureaucracy-dominant,” although this 

view also has its contenders (Kohno, 1997:23). Due to the dominance of the LDP, a 
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significant amount of public policy has also originated from within the party and their policy 

research committees (Neary, 2019:64).  

 

2.6 Summary 

In this chapter, I have gone through some historical and basic information on political 

institutions, parties, and interest groups. Parties, similar to interest groups, began to take form 

shortly after the country opened up in 1853. The party system as we know it would still not 

form until 1955. Since then, Japan has seen remarkable stability and one-party dominance, 

which lasted well into the 1990s. The 1994 electoral reform nonetheless changed the rules of 

the game. The Liberal Democratic Party lost its government position in 2009 to its principal 

opposition party, but regained power in 2012 and has since remained in government. This 

thesis covers both minor and major parties as they were reflected at the time of the survey in 

2016, and a detailed overview of these can be found in section 5.2. When it comes to the 

interest group population in Japan, it is varied but dominated by large peak groups from a 

handful of sectors, particularly the business/economic sector. Other groups, such as 

environmental groups, are mainly oriented towards local pollution problems. 

 

In the next chapter, I turn to the broader literature and research on party-interest group 

relationships, such as literature on party evolution and cross-national studies on parties and 

interest groups. In the second half, we turn back to Japan once more to consider what we 

already know about party-interest group relationships today and what this means for the 

further study of them.  

  



 19 

3.0 Research and the Current State of 

Affairs 
 

Much of the literature on party-interest group relationships has been focused on mature 

democracies in the world. Furthermore, long-lasting democracies in the West have been at the 

centre of these studies. That in itself is not surprising, given that most of the long-lasting 

democracies are indeed found in the western part of the world, but it does raise the question if 

the research carries with it a western bias. Moreover, this is not limited to the research on 

party-interest group relationships either. A novel study of eight major political science 

journals stretching over a century worth of contributions, sees an overwhelming domination 

of the West, more specifically Western Europe and North America (Wilson & Knutsen, 

2020). The high number of contributions on Western Europe and North America in 

comparison with East/South Asia, or any other geographical location for that matter, then 

makes it uncertain to what extent the research is valid for non-western countries (Wilson & 

Knutsen, 2020:8). While the study does not exclude there being relevant academic 

contributions beyond the ones found in these eight journals, it goes to show that we know 

perhaps less than we should of countries beyond those found in the West.  

 

This thesis then aims to close this gap. In order to do this, I will in this chapter begin with 

covering the broader research on party-interest group relationships. I will go through literature 

on how party-interest group relationships have developed over time and how this has 

impacted how the state of relations are now, as much of the existing research is based on the 

theory of long-term party development. Following this, I will turn to empirical studies on 

contemporary party-group relationships. Finally, I will present what the literature tells us 

about party-interest group relationships in Japan today. 

 

3.1 Long term Party Development and Party-Interest 

Group Relationships 

Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan (1967) famously formulated a theory of how the 

structure of historical social and cultural cleavages in Western Europe formed the 

contemporary political system. These cleavages and subsequent conflicts they caused gave 

incentives for the creation of both organized interests and political parties (Lipset & Rokkan, 
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1967:50). Lipset and Rokkan argued that once mass-parties established themselves along 

these cleavages they “froze” in place (1967:50). These cleavages revolved around, in essence, 

four dimensions. The first two, the conflict between centre and the periphery, as well as 

between the church and state, came as a result of national revolution; the other two as a result 

of the industrial revolution, the conflict between workers and employers, and finally between 

land and industry (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967:47). Cleavage theory tells us that the political 

system is a product of underlying social conflicts. Indeed, we see this as mass-parties became 

representative of different parts of civil society, mainly for the “often disenfranchised, 

elements of civil society” in their struggle to be heard (Katz & Mair, 1995:10).  

 

One of the most commonly used examples of how the civil society “gave birth” to a political 

party is the early British Labour Party, which came at first as the labour unions’ political 

wing, and the two were formally affiliated through collective memberships (Allern, 2010:35). 

Here, affiliated trade unionists enjoyed special privileges such as attendance to parties’ annual 

conferences, representatives in parties’ executive bodies, and more (Allern, 2010:35; Allern & 

Verge, 2017:108). Such formal affiliation has existed since the onset of mass-parties in the 

nineteenth century, and similar societal links could be found in the early twentieth century in 

Catholic parties and their relationships to the church, and Catholic worker’s unions, but across 

social classes in contrast to labour parties whose constituency was based on a single social 

class (Allern, 2010:36; Allern & Verge, 2017:108). Compared to this, the networks of 

agrarian parties and mainly farmers’ unions and agricultural co-operatives were moderate 

(Allern & Verge, 2017:108). While Rokkan and Lipset argued that these cleavages were 

frozen, indeed they still persisted at the time in 1967, it is believed that these cleavages are 

not as frozen as originally depicted. A more dynamic reality is rather today’s understanding; 

new cleavages manifest, some lose importance, and disappear while others become more 

important (Vasallo & Wilcox, 2006:4).  

 

In the highly cited 1995 paper “Changing models of party organization and party democracy” 

Richard S. Katz and Peter Mair present how parties have possibly developed through the 

times along with greater shifts in society. For while parties in the 19th century, cadre parties, 

could best be described as small, elitist, and inherently male, with large societal changes such 

as increasing industrialization and mass suffrage, parties too changed during the 1880s and up 

to the 1960s to what is known as mass-parties (Katz & Mair, 1995:9). Mass-parties, which 

often sprung out from interest groups, aimed to influence public policy on behalf of their 
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constituency, thus either to oppose social reformation or support it (Allern &Verge 2017:108; 

Katz & Mair, 1995:8).  

 

Bourgeois parties of the time represented the upper class and were better off in terms of 

financial resources and thus had easier access to public office, yet they too began to adapt to 

the mass-party model in order to maintain their electoral support in systems with universal 

suffrage (Allern, 2010:36-7). In the process of adapting their organization to the mass-party 

model, bourgeois parties began to establish links with interest groups. These included 

peasants’ associations, lodges, and middle-class citizens’ associations, albeit in a looser form 

of relation than, for example, the Labour parties and labour unions (Allern, 2010:37).  The 

mass-parties’ constituencies were concentrated along social cleavages in society, and once 

having achieved greater political and social rights which led to a blurring of said cleavages, it 

became increasingly difficult to maintain the same type of support (Katz & Mair, 1995:12). 

 

The German political scientist Otto Kirchheimer argued in his Catch-All Party thesis from 

1966 that mass-parties had from the late 1950s begun to change to encompass a wider range 

of voters (Allern & Bale, 2012:12). Katz and Mair give credit to three main causes that aided 

in the development of mass-parties into catch-all parties. First, the onset of diminishing 

traditional social boundaries in the late 1950s and 1960s caused the previous highly 

distinctive collective identity to weaken, making it increasingly difficult to identify the 

different sectors (Katz & Mair, 1995:7). Consequently, this made it challenging to present and 

hold common long-lasting policy goals (Katz & Mair, 1995:7). Second, economic growth and 

the increasingly important welfare state developed programs that served the interest of all, or 

almost all, and were no longer as splitting in nature as before (Katz & Mair, 1995:7).  

 

Finally, along with the development of mass media, party leaders were now in the position to 

reach out and appeal to voters beyond their traditional constituency, and voters, in turn, were 

now able to act more like consumers, discarding one “product” for ones they believed to be 

better (Katz & Mair, 1995:7). Thus, to increase the number of possible members, parties 

would move their focus towards interests and values that would gather people across the 

traditional cleavages (Allern & Bale, 2012:12). This inevitably meant that parties would come 

to favour a wider range of voters and the possibility of having a higher success rate in 

elections, a trade-off between their traditional voter base and public office. (Allern, 2010:39; 

Katz and Mair 1995:13).  
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In order to achieve this, parties would need to make sure to round their edges enough to 

encompass the median voter, a move which for parties who held strong ties to interest groups 

prompted many parties to re-evaluate these (Allern and Bale, 2012:12,16; Katz & Mair, 

1995:12). This could mean, rather than collective membership, parties opted for looser and 

weaker links, even if interest groups were still integrated into the party (Allern, 2010:39). 

Simultaneously, with major parties reaching out to gain support from a broader variety of 

interest groups, the interest groups themselves became focused on reaching out to a variety of 

parties to avoid placing all their eggs in one basket (Allern, 2010:40). Katz and Mair argue 

that parties have developed in such a way, distancing themselves from civil society, that 

inevitably political parties will become a part of the state apparatus itself, the cartel party 

(1995:14). Nonetheless, the widely used catch-all party thesis is not without its contender, and 

scholars debate what Kirchheimer himself actually meant, and to what extent it accurately 

covers the reality of parties (e.g. see Krouwel, 2003). 

 

The observations presented by Katz and Mair (1995) show the development of the parties into 

what they call the cartel party. This transformation comes from the parties which are elite-

driven and increasingly dominated by their parliamentary group. Party finance is now more 

often than not made up from state subsidy. The subsidy is based on the party’s previous party 

performance, which gives parties a certain amount of income regardless of member-based 

income. This in turn, makes it difficult for new parties to enter the political arena (Katz & 

Mair, 1995:15-6). This was defined by the parties themselves in response to their member 

base diminishing over time as many party members fled parties to use their energy in 

achieving momentum for single scope issues in other societal organizations (Katz & Mair, 

1995:15). Due to the lack of large policy battles in the last decades, the electoral loss is for 

parties more of an economical issue rather than impacting their political objective (Allern, 

2010:43-44).  

 

All in all, it creates favourable conditions for a cartel to emerge (Allern, 2010:43-44). In a 

cartel party system, parties present increasingly similar party programs, and they present 

agreed upon choices for campaigning as parties cooperate on a larger scale now than before 

(Katz & Mair, 1995:22; Allern, 2010:44). Hence, parties’ link to civil society has greatly 

eroded; politicians and parties have become more professionalized as agents of the state, 

rather than representatives of civil society (Allern, 2010: 44; Katz & Mair, 1995:22-23).  
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Instead of the party setting forth demands on behalf of civil society, civil society finds itself in 

a position where they have to make demands to parties (Katz & Mair, 1995:23). Theories on 

long-term party development are not without dispute and have in time garnered a lot of 

discussion. The role state subsidy plays in terms of creating and maintaining a cartel is not 

without its contenders either (e.g. See Dalton et al 2011/2013, Scarrow 2006; Allern et al 

2017b:7).  Regardless, they have structured the debate on how party-interest group 

relationships have developed over time. 

 

Having now gone through literature on long-term changes, grounded in structural theory on 

what has formed party-interest group relationships, we can begin to lay the grounds for what 

characterizes party-interest group relationships today. New cleavages are thought to have 

formed, some have faded away and the development of party organizations, a response to 

societal change and adapting to a new reality, is argued to have caused a distancing between 

traditionally allied interest groups and parties. Parties have come face to face with the need to 

expand their voter base, as well as encompass contact with a broader variety of interest 

groups, across cleavages, in order to faster be elected to office. In response to falling 

membership numbers public subsidy was introduced and believed to aid in further 

diminishing strong relationships between parties and interest groups. All in all, the literature 

paints a picture of weak ties between parties and interest groups, but are they really? In the 

next part we turn to what the empirical research tells us about the long-term development and 

reality of the contemporary relationship between interest groups and political parties. 

 

3.2 Persisting Links or a Gradual distancing: Empirical 

Studies  

In this section I begin with empirical studies on one of the historically closest party-interest 

group relationships, the labour unions and left-of-centre parties. Much attention has been 

given to the relationship between labour unions and left-of-centre parties in western 

democracies. This has in many cases a practical reason as well, as it is one of the most well 

documented party-interest group relationships historically. Moving on, I will go through 

empirical studies on the general party-interest group relationships in contemporary 

democracies. 
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3.2.1 Labour Unions and Parties 

While the relationship between unions and left-of-centre-parties varied in closeness right from 

the beginning, some labour parties started from within the unions, others, while not “born” 

from a union still had collective membership or had a say in candidate elections (Allern & 

Bale, 2017b:14; Allern et al, 2017a:283). In countries where trade unions played a substantial 

role in civil society, the high membership numbers of the unions meant that they also had 

significant power within their corresponding party, a relationship that even now persists to 

some degree. Despite being well documented, however, it has been difficult to pinpoint a 

general trend here.  

 

Thomas (2001), in his comparative work on 13 European and Latin American countries, 

speak of a decline in links between social democratic parties and labour unions in countries 

that have had significantly strong left-wing governments, but still cannot find a general trend. 

Further research confirms that there has been a decline in party-union links since the Second 

World War, but, even as autonomy has increased on both sides, this does not equate complete 

separation and some relationships have been stable (Allern et al, 2017a:283). While parties 

may have established links with a broader variety of unions and other groups, whereas unions 

may be connected to more than one left-of-centre party, the relationships are not equal. 

Rather, the connections appear to be stronger amongst traditional allies (Allern et al. 

2017a:306-8).  

 

Even among countries where the relationship between unions and parties have traditionally 

been strong there are great variations. The relationship between the Swedish labour union 

Landsorganisasjonen (LO), and the Social Democratic Party has traditionally been strong and 

even though they abolished collective affiliation in the 1990s, the union-party relationships in 

the country still consists of several durable ties (Jansson, 2017). Just now, it appears to be 

broadened to a larger number of party-union dyads. While in Israel, where party-union 

relationships have also traditionally been strong, it hardly remains (Mandelkern & Rahat, 

2017). In countries where the relationship between parties and unions have been traditionally 

weaker, such as in France and Italy, one can see that union-party relationships are 

characterized as loose and ad-hoc based, while the unions themselves are weak and divided 

(Parsons, 2017:129; Mattina & Carrieri, 2017:170). In France, the public is sceptical of 
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unions becoming ‘politicized’ and the union themselves wish to remain independent, 

effectively barring them from forming formal alliances with parties (Parsons, 2017:129).  

 

The strength of parties and likelihood of parties gaining way to office matters for union-party 

relationships. However, it may have declined in importance over the years considering that 

where left-of-centre parties have failed to support policy issues important to unions, or block 

those that go against the wishes of the unions, it causes rifts in traditional relationships (Allern 

et al, 2017b:312). This is believed to apply even to countries with a strong corporatist system, 

where interest groups can go through non-political lines to gain access to policy forming 

(Allern et al, 2017b:312). Nevertheless, failure on the party’s side to repay unions for their 

support may ultimately lead them to seek out other parties — often even more left-leaning 

than their traditional ally — to push through policy goals and at times these strains between 

the unions and their traditional ally go beyond repair (Allern et al, 2017b:312). 

 

3.2.2 General Development of Party-Interest Group Relationships 

Theory argues that parties have distanced themselves from traditionally close ties in response 

to a changing reality. But while previous statutory/formal relations may have weakened or 

disappeared, they were not necessarily common in the first place. In Allern and Verge’s 2017 

study of the extent to which political parties still seek to connect with social groups by giving 

them formal status within the party organizations, they find that statutory recognition tends to 

be weak and not found between many political parties and social groups; but it does exist 

(Allern & Verge, 2017:130).  

 

Formalized relationships, although few in numbers, are found to be strongest between parties 

and trade unions who enjoy stronger representation rights in party decision-making bodies, as 

opposed to peak business organizations (Allern & Verge 2017: 118, 128-129). This, we have 

seen in the section above. For example, in Israel and Scotland, trade unions have reserved 

seats on their allied parties’ highest executive body (Allern & Verge, 2017:118). Despite the 

variation, there appear to be more trade unions who enjoy stronger ties than peak business 

groups (Allern & Verge, 2017:128). Formal relations between interest groups and political 

parties have since its heyday in the 1960s declined and the relationships may appear to be 

more distanced, but the study opens up that the result may change if it was widened to include 
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less formalized connections (Allern & Verge, 2017:128, 130). Then what characterizes party-

interest group relationships today? 

 

Studies show that parties and interest groups still frequently interact, although the level of 

interaction vary in formality and number (e.g. Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a; 

Allern, Hansen, Marshall, et al., 2020; Giger & Klüver, 2015; Eichenberg & Mach, 2017). 

Studies on party-group relationships largely conclude that there still remain ties between 

parties and interest groups, but confirm that there is variation in the overall trend highlighting 

the importance of contextual information.  

 

Such an example is the study of party-interest group relations in the three countries Denmark, 

the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. Here, Anne Rasmussen and Gert-Jan Lindeboom 

(2013) present results that show evidence that informal links may be more prominent than 

formal links between interest groups and parties in the twenty-first century. The data used 

shows that the ties, displayed as a hierarchical list from formal to informal, are clearly 

bottom-heavy on informal ties (Rasmussen and Lindeboom, 2013:273-4). Hence, parties and 

interest groups still interact, just less formal/statutory (Rasmussen and Lindeboom, 

2013:282). Still, the three countries studied also show variation. For example, while the three 

countries’ average percentage of interest groups who participate in ‘other party meetings’ 

with one or more party is 26.4 percent, the percentage is at 37.4 percent and 30.4 percent in 

the United Kingdom and the Netherlands respectively, but down to 14.4 percent in Denmark 

(Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:274).  

 

Variation is also seen on the more formal ties, but less dramatic as they are rarer overall. 

Interest groups who report overlapping organizational structures vary from 9.2 percent in the 

Netherlands, 7.2 percent in the United Kingdom, and 4 percent in Denmark (Rasmussen & 

Lindeboom, 2013:274). Nevertheless, they find that interaction between interest groups and 

parties are in large done with a broad variety of actors and through activities that have low 

degrees of commitment (Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:282). The authors also find support 

for their expectations that pluralist nations (i.e. the United Kingdom) show a higher degree of 

interaction between interest groups and parties, as opposed to corporatist nations — i.e. 

Denmark and the Netherlands (Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:282). The study provides 

good reasons to expect variation across countries, and brings out the question whether the 
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three countries are sufficient in order to make assumptions on the broader population of 

western democracies.   

 

Interest groups and political parties may also interact at the individual levels as seen in 

Switzerland and the United States. Nathalie Giger and Heike Klüver (2015:202) found in their 

2015 study of swiss parliamentarians that “[…] legislators who have strong ties with sectional 

groups are significantly more likely to deviate from the preferences of their voters.” 

Furthermore, research has found that Swiss parliamentarians have on several occasions had 

formal ties with interest groups corresponding to their legislative field of expertise, 

particularly their committee membership (Eichenberg & Mach, 2017). In the United States, 

party-interest groups are seen prominently to revolve around interest group and the individual 

legislator, although scholars argue that party preference is still important for certain interest 

groups (Brunell, 2005:687; see also Victor & Reinhardt, 2018). Nonetheless, this might speak 

more to the particularity of the above-mentioned systems, than it does a general trend of long-

lasting western democracies. 

 

3.2.3 Summary 

The picture painted by research on party-interest group relationships in established 

democracies in the West is one of declining links to previously traditional allies overall. This 

is accompanied by parties widening their horizon to establish less institutionalized 

relationships with interest groups the parties traditionally have not had any ties to. These 

changes are possibly shaped by structural transformations: parties going from cadre parties to 

catch-all parties and further to the cartel party stems directly from societal changes and the 

parties’ need to adapt to a changing reality. Through empirical studies we see that statutory 

and formal ties have declined, but they were never truly commonplace to begin with, save for 

the labour movements and their corresponding labour parties. Having said that, studies show 

that the decline of previous close relationships through a decline in formal ties does not mean 

a total erosion of close relationships. Rather parties employ more informal ties to interest 

groups, and while they may have gone broader, some interest groups enjoy a degree of 

exclusivity in their relationship to parties.  

 

Thus, while parties do exhibit characteristics as proposed by Katz and Mair (1995), empirical 

evidence show that there is reason to question just how accurately it covers the current party 
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situation. Nonetheless, this is what the research tells us about the patterns seen in western 

long-lasting democracies. Now we turn towards Japan to establish what the current literature 

can tell us about party-interest group relationships in the only long-lasting democracy found 

in Asia. 

 

3.3 Party-Interest Group Relationships in Japan  

As presented in chapter two, the Japanese political system appears to have consolidated 

around two poles from 1955 and on. The LDP dominated the 1955-system and would remain 

in power for 38 years before being pushed out of government. In 1993 a super coalition took 

over the reins from the LDP and managed to put forth an electoral reform which would 

encourage larger constellations of parties while reducing the dominating force of the LDP. 

Furthermore, following this public funding for parties and regulations on donations in 

response to many years of corruption were introduced (Carlson, 2010:392; Woodall, 

2015:58).  

In the following section I will first look at some aspects of parties and the party system in 

Japan in light of previously mentioned literature in this chapter, and what they can or cannot 

tell us about the situation in Japan. Moving on I will go through which parties and interest 

groups are traditionally considered to be allied with each other. Finally, I go through the 

results from the Japan Interest Group Survey (JIGS) and what this tells us about the 

relationships today, to the extent possible with the information that exists.  

3.3.1 Political Cleavage and Ideology in a Conservative Electorate 

The political system consolidated itself with the emergence of the conservative political 

forces through the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the progressive political force through 

the Japanese Socialist Party (JSP), and to a lesser degree the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) 

in 1955 (Baerwald, 1986:1; Stockwin, 2018:138). Yet, the Japanese system has never truly 

been a two-party system, rather a one-and-a-half-party system, with the Socialists only having 

a small stint in 1993 before disappearing from the political arena a few years later (Hrebenar 

& Itoh, 2015:5; Hrebenar, 2015:193). Although, the opposition, in the form of JSP, was never 

a viable option for government by a highly conservative Japanese electorate who viewed the 

party as being too far left and “too ideological” (Hrebenar, 2015:193-4).  
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The Liberal Democrats and the Socialists positioned themselves on opposite sides in most 

cases, particularly salient was the “security cleavage” concerning Japan’s post-war pacifism 

and the country’s military role in the broader Asian context (Schoppa, 2011c:4). LDP was, 

and still remains, in favour of expanding its military role, and at the time the party was in 

favour of allying with the United States in the Cold War (Schoppa, 2011c:4). JSP positioned 

itself in stark opposition to this and argued for pacifism and unarmed neutrality (Schoppa, 

2011c:4). Hence, from the outset of the modern party system, Japan has seen two distinct 

camps, that of the LDP and the JSP which would later turn into the LDP versus the 

Democratic Party of Japan. LDP, through its long time hold of the government cultivated ties 

to the sectors of society who in a sense were relying on the state for support: businesses 

relying on governmental regulatory support, construction contractors depending on public 

projects, and farmer relying on rice subsidies (Schoppa, 2011b:21; Umeda, 2019:10). JSP in 

turn cultivated ties with the labour unions, the other major sector of society not affiliated with 

the LDP, yet never managed to acquire enough votes to form government. 

 

3.3.2 Catch-all Meets Cadre, or Neither? 

According to literature on long-term party development, parties can be classified into 

different types, such as mass-party or catch-all parties and so on. These party types can form 

expectations for what characterizes a party: are they reliant on party memberships or are they 

more akin to an agent of state? Hence, these classifications are widely used in the party 

literature. When we turn to look at Japan it is nevertheless not a directly transferable 

classification system. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) itself has been classified both as a 

catch-all party and a cadre party due to its elite-driven form, weak links to their grassroot 

movements, and the party expects little of its voters except voting for them in an election 

(Umeda, 2019:9; Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:10-11). Scholars seem not to agree, and they discuss 

whether or not LDP moved from a catch-all party to a cadre party following the 2012 election 

(Umeda, 2019:9, Hrebenar, 2015:192). Supposedly the LDP is now leaning so far right in the 

political scale that it is no longer of any concern to the party to include the median voters, 

even if the current electoral PR-system gives incentives for parties to widen their voting 

constituency (Umeda, 2019:9; Hrebenar, 2015:192).  

 

The party inherently relying on individual candidates’ support groups, the Koenkai, also aids 

in the view (Umeda, 2019:13; Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:10-1). In general, the other parties also 
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exhibit weak links to their grassroot movements. The Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), now 

the Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP), still enjoy support from the labour movement 

through Rengo, but are inherently similar to the LDP (Neary, 2019:93-4). The Komeito can 

be argued to have been similar to a mass-party, relying heavily on the Soka Gakkai’s 

members as their own, but they too have moved further away from the religious organization 

and have little to no underlying party organization (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:10-1). 

 

One party, perhaps the only, that can still be classified along with the developed party models, 

as a mass-party, would be the Japanese Communist Party (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:10-1: 

Uekami, T., personal communication, 06.09.20). The Japanese Communist Party (JCP) still 

relies heavily on party members to organize election campaigns, while membership dues, 

income from their newspaper Akahata (Red flag), and donations from supporters make up the 

bulk of its finance (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:11).  

 

As many of the parties in Japan exhibit catch-all tendencies with a wide ideological span 

within the party, this has led to several splinter groups from the major parties establishing 

their own minor, and short-lived, parties before ultimately joining a larger party. Nonetheless, 

it is difficult to classify Japanese parties, except for the JCP, along the party-models 

developed from studies on Western European parties although they are frequently 

incorporated by scholars if needed (Uekami T., personal communication, 09.09.20). Kohno 

Masaru (1997) argues that parties and politicians were both motivated and constrained by the 

institutional limitations of the electoral system at the time — not purely the socio-economic 

development. Considering this, it is equally difficult to pinpoint whether or not the party 

development in Japan has led to weaker party-interest group relationships by only looking at 

the party models from the literature.  

 

3.3.3 Traditional Allies and Their Development 

The modern political system largely revolved around two opposing poles, and this also 

formed the party-interest group relationships at the time (Hamamoto, 2012:65; Schoppa, 

2011b:17-9). Essentially what that means is that the interest groups either allied with the 

Liberal Democratic Party or the Japan Socialist Party. Thus, this is where we start by looking 

closer at the traditional relationships between interest groups and the LDP, followed by the 

JSP and its descendant parties and the Japanese Communist Party before moving on to look at 
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the relationship between interest groups and the Clean Government Party. The other two 

parties, People’s Life First Party and Party for Future Generations, were young and short-

lived, which makes it difficult to discern any lasting relationships. Nevertheless, both parties 

eventually merged with one of the larger parties and thus this overview will eventually cover 

their connections too. 

 

The Liberal Democratic Party 

The LDP have been known for their enduring relationships with mainly the business sector, 

the agricultural lobby, and the population of construction organizations reliant on public 

contracts to survive (Hamamoto, 2012:65; Reed, 2011:45). As mentioned in section 2.3, the 

interest group arena in Japan is dominated by the representatives of “big business,” 

particularly the Keidanren, and the two have a long history of mutual aid. The Keidanren and 

other big business representatives were known as the LDP’s “bank”, funding the party’s 

continuous success (Hrebnar, 2001:168; Neary, 2019:149-150). In 1993, the organization 

representing big business’ financial contributions, the collective People’s Political 

Association, amounted to over 90 percent of the LDP’s official income (Hrebnar, 2001:168; 

Neary, 2019:149-150). As a consequence of the LDP falling out of power in the 90s and great 

concerns “about the extensive abuse of political contribution” the Keidanren stopped any 

funding to political parties (Neary, 2019:150). Already in 2003, Keidanren announced that 

they would once again donate to political parties but refrain from backing only one party and 

take party manifestos into consideration (Neary, 2019:150). Regardless, the LDP are usually 

given the majority of donations and Keidanren routinely endorses the party, although they are 

now seen to also donate to other conservative parties that existed in the early 2000s (Neary, 

2019:150; Hrebenar, 2001:167-8). 

 

Keidanren and other big business representatives have established a close working 

relationship with the LDP, which can be seen not just by the financial donations, but also 

contribute to the policy forming process. Keidanren’s own standing committees are reportedly 

routinely in contact with their peer committees within the LDP, in addition to working closely 

with the relevant ministries (Neary, 2019:149). Nevertheless, when the Democratic Party of 

Japan began to grow steadily in power Keidanren donated to the DPJ, but refrained from 

endorsing any party in the 2009 elections (“Business in Japan under the DPJ,” 2009). 
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Beyond the business sector, the LDP also receives considerable support from the agricultural 

lobby (the Nokyo) and the National Association of Commissioned Postmasters or Zentoku 

(Hrebenar, 2001:160; Machlachan, 2006; Neary, 2019:153). These two are known to gather 

considerable amounts of votes for the party. The Nokyo, with its position within rural 

communities, also held substantial leverage over the LDP. Prior to the electoral reform in 

1994, close to two-thirds of the party’s seats were in these districts and as much as ninety 

LDP legislators were in some form associated with Nokyo (Neary, 2019:154).  Nevertheless, 

the Nokyo have seen a decline, in parts credited to the declining number of farming 

households, an internal dispute between full-and part-time farmers (Maclachlan, 2014:441). 

As well as the declining importance of the organized vote since the electoral reform in 1994, 

but also the effect of the seat redistribution from rural to urban areas (Maclachlan, 2014:441). 

The Postmasters too led a similar fate under LDP led reforms in the early 2000s (Machlachan, 

2006;2014). Aided by the retired postmasters and their families, it is believed that they were 

able to collect around 1 million votes in favour of the LDP in elections (Mclachlan, 

2011:131). Considering their membership size amounts to no more than roughly two percent 

of the total amount of votes they were able to gather goes to show the impact they have in 

their communities.  

 

Furthermore, the LDP have traditionally been allies with the construction sectors who are 

reliant on public project in order to survive (Reed, 2011:44; Woodall, 2015:66-7). This is 

usually seen in the form of politicians securing public construction contracts to his/her home 

constituency, often heartily rewarded by the companies for this (Woodall, 1996:40-1, 134-6). 

Support from the construction companies were perhaps not difficult to maintain during the 

economic boom in the post-war years when major projects were abundant (Woodall, 

1996:133-4). Now, their relationship appears more ambivalent. After having public projects 

cut due to a stagnating economy, companies appear reluctant to take on new public contracts 

in fear that the taps will soon close again (Slowkowski & Fujita, 2014; Woodall, 1996:133-4). 

Other notable relationships are found with medical groups such as the Japan Medical 

Association, the Japan Dental Association, and more (Reed, 2011:44-5) 

 

The Japan Socialist Party and its “Descendants” 

The over 20 thousand labour unions in Japan are largely concentrated in one federation, 

Rengo who represents roughly 70 percent of all organized labour in Japan, but in contrast to 

its size, Rengo holds only minor power in Japanese politics today (Neary, 2019:152; MHLW, 
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2019). The Japanese labour movement reached an early peak in the 1970s when around 20 

percent of its members partook in some kind of industrial action and the unionization rate in 

Japan reached 35.4 percent (OECD, 2014; Neary, 2019:152; MHLW, 2019). Since then the 

unionization rate has decreased, reaching as low as 16.4 percent in 2019 while the percent of 

members who partake in any kind of industrial action is reportedly below one 

percent (OECD, 2014; Neary, 2019:152; MHLW, 2019).  

 

Throughout its lifespan, the JSP enjoyed close ties to the Labour movement, although the two 

were created independently of each other (Schoppa, 2011b:19-22; Neary, 2019:41,150-2). In 

the 1990s, Rengo began using a more ad-hoc way of approaching the issue of who to support. 

Instead of only supporting JSP alone they would support any candidate they preferred on the 

basis of policy views (Hyde, 2009:118). Still, a left-wing party without union support was 

deemed unlikely to survive and Rengo is credited to have substantially helped bring together 

the coalition that pushed LDP out of power in 1993, in addition to acting as a “midwife” for 

the birth of the new parties in the wake of the JSP disbanding (Miura, 2011:182). 

 

Hence, after the JSP, they moved on to support the DPJ and the SDPJ, although Rengo’s 

support in itself was never enough to get the DPJ elected (Miura, 2011:183-4; Neary, 

2019:152). The party distanced themselves from the labour unions in the early 2000s, even 

when union leaders stood for elections (Miura, 2011:183-4; Neary, 2019:152). At the same 

time the DPJ’s lack of ability to show action and consolidate their position during their three 

years in government (2009-2012) resulted in Rengo voicing their support for the LDP in the 

2012 election (Hrebenar & Haraguchi, 2015:181).  

 

The Japanese Communist Party 

The JCP has also enjoyed ties to the labour movement, but on a smaller scale than the JSP did 

in its time. Parts of the labour movement, such as the Japan Teachers Union (JTU), National 

Railway Workers Union, and to a certain degree the Public Workers Union (Jichiro) 

supported the Communists (Hyde, 2009:121; Hrebenar, 2001:161). Although the JCP was a 

smaller party in the immediate post-war years, it had up to 4 million workers aligned with 

them (Neary, 2019:40). However, compared to the support the Socialists enjoyed, both by the 

overall labour movement and voters, the JCP’s support was minor. While the labour 

movement support may remain small, the JCP are among the parties supported by the 

National Reform Group (Zenkoku Kakushinkon) who lay claim to 4.5 million members 
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nationwide (Neary, 2019:57). Additionally, minor social rights groups and small business 

federations are connected to the JCP (Neary, 2019:57).  

 

The Clean Government Party 

While many of the interest groups linked to different parties exhibit various levels of loyalty, 

LDP’s coalition partner Komeito (Clean Government Party) enjoys stable support from its 

mother organization, the Buddhist sect Soka Gakkai (Itoh, 2015:148, 165). However, they are 

now officially independent from the Soka Gakkai, after scandals erupted in the 1970s due to 

allegations that they were suppressing freedom of speech and publications in addition to the 

notion of separation of the church and state in Japan (Itoh, 2015:151). Nevertheless, they still 

operate under the slogan of itai doshin, “different bodies, same heart” (Itoh, 2015:151). With 

the help of the Soka Gakkai, Komeito has been able to achieve stable results in elections, and 

even the LDP has benefited from the 9 million votes they have brought in for the coalition 

(Itoh, 2015:151,167). The relationship between Komeito and the Soka Gakkai has not always 

been peaceful, moving back and forth between converging with their mother organization and 

diverging closer to the LDP; depending greatly on the relative strength of the LDP (Itoh, 

2015:160-4). 

 

3.3.4 How are Party-Interest Group Relationships in Japan today?  

In the Japan Interest Group Survey (JIGS), Professor Tsujinaka Yutaka of Tokai University 

investigated the influence of interest groups on public policy and policymaking in intervals 

starting from 1997 and currently as far as 2017 (Tsujinaka & Pekkanen, 2007; Tsujinaka, 

2015). JIGS differentiate between interest groups, defined as “economic interest groups such 

as industry associations, groups representing specific professions, […] labour unions and 

agricultural cooperatives,” and the broader definition of what they call civil society 

organizations, “who may advocate for policy change but do not directly represent an 

economic interest” (Tsujinaka & Pekkanen, 2007:422; Tsujinaka, 2015). Hence, due to this 

definition of what an interest group is, that the survey relies on contact patterns taken from the 

interest group side, not relationships, and the varying geographical scope of the different 

survey rounds, makes it so that the results are not immediately transferable to the research 

question of this thesis (Tsujinaka & Togawa, 2018). The results can nonetheless yield relevant 

information. 

 



 35 

The 1955-system was characterized by the one-party dominance of the LDP, which not only 

gave the opposition the nickname of mannen yatou (million years opposition) but also gave 

the LDP monopoly over public resources. Not in the sense that they never faced opposition in 

pushing through bills, but that they had ample possibility to reward public contracts and the 

like to their supporters (Hamamoto, 2010:195). This can be seen in the survey results, as the 

LDP was reportedly in contact with mostly all parts of the interest group population, 

especially by the agricultural/fishery organizations, business, and industry organizations, with 

the exception of labour unions (Mori, 2010:192-3; Hamamoto, 2010:195; 2012:74). However, 

by the 2003 election the pure LDP dominance began to change as the DPJ seats in the Diet 

increased (Hamamoto, 2010:200). More interest groups began to contact not only the LDP 

alone, but the LDP and the DPJ (Hamamoto, 2012:78).  

 

Hence, slowly and surely up towards the 2009 election, the DPJ began to establish themselves 

as a credible alternative, simultaneously as distrust and dissatisfaction towards the 

conservative government mounted (Köllner, 2015:97,99). One of the exceptions would still be 

the construction related interest groups, as the DPJ also championed “From Concrete to the 

People” to redistribute funding from public construction projects to social welfare projects 

(Hamamoto, 2012:78). 

 

Having gone to election with the simple and catching “Change of Government” (Seiken 

koutai) the DPJ won the 2009 election, ousting the LDP from power (Neary, 2019:85). 

Scholars argue that much of the reason why the DPJ won the 2009 election was not 

necessarily so much them being the DPJ, rather it was simply not the LDP (Köllner, 

2015:97,99). The voter turnout in 2009 was the highest since the 1990s at 69.2 percent, and 

the impact of the floating vote, voters without any preregistered preference, was significantly 

higher than in other elections (Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:123). However, it wasn’t just the 

individual voters who were unhappy with the conservative government, it also included 

LDP’s traditionally allied interest groups. As a result, many interest groups, such as the 

collective agricultural lobby and the Japan Medical Association, chose to endorse the DPJ 

during the election (Neary, 2019:154; Hamamoto, 2012:76). In many cases the election was a 

turning point and many national interest groups implemented a system of “voluntary votes,” 

instead of enforcing members to vote for the LDP (Hamamoto, 2012:76; Maclachlan, 

2014:447).  
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After three years of failing leadership, enacting unpopular policies and overpowering critique 

of the DPJ government’s handling of the 2011 Fukushima triple disaster, the LDP won back 

the rains in the 2012 election (Hrebenar & Haraguchi, 2015:179-84). Many of the LDP’s 

traditionally allied interest groups returned to support the party, but also dissatisfied trade 

unions within Rengo turned towards the conservative party in 2012 (Hrebenar & Haraguchi, 

2015:180-1).  

 

In the fourth round of JIGS conducted in 2017, the LDP dominance pattern from previous 

rounds was once again confirmed by the researchers (Tsujinaka & Togawa, 2018:35). But it 

also showed that the level of contact between DPJ and interest groups had increased from 

previous rounds (Tsujinaka & Togawa, 2018:35). This includes an increase of interest group 

contact for the SDPJ, as well as the JCP (Tsujinaka & Togawa, 2018:35).  

 

3.3.5 Summary 

Looking at Japan we see that the political cleavage that characterized the 1955-system, both in 

terms of opposing parties and their traditionally allied interest groups, appear to still be a 

relevant divide. Yet, the 1994 electoral reform represents a possible turning point. While the 

Japanese political system appears quite stable, the 1990s introduced a new wave of party 

changes and institutional changes which would eventually push through a more dynamic 

political scene. These changes have in many cases resulted in the opposition parties splinting 

from each other and forming new parties, only to merge back together under new banners. 

Most interactions appear to be dominated by the Liberal Democratic Party. The Democratic 

Party of Japan has increased its level of interaction with interest groups just before and during 

its time in government, but still remains second to the LDP. Nonetheless, compared to the era 

of pure LDP dominance in the 1955-system, traditionally allied parties and interest groups 

appear to hold a sense of independence from each other, and LDP allied interest groups no 

longer “only” endorse the LDP. Yet, the question still remains if the relationships, not just the 

level of interaction, has weakened compared to the heights of the 1955-system. 

 

The persisting rule of the LDP, despite changes in the election system to incorporate a PR-

tier, corruption scandals and the at times prime ministerial “swing door”, conformity of party 

ideologies, and more, makes for an interesting case that has yet to be sufficiently empirically 

researched in the field. The literature on parties and their relationship to interest groups in 
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Japan are rich and cover a wide span, but it remains largely unsystematized in comparison to 

the western literature. The literature on party-interest group relationships in Japan, in terms of 

definitions and distinctions, differ from scholar to scholar. Furthermore, certain qualities of 

the Japanese system do not immediately coincide with what has been shown in the literature 

on contemporary western democracies. This makes it difficult to place it within a broader 

comparative context. Thus, while we do know some, much of the development of party-

interest group relationships in Japan remains to be covered. 
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4.0 Framework for The Thesis 
 

In this chapter I first go through the definition of party-interest group relationships used in 

this thesis before moving on to describing the different “faces” of party organization. Moving 

on, I will present various system-and group-level factors that may influence party-interest 

group relationships before considering these in the Japanese context. Finally, I will go 

through what we can, or cannot, expect from these when looking at Japan. 

 

4.1 Defining Party-Interest Group Relationships 

Within the literature there exist several definitions of party-interest group relationships and 

they encompass the many different dimensions of this phenomenon. While there exist party-

interest group relationships that are based on a common ideological or historical background, 

there also exist relationships based on monetary compensation in exchange for other benefits 

– as well as a mix of both. This thesis will base itself on the conceptualization as presented in 

Allern, Otjes, Poguntke, et al. 2020 paper ”Conceptualizing and measuring party-interest 

group relationships.” What follows is first a short overview of the possible manifestations of 

party-interest group relationships. 

 

Table 1. Alternative manifestations of party-interest group relationship at the national level 

Replicated with permission from the author(s) (Allern, Otjes, Poguntke et al. 2020:3) 

The concept of party-group relationships is contested, and scholars may choose to approach 

the study of party-group relationships differently depending on the primary interest of their 

study. The relationship between interest groups and political parties can be seen as related to 

Kind of 

Relationship 

Interaction Resources Ideology 

Examples of 

specific ties 

Guaranteed (mutual) executive 

representation, liaison committee, 

regularized (elite) meetings, 

leadership overlap/transfers 

Financial donations, 

transfer of labour, shared 

resource pools, 

provision/sharing of 

information 

Degrees of ideological 

affinity, the idea of 

enduring ‘friends and 

foes’ 
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the degree of ideological affinity, by resource exchange, or as interaction. While these first 

two are also possible conceptualization, I am mainly interested in the latter; that interaction 

constitutes a relationship. Consequently, I consider party-interest group relationships as 

something that cannot be formed unless there is a basis of interaction between the two, which 

also is an understanding well in line with the lexical definition of the word. Yet, this remains 

distinct from representatives simply speaking to each other when they meet at events or have 

isolated communications over a single issue, as that is no guarantee they in reality have any 

relationship. Hence, the relationship between an interest group and political party must first 

be understood to hold a certain level of continuity, and second to hold a certain level of 

routine in order to differentiate from coincidental or sporadic interaction (Allern, Otjes, 

Poguntke et al. 2020:4). As such, the ties between political parties and interest groups stem 

from organizational ties, formal or otherwise, which create structures for interaction (Allern, 

Otjes, Poguntke et al., 2020:4). Thus, I follow the definition by Allern, Otjes, Poguntke et al. 

(2020) in defining “relationships to consist of ties that connect decision-making bodies, 

headquarters and/or the decision-makers or staff, i.e. those means by which a party and an 

interest group may interact repeatedly.”  

 

Figure 1. Relations between parties and interest groups as structure 

 

 

 

 

The general structure of party-interest group relations as a structured interaction is shown in 

Figure 1. Here, both the type of ties, as well as the number of ties make up the strength of ties. 

The strength of ties is seen by the level of formalization, we can differentiate between three 

Replicated with permission from the author(s) (Allern, Otjes, Poguntke et al., 2020:5) 
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levels: statutory ties (strong), inter-organizational ties (medium), and informal ties (weak). 

Statutory ties, overlapping organizational structures such as collective membership or 

reserved seat in leadership bodies which can both be one-sided and mutual, in general, are as 

noted above the strongest, but also rarely found (Allern, Otjes, Poguntke, et al., 2020:4; 

Allern & Verge, 2017). In the middle tier, you find inter-organizational ties, which can vary 

from durable and reciprocal joint party-group arrangements to one-way and event-based ties, 

such as invitations to party congresses and the like (Allern, Otjes, Poguntke et al., 2020:4). 

Meetings of party elites in official capacity, routinely but not necessarily statutory, can still be 

considered a formal procedure, and can thus be included in the inter-organizational tier. This 

is until they become entirely informal and not based on contact with a specific individual 

within the party, then ties can be added to the last tier, informal and by nature the weakest 

(Allern, Otjes, Poguntke et al., 2020:4).  

 

More than anything, the strength of ties reflects the degree of ties being institutionalized. The 

higher degree of formality/institutionalization, the more visible and costly needed changes 

would be to alter or otherwise terminate these (Allern, Otjes, Poguntke, et al., 2020:4). 

Additionally, research has shown that organizational ties form a one-dimensional hierarchy 

(Allern, Otjes, Poguntke, et al., 2020). This means that “[…] dyads that have formal 

(stronger) organizational ties tend to have also weaker organizational ties, while dyads that 

have informal (weak) ties do not necessarily have stronger ties” (Allern, Otjes, Poguntke, et 

al., 2020:6).  

 

4.2 The Three Faces of Party Organization 

The existing party literature has overall focused on the party organization, whereas the 

interest group literature has in many cases focused on their contact with the parliamentary 

party organization. Literature on party organization believes parties can be differentiated into 

what is known as the “three faces,” all with their own limitations and qualities. In the paper 

“The Evolution of Party Organizations in Europe: The Three Faces of Party Organization,” by 

Richard S. Katz and Peter Mair (1993), the authors explore the organizational impact these 

categories hold. The authors go on to define the three faces as: the party in public office (in 

parliament/government), the party on the ground (party members and activists), and the party 

central office (the party’s national leadership) (Katz & Mair 1993:594). Through this the 

authors promote the need to “consider parties as being comprised of a number of different 
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elements, or faces, each of which potentially interacts with all of the others” (Katz & Mair, 

1993:594). Differentiating between party organizations is not a novel idea, but many previous 

differentiations have been conducted in a dichotomous fashion, often differentiating between 

the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary party, or the party in government and the party in 

the electorate (Katz & Mair, 1993:593-4). Adding a third distinction widens the empirical 

scope beyond what Katz and Mair describe as a leader-follower divide, and allows for a closer 

analysis of party organization (1993:593-4).  

 

The party in public office is the face outward of electoral success, hence, with it comes 

resources and power associated with being in government or in parliament for the individual 

politicians, rather than the party at large (Katz & Mair, 1993:596). The power that comes with 

public office also brings restrictions as they are held accountable for the general welfare of the 

nation (Katz & Mair, 1993:596-7).  

 

The party on the ground is found in the form of activists, financial supporters, and loyal 

voters regardless of their status as party “members,” and is based on the acts of individual 

members (Katz & Mair, 1993:597). Here the contact between parties and the voters are the 

closest, and leaders are here restricted by maintaining membership rates in order to have an 

organization at all, but at the same tie have no power to make governmental decisions alone 

(Katz & Mair, 1993:598).  

 

Finally, the central party office is described as “the apex of the party organization” (Katz & 

Mair, 1993:598). Usually found in the capital, the central party office consists of elected 

members but also employed staff or secretariat, and can be described as a mix of the other 

faces (Katz & Mair, 1993:598). Depending on the party structure and the power balance 

between the faces, the central office may appear subordinate to the party in public office, or 

vice versa (Katz & Mair, 1993:598).  

 

In order to grasp a general overview of the national arena, I opt to focus on the party in public 

office (denoted as Parliamentary Party Groups or PPG) and the central party office (denoted 

as Central Party Organization or CPO). I will do this by using the PAIRDEM-data which 

covers these two party organizations. Simultaneously differentiating between the two party 

organizations will reveal if there is variation between the two “faces” of the party 
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organization. This also means there is a level not represented in the data, namely the party on 

the ground. 

 

4.3 Factors Shaping Party-Group Relationships 

Several factors appear to impact the nature of the relationship between interest groups and 

political parties, both on the system-level and the group-level. Scholars appear to agree more 

on group-level factors, and less so on the system-level. Yet, as the aim is to be able to say 

something about Japanese parties in general, the main focus of this section is to consider 

relevant system-level factors, but I will also briefly go through some on the group-level.  

 

4.3.1 Ideology and Political Cleavage 

When it comes to structural theory, we have so far touched upon the social cleavages theory, 

as formulated by Rokkan and Lipset (1967) on how parties and organized interest are 

products of underlying social conflict, and that these have largely shaped how the political 

system has evolved. Thomas (2001) writes on patterns of socioeconomic development that 

political systems where strong ideological cleavages existed such as between capital and 

labour with strong class distinctions, are theorized to be more prone to seeing certain groups 

associate with certain parties (2001:273). The opposite condition is also true, as in the case of 

less conflict, there should be less of a “us” versus “them” mindset amongst interest groups 

and political parties (Thomas, 2001:273).  

 

Within normative theory, the political culture in a system should be able tell us how civil 

society views the government through collectively shared knowledge, attitudes, and symbols 

(Thomas, 2001:273). These can be found through different ideologies, such as a socialist 

ideology, and systems with high plurality may have significantly more incentive to create 

links with interest groups, as opposed to systems with minimal plurality of political culture 

(Allern, 2010:101; Thomas, 2001:273). Systems with a prominent positive attitude towards 

the government contributes to legitimizing links between parties and the civil society, and the 

opposite can lead to a negative impact on the relationship between political actors (Allern, 

2010:101).   

 

Additionally, strong parties, wherein party discipline is strong, and parties control the 

political process, as opposed to the focus being on individual candidates, can stimulate 
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stronger ties between certain groups, such as labour to liberal and left-wing parties, and 

business to conservative parties (Thomas, 2001:275). This usually goes hand in hand with 

historically sharp ideological cleavages (Thomas, 2001:275). In strong party systems, parties 

are gatekeepers to the political process, and thus gives them greater freedom to form their 

relationships to interest groups. 

 

4.3.2 Political Institutions 

The institutional set-up of the political system may influence how party-interest group 

relationships are formed, as they can constrain, encourage, or discourage interaction in certain 

cases. One relevant factor is whether the nation is unitary or federal. A federal nation may see 

a lack of a strong national party organizations in favour of locally based and regulated by the 

different states in the federation, of which a prime example would be the USA (Allern, 

2010:98; Thomas, 2001:16-7). In general, the expectations have been that a unitary system 

will exhibit less variety of interest group relationships in comparison to a federal system 

where the national party organization is weaker and the notion of local autonomy is strong as 

parties need to be able to adapt to local variation  (Allern, 2010:98; Thomas, 2001:274-5). 

Thus, in a federal system where the party is more loosely organized, we expect to see more 

variety of party-group relationships. 

 

A different factor to take into account is systems with a parliamentary government in contrast 

to systems with separation of power. Parliamentary government is argued to encourage 

certain party-group relationship patterns, even more so if accompanied by strong parties 

(Thomas, 2001:274; Allern, 2010:99). Systems with separation of power encourage supra-

partisan interest groups, while parliamentary governments see stronger tendencies for interest 

groups to ally with specific political partners in order to achieve their political goals (Thomas, 

2001:274; Allern, 2010:99). For such systems, since it has more than one power centre, it may 

be risky to only cultivate the one. At the same time, this too can be valid for a parliamentary 

system with frequent changes and minority governments, where interest groups can find it 

necessary to work on their relationship with more than just one party (Thomas, 2001:274; 

Allern, 2010:99). 

 

The nature of the electoral system can also shape how party-group relationships are formed 

and impact how interest groups choose to link themselves to parties. The electoral system 
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controls how parties achieve seats and determine, for example, thresholds for access to the 

diet and/or state subsidy (Thomas, 2001:274-5; Allern, 2010:99). In proportional multi-

member systems (PR) the political arena is more susceptible to a larger constellation of 

parties, ranging from fringe parties to the large centrist, while in Single Member plurality 

systems (SM) the electoral system produces only a few viable parties (Thomas, 2001:275-6; 

Allern, 2010:99). Consequently, PR-systems breed policy-seeking parties, rather than vote 

oriented parties, which in turn can decrease the need for separate interest groups for a certain 

issue (Thomas, 2001:276). This can be seen in countries with strong environmental parties, 

for instance in European countries commonly employing PR-systems, as opposed to the USA 

or UK who employ the SM-system, and several national environmental groups are present 

(Thomas, 2001:276). PR-system creates more competition amongst several parties, also over 

the support of interest groups and can lead to higher chances of coalition governments 

forming with the need to cultivate relationships with a broader range of interest groups 

(Thomas, 2001:276). Simultaneously, it might not be in the parties’ own best interest to go 

too wide, as PR-systems with low thresholds can make ideologically motivated members 

break out to form a separate party in protest (Allern, 2010:100). Hence, the more 

fragmentation within a policy dimension, the more likely parties are to sustain organisational 

ties to interest groups that are found within the same policy space (Allern, Hansen, Marshall 

et al., 2020:15)   

 

While by no means uncontested, pluralism and neo-corporatism are viewed as two important 

explanatory factors of the influence interest groups have on public policy (Thomas, 2017). 

Corporatist systems show characteristics where interest groups have traditionally had strong 

ties to the state, and are often incorporated into policy-making bodies (Rasmussen & 

Lindeboom, 2013:268-9). Particularly this is seen for major interest groups representing the 

economic sector, such as business and labour, who often work with the state in a tripartite 

representation on policy decisions through membership in different types of government 

advisory bodies (Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:268).  

 

In neo-corporatism the government trades cooperation on policy forming by giving certain 

peak interest groups monopoly over representation, while at the same time corporatism is 

criticized for being rigorous and possibly ill-fitting for the contemporary political situation 

(Saurugger, 2007:3; see also Jordan 1981, Cox, 1988). Corporatism implies a hierarchical 

situation with unambiguous relations, which critics argue to be difficult to obtain in reality, 
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and that the theory is no more than a modified version of pluralism (Jordan, 1981; Cox 1984). 

Nevertheless, interest groups in corporatist societies are believed to be more likely to focus on 

establishing and maintaining a relationship with the government, as opposed to doing so with 

parliamentary parties (Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:268). This has particularly been 

associated with the cooperation seen in social-democratic states and labour movements 

(Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:277; Thomas, 2017).  

 

In pluralistic systems, the interaction between interest groups and the state is weaker, and 

interest groups are viewed as playing a separate role in the political system as another way of 

democratic representation (Sussman, 2011:5; Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:268-9). 

Consequently, policy outlining is done to a lesser degree in government advisory bodies, and 

is more reliant on open debate and deliberation (Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:269). 

Pluralism sees society as a struggle between different interests (Sussman, 2011:5). In general, 

interest groups in pluralistic societies are found to have less institutionalized government 

contacts, and an interest group’s contact directly with parties is more important for voicing 

their opinions (Rasmussen & Lindeboom, 2013:269). The theory of pluralism says that the 

power is not concentrated among a few elites but spread out to a wide array of groups which 

all have equal access to the policy-making arena (Sussman, 2011:4). In reality, while one is 

free to organize into groups to channel interests, not all have equal access, due to varying 

levels of education, political constraint, and economic resources. (Sussman, 2011:5) Political 

Scientist Elmer Eric Schattschneider famously noted that the “flaw in the pluralist heaven is 

that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.” (Schattschneider in 

Sussman, 2011:6).  

 

Party finance, seen through the level of dependence on state subsidy or donations by parties 

can also be seen to impact party-interest group relationships. As parties become reliant on 

public subsidy, it also pushes away the need for parties to rely on civil society to fund their 

activities, much in line with the cartel party thesis (Katz & Mair, 1995; Biezen & Kopecy, 

2014). Nonetheless, relying on state subsidy does not mean it has made other sources of 

income redundant, it may strictly limit it. In a 2020 study by Allern, Hansen, Otjes et al., they 

find that the effect of direct financial donations from unions to be positively related to 

stronger party-union links. Even when controlling for whether or not the party and union have 

been allies historically, this effect is positive. However, the effect diminishes as state funding 

increases (Allern, Hansen, Otjes et al, 2020:2).  
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This then leads to an interesting dynamic. For while a financial contribution is not equal to the 

existence of a relationship between parties and interest groups, it may give interest groups 

access to the policy shaping arenas (McMenamin, 2012). Since financial contributions are by 

nature difficult to take back compared to other tangible resources, such as lending manpower 

or locations, in return for contributing financially to a party, an interest group may expect 

access to policy shaping or may lead to the establishment of organizational ties (McMenamin, 

2012; Allern, Hansen, Otjes et al, 2020:3). Thus, when parties are no longer inherently reliant 

on interest groups and other social groups to survive, a more independent stance is promoted, 

especially if regulations do not permit or strictly regulate private donations (Dalton et al, 

2011/13:38-40). In other words, the larger amount public subsidy makes up of the party’s 

total revenue, the less parties need to rely on civil society and are able to take a step back 

from them. 

 

4.3.3 Ideology and resources 

On the group-level, two often used factors are ideological proximity and exchange of 

resources (Allern, 2020:5; Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017). Historically, the relationship between 

ideologically aligned parties and interest groups have been strong (Allern & Bale, 2017). 

Ideological proximity has also been used to explain how interest groups mainly lobby or 

maintain a relationship to their “friends,” rather than ideological opponents, although studies 

have also shown that interest groups may have incentives to lobby ideological opponents too 

(Marshall, 2015). Furthermore, interest groups may maintain relationships with parties due to 

shared ideology, even if the party’s power status fluctuates (Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017:98). 

Establishing relationships to ideological opponents can also be costly for an interest group in 

terms of member support, if it goes against their image as a strict right or left leaning group 

(Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017:98). For example, if a trade union were to go into an agreement 

with a right-wing government, it’s members may view this as a “betrayal of the working-class 

cause” (Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017:98). 

 

 Scholars argue that once a party-interest group relationship is formed, it does not go on 

“autopilot”, and other concerns may top others — also when it comes to the importance of 

ideology (Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017). One of these concerns can also be related to a cost-

benefit view. The cost-benefit resource model implies that a relationship is sustained by what 
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the two parts can offer each other in terms of resources, such as votes, financial support, and 

access to government (Allern, 2020:5; see also Allern & Bale, 2017, Rasmuss & Lindeboom, 

2013, Allern, Hansen, Otjes et al., 2020).  Parties/groups may calculate the costs and benefits 

of establishing ties with one possible party/group over the other (Allern & Bale, 2012:19). 

Elin H. Allern writes that by “structuring their interaction parties and interest groups ensure 

that the exchange of resources between them becomes stable,” but that there remains much 

still to be studied on the cost-benefit resource model (Allern, 2020:5). 

 

4.4 The Japanese Context and Party-Interest Group 

Relationships 

The relationship between parties and interest groups is possibly influenced by several factors 

and this alludes to why there is such a wide variation of different types of relationships across 

nations who share, or appear to share, similar system-level qualities. In the following section I 

will go through what factors, both on the system-level as well as the party-level, that may 

have impacted the party-interest group relationships in Japan. Some of the qualities of the 

Japanese system has already been covered in chapter two and three and I will be referring to 

the related sections for further reading. Readers unfamiliar with Japan and Japanese 

terminology can also find a list in the appendix. 

 

The political cleavages that manifested during the 1955-system was, as previously explained 

in chapter two and three, monumental for the establishment of relationships between parties 

and interest groups. The divide seen largely continue to this day, although interest groups now 

may have more incentive to be independent since entering the 2000s. Simultaneously, Japan 

is a highly homogenous electorate, and social class may not be the most efficient explanatory 

factor (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:8-9). The Japanese electorate has on the one hand a relatively 

high turnout in elections, but on the other hand the Japanese people show both hostility and 

disinterest towards politics (IFES, 2019; Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:7-10). As we have seen in 

chapter two, Japanese parties in general have a weak grassroot base, and while some party 

leaders may have enjoyed a great deal of popularity most Japanese remain indifferent to 

politics, if not outright sceptical (Hrebenar & Itoh, 2015:10-1).  

 

Japanese elections have traditionally been characterized by focus on the individual politician 

rather than the party as a whole (Neary, 2019:109-1). While it is difficult to label Japanese 
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parties prior to 1994 as entirely weak, the individual politicians appear stronger, or at the very 

least as more attractive targets for interest groups (Christensen, 2015:25). For example, in the 

case of the Liberal Democratic Party, a politician may be representing an interest group in the 

party’s policy research divisions. Through this, they can form and push through a policy in 

favour of the interest group, although the party still has the final say and will have to approve 

it before it reaches the Diet floor (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:157-8, 197-8). After the electoral 

reform in 1994, the focus was shifted towards the party as a whole, spearheaded by using the 

party leader as the party’s image outwards (Neary, 2019:109-1; Christensen, 2015:36).  

 

Japan is a unitary state, which should promote well-organized links between the national 

party and interest groups (Allern, 2010:98-9). Moreover, as the Japanese system has a 

parliamentary government it should give incentives for interest groups to cultivate ties with 

certain political parties, instead of opting for a supra-partisan approach. Japan has also seen a 

one-party dominance, and does not frequently change government, which could further imply 

that interest groups are more intent on cultivating ties to only specific parties (Allern, 

2010:99). Simultaneously, Japan has an electoral system that incorporates both a proportional 

tier and a single-member district tier (see Christensen, 2015). On the one hand the 

proportional tier allows smaller parties to gain seats in the Diet, but also favours large and 

well-known parties in the single-member district tier.  

 

As previously mentioned in section 2.5, Japan is described as a corporatist country where 

there traditionally has been a tripartite cooperation between the government, the bureaucracy, 

and selected peak interest groups – also known as the iron triangle. Scholars discuss who has 

held most of the power in this arrangement and judgement varies, but supposedly there has 

been a shift from the bureaucracy being the main entity towards the parties, in most cases the 

LDP holding the reins (Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:135). Notably missing from the tripartite 

cooperation arrangement, is the labour movements. Labour was commonly included up until 

the 1990s, but are now only sporadically included (Miura, 2011:186-7).  

 

In corporatist states, interest groups are seen to value contact with the government and state 

over parliamentary parties. In Japan, due to the one-party dominance, this has de-facto been 

the Liberal Democratic Party. As noted in chapter two, labour has been included in the 

bureaucratic advisory councils, despite being normally excluded by the LDP. Thus, while the 

description of Japan as having “corporatism without labour” is for the most part an accurate 
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description, it is much more nuanced than simply the complete absence of labour 

representation (Miura, 2011:187-88). 

 

Corruption cases in Japanese politics have been numerous, to the point that some have 

considered it an inherent fixture and problem of the Japanese democracy (Woodall, 2015:65). 

Particularly prominent are corruption scandals where powerful diet members, many of them 

from LDP, would award public works contracts in exchange for large sums of money, such as 

the Lockheed scandal where even the prime minister at the time was prosecuted (see Woodall, 

2015; Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015, Tokumoto, 2016, Stockwin, 2018). In an effort to remedy 

this, the Japanese Diet passed the Law for Government Subsidies of Political Parties in 1994, 

where the law calls for the Japanese government to set aside and allocate funds each year to 

political parties and other laws concerning donations to political parties (Carlson, 2010:392; 

Woodall, 2015:58).  

 

The total amount of the public subsidy to be used is calculated by pooling 250 yen (ca 

$2.3USD) per capita and the funding is allocated to parties that fulfil one out of two criteria: 

have at least five Diet members, or have exceeded 2 percent of the vote-shares in the last 

election for parties that have at least one Diet member (Carlson, 2010:392, 395-6). A party’s 

share is based on the total number of diet members the party has and its share of votes in the 

most recent elections for both the upper and lower house elections (Carlson, 2010:395). Once 

allocated, the party stands free to redistribute to the relevant party branches as they see fit 

(Carlson, 2010:395-6). The Communists are the only party who considers the state subsidy as 

forcing taxpayers to financially support parties regardless of their own political belief, and 

does not accept any (The Japanese Communist Party, 2015; Carlson, 2010:405ft.1).  

 

When it comes to donations the Political Funds Control Law stipulates that parties’ individual 

candidates and parties must establish funding agents/organizations that can assist in raising 

and reporting the flow of public funds/donations (Woodall, 2015:59; Carlson, 2010:399-400). 

Donations by individuals are limited to ¥20 million ($260,000USD) per year, and must be 

disclosed if an individual contributes more than ¥500 000 ($649) (Woodall, 2015:59). For 

corporate/trade unions and the like, donations are limited to between ¥7.5 million and to ¥100 

million ($97,400-$1.3 million) depending the amount of capitalization, number of members, 

annual expenses and more (Woodall, 2015:59). Breaking the Political Funds Control Law 
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does lead to punishment, but these are in seen as lackluster and without very harsh 

consequences (see Woodall, 2015). 

 

Japanese parties are an interesting conundrum in the sense that the ideological span within the 

individual parties is usually wide, perhaps with the exception of minor one-issue parties and 

the Japanese Communist Party. While a change from the LDP and DPJ would bring different 

policy focus, it’s not given it would bring enormous change, although one of the largest 

divides in contemporary Japanese politics remains to centre around Japan’s pacifist 

constitution. Hence, the ideological “fight” is mainly a centre-left and centre-right one and 

revolves around two large parties to lead a government. Both in size and relative amount of 

resources, the LDP and its coalition partner the Clean Government Party would come out as 

the winners for interest groups due to the long-term dominance of the parties. Precisely 

because the one-party dominance has been the norm, the Democratic Party has developed as a 

“resource constrained” party, while the LDP has enjoyed the privilege of being approached by 

political actors (Hamamoto, 2012:66).  

 

4.4.1 What to expect? 

As seen in the party-model theories, parties are seen to be in need to adapt to a changing 

reality. The long-term development of parties, as formulated by Katz & Mair (1995) and 

Kirchheimer’s Catch-all thesis, implies that political parties inevitably move closer to the 

state rather than civil society, ultimately becoming agents of the state. As a consequence, 

parties widen their political base beyond their traditional constituency to encompass a wider 

range of voters across social cleavages and classes. As parties continue to evolve, aided by 

public subsidy and spurred on by election systems that encourage broader party 

constellations, they move even further away from civil society and closer to the state. This, 

according to the literature, produces incentives for parties to re-evaluate traditionally close 

relationships to interest groups so as to not turn any possible median voters away. Empirical 

studies have found that formal ties have diminished, although they were never common to 

begin with. However, this does not mean complete absence of ties overall, and empirical 

studies point towards parties employing less formal ties to interest groups.  

 

Along with weaker ties, the literature also points in the direction of an increasing degree of 

pluralism in party-interest group relationships. As previously discussed in chapter three this 
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has been believed to go hand-in-hand with the long-term party development (See Katz & 

Mair, 1997). This has then been seen in the form of parties cultivating relationships with a 

wider array of interest groups, not just their traditional allies as seen in the study by Allern 

and Bale (2017) on relationships between unions and left-of-centre parties. Simultaneously, 

they find that not all relationships are equal, and that the relationship between traditional 

allies are stronger (Allern & Bale, 2017).  

 

In light of the literature on party-interest group relationships are Japanese parties’ 

relationship to interest groups characterized by weaker ties to a broad scope of 

interest groups, or by stronger ties to traditional allies? 

 

Upon first glance the Japanese system initially gives reasons to presume that the country has 

qualities that promote strong party-interest group relationships, and indeed it does, but there 

are also qualities that may promote distance between the parties and interest groups. From the 

outset of the modern political system, a divide manifested and created a political cleavage 

which had, and to a certain degree still has, established patterns of contact between parties and 

interest groups. Along with the electoral reform in 1994 ,which ushered in the 1994-system, 

Japan began to use a PR-tier in elections. The focus was to a larger degree turned to the party 

as a whole, but the country also uses single seat constituencies in elections. At the same time, 

Japan is a neo-corporatist country which is said to make interest groups prioritize creating 

relationships with the government and state, rather than the parliamentary parties. In addition, 

the presence of a generous party subsidy scheme in Japan, which has alleviated the 

dependence many parties have had on civil society, implies more distance between parties and 

interest groups. Still, donations play a big role in party finance.  

 

Hence, Japanese parties appear to have conflicting incentives in creating and maintaining 

relationships to interest groups. This makes it difficult to pinpoint exactly what to expect 

based on the above-mentioned factors. Rather than that, I believe a discussion of these system 

and group-level factors are relevant and will be revisited after the empirical analysis. 

 

4.5 Summary 

In this chapter I have gone through the framework for this thesis, such as the 

conceptualization of party-interest group relationships, the different “faces” of party 
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organization as well as system- and group-level factors that may impact this relationship. 

Finally, I presented the expectations made for the Japanese cases. As seen previously, the 

incentives based on system- and group-level factors may point in opposite directions and be 

conflicting with each other and not everything is given. In the next chapter I will present both 

the method for this thesis as well as the primary source of data used. Following this I will go 

through how we may approach the operationalization in order to answer the expectations of 

Japanese parties’ relationship to interest groups.  
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5.0 Data and Methods 
 

In this chapter I will present how I plan to analyze the data and approach other empirical 

information at hand, as well as the methodological concerns related to this. This includes 

questions of equivalence, and the implication a case study has for replicability and validity. 

Further in this chapter I will present the empirical data on Japan from the Party-Interest Group 

Relationships in Contemporary Democracies project, with notes on the individual parties and 

development since the survey start. I end this chapter with an operationalization of how I plan 

to measure the strength and range of parties’ ties to interest groups. 

 

5.1 Case Study 

This thesis is set up as a descriptive intensive case study of parties’ relationships to interest 

groups in a long-lasting western democracy through the study of seven Japanese parties 

(Levy, 2008:3-5).While a case study is denoted as an intensive study of a single case, in this 

thesis I will through the use of data primarily from a cross-sectional dataset on party-interest 

group relationships across 19 countries, add a comparative element to discern whether or not 

Japanese parties conform to the expectations from the broader party-interest group research 

(Bryman, 2016:60). This will be supplemented by empirical data on inter-organizational 

structure and party statutes to aid in evaluating the framework.    

 

The use of case study as a method brings up some methodological questions that need to be 

addressed. Most of the criticism of case studies are usually related to the validity of the study, 

particularly to the external validity, or generalizability, of the study (Bryman, 2016:62). 

Namely how a small-n case study can be generalized and generate findings that can be 

representative for the larger population (Bryman, 2016:62). While I acknowledge that this can 

can be an issue in many studies with similar qualities as this one, the main aim of this thesis is 

not to be directly generalizable beyond the scope of Japan as a country. Rather, this thesis is 

mainly descriptive in nature in order to contribute empirically to the research on party-interest 

group relationships and deepen the understanding of the Japanese context. This is also one of 

the trade-offs when using case study with a small-n population, in that researchers prioritize 

the unique aspects of a single or few cases versus “ironing out the ruggedness” in order to 

generalize across the population (Gerring, 2017:20). As such, the internal validity is higher in 

qualitative studies, compared to quantitative studies, such as statistical analyses.  



 54 

Once you cross country borders, the topic of equivalence should presumably be a part of the 

discussion. Equivalence concerns whether or not concepts and terms, amongst other concerns, 

are equal or not across contexts (van Deth, 2009:3).  However, concepts or terms are seldom 

entirely equal, and efforts must be done to recognize and remedy this. While the unique 

qualities of a culture or nation must be taken into account, comparative studies aim to say 

something across such distinctions and need to have indicators in common in order to do so 

(van Deth, 2009:12). Through this process researchers may encounter several caveats. These 

include construct bias, method bias, and item bias (van Deth, 2009:4,6). For example, 

researchers will encounter issues related to translation (van Deth, 2009:6). Not just 

translations in the lexical term, but also that they may carry different connotations across 

cultures. Moreover, when attempting to establish equivalence on concepts in order to make 

them comparable across contexts, one way is increasing the level of abstraction (van Deth, 

2009:5). This can, however, go too far, in that they end up with a conceptual stretching and 

the concepts become not just general, but “mere generalities are conducive only to vagueness 

and conceptual obscurity” (Sartori, 1970:1041; van Deth, 2009). 

 

In this thesis, all relevant parties in Japan responded to the survey, and the entire population is 

covered; still, a few notes will be addressed in a later section, concerning the data used and 

the time of the data collection (Bryman, 2016:41).  In addition, I would like to address an 

issue concerning replicability (Bryman, 2016:41). Some of the sources used are in Japanese, 

and this will be a problem for any scholar not proficient in the Japanese language if 

attempting to replicate by using the same secondary sources. While this is not an excessive 

amount, there is some information from official sources, such as ministries or political party 

websites, and research papers that are only found in Japanese.  

 

Due to the low-n of the parties, a statistical analysis is not an option. Removing, or adding, a 

case can heavily impact the analysis result. While I do maintain a variable oriented approach, 

the context of these are important to consider. This implies further that replication is difficult, 

as the evaluation of the result is reliant on the researchers’ own judgement. Furthermore, the 

PAIRDEM-data was originally designed to be used for statistical studies to establish a general 

tendency, or more focused comparative studies. Disaggregating the data also makes the thesis 

more sensitive to subjective evaluation by party informants, in comparison to the aggregated 

data where a statistical analysis would smooth over this  
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5.2 The Data 

This thesis will investigate these expectations by, above all, using data collected through the 

Party-Interest Group Relationships in Contemporary Democracies project. The project is a 

cross-sectional study of long-lasting western democracies, 19 in total. The main data set on 

parties is based on a survey of all significant parties in these countries One questionnaire was 

sent out to the central party organization and one to the parliamentary party between 2016 and 

2017. The data covers the middle tier, inter-organizational ties, as presented in section 4.1, 

and informants were asked to consider the last five years when answering, in this way 

grasping a general overview of closeness. 

 

To determine which parties to include, the project established a threshold to make sure 

marginal political actors were avoided in the population. Thus, the party population consists 

of all parties who, at the time of the survey launch in 2016, had: representation in national 

parliament, at least one seat, in one or more of the last three elections and above 1 percent of 

the votes in at least one of the three elections, or more than 2 percent of the votes in the last 

election but no seats. The total number of individual parties invited to join was 155 across the 

19 countries (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a:14).  

 

There is one dataset for the Central Party Organization (CPO) and one for the Parliamentary 

Party Group (PPG). The combined response rate for the two party surveys is 67 percent as 

104 parties answered one or both surveys. However, in a majority of countries the response 

rate is higher than this, in some countries going as high as having 100 percent of parties 

responding to one, or both, party surveys (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a:14). For 

both of these datasets the interest groups are divided into eleven sectors, such as trade unions 

and environmental groups, and thus we will not be able to discern which individual interest 

group the party refers to when answering. 

 

The party population definition led to the inclusion of seven individual Japanese parties: 

People’s Life First Party (PLFP), the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP), Party for Future 

Generations (PFG), Japan Communist Party (JCP), Clean Government Party (Komeito), 

Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). The CPO-data 

includes responses from all seven of the parties, while the PPG-data includes five, namely the 

LDP, DPJ, JCP, and Komeito, as the PLFP and PFG did not respond to the PPG survey. 
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Below is an overview of details on the included parties and notes on changes since the survey 

launch in April 2016  

 

Table 2. Japanese parties included in the PAIRDEM-dataset 2016-2017 

 

(NHK, n.d.; Lansford, 2019:805-815; Kuronuma, 2020) 

 

First, by 2016 the LDP-Komeito government had comfortably been in power since 2012, 

spearheaded by former Prime Minister (PM) Abe Shinzo, after defeating the DPJ in the 

 
Party name 

Representation in the House of 
Councillor and the House of 

Representatives as of April 2016 

 
Notes 

People’s Life 

First Party 

(PLFP) 

House of Councillors: 2 

House of Representatives: 2 

Opposition. The party changed its name in late 2014 to 

“People's Life Party & Taro Yamamoto and Friends” and then 

to “the Liberal Party” in 2016, before merging with Democratic 

Party for the People (DPP)  in 2019 

The Social 

Democratic 

Party of Japan 

(SDPJ) 

House of Councillors: 2 

House of Representatives: 2 

Opposition. 

Party for 

Future 

Generations 

(PFG) 

House of Councillors: 3 

House of Representatives: 2 

Opposition. Party was formed on August 1st, 2013, after the 

House of Councillors election in July 2013, but 5 HC diet 

members joined from the Japan Restoration Party. The party 

changed its name to “the Party for the Japanese Kokoro” in 

2015, before merging into the LDP in 2018. 

Japan 

Communist 

Party (JCP) 

House of Councillors: 14 

House of Representatives: 21 

Opposition 

Clean 

Government 

Party 

(Komeito) 

House of Councillors: 25 

House of Representatives: 35 

Governing party 

Democratic 

Party of Japan 

(DPJ) 

House of Councillors: 49 

House of Representatives: 73 

Opposition. DPJ merged with the Innovation party in March 

2016 to become the Democratic Party (DP). Two groups split 

from the DP before the election in 2017 into the Kibo no To 

and the Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP). The DP did 

not stand for election for the HR elections in 2017 but endorsed 

Kibo no To. In 2018 leaders of the DP merged with parts of 

Kibo no To to form the Democratic Party for the People (DPP). 

CDP and  DPP have since merged back together in September 

2020 under the CDP banner. Some MPs remained in the DPP; 

others turned to independents. 

Liberal 

Democratic 

Party (LDP) 

House of Councillors: 121 

House of Representatives: 291 

Governing party 
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election of the House of Representatives. In September 2020, PM Abe stepped down, and 

former Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga Yoshihide was elected party president and thus PM.  

 

Second, the opposition has since the survey start in 2016 transformed quite a bit. The original 

DPJ no longer exists and was ultimately split into the two parties DPP and CDP (Kuronuma, 

2020). As of September 2020, the two parties merged back under a common CDP banner, 

which now has around 140 seats in the Diet, although a handful of individuals refrained from 

joining CDP (Kuronuma, 2020; Kobayashi, 2020). Hence, while the data will largely be valid 

for the Japanese context, it is important to be aware of the many changes in the party 

constellation in the four years since the project launched.  

 

Furthermore, while there is no immediate reason to believe a party informant is set on giving 

false information when answering the survey, there is a chance of normal human cognitive 

faults. Informants may fail to recall certain ties or have little to do with them, or otherwise not 

be aware of a particular form of structured interaction. Simultaneously, respondents may 

believe it is in their interest to evaluate certain relationships to be either stronger or weaker 

than they actually are. All respondents have been anonymized and this is all in all unlikely to 

be widespread (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a) 

 

The dataset does not refer to individual interest groups, but to group categories, of which 

there are eleven, when asking parties to evaluate the strength of connections, or when asking 

who they have certain ties to. This is done as it is not feasible to ask parties to evaluate 

relations to thousands of individual interest groups. As a consequence, it is not possible to 

discern individual interest groups and parties to consider them as a pair. Moreover, parties 

may have ties to several interest groups within one sector or just the one. 

 

5.3 Operationalization 

In this thesis I will use a variable oriented approach, while being mindful of the context as the 

thesis is in general a qualitative piece of work. What follows here is a description of how I 

plan to approach the data for this thesis when determining the strength of ties and scope of 

parties’ relationship to interest groups.  
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As described in section 4.1, the strength of ties is made up of two elements: type of ties and 

the number of ties. The type of ties can further be broken down into three categories: 

statutory, inter organizational, and individual. In this thesis I focus on the inter-organizational 

ties, in order to establish the general picture of Japanese parties’ relationships to interest 

groups. As statutory ties are overall not common to see in contemporary democracies, these 

have been excluded from the analysis (see Allern & Verge, 2017). While it is important to 

take the individual tie into consideration, I will generally assume the more formal and durable 

(durable and/or written) organizational ties, the stronger the relationship parties have to 

interest groups.  

 

What this means is that highly formal ties, such as written agreements on interest group 

representatives in leadership councils or joint policy committees, are difficult to terminate, as 

they incur higher levels of political costs. The higher the formalization, the more visible 

change (formal or statutory) is necessary to change that (Allern, Otjes et al., 2020:4). Less 

formal ties are often made out to be of less cost to terminate, particularly if not connected to a 

specific member of the party. Yet at the same time certain less-formal ties may have created a 

highly visible organizational structure, which also can prove to be difficult to terminate, 

despite there is no statutory change needed (Allern, Otjes et al., 2020:4). These organizational 

ties will be counted, and generally the higher number of ties and the more durable ties 

together reflect the strength of ties.  

 

For the Central Party Organization (CPO) there are ten such ties, and for the Parliamentary 

Party Group (PPG) there are nine ties, that party informants have answered yes or no to 

having. The PPG was purposefully not asked about interest group participation in the national 

party congress as it is not applicable for this party unit (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 

2020a:16). These ties range from permanent ties to event-based ties, and will be added up 

hierarchically, with the strongest on top and weakest at the bottom, here presented in Table 3 

below. This creates a scale with a theoretical maximum score of either nine or ten depending 

on the party organization. 
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Table 3. List of organizational ties by name and maximum number of ties possible 

 

 

Additionally, I will cover regularized, but informal, top leadership contact with interest 

groups. Here respondents were asked to answer yes or no to having this type tie and further 

asked to specify which interest group categories the top leadership were in contact with. This 

tie is found both for the CPO and the PPG, and is closer to the individual level.  

 

Ideally, in order to determine the scope of parties’ relationships with interest groups, an index 

of presenting individual groups within each interest group category would be desirable. 

However, as mentioned, this would be a daunting task for parties, and instead interest groups 

are divided into 11 categories. To determine the scope of parties’ relationships to interest 

groups, I will use the party’s own perceived strength of the organizational connection with the 

different interest group categories. The party representatives have been asked to rate their own 

perceived strength of the organizational connection and collaboration with interest group 

categories ranging from 1 (no connection) to 5 (very strong connection). This also means that 

the evaluations are much more prone to subjective view of the respondent, as opposed to the 

organizational ties which is a very simple yes or no. This includes respondents lacking 

insight, or ideological preferences shining through. Yet, they may indicate which interest 

group categories the informant considers to be closer to the party. 

 

Name of tie PPG CPO

Permanent joint committee(s) X X

Durable ties
Temporary joint committee(s) X X

Written agreements about regular 

meetings
X X

Tacit agreements about regular 

meetings 
X X

Tacit agreements about one-

sided/mutual representation in 

national decision-making bodies

X X

Joint party-group conference X X

Joint party-group actions and 

campaigns
X X

Event-based ties

Invitations to interest group(s) to 

participate in the party's national 

congress/conference

X

Invitations to interest group(s) to 

participate in the party's internal 

meetings, seminars and/or 

conferences

X X

Invitations to interest group(s) to 

participate in special consultative 

meetings/seminar/hearings

X X

Maximum number of ties 9 10
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The empirical analysis of this data will be split first and foremost into two sections; one for 

Central Party Organization and one for the Parliamentary Party Group. The sections are built 

divided similarly. I begin with looking at the strength and number of organizational ties for 

the parties, determining which party or parties have the most of these, and the average for the 

CPO or PPG in general. Further, I divide the parties into three categories based on having 

weak, medium, or strong organizational ties. Moving on, I then turn to look at the scope of 

parties’ relationships to interest groups looking at each individual party’s evaluation of their 

organizational connection. Here, I look at how many categories they have each and on 

average between them.  

 

5.4 Summary 

This chapter has presented the method used in this thesis and the methodological concerns 

related to a case study with a low-n population. I have presented the main empirical source 

with additional information on the relevant political parties in Japan. I have also gone through 

the operationalization and how I plan to approach the data at hand. In the next two following 

chapters, we will begin with the empirical data. First, I start with an empirical analysis of the 

data on the two party organizations, both alone and in comparison with the broader tendencies 

of contemporary western democracies. In the following chapter I will  go through additional 

empirical information on party structure and consider whether or not there is grounds to 

believe there remains issues to be consider in terms of the conceptual framework. 
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6.0 Empirical Analysis 
 

This chapter will start out by answering the first part of the research question at hand, 

namely what characterizes the relationships between political parties and interest groups 

in Japan today in terms of structured interaction. This I do by differentiating between 

two dimensions, as laid out in chapter four, in order to grasp the general tendency. The 

first, concerns the strength of organizational ties between parties and interest groups, 

and I look at both the number of ties and the level of institutionalization. The second, 

concerns the range of ties, and I will determine this by seeing how many individual 

group categories parties have an organizational connection to. First, I will go through 

the organizational ties the Central Party Organization (CPO) has to interest groups, and 

then move on to the ties the Parliamentary Party Group (PPG) has to interest groups, in 

order to grasp any difference between the two faces of the party. As noted in chapter 

three, statutory ties are not common to see in long-lasting western democracies. 

Generally, this is true for Japanese parties too and statutory ties such as collective 

membership are not seen and we concentrate on the middle tier as described in the 

conceptualization in chapter four (Poguntke et al, 2016, 2020).  

 

6.1 The Central Party Organization 

First, the data on the type of organizational ties between the Central Party Organization 

(CPO) and one or more interest group(s) is presented in the next section, for all the 

seven parties. Durable ties are listed above the black line, and the regularized event-

based ties are listed below. Following this, I present the data on the range of ties for the 

seven parties, across the eleven interest group categories. 

 

6.1.1 Strength of Ties 

On average parties, who have one or more ties to interest groups have 6.2 types of ties, 

but as shown in Table 4 there is noteworthy internal variation. Regular event-based ties 

are the most common, but most Japanese parties have several ties, which includes more 

durable ones, to interest group(s). At first glance we can see that six out of seven parties 

in Japan report to have two or more organizational ties to one or more interest group(s). 

The People’s Life First party (PLFP) is the only exception, as the party reports to have 
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no ties to any interest group(s). The Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) has the maximum 

number of ties, ten in all, closely followed by the Social Democratic Party of Japan 

(SDPJ) and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) who have eight each.  

 

Table 4. Central Party Organization’s organizational ties to interest groups 

 

 

Already, three parties stand out from the rest — the Social Democratic Party of Japan 

(SDPJ), the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). 

The SDPJ, while lacking Temporary joint committees and written agreements, have 

permanent joint committees and all remaining durable and event-based ties. The LDP 

has both permanent and temporary joint committees, as well as written agreements, but 

do not have the following two durable ties. The DPJ has all types of ties, both durable 

and event-based.  

 

The LDP and the DPJ have written agreements on regular meetings between parties 

and interest group(s), which, compared to the tacit agreements is more, “formal” in the 

organised routines for CPO contact with interest groups

PLFP SDPJ PFG JCP KM DPJ LDP

Permanent joint committee(s) X X X

Temporary joint committee(s) X X

Written agreements about regular 

meetings
X X

Tacit agreements about regular 

meetings 
X X

Tacit agreements about one-

sided/mutual representation in national 

decision-making bodies

X X

Joint party-group conference X X X X X

Joint party-group actions and 

campaigns
X X X X

Invitations to interest group(s) to 

participate in the party's national 

congress/conference

X X X X X

Invitations to interest group(s) to 

participate in the party's internal 

meetings, seminars and/or 

conferences

X X X X X X

Invitations to interest group(s) to 

participate in special consultative 

meetings/seminar/hearings

X X X X X X

Total number of ties 0/10 8/10 4/10 5/10 2/10 10/10 8/10

PLFP = People’s Life First Party, SDPJ = Social Democratic Party of Japan, PFG = Party for Future Generations, JCP = Japan Communist Party, 

KM= Clean Government Party (Komeito), DPJ = Democratic Party of Japan, LDP = Liberal Democratic Party. Parties are sorted from least seats 

in the diet (PLFP, left) to the most seats in the diet (LDP, right). Ties are hierarchically listed from strongest (top) to weakest (bottom). Source: 

PAIRDEM survey 
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sense that it is not just agreed upon without an explicit agreement in written form. Out 

of the two, the tacit agreements would potentially cost less to discontinue. Both 

agreements nonetheless imply that representatives from parties and interest groups 

regularly meet with each other over time. Furthermore, the DPJ and SDPJ have both 

tacit agreements on one-sided or mutual representation in national decision-making 

bodies. This does not, however, differentiate between either the interest group(s) being 

represented in the party’s national decision-making body (such as the national executive 

council or congress), or vice versa. The most common out of the durable ties Japanese 

parties have to interest groups are joint party-group conferences on policy and/or 

specific issues, which five out of seven parties have, and joint party-group campaigns, 

which four out of seven parties have.  

 

For the LDP, the permanent joint committees are likely referring to the “15 interest 

group  committees” within the party, which has several standing committees related to 

different areas of interest, and where interest group members as well can be given 

leading positions (The Liberal Democratic Party, 2017, 2018). According to the party 

statutes of the LDP, other committees with interest groups may also be established (The 

Liberal Democratic Party, 2017). In the DPJ’s party statutes, it is written that the 

Chairman of the Corporate/Group Measures Committee supervises the activities with 

various corporations and groups, and it is then likely that the permanent and temporary 

joint committees are found within this (The Democratic Party of Japan, 2013). SDPJ 

also writes in their statutes that “a forum for discussion can be set up to foster and 

promote cooperation and collaborative relationships with the relevant organization” 

(The Social Democratic Party of Japan, 2006). Hence, while the above parties may be 

missing some tacit/temporary types of ties at the time of the survey, they may exist 

temporarily from time to time. Furthermore, while we already discerned that statutory 

ties are not common, the LDP gives one organization, the People’s Political 

Association, the right to vote when selecting a political leader (Poguntke et al, 2016, 

2020). 

 

Below the black line in Table 4 we find the regularized event-based ties. By nature, 

these are overall less costly to terminate compared to the durable ties just discussed 

above. They are nonetheless regularized interactions and do make up a relationship 

between parties and interest group(s), although a weaker one. Perhaps due to the low 
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cost these ties constitute, regularized event-based ties are the most common ties 

Japanese parties have to interest groups. A total of four out of seven parties usually 

invite interest group(s) to participate in the party’s national congress or conference. 

What role interest groups play in the national conference, as speakers or just as 

observers, for example, may vary and is not specified here. The last two ties in Table 4 

are found in six out of seven parties. Hence parties most commonly invite interest 

group(s) to participate in the party’s internal meetings, seminars, and/or conferences 

and in special consultative meetings/seminars/hearings initiated by the party’s CPO, on 

policy programmes and issues. 

 

Overall, the less formal organizational ties are indeed the most prominent, but it is not 

entirely “bottom heavy,” as most parties do employ more reciprocal and durable ties to 

interest group(s). Using the data presented in Table 4, we can then divide the seven 

parties in to three categories, weak, medium, and strong, by the number of ties they 

have. In the “weak” category we find the People’s Life First Party with zero ties, and 

Clean Government Party with two ties. In the “medium” category we have two parties, 

Party for Future Generations with four ties and the Japanese Communist Party with five 

ties. And finally, in the “strong” category we find the Social Democratic Party of Japan 

and the Liberal Democratic party with eight ties each, and the Democratic Party of 

Japan with all ten ties. 

 

Furthermore, through asking party informants whether or not there exist routines for 

regularized, but informal, leadership contact, we are able to also include some 

information on the more individual level.  

 

Table 5. Regularized Top Leadership Contact.  

 

 

The survey asked party representatives to determine if the party leadership has been 

informally in contact with interest group leaders. With leadership contact, the survey 

Informal leadership contact X 8888 X 8888

Full-time employees 0 27 20 700 6 90 100

Leadership contact
SDPJ DPJ

employ NO YES

company NO YES
agriculture NO YES

trade YES YES

occupation NO YES

religious NO YES
interfaith NO NO

environ NO NO

human NO NO
anti im NO NO

pro im NO NO

PLFP SDPJ PFG JCP KM DPJ LDP

Informal leadership contact X * X *

“Representatives of the party leadership have informally been in contact with leaders of one or more specific interest groups to discuss current 

issues of political relevance on a regular basis in the last 12 months.” PLFP = People’s Life First Party, SDPJ = Social Democratic Party of Japan, 

PFG = Party for Future Generations, JCP = Japan Communist Party, KM= Clean Government Party (Komeito), DPJ = Democratic Party of Japan, 

LDP = Liberal Democratic Party.  *  denotes unknown, includes missing value/no answer and “Don’t know.”  

 



 65 

means whether or not the top elected leaders have regularly been meeting with 

executive members, such as CEOs or other executives of companies, from the interest 

group leadership. Regular meetings must be understood to such a degree that the 

meetings have been numerous and normalised in the last 12 months. Here, only two 

parties, SDPJ and the DPJ, report that the party leadership has been in contact with the 

leadership of interest groups.  

 

From the data we can then conclude that the DPJ has the most institutionalized links to 

interest groups, followed closely by the SDPJ and then the LDP. Generally, parties are 

more likely to have several organizational ties to interest groups. Moreover, these 

organizational links are not limited to only event-based ties and many are reciprocal and 

durable. 

 

6.1.2 Range of Ties  

The data presented in Table 6 and Figure 2 is based on survey questions where the party 

representative was asked to evaluate the party’s organizational connection which “refers 

to both the strength/weakness of organized arrangements, agreements, and routines for 

contact, and the frequency of the actual contact (formal and informal) that exists 

between the two sides” (PAIRDEM).  Compared to when the party representative was 

asked about organizational ties the evaluation of the strength of organizational 

connections is, as explained earlier in section 5.3, more subjective. But they can help 

establish the range of Japanese parties’ relationships with interest groups. First, we 

begin with an overview of how parties are divided along the eleven interest group 

categories in Figure 2, before we move on to look closer at the seven parties. 
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Figure 2. The number of parties that have an organizational connection by interest group 

category. 

 

 

In Figure 2 we can see the total number of parties who have an organizational 

connection (having a value of  2 or more) by the eleven interest group categories. Here, 

we can see that parties do not have an organizational connection to all eleven categories. 

No party has any organizational connection to neither anti-immigration nor pro-

immigration groups. On average, CPOs have an organizational connection to five 

different categories of interest groups out of the total eleven. The most common being 

occupational/professional groups and religious groups, as shown in Figure 2, which five 

out of seven parties have an organizational connection to. Close behind are companies, 

agricultural groups, interfaith groups, environmental groups and humanitarian groups 

who four out of seven parties have an organizational connection with. Following this, 

three out of seven parties have an organizational connection to employers’ groups and 

trade unions.  

 

In Table 6 we move on to look at the parties’ organizational connections to the different 

interest group categories. On average, parties who have at least one organizational tie 

will have an organizational connection to 6 different interest group categories. But we 

can also see there are significant variations when looking at the individual parties. The 

Total of eleven interest group categories, with seven parties. Full list of interest group category names can be found in the 

appendix. This figure shows all parties who evaluate their organizational connections to be 2 or more to the respective interest 

group categories.  
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values in Table 6 are also divided into three categories; non-existing/weak (1-2), 

medium (3) and strong (4-5) depending on the evaluation by party informants.  

 

Table 6. Organizational connection: Strength of the Central Party Organization’s perceived 

organizational connection to interest groups within the following categories in the last five 

years 

 
 

 

Going from left to right by party we are first met by the PLFP which has zero 

organizational connections to any interest group sector, which does not come as a 

surprise, as the party has zero organizational ties as seen in Table 4. The SDPJ have an 

organizational connection to a total of seven out of eleven interest group sectors, which 

is indeed a greater scope than the aforementioned party, but still not the party with the 

most organizational connections. Although I am careful in directly interpreting the 

scores here to be equal to the strength of ties, it  appears that the SDPJ have the 

strongest routines to the relevant interest group(s), in particular to the trade unions, than 

the other parties. Notably, the SDPJ have no organizational connection to either 

employer’s groups or companies. Furthermore, the SDPJ has leadership contact, as 

presented in Table 5, between the party themselves and interest group(s), but are limited 

to one sector, the trade unions. The DPJ similarly has leadership contacts to the trade 

union sector, but also employers/business groups, companies, agricultural groups, 

occupational/professional groups, and religious groups – in other words, this covers 

roughly half of the interest group categories.  

 

org connect cpo CPO

CPO connect
Employers Company Agriculture Trade Occupational Religious Interfaith Environm Humanitarian Anti-immi. Pro-immi. PLFP SDPJ PFG JCP KM DPJ LDP Employers 3

PLFP 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 Employer 1 1 1 1 3 3 3 1 13 Employers 1,9 Companies 4

SDPJ 1 1 4 5 4 4 3 4 4 1 1 Companies 1 1 2 1 3 3 2 2 13 Companies 1,9 Agricultural 4

PFG 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 Agricultural 1 4 1 1 3 3 3 3 16 Agricultural 2,3 Trade unions 3

JCP 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 Trade unions 1 5 1 1 3 5 1 4 17 Trade unions 2,4 Occupational 5

CGM 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 * * Occupational 1 4 2 1 3 3 3 5 17 Occupational 2,4 Religious 5

DPJ 3 3 3 5 3 4 2 3 3 ** ** Religious 1 4 2 1 3 4 2 17 Religious 2,4 Interfaith 4

LDP 3 2 3 1 3 2 1 3 2 1 1 Interfaith 1 3 2 1 3 2 1 13 Interfaith 1,9 Environmental 4

Environmental 1 4 1 1 3 3 3 16 Environmental 2,3 Humanitarian 4

Humanitarian 1 4 1 1 3 3 2 15 Humanitarian 2,1 Anti-immigration 0

Anti-immigration 1 1 1 1 * * 1 5 Anti-immigration 1 Pro-immigration 0

Pro-immigration 1 1 1 1 * * 1 5 Pro-immigration 1

alle syv 13 13 16 17 17 17 13 16 15 5 5 Average score 0/11 7/11 4/11 0/11 9/11 9/11 7/11

alle syv 1,9 1,9 2,3 2,4 2,4 2,4 1,9 2,3 2,1 1,0 1

de som har 2+ 9 10 13 13 15 15 10 13 12

de som har 2 + 3 2,5 3,3 4,3 3 3 2,5 3,3 3

partier har i snitt org connection til 5 interesse gruppe sector

PP org connect snitt på styrke av org connect

PPG connect

SDPJ JCP KM DPJ LDP

Employer 2 3 3 3 3 14 2,8 Employers 2,8

Companies 1 2 3 3 2 11 2,2 Companies 2,2

Agricultural 3 3 3 4 3 16 3,2 Agricultural 3,2

Trade unions 5 5 3 5 1 19 3,8 Trade unions 3,8

Occupational 3 4 3 3 2 15 3 Occupational 3

Religious 2 2 3 * 1 8 2 Religious 2

Interfaith 3 3 3 * 1 10 2,5 Interfaith 2,5

Environmental 4 4 3 4 2 17 3,4 Environmental 3,4

Humanitarian 4 4 3 4 2 17 3,4 Humanitarian 3,4

Anti-immigration * 1 * * 1 2 1 Anti-immigration 1

Pro-immigration * 1 * * 1 2 1 Pro-immigration 1

Average score 8/11 9/11 9/11 7/11 6/11

Employers 5

pp org collab Companies 4

Agricultural 5

SDPJ JCP KM DPJ LDP Trade unions 4

Employer 1 3 3 3 3 Occupational 5

Companies 1 3 3 3 2 Religious 3

Agricultural 2 4 3 4 3 Interfaith 3

Trade unions 5 5 3 5 1 Environmental 5

Occupational 4 4 3 3 2 Humanitarian 5

Religious 1 3 3 ** 1 Anti-immigration 0

Interfaith 2 3 3 ** 1 Pro-immigration 0

Environmental 4 5 3 4 2

Humanitarian 4 5 3 4 2

Anti-immigration ** 1 * * 1

Pro-immigration ** 1 * ** 1
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Interest Group Sector

PLFP = People’s Life First Party, SDPJ = Social Democratic Party of Japan, PFG = Party for Future Generations, JCP = Japan Communist Party, 

KM= Clean Government Party (Komeito), DPJ = Democratic Party of Japan, LDP = Liberal Democratic Party. See appendix for full category 

names. Values range from 1: no connection at all, to 5: Very strong connection.  *  denotes unknown, includes missing value/no answer and 

“Don’t know.” Source: PAIRDEM 

 



 68 

Party for the Future Generations have an organizational connection to three out of 

eleven interest group sectors. Surprisingly, the Japanese Communist Party appears to 

have no organizational connection to any interest group categories, despite having five 

out of ten organizational ties. The Clean Government Party has an organizational to nine 

out of eleven sectors, similar to the Democratic Party, although the DPJ has some 

fluctuation in their evaluation, and, similar to the SDPJ have the strongest 

organizational connections to trade unions. Finally, the Liberal Democratic Party has an 

organizational connection to seven out of the eleven interest group sectors and is thus in 

contact with presumably a broad variety of interest groups. Conspicuously, trade unions 

are not one of the seven. 

 

Summary of the results for the Central Party Organization 

Overall, Japanese CPOs have several organizational ties to interest groups, and most 

Japanese parties have durable and reciprocal ties to interest groups, not just event-based 

ones. The scope of organizational connections is in general broad and encompasses 

many different interest group sectors. 

 

Through the data on the CPO’s relationship to interest groups one can shortly 

summarize the result as follows. There is a distinct gap between parties on the number 

of organizational ties, as one party has zero organizational ties and the remaining six 

parties have two or more organizational ties to interest groups. On average Japanese 

parties have 5.2 types of ties to interest groups out of the maximum 10 possible. The 

most common event-based ties are invitations to interest group(s) to participate in the 

party’s internal meetings, seminar and/or conferences and invitations to participate in 

special consultative meetings/seminars/hearings. The most common durable 

organizational tie is joint party group conference. All parties that have two or more 

organizational ties have event-based ties, and five out of seven parties have one or more 

durable organizational ties. Hence, while event-based ties are most commonly seen, 

most parties will also have durable organizational ties. Furthermore, Japanese parties 

will on average have an organizational connection to just over half of all eleven 

categories, but the average covers great variations between parties. The Democratic 

Party of Japan is the party with both the most organizational ties and with the broadest 

organizational connections, while the People’s Life First Party apparently has no ties to 

any organization. 
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In the next section we go through the organizational ties and organizational connection 

to the Parliamentary Party Groups. This, in order to determine if the “two faces” 

included in the survey are consistent with each other. Out of the seven parties that 

responded in the CPO-survey, only five parties replied to the parliamentary party-

survey: The Social Democratic Party of Japan, the Japanese Communist Party, the 

Clean Government Party, the Democratic Party of Japan, and the Liberal Democratic 

Party. In similar fashion to the analysis of the CPO, we will first begin with a table of 

the organizational ties between the parties and interest groups, before moving on to the 

parties’ evaluation of their organizational connections with the different interest group 

categories. 

 

6.2 The Parliamentary Party Group 

The data on organizational ties between the Parliamentary Party Group (PPG) and one 

or more interest group(s) is presented in Table 7 for the five parties included in this 

survey. Note that the maximal number of ties in the PPG-survey is nine, as the tie, 

national party congress, is not applicable for the Parliamentary Party Group. 

 

6.2.1 Strength of Ties 

Already we can determine that all parties have at least two organizational ties, and that 

all five parties have event-based ties. On average the PPGs have 5,6 types of 

organizational ties out of a total of nine possible. However, there is variation between 

parties. The Japanese Communist Party (JCP) has all nine possible organizational ties, 

closely followed by the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) with eight out of nine 

organizational ties. The Social Democratic Party of Japan (SDPJ) follows right after 

with six out of nine organizational ties. Finally, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has 

three out of nine organizational ties, while the Clean Government Party (KM) has two 

out of nine organizational ties. Event-based ties are the most common, but four out of 

five parties have one or more of the durable ties, here divided with durable ties over the 

black line and event-based ties below the line. 
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Table 7. Parliamentary Party Group’s organizational ties to interest groups 

 
 

 

The Japanese Communist Party and the Democratic Party of Japan have the highest 

number of organizational ties, although the JCP outscores the DPJ by one — permanent 

joint committees on policy and/or strategic issues. Both parties have significantly 

durable ties to interest groups, including both written and tacit agreements on regular 

meetings between party and interest group(s), in addition to tacit agreements on one-

sided or mutual representation in national decision-making bodies. This implies highly 

institutionalized relationships between both the parties and interest groups. The SDPJ, 

while missing three ties compared to the JCP, still has a great number of durable ties to 

interest groups, and it is possible to expect institutionalized relationships here as well. 

Out of the durable ties, joint party-group conferences are the most common, as four out 

of five parties have these. It is also the only durable tie the LDP has. Hence, while 

event-based ties are indeed the most common form of organizational tie, three out of 

five parties have one or more durable ties.  

 

SDPJ JCP KM DPJ LDP

Permanent joint committee(s) X *

Temporary joint committee(s) X X

Written agreements about regular meetings X X

Tacit agreements about regular meetings X X X

Tacit agreements about one-sided/mutual 

representation in national decision-making 

bodies

X X X

Joint party-group conference X X X X

Joint party-group actions and campaigns X X X

Invitations to interest group(s) to participate in 

the legislative party's internal meetings, seminars 

and/or conferences

X X X X X

Invitations to interest group(s) to participate in 

legislative party's special consultative 

meetings/seminar/hearings

X X X X X

Total number of ties 6/9 9/9 2/9 8/9 3/9

Informal leadership contact X X 888 X

SDPJ = Social Democratic Party of Japan, JCP = Japan Communist Party, KM = Clean Government Party (Komeito), DPJ = Democratic Party of 

Japan, LDP = Liberal Democratic Party.  Parties are sorted from least seats in the diet (SDPJ, left) to the most seats in the diet (LDP, right). Ties 

are hierarchically listed from strongest (top) to weakest (bottom). Maximum number of ties are nine. *  denotes unknown, includes missing 

value/no answer and “Don’t know.” Source: PAIRDEM.  
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It is also worth noting that all parties have divisions/committees which handle matters 

related to the houses in the Diet. Some cover both houses, and some are separate, and 

are likely to handle meetings and committees. They differ in size and name, considering 

the great difference in number of parliamentarians, from the smallest party MP wise 

(SDPJ) to the largest party MP wise (LDP). Komeito calls one of such divisions the 

Diet Policy Committee, while the LDP calls it the General Assembly of the House of 

Councillors/House of Representatives (Komeito, 2020; The Liberal Democratic Party, 

2018). It is then likely that much of this activity takes place within these. However, 

given that all parties have divisions/committees for matters of the Diet despite the 

variation in number of ties, it is possible that they have different uses. For the LDP and 

Komeito that have the least number of ties, these divisions/committees are possibly used 

as a means to gather the MPs, rather than to facilitate contact with organizations.  

 

To summarize, it is possible to divide the PPG in three categories by the number of ties: 

weak, medium and strong. The Japanese Communist Party and the Democratic Party of 

Japan are in the strong group. The Social Democratic Party of Japan can be placed in 

the medium group, while the Liberal Democratic Party and the Clean Government Party 

are in the weak group. This also means that the opposition parties have the most durable 

ties, and the parties in government have the weakest. Overall, while regularized event-

based ties are the most common organizational tie, durable ties are just behind and are 

frequently in place between the PPGs and interest group(s). 

 

In the survey, party informants were asked if leading members of the parliamentary 

party had been informally in contact with interest group leaders. With leadership 

contact, the survey means whether or not the top elected leaders have regularly been 

meeting with executive members, such as CEOs and other executives of companies, in 

the interest group leadership. Regular meetings must be understood to such a degree that 

the meetings have been numerous and normalised in the last 12 months. 
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Table 8.  Regularized Top Leadership Contact.  

 

 

All three of the opposition parties report to have informal leadership contact, and 

already the opposition stands out in terms of the number of organizational ties, in 

particular the JCP, and as we will see this pattern continues as we now turn to the 

organizational connection and collaboration between the parties and interest group(s).  

 

6.2.2 Range of Ties 

The data presented in Table 9 and Figure 3 is based on survey questions where the 

legislative party representative was asked to evaluate the party’s organizational 

connections which “refers to both the strength/weakness of organized arrangements, 

agreements, and routines for contact, and the frequency of the actual contact (formal 

and informal) that exists between the two sides”. Compared to when the party informant 

was asked about organizational ties, the evaluation of the strength of organizational 

connections is, as explained earlier in section 5.3, more subjective. But they help 

establish the range of Japanese parties’ relationships with interest groups. First, we 

begin with an overview of how parties are divided along the eleven interest group 

categories in Figure 3, before we move on to look closer at the five parties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SDPJ JCP KM DPJ LDP

Informal leadership contact X X * X

“Leading members of the parliamentary party have informally been in contact with leaders of one or more specific interest groups to discuss 

current issues of political relevance on a regular basis in the last 12 months.” SDPJ = Social Democratic Party of Japan, JCP = Japan Communist 

Party, CGM = Clean Government Party (Komeito), DPJ = Democratic Party of Japan, LDP = Liberal Democratic Party.  Parties are sorted from 

least seats in the diet (SDPJ, left) to the most seats in the diet (LDP, right). *  denotes unknown, includes missing value/no answer and “Don’t 

know.” 
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Figure 3: The number of parties that have an organizational connection by interest group 

category 

 

 

 

There are a total of five interest group categories which all parties have an 

organizational connection to, namely employers groups, agricultural groups, 

occupational/professional groups, environmental groups and humanitarian groups. Four 

out of five parties have an organizational connection to the two sectors, companies and 

trade unions, while three out of five parties have an organizational connection to 

Religious groups and Interfaith groups. Furthermore, none of the parties have any 

organizational connection to anti-Immigration groups or pro-Immigration groups.  

 

In Table 9 we move on to look at the parties’ organized connections to the different 

interest group categories. On average, a PPG has an organizational connection to 7.8 

different interest group categories, out of eleven. The average number of sectors parties 

have an organizational connection to is consequently quite high, and when looking at 

the individual parties we can observe that most parties indeed have a wide scope of 

contact with interest groups. The values in Table 9 are also divided into three 

categories; non-existing/weak (1-2), medium (3) and strong (4-5) depending on the 

evaluation by party informants. 

Total of eleven interest group categories and total of five parties. Full list of interest group category names can be found in the 

appendix. This figure shows all parties who evaluate their organizational connection to be 2 or more to the respective interest 

group categories.  
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Table 9. Organizational connection: Strength of the Parliamentary Party Group’s perceived 

organizational connection to interest groups within the following categories in the last five 

years 

 

 

The Social Democratic Party has an organizational connection to eight out of eleven 

interest group sectors, while both the Japanese Communist Party and the Clean 

Government Party have organizational connections to nine out of eleven interest group 

sectors. The Democratic Party of Japan has some fewer organizational connections with 

seven out of eleven interest group sectors. Lastly, the Liberal Democratic Party has the 

least organizational connections to interest group sectors with only six out of eleven. 

Moreover, the opposition parties have leadership contacts, presented in Table 8, where 

the SDPJ has leadership contact with four sectors, while the JCP and DPJ have eight 

each. Common for the three parties is that they all have regularized informal leadership 

contact with agricultural groups, trade union groups, environmental groups, and 

humanitarian groups, and none with either pro- or anti-immigration groups, or religious 

groups. The DPJ and JCP have similar leader contacts but differ on that the JCP does 

not have any with companies, and the DPJ does not have any with interfaith/non-

religious spiritual groups. 

 

With the exception of the LDP, parties have an organizational connection to a large 

number of interest group sectors. As previously mentioned, the direct translation of the 

level of organizational connection is difficult, but it is worth noting that the strongest 

routines between parties and trade unions are limited to the three opposition parties 

org connect cpo CPO

CPO connect

Employers Company Agriculture Trade Occupational Religious Interfaith Environm Humanitarian Anti-immi. Pro-immi. PLFP SDPJ PFG JCP KM DPJ LDP Employers 3

PLFP 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 Employer 1 1 1 1 3 3 3 1 13 Employers 1,9 Companies 4

SDPJ 1 1 4 5 4 4 3 4 4 1 1 Companies 1 1 2 1 3 3 2 2 13 Companies 1,9 Agricultural 4

PFG 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 Agricultural 1 4 1 1 3 3 3 3 16 Agricultural 2,3 Trade unions 3

JCP 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 Trade unions 1 5 1 1 3 5 1 4 17 Trade unions 2,4 Occupational 5

CGM 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 * * Occupational 1 4 2 1 3 3 3 5 17 Occupational 2,4 Religious 5

DPJ 3 3 3 5 3 4 2 3 3 ** ** Religious 1 4 2 1 3 4 2 17 Religious 2,4 Interfaith 4

LDP 3 2 3 1 3 2 1 3 2 1 1 Interfaith 1 3 2 1 3 2 1 13 Interfaith 1,9 Environmental 4

Environmental 1 4 1 1 3 3 3 16 Environmental 2,3 Humanitarian 4

Humanitarian 1 4 1 1 3 3 2 15 Humanitarian 2,1 Anti-immigration 0

Anti-immigration 1 1 1 1 * * 1 5 Anti-immigration 1 Pro-immigration 0

Pro-immigration 1 1 1 1 * * 1 5 Pro-immigration 1

alle syv 13 13 16 17 17 17 13 16 15 5 5 Average score 0/11 7/11 4/11 0/11 9/11 9/11 7/11

alle syv 1,9 1,9 2,3 2,4 2,4 2,4 1,9 2,3 2,1 1,0 1

de som har 2+ 9 10 13 13 15 15 10 13 12

de som har 2 + 3 2,5 3,3 4,3 3 3 2,5 3,3 3

partier har i snitt org connection til 5 interesse gruppe sector

PP org connect snitt på styrke av org connect

PPG connect
SDPJ JCP KM DPJ LDP

Employer 2 3 3 3 3 14 2,8 Employers 2,8

Companies 1 2 3 3 2 11 2,2 Companies 2,2

Agricultural 3 3 3 4 3 16 3,2 Agricultural 3,2

Trade unions 5 5 3 5 1 19 3,8 Trade unions 3,8

Occupational 3 4 3 3 2 15 3 Occupational 3

Religious 2 2 3 * 1 8 2 Religious 2

Interfaith 3 3 3 * 1 10 2,5 Interfaith 2,5

Environmental 4 4 3 4 2 17 3,4 Environmental 3,4

Humanitarian 4 4 3 4 2 17 3,4 Humanitarian 3,4

Anti-immigration * 1 * * 1 2 1 Anti-immigration 1

Pro-immigration * 1 * * 1 2 1 Pro-immigration 1

Average score 8/11 9/11 9/11 7/11 6/11

Employers 5

pp org collab Companies 4

Agricultural 5

SDPJ JCP KM DPJ LDP Trade unions 4

Employer 1 3 3 3 3 Occupational 5

Companies 1 3 3 3 2 Religious 3

Agricultural 2 4 3 4 3 Interfaith 3

Trade unions 5 5 3 5 1 Environmental 5

Occupational 4 4 3 3 2 Humanitarian 5

Religious 1 3 3 ** 1 Anti-immigration 0

Interfaith 2 3 3 ** 1 Pro-immigration 0

Environmental 4 5 3 4 2

Humanitarian 4 5 3 4 2

Anti-immigration ** 1 * * 1

Pro-immigration ** 1 * ** 1
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SDPJ, DPJ, and JCP. On the other side, the absence of any organizational connection 

between LDP and trade unions is equally interesting. 

 

Summary of the results for the Parliamentary Party Group 

Through the data on the Parliamentary Party Group’s relationships to interest groups 

one can shortly summarize the result as follows. The number of ties does vary 

somewhat, but all parliamentary party groups have at least two types of organizational 

ties and on average parties have 5.6 types of ties to interest groups. All parliamentary 

party groups have event-based ties and four out of five have one or more durable 

organizational ties. The most common durable organizational tie is joint party-group 

conference.  Hence, while event-based ties are slightly more common, durable 

organizational ties are not uncommon either. Japanese parliamentary party groups have 

on average an organizational connection to 7.8 different interest group categories, over 

half of the total number of interest group categories.  

 

When looking at the individual parties, the number of organizational connections is 

quite even across the parties. The JCP has the most organizational ties, a full nine out of 

nine, to a broad range of interest group categories. The LDP and Komeito have the 

fewest, and most informal, organizational ties in comparison with the other three 

parties, but the Komeito has an organizational connection to a bigger range of interest 

group categories than the LDP.  

 

6.3 Comparing the Two Faces of Party Organization 

In terms of organizational ties, the Central Party Organization (CPO) and the 

Parliamentary Party Group (PPG) are quite even. Both exhibit event-based ties but also 

a great amount of more durable ties. However, the PPG has less dramatic variation 

between the parties. Amongst the PPGs, the Clean Government Party with two types of 

ties has the least, but among the Central Party Organizations, the People’s Life First 

Party (PLFP) has no ties. On average, the CPOs with one tie or more will have 6.21 ties 

out of 10, while the PPGs has an overall 5.6 ties out of 9, making them quite similar. 

Hence, parties have organizational ties to interest groups across both party organizations 

 
1 By including the People’s Life First Party the average drops to 5.2 ties out of 10. 
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which includes both event-based ties as well as more durable ties. This then suggest that 

Japanese parties’ interaction with interest groups are relatively institutionalized. 

 

When it comes to regular top leadership contact, it is more common in the PPG than it is 

in the CPO, although the difference is minimal, as the regular top leadership contact is 

not very common. Among the CPOs only two parties, the Democratic Party of Japan 

and the Social Democratic Party of Japan, has regular top leadership contact. While 

among the PPGs this has increased to three with the two abovementioned parties in 

addition to the Japanese Communist Party.  

 

Regarding the range of parties’ relationships to interest groups, the average scores are 

once again similar. CPOs with one or more organizational ties have ties to 6 interest 

group categories, while the number slightly increases to 7.8 interest group categories for 

the PPGs. While the Central Party Organization has more variation between parties, the 

Parliamentary Party Groups are shown be more even across parties. Common for both 

party organizations are that no party has any organizational connection to either anti-or 

pro-immigration groups. 

 

Generally speaking, Japanese parties have a high level of institutionalized relationships 

between parties and interest groups, and it is not uncommon for parties to have both 

event-based ties and more durable ties to interest group categories. When looking at the 

scope of organizational connections, we can conclude that Japanese parties have an 

organizational connection to a large scope of interest groups.  

 

6.4 Comparing Japan to the general tendency of long-

lasting democracies 

Already we have seen how party-interest group relationships in Japan unfolds today, 

and for a moment we turn to consider this in light of the full PAIRDEM-data on long-

lasting western democracies. In general, ties between parties and interest groups are a 

common sight in long-lasting western democracies. 92 percent of The Central Party 

Organizations (CPO) at large have at least one or more ties to interest groups, and 90 

percent of Parliamentary Party Groups (PPG) (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 

2020a:16). Six out of seven Japanese CPOs have one or more ties, and for the PPGs five 
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out of five have one or more ties. Similar to that of Japan, event-based organizational 

ties are the most frequently seen across both party surveys. Yet, more durable 

organizational ties are also common in Japan. 

 

Figure 4. Average number of ties at the organizational level for Japan and long-lasting 

democracies 

 

 

Japan does nevertheless surpass the overall tendency of long-lasting democracies. On 

average CPOs in long-lasting western democracies have 4.2 types of ties, whereas the 

CPOs in Japan have on average 6.2 types of ties – 2 types of ties more. The PPGs in 

general have on average 3.8 types of ties, whereas PPGs in Japan have on average 5.6 

ties – amounting to a difference of 1.8 ties. This substantiates the view that party-

interest group relationships in Japan are indeed relatively strong, although we have also 

seen internal variation between parties. However, when it comes to individual level 

contact through regularized leadership meetings, Japan falls behind across both party 

surveys. In long-lasting democracies, in general 65 percent of CPOs and 70 percent of 

PPGs have regularized leadership contact (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a:18). 

Whereas in Japan, only two out of seven CPOs and three out of five PPGs have 

regularized leadership contact.  

 

Finally, from the data on long-lasting democracies we can also compare the overall 

perceived organizational connection to that of Japanese parties. In long-lasting 

The maximum number of ties for the Central Party Organization is 10 and the maximum number of ties for the Parliamentary 

Party Group is 9. Source: PAIRDEM, Allern et al, 2020. 
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democracies overall, the CPOs have ties to on average 5.7 group types, whereas PPGs 

have ties to 5.2 group types (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a:18). Japan does 

not differ all that much from the general trend of long-lasting western democracies, but 

in Japan the PPGs have ties to more group types, with 7.8, than the CPOs do with ties to 

6 group types. While there is a bigger difference between the two party organizations in 

Japan, they have a broader scope than the overall trend of long-lasting western 

democracies. For the overall trend of long-lasting western democracies, the group type 

that the most parties have a tie to across the two party organizations are trade unions and 

labour groups, while for Japan the same is true for occupational/professional groups 

(Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a:18). 

 

Given Japan’s high score across both party organizations on organizational ties and 

range of ties to interest group categories, this will likely have some impact on the result 

of the long-lasting democracies overall. By this I mean in the sense that the average 

score for both organizational ties and the range of ties for the long-lasting democracies 

presumably will be lower and thus widen the gap between Japanese parties and the 

overall trend. Simultaneously, Japan has comparably little top leadership contact, and 

the average for long-lasting western democracies would then be higher without 

Japanese parties. 

 

6.5 But does this cover enough? 

Having now gone through the empirical results on Japanese parties, we are left to 

consider what this actually means. Although Japanese parties do not have collective 

membership or other similar statutory ties, many of the most institutionalized parties 

have included paragraphs in the statutes that facilitate cooperation and interaction with 

interest groups. For the organizational ties, as discussed in section 4.1, cover the middle 

tier Japanese parties have several of. Yet, these only cover interactions which are not 

entirely informal, and not based on the contact unspecified individuals within the party 

have with interest groups. In the Japanese system, where personal ties both within and 

outside the parties are momentous in getting ahead in the political career, this could 

imply there is a dimension not yet unveiled. Thus, while the PAIRDEM-data is able to 

provide a general picture of the party organization, it is plausible that in the case of 

Japanese parties, a great amount of information on contact between individual party 
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members and interest groups are overlooked. In the next part we will look at sides of 

party organization and the party system in Japan that indicate there still remains a side 

to party-interest group relationships that are of interest. 
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7.0 Validating the PAIRDEM-data 
 

As we have seen in Chapter six, Japanese parties have organizational ties to a broad 

scope of interest groups and many also facilitate this contact through their party statutes. 

The PAIRDEM operationalization also includes an organizational tie that is aimed to 

capture information on the more individual level: regular, but informal top leadership 

contact. However, considering what has previously been written about Japanese parties 

and interest groups there are potentially vibrant individual level interactions that exist, 

which are not likely covered by the operationalization. In the following section I will 

first go through a peculiarity found within the Japanese party organizations already 

briefly touched upon in chapter two: The position of the policy research division, and its 

implication for the operationalization based on the PAIRDEM-data. Following this, I 

will further go into the impact of factions and Koenkai, personal support groups for 

individual politicians, on cultivating the personal vote and what this means for the 

individual politician’s relationship to interest groups in Japan. 

 

7.1 The Policy Research Division 

Within most parties in Japan is the existence of some form of Policy Research Division. 

While they may differ in scope, they are essentially similar, and constitute a forum for 

discussing policy suggestions within the party headquarters, although they differ from 

the large party congresses known from political parties in the west. Rather, these are 

extra-parliamentary organization committees within the party headquarters themselves, 

and they usually mirror the various ministries found in Japan or policy fields (Uekami 

T., personal communication 28.09.20). As such, it is possible that the two party surveys 

fail to account for this. It is below exemplified by the Public Affairs Research 

Committee (also known as Policy Research Council) found within the Liberal 

Democratic Party of Japan, marked with red in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Organization Chart of the Liberal Democratic Party 

 

 

 

Although the size of the policy research division may vary, it can be as large as in the 

LDP as well as Komeito, or minor as seen with the DPJ who only has one main division 

(Köllner, 2015:103; the Democratic Party of Japan, 2016; Komeito, 2020). What is 

perhaps even more vital than the size of the division, is that, in general, the members of 

these committees consist of the members of parliament (MP) (Uekami, T., personal 

communication, 28.09.20). This implies that the policy formation is mainly found 

within the central party, and is largely dominated by members of the Diet. In other 

Party Organization Chart, the Liberal Democratic Party, 2018 
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words, the distinction between the Parliamentary Party Group and the Central Party 

Organization is blurred. While this has implications for further debate, it also has 

implications for the data presented in Chapter six. For committees are home to what is 

called the zoku giin (“tribe politicians,'' alternatively “pork-barrel politicians''). These 

zoku politicians are MPs who have specialized themselves in certain interest areas 

and/or issues due to their membership in one or more committees, such as on matters of 

construction, agriculture, and education (Hrebenar, 2001:166; Schoppa, 1991:81; 

Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:189).   

 

This is perhaps best exemplified by the Policy Affairs Research Committee (PARC) 

within the LDP, as it has been the most stable due to the party’s dominant position 

(Hrebenar, 2001:165). PARC has subdivisions that mirror the ministries, in addition to 

special committees, where all policy suggestions have to be considered and researched, 

before becoming LDP’s official policy and being presented at the Diet (Hrebenar, 

2001:165). It is customary for these zoku politicians to remain members in these 

committees for as long as they are active politicians, creating “policy tribes” for certain 

interests (Hrebenar, 2001:165-6; Miura, 2011:202ft7). As zoku politicians ally with the 

relevant ministries and interest groups, this creates an incentive to lobby their own party 

in order to gain influence over policy making and control over budget matters in favour 

of the interest they — many of which are rooted within their home constituency 

(Hrebenar, 2001:166; Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:135-137). Zoku politicians are thus 

no strangers to protesting against their own party, and are known to complicate the 

process when policy propositions and reforms are up for deliberation (Schoppa, 1991). 

 

When bills are presented to the Diet, they are essentially already a finished product, and 

due to the one-party domination by the LDP, largely all government proposals de facto 

come from the LDP. When the conservative government thus retains majority in the 

diet, there is little the opposition parties can do to prevent it from going through, other 

than simply delaying the process. The Diet policy committees thus only play a minor 

role in discussing policy proposals in the LDP dominated political system.  
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7.2 The Role of Factions and Koenkai  

Cultivating the personal vote in order to gain votes and resources is by no means a 

distinct Japanese phenomenon. It is possible to see similar ways of cultivating personal 

votes in American politics as well as in Swiss politics – “pork” and all (Shane, 2011; 

Eichenberg & Mach, 2017; Zittel, 2017). With this in mind, we first start by looking 

closer at the functions of factions and the koenkai in Japan, and what this brings of 

importance for the individual member-interest group interactions. 

 

7.2.1 Factions 

Let us first look at factions. While the beginning of factions is related to how the 

different parties were formed, the electoral system adopted in 1947 and used throughout 

the 1955-system helped sustain it. Up until 1994, Japan used a system with medium-

sized multimember districts. This means that up to three to five candidates were elected 

in each district, depending on the district size. There was no limit on how many 

candidates each party could put forward, and for the major parties this meant that not 

only would candidates compete with the candidates of other parties, but candidates from 

their own party as well (Kohno, 1997:101). Especially as the system used the single 

nontransferable vote, and parties had to nominate two or more candidates to maximize 

their chances, but the parties had difficulties making successful campaigns for all 

candidates (Kohno, 1997:101). Party labels were not enough to differentiate themselves 

from other candidates, and candidates could thus not rely on the party in itself and rather 

turned towards the large and resourceful factions (Kohno, 1997:101).  

 

In addition to resources, being a member of a large party also meant a greater chance at 

receiving the party’s official endorsement (Kohno, 1997:101). But factions are not only 

a means for candidates in order to receive benefits of financial support and information, 

it also meant that as members of these factions they were to support the faction leader in 

his endeavors to become party president, and possibly prime minister (Kohno, 

1997:109-10). Membership in a powerful faction could thus lead to cabinet posts, senior 

party positions, financial support, and information (Köllner, 2015:86-7).  

 

Entering a powerful faction could open doors for interaction with civil society. By using 

powerful faction leaders’ name, members of the faction were in turn able to “woo” the 
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financial support from organized interests, by promising to give them public contracts 

and other policy gains in return for their support (Woodall, 2015:64; Christensen, 

2015:26). Given the one-party dominance, this was most commonly seen in the case of 

the LDP who has historically had the most power and access to government position, 

although factions also played a large role in the democratic cabinets between 2009 and 

2012 as well (Köllner, 2015:86). Hence, prominent factions would mean “easier” means 

of communication with resourceful civil society groups, and possibly more means of 

giving something in return for support. However, depending on the internal situations, 

factions can also lead to significant intra-party competition, possibly also splinter 

groupings (Hyde, 2009:62-4). 

 

Factions have also been known for their fund-raising abilities. In particular, the faction 

of former LDP prime minister Tanaka Kakuei (1918-1993) is a prime example of this. 

Tanaka himself is credited with having “perfected” the working relationship between 

the LDP and interest groups (Köllner, 2006:247; Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:128). 

Tanaka referred to his own faction as the “general hospital,” all with politicians (or 

“doctors”) who were specialized towards certain policy areas (Köllner, 2006:247). 

Tanaka and his faction have been known for their ability in gathering funds, but also for 

his role in the Lockheed scandal (Kohno, 1997:104ft24, 106; Neary, 2019:58). Hence, 

through factions and the individual MPs, interest groups were given access in some 

form to the policy making arena in exchange for support and donations (Köllner, 

2006:247). 

 

Nevertheless, while factions within the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) worked to 

retain and diffuse intra-party conflict, as long as posts and the like was evenly dispersed, 

that is not the case for all parties. Because the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) was 

established after the electoral reform, the party’s factions and koenkai differ somewhat 

from what we see in the LDP. The DPJ, who often branded themselves as the antithesis 

to the LDP, had several factions, although they seldom liked to admit it out of fear of 

being seen as similar to the LDP (Hyde, 2009:62-3). Compared to the LDP up until the 

2009 election, the factions were not very institutionalized and appeared to harm the 

party’s image as a cohesive party (Hyde, 2009:62-4). Essentially, they play the same 

role as the LDP ones, faction leaders need members to support him/her in presidential 

elections, and new MP’s need guidance, information and money (Hyde, 2009:64). DPJ 
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factions are divided by both who leads the factions (e.g. former PM Hatoyama Yukio 

had his own faction) and by the old parties (e.g. Former JSP members’ faction) (Hyde, 

2009:66).  

 

7.2.2 Koenkai 

Running for candidacy against candidates under the same party banner, as was the case 

in the 1955-system, also means splitting the vote in two or more. As a consequence, 

intra-party competition then makes sure the focus is on politicians themselves rather 

than the party, and thus Koenkai personal support groups were of essence to electoral 

success (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:31).  

 

Personal campaigning through using the Koenkai made up of loyal voters, who would 

then gather new supporters, is however by no means a low-cost affair. Koenkai are 

usually not just one large group of supporters, rather a “web of groups,” based around 

the politician’s home constituency (Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:37). Politicians are 

expected to attend events such as weddings, funerals, and various miscellaneous 

celebrations, to help members secure loans and get their children into good schools 

(Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:36). Most expenditures of the social activities conducted in 

relation to Koenkai usually rack up to $1 million dollars a year, double in an election 

year (Woodall, 2015:65). As interest groups can also be members of koenkai 

themselves, this creates a shared space where representatives of interest groups and the 

politician can regularly interact (Woodall, 2015: 72-3; Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:36). 

This means backdoor deals on policy agreements to receiving yamikenkin — shady 

donations.  

 

With the introduction of single seat constituencies in 1994 have remedied some of the 

problems from the 1955-system, party finance is still an issue (Christensen, 2015:23-5, 

34-5). Koenkai members support a candidate’s election both financially and by aiding in 

gathering votes in their local community, which has and still does promotes candidate 

centred voting (Christensen, 2015:25). This despite the towards a more party-centred 

voting, focusing on party leaders as the face of the party (Neary, 2019:109-10).  

 

 



 86 

7.3 Summary of Empirical Findings 

Policy Research Divisions are commonplace in Japanese parties and having such a 

division is not an unusual phenomenon in mature democracies. However, in Japan these 

divisions are found in party headquarters, but are comprised of members of the Diet. 

This makes for blurred lines between the two party organizations and may have 

implications for the data at hand. It also constitutes an arena for interaction between 

politicians and interest groups. Furthermore, there also exists arenas for the individual 

politician to interact with interest groups separate from the official party contact. 

Factions and Koenkai both make up an institutionalized, but not fully official, segment 

of parties in Japan. Both are commonplace topics when discussing the party politics in 

Japan, but they are not representative of the party as a whole. When respondents were 

asked to picture their party as a whole, either the CPO or the PPG, it is not certain to 

what degree they would consider the interactions that take place on these individual 

levels. Nor is it given they would have knowledge of these interactions in the first place, 

as it seems difficult for informants to have an overview of every individual politicians’ 

relationship to the various interest groups. 

 

The individual level seen through these three entities serves as possible venues for 

interaction between politicians and interest groups. Consequently, this means that there 

still remain party-interest group relationships that are not covered by the PAIRDEM 

conceptualization, and are thus left out of the survey. However, it is not certain that 

these individual level party-interest group relationships diverge from the overall pattern 

seen from the data available on Japanese parties. Rather, given prior literature on 

Japanese parties it is likely they show the same range, but the interactions that take 

place may differ from the ones at the organizational level.  
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8.0 Discussion 
 

 
Based on previous research on party-interest group relationships in long-lasting western 

democracies I derived expectations along the two dimensions concerning the strength of 

party-interest group relationships and the exclusivity of party-interest group 

relationships today. This was done in order to establish whether or not Japanese party-

interest group relationships conform to the patterns from the broader literature on party-

interest group relationships. The result from this analysis based on the PAIRDEM-data 

made it possible to establish what the party-interest group relationships look like in 

Japan today. Additional empirical findings presented in chapter seven have also brought 

up the question whether or not there is an individual level of interaction between interest 

groups and individual party members that remains uncovered. Moreover, in Chapter 

four we saw that there are conflicting incentive structures in Japan, which either 

promote distance or closeness between parties and interest groups which in turn 

warrants further discussion in this chapter. 

 

8.1 Japanese Parties’ Relationships to Interest Groups 

Today 

The first expectation concerned the strength of organizational ties between political 

parties and interest groups. As operationalized in chapter five, the strength of these ties 

is determined based on the degree of institutionalization. The more formal/durable an 

organizational tie is, the larger cost they invoke in order to be terminated. As a result, 

the more durable the ties are, the more each side is presumably willing to invest in the 

relationships and the stronger they are. The research on party-interest groups in long-

lasting western democracies largely see a tendency that today’s party-interest group 

relationships are characterized by less formal ties, and additionally that statutory ties are 

no longer common.  

 

Hence, derived from this I expected to see Japanese parties’ organizational ties to 

interest groups mirror this tendency. On Japanese parties’ organizational ties to interest 

groups I found that generally less formal ties, such as the event-based ties, are indeed 

the most usual, but formal ties are still common to see, and most parties will have 
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several more formal, durable ties to interest groups. Japanese party-interest groups 

relationships today show in general a high degree of institutionalization. Moreover, for a 

few parties, their party statutes include paragraphs that nonetheless facilitate the 

possibility for party-interest group interaction, even if the party informant reports to not 

have it at the moment. While not in the same level as common memberships, the Liberal 

Democratic Party grants voting rights to the large business groups common political 

funding association, People’s Political Association, when electing party leaders 

(Poguntke et al, 2016, 2020). 

 

The second expectation revolved around whether or not political parties exhibit ties to a 

wide range of interest groups or if they are exclusive in nature. As presented in chapter 

three, political parties in long-lasting western democracies are generally seen to employ 

ties to a wide range of interest groups beyond just their traditional allies. In chapter five 

I operationalized the evaluation of range by using the party representative’s evaluation 

of their organizational connection to a total of eleven interest group categories. 

However, as pointed out in chapter five, these evaluations are largely subjective, and 

contain a certain level of uncertainty compared to reporting the organizational ties. 

Furthermore, the evaluation result (from a value of 1 to 5) should be taken with a grain 

of salt.  

 

The research on party-interest group relationships in long-lasting western democracies 

point towards parties having a relationship to a broad range of interest groups. This I 

found to be generally true for Japanese parties too. Across both the Central Party 

Organization (CPO) and the Parliamentary Party Groups (PPG), the average number of 

interest group categories that parties have an organizational connection with were 

comparably high. Hence, Japanese parties do display plurality in their relationships to 

interest groups. Generally, this includes both to traditional allies, but also to interest 

group categories beyond these. 

 

This does not, however, mean there is no variation between parties. When it comes to 

the PPG in Japan we see a much clearer divide between the opposition parties and the 

parties in government than the CPO The opposition has more organizational ties than 

the parties in government. This can be credited to a change in how many ties the 

Japanese Communist Party has, as the party goes from having five out of ten 
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organizational ties in the CPO-survey to having all nine possible organizational ties in 

the PPG-survey. The difference between the two party organizations is further 

confirmed by the LDP, who clearly have more ties in the CPO than it has in the PPG, 

and these are also less formal.  

 

Overall, in the PPG-survey the opposition parties have both more organizational ties 

and broader connections with interest groups than the two parties in government. 

Adding this up with the information from the CPO-survey, we can conclude that the 

opposition parties, predominantly the SDPJ and DPJ, have the strongest relationships 

with interest groups and the broadest range. Hence, excluding Komeito who remains 

constant across the party organizations, we can see a difference between the two faces 

of the party organization, although there is also difference between parties. Regardless 

of the variation between parties, the general tendency of number of ties and scope of ties 

remains high across the two party organizations. Yet, there are also two responses, or 

rather lack thereof, that needs to be shortly discussed. 

 

First, The People’s Life First Party (PLFP) responded to the CPO-survey and reported 

having no organizational tie and no organizational connection to any interest group 

category (see section 6.1). By this, I mean that the party actively responded no to the 

relevant survey questions, and not that there are missing values. I believe there are 

reasons that speak for why this is the case. As already confirmed in section 5.2, the 

PFLP changed name several times since its creation, and in 2016 it was known as the 

Liberal Party. The party was originally a splinter grouping from the DPJ, by former DPJ 

party leader and political powerhouse Ozawa Ichiro, also known as the maker or breaker 

of parties (Hyde, 2009:124; Yoshida, 2019).  

 

Ozawa brought with him around fifty lawmakers, mainly members of his faction, 

consisting of relatively young and inexperienced MPs (Woodall, 2015:56; Nakamura & 

Hrebenar, 2015:121; Hyde, 2009:66; “Ozawa moto daihyō-ra 52-nin,” 2012). The party, 

however, dwindled greatly in the following elections (NHK, n.d.). Being a relatively 

young party with few experienced members, and having to go through a series of party 

reforms along with so few successful MPs, it is plausible to surmise that the party was 

not able to establish lasting relationships with interest groups. The possible exceptions 

would be Ozawa’s own personal ties to the construction sector from his time as a 
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lawmaker in the Liberal Democratic Party (Woodall, 2015:66). As a consequence, the 

average number of ties and range of the CPOs would drop, but likely still be relatively 

high compared to the overall trend of long-lasting western democracies. 

 

Second, the party informant from the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) reported having 

no organizational connection to any interest group categories in the CPO, despite having 

five out of ten possible types of ties (see section 6.1). This is not the case for the 

Parliamentary Party Group, where the informant responded with evaluations (see 

section 6.2), as well as having reported answers other places in the CPO-survey not 

shown in this thesis, such as concerning actions between the PPG/CPO and interest 

groups (Allern et al., 2014-2020). Thus, it is likely not an issue concerning the survey 

itself. However, it is possible that the party informant replying to the CPO-survey has 

had other concerns in mind. The JCP is known for advocating against, in their words, 

“serving the interests of large corporations and business circles,” and to relieve the 

“tyrannic activities of large corporations” in order to serve the interest of the Japanese 

people (The Japanese Communist Party, 2017a, 2017b).  

 

Moreover, they have previously in relation to a law passing the Diet in 2016 warned of 

the danger that the pressure from “lobbyist organizations” could damage the integrity of 

the government (“Buraku sabetsu,” 2016). It is plausible that the party informant 

answered in such a way on purpose to show that the Central Party Organization isn’t too 

close to organized interests. Simultaneously, it could also mean that organizational ties 

that do exist are in general insignificant to the party. All in all, I find it unlikely that 

these “no-answers” are due to systematic differences.  

 

To summarize, compared to the overall tendency of long-lasting western democracies, 

Japanese parties across both party organizations have stronger organizational ties. While 

the scope of ties to interest group categories is similar, Japan has a somewhat broader 

scope than long-lasting western democracies. Thus, Japanese parties’ relationship to 

interest groups partially coincide with the expectation of the broader literature in terms 

of scope of their ties, but the organizational ties are comparably stronger than in other 

long-lasting democracies overall. 
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8.2 Double Count and the Individual Level 

The PAIRDEM conceptualization has indeed largely managed to cover the 

organizational ties Japanese parties have to interest groups. Great efforts have been 

conducted by the team in order to remedy any concern related to equivalence and other 

translation issues (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a, 2020b). The dataset 

includes more information than what is used in this thesis, and here party informants 

appear to have been able to fill out answers, which means they found the questions 

relevant to their party as they also had the option to respond with “not applicable” or 

otherwise (Allern, Hansen, Rødland & Røed, 2020a, 2020b). Still there remains two 

concerns. The first is in regard to the Policy Research Division that exist within the 

Central Party Organization. The second concerns the possible large amount of 

interaction between individual politicians and interest groups outside of the immediate 

party organizations. 

 

While the Policy Research Divisions does indeed constitute an official part of the CPO, 

it nevertheless consists of primarily members of the Diet. The existence of a MP 

dominated division within the extra-parliamentary organization then blurs the line 

between the two faces of party organization. However, a premise of the survey was that 

the Policy Research Division is understood to be within the PPG (Uekami, T. personal 

communication, 28.09.20). This has implications for the accuracy of informant answers, 

which makes up the base of the dataset. It is unclear whether or not the party informants 

consider the Policy Research Divisions as a part of the Central Party Organization, for 

being organizationally under the party headquarters or the Parliamentary Party Group 

since its participants are members of parliament. For example, when parties invite 

interest groups to the CPO/PPG’s special consultative meetings, hearings or otherwise, 

which party organization does it fall under? Or rather, for the party informant, which 

party organization does it intuitively belong to? There is also the possibility that each 

party informant has considered the interaction that takes place in the Policy Research 

division/committee to be a part of their respective faces of party organization, leading to 

a form of double count.  

 

Furthermore, the more committees within the Policy Research Division a party has, the 

larger number of members, which possibly makes it difficult for informants to account 
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for all interaction that takes place. In the cases where the Policy Research Division’s 

standing is strong within the party, like with the LDP, we see the emergence of zoku 

politicians who band together in policy tribes to support specific interest groups or 

certain policy areas. These politicians are known for their strong ties to different interest 

groups, but with the current framework it is not known if these are included in the 

overall judgment by the party informant.  

 

Both internally and externally there exist arenas for individual politicians to come into 

contact with interest groups. While intra-party factions represent an unofficial part of 

the parties, the Koenkai are not officially a segment of the party, but to the individual 

politician.  

 

Moreover, while we have seen that, across the two party organizations, parties’ 

relationships to interest groups are both relatively strong and broad, there is an 

individual level that still remains to be considered. As shown in this thesis there is 

reason to believe there is an active individual level not covered by the 

conceptualization. This individual level would in the case of Japanese parties potentially 

hold a great deal of information on the relationships between individual politicians and 

interest groups. This appears not to be a one-time happening, as politicians are known 

for being a part of policy tribes and factions as long as they stay active politicians. 

Consequently, this means politicians are possibly willing to retain relationships over 

time with these organized interests beyond the scope of organizational ties between the 

party organizations and the interest groups. In exchange for funding or other forms of 

support,  the politicians are willing to concede or support the interest groups’ policy 

wishes.  

 

By this I do not mean that all interaction between political parties and interest groups 

happen at the individual level — they do not appear to be mutually exclusive. As we 

have seen there is also a relatively high level of interaction at the party-level, which is 

still true even after discussing the individual level. Rather, the individual level presents 

a venue for additional information about parties’ relationships to interest groups. This 

then means that Japan has both a strong party level, as well as a strong individual level. 

This contrasts other long-lasting democracies who usually have one or the other, not 
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both — such as the United States which have a weak national party level, but strong 

individual-level (Thomas, 2001:275). 

 

8.3 What Can Explain Parties’ Relationships to 

Interest Groups in Japan 

The LDP under the 1955-system enjoyed near monopoly over the support of organized 

interest. That is, with the exception of the labour unions. One of the prime reasons for 

this can be credited to the party’s great ability to cultivate personal ties to interest 

groups through factions, Koenkai, and through the Policy Research Divisions. Still, 

perhaps most importantly the quid pro quo of votes and financial support in exchange 

for policy and/or giving public contracts have been the base of the Liberal Democratic 

Party’s organized support. At the same time, the opposition parties such as the 

Democratic Party of Japan, the Japanese Communist Party and the Social Democratic 

Party of Japan have, despite being a member of the “million-year opposition,” enjoyed 

close relationships with the labour movement. What then makes interest groups rally 

around parties? 

 

8.3.1 Electoral Reform  

When choosing parties to contact or establish routines with, there can be a number of 

issues for interest groups to take into consideration, and which forms these interactions. 

For example, to what extent does ideology matter, and what does a party’s relative 

power in the system carry of weight for this selection? David Marshall (2015), in his 

study of interest group interaction with party group members in the European 

parliament, found that interest groups are more likely to lobby powerful, not necessarily 

only ideologically aligned, members of parliament, as there is frequent uncertainty 

regarding coalition forming. In other words, interest groups cannot risk placing all bets 

on the one when there’s high uncertainty, and are thus willing to expand beyond their 

ideological sphere. In Japan, the 1955-system was an era of stability, the LDP was in 

power and no signs were pointing to that changing any time soon. However, the 1994 

electoral reform arguably changed the rules of the game, although it was a change 

where the effect didn’t accumulate fully until the 2009 election. 
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Recall that SNTV medium multimember districts of the 1955-system candidates only 

needed a certain percentage of votes to be elected, thus many candidates were backed 

by special interest, instead of catering to the broader majority (Nakamura & Hrebenar, 

2015:122-3). However, the single member districts of the 1994-system required a 

majority for candidates to win. This meant candidates had then larger incentive to cater 

to the majority of voters, and they have on several occasions worked to appeal to the 

masses at the expense of special interests (Uekami, T., personal communication, 

06.09.20.; Krauss & Pekkanen, 2011:192-3). Through the early 2000s, it also became 

evident that Japanese economy was not bouncing back after crashing in the 1990s, and 

was a far cry from the economic boom the country experienced in the post-war years 

(Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:122). Budgets were smaller, and ruling politicians’ ability 

in trading public contracts, or conceding on other policy issues, in exchange for 

financial or vote gathering support from interest groups diminished (Nakamura & 

Hrebenar, 2015:135). 

 

Yet, even if the early 1990s was characterized by highly unstable and short-lived 

governments, while parties appeared and disappeared, the LDP remained in government 

from 1996 and on. The party even enjoyed enormous popularity under PM Koizumi in 

the early 2000s, although the stagnating economy and PM Koizumi’s reforms angered 

many traditionally allied interest groups (Nakamura & Hrebenar, 2015:119, 124; 

Machlachan, 2014:442). This caused many traditionally loyal interest groups to open for 

a free vote, instead of supporting only the Liberal Democratic Party alone (Maclachlan 

2014:440, 445-7). Many interest groups came to see the Democratic Party of Japan as a 

viable option, if not the only other option (Köllner, 2015:99). Accumulation of distrust 

eventually led to a change in government in 2009, and Japan saw a possibility for a 

functioning two-party system.  

 

However, the DPJ’s time in power was less than satisfactory and thus the party’s “fall 

from grace” in 2012 spurred on interest groups to return to the LDP, which now again 

constituted the only other option (Uekami, T, personal communication, 06.09.20; see 

also Köllner, 2015). Still, the LDP’s interest group support has not seemingly returned 

to the heights of what could be seen in the 1955-system. It is unsure to what degree 

another change of government will happen, but it is not “impossible” like it seemed in 

the 1955-system. Consequently, interest groups may keep the door open to establish ties 
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with other parties, even if the one-party dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party 

appears to still be in place, at least in election results. 

 

8.3.2 Public Subsidy 

Public funding of political parties is seen as a way to counter both corruption and falling 

membership rates (See Dalton et al., 2011/13). And while the 1994 law on public 

subsidy to political parties made Japanese parties less dependent on external donations, 

corruption related to party finance is still prominent (Woodall, 2015:60-1). In general, 

public subsidy to political parties now makes up the largest part of the central party’s 

total revenue for some parties as much as 80 percent (Woodall, 2015:60-1). While 

donations from individuals and corporations to the central party organization may only 

amount to a few drops in the sea, to party branches they are significantly higher, and in 

the case of the LDP party branches, donations and contributions have far exceeded what 

they receive in allocations of the state subsidy (Woodall, 2015:62; Carlson, 2010). It is 

also worth noting that candidates may also receive significant financial support from 

their koenkai, as well as their faction, as the public subsidy allocated to the individual 

politicians does not cover their full expenses (Carlson, 2010:339; Neary, 2019:62).  

 

However, they are regulated, and donations are not allowed to be given “straight to the 

pockets” of the individual politicians, but either through party branches or foundations – 

although many are led by the politician in question (Carlson, 2010:399-400).  

Despite the state subsidy and regulation on donations, there is a significant amount of 

backdoor exchange of money handled in Japanese politics, as evident in regular mass 

media reports on corruption scandals. This can possibly be credited to the gap between 

the actual expenses of being a political candidate and the amount allocated to individual 

politicians from the central party organization, as well as the lacklustre punishment 

usually served to those who break any of the laws concerning political finance 

(Woodall, 2015:67-71). This opens up for what the Japanese have coined as yamikenkin 

— shady donations (Woodall, 2015:65). Thus, while high levels of state subsidy and 

regulations on donations is considered to aid in creating less inter-dependence between 

political parties and interest groups, the current way this unfolds in Japan in fact opens 

up for potentially more interaction between the two, particularly on the individual level. 
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8.3.2 Ideology, Tradition and the One-Party Dominance 

A study of interest group and party relationships in Denmark and the Netherlands, found 

that in Denmark, a system with a “wholesale alteration” between right-wing and left-

wing parties in government, ideology has more impact; interest groups have less reason 

to sustain strong relations to parties across the political spectrum from themselves (Otjes 

& Rasmussen, 2017:106). Rather, interest groups focus on ideologically aligned parties, 

since it is unlikely that both left- and right-winged parties will be in government at the 

same time (Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017:106). On the other hand, in the Netherlands, a 

system where only partial governmental change is common, and where large and 

usually moderate parties are in government, the study finds that the effect of party size 

matters more for party-interest group relationships (Otjes & Rasmussen, 2017:106). 

However interesting, the same may not be applicable for Japan. 

 

The only viable parties to form government in Japan at the time period the PAIRDEM-

survey was conducted, were the Liberal Democratic Party and the Democratic Party of 

Japan. As mentioned in section 4.1, ideology may be a poor explanatory factor for the 

larger parties, rather historical ties may explain more. As established, the 1955-system 

was characterized by the divide between the Liberal Democratic Party and the Japan 

Socialist Party (JSP), with their respective interest group constellations. When the JSP 

collapsed, the DPJ was largely seen as the new opposition party, also from the labour 

movement, and aided in the party’s establishment. The early DPJ leadership also viewed 

it at unlikely for any “left-wing” party to be conceived without the support from the 

labour movement (Miura, 2011:182). The same can be said about the other two left-

wing parties, the Social Democratic Party of Japan and the Japanese Communist Party, 

who all show arguably the strongest organizational connection to the labour movement 

— even if they are nearly permanently in the opposition. On the other hand, the Liberal 

Democratic Party reported no organizational connection to the labour movement, and 

has ties concentrated along its traditional allies. 

 

Moreover, while the DPJ was the only other option in 2009, in the spring of 2016 the 

party split in two and it is unsure how the party’s, or rather parties’, relationship to 

interest group really did unfold. Still the DPJ has shown across the two party surveys to 

have high levels of institutionalized relationships with a broad range of interest groups. 
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Possibly, this is the result of how the survey question was formulated. Party informants 

were asked to report which ties they have by considering the last five years (Allern et 

al., 2014-2020). This time period incidentally also covers the democratic government 

(2009-2012). 

 

The contact pattern shown through Japan Interest Group Survey in section 3.3 pointed 

out that the LDP one-party dominance was still in place. Yet, this is not reflected in the 

analysis of the party organizations in Chapter six. As pointed out earlier, the opposition 

parties retain the strongest, as well as the broadest relationships, to interest groups 

across the two party organizations. The LDP does not appear to be openly favoured. 

Although, there is a level of uncertainty in that the data does not discern individual 

groups, and we cannot be sure if a party refers to one or several interest groups when 

reporting its organizational connection to a specific interest group category.  

 

8.4 Summary 

As this chapter has shown, party-interest group relationships in Japan appears to be 

equal parts complex as it is interesting. The Japanese parties have been shown to have 

comparably strong ties to a broad range of interest groups. At the same time, there are 

qualities of the Japanese context that do not appear to follow the same patterns as other 

long-lasting western democracies. Additionally, factors both on the system-level and 

group-level seemingly pulls in opposite directions. Furthermore, there are reasons to 

believe there exists a vibrant individual level to party-interest group relationships, that 

still remains uncovered, which takes place both within, as well as outside, the official 

party structure. As such, there remains much research left on parties’ relationship to 

interest groups in Japan. 
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9.0 Conclusion 
 

In this thesis I have aimed to establish what characterizes Japanese parties’ relationships 

to interest groups today through a case study of seven parties. In order to do so, I 

derived an expectation on two dimensions, based on previous research and literature 

within the field. The first concerned how strong ties between parties and interest groups 

are. Here, the strength of organizational ties between parties and interest groups was 

determined based on the number of ties and the formality of these. The second 

dimension concerned to what degree parties had an organizational connection to a broad 

range of interest groups, or if they retained exclusive ties to only a few interest group 

categories. This was determined based on the party organization’s own evaluation of 

their organizational connections to eleven interest group categories. 

 

All in all, the analysis showed that the majority of Japanese parties have ties to interest 

groups. While, event-based ties were the most common, Japanese parties will usually 

have several durable and more formal ties to interest groups. When looking at the range 

of parties’ relationships to interest groups, Japanese parties are in general pluralistic; 

they enjoy ties to a wide variety of interest group sectors, including traditional allies. 

Thus, we find that Japanese parties’ relationship to interest groups are characterized by 

strong ties to a broad range of interest groups. Moreover, the general tendency of 

Japanese parties shows comparably stronger ties to interest groups than the average for 

parties in long-lasting western democracies, while they have similar range of ties. 

 

In this thesis I have also considered if the conceptual framework used in the research 

accurately covers the connections between parties and interest groups. The research on 

long-lasting western democracies have generated a framework for study, which in the 

case of Japanese parties only fit up to a certain point. In particular, this concerns how 

parties are organized and how individual parliamentarians organize vote gathering.  

 

In Japanese parties the existence of Policy Research Divisions constitutes an important 

arena for policy making, depending on the party it might be the most important. 

Members of the divisions within the Policy Research Divisions are the members of the 

Diet, which makes the Policy Research Divisions an extra-parliamentary organization 
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found within the Central Party Organization. Not only does this have possible 

consequences for the data used in this thesis, one of the party’s most vital organs is 

dominated by MPs. In Japan, the Policy Research Divisions has additionally been an 

arena for organized interests to establish personal ties to individual MPs through policy 

tribes. The Policy Research Divisions has not been the only place to cultivate personal 

ties to organized interest in Japan, many have done so in lieu of their faction, or through 

their personal support groups, the Koenkai – both which are institutionalized, but not a 

formal part of the party. For the case of Japan, the framework would benefit from 

clearing up a few points.  

 

The first, is in relation to the Policy Research Divisions. Further clarification is needed 

in order to establish which party organization lays “claim” to the interactions that take 

place within the Policy Research Divisions, or if the party informants have counted it 

twice. Second, if one of the party organizations has indeed laid claim to the Policy 

Research Divisions, is this accurate and on what basis have they made that claim? 

 

Furthermore, the literature on party-interest group relationships in Japan makes the case 

that there is a vibrant individual level left out. To what degree do party informants 

consider the interaction between individual politicians and interest groups to be a part of 

the larger party’s general relationship with the interest group(s)? Further studies could 

reveal potentially vast information by surveying individual MPs on their relationships to 

interest groups. This could deepen the understanding of party-interest group 

relationships on the individual level, and what this possibly means for relationships the 

party overall has to interest groups in Japan. For while an individual level exists, this 

does not mean that framework used in the PAIRDEM-survey was unsuitable for the 

Japanese cases. Response rates were high in Japan, and parties appear to have been able 

to answer the questions and find them relevant, as they also had the option of replying 

with “not applicable.” Rather, the individual level constitutes an additional source of 

information.  

 

This could reveal how politicians and interest groups interact, if any interest groups 

have a particularly close relationships and how these manifests in terms of resource 

exchange, vote gathering, policy concessions, and more. If this is correct, and the 
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individual level hides strong relationships, this would mean that Japan has both strong 

parties, as well as strong individuals. 

 

Much remains to be researched, also when it comes to system-level and party-level 

factors that could impact parties’ relationships to interest groups. Many of these factors 

pointed in conflicting directions, and it is not given the result would be. A full 

breakdown of all parties could have shed some light and understanding of possible 

patterns of party-interest group relationships in Japan, and what factors that have 

impacted them. However, due to the scope of this thesis, a full breakdown of all seven 

parties was not viable to include. 

 

A further clarification from the interest group side may also have helped our 

understanding of how certain system-level and party-level factors give incentives to 

parties and interest groups to cultivate ties to one another. The information on the Japan 

Interest Group Survey (JIGS) that was available comprised an interesting read, but it 

ultimately does not follow the same research tradition, definitions, or conceptualization 

as this thesis, and was thus difficult to bring to use. However, interest group contact 

patterns could be revealing the beginning of established routines. Regardless, having an 

interest group survey for Japanese parties may have helped clear up more, concerning 

why they chose to employ organizational ties to certain parties, be it for power or for 

“pork”.  

 

Nonetheless, this thesis set out to deepen the understanding of party-interest group 

relationships in Japan, and to contribute empirically to the broader literature by focusing 

on an understudied area. For party-interest group research is predominantly 

concentrated on party-interest group relationships in the West, or more specifically 

Western-Europe. Arguably, this thesis has managed to produce a contribution which 

will, hopefully, increase the understanding of cases beyond the ones found in the West. 

Moreover, this may go to show that there remains much to be studied, and that 

consideration must be given for contexts that diverge from the larger majority. 
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Appendix 
 

 

Appendix 1: The eleven interest group categories 

 

- Employers'/business/industry/manufacturing groups (excl. companies) 

- Companies 

- Agricultural/farm/fisheries/forestry 

- Trade unions and labour groups 

- Occupational/professional groups 

- Religious groups 

- Interfaith/non-religious spiritual groups 

- Environmental/nature conservation/climate/animal welfare/wildlife groups 

- Humanitarian/development/foreign aid groups (both domestic ones and national 

branches of international organizations) 

- Anti-immigration groups (incl. those working on integration issues) 

- Pro-immigration groups (incl. those working on integration issues)  



 112 

Appendix 2: List of abbreviations, Japanese terms and names  

 

Bakuhan – The four-tiered class system of  

 Edo-period. 

Buraku Liberation League – A social rights  

 group for the Burakumin 

CDP - Constitutional Democratic Party  

 (2020- ). A centre-left party 

Doumei – A previous labour federation, later  

merged into the Rengo. Represented the  

public employed workers 

DPJ - Democratic Party of Japan (1998-2016).  

A former centre to centre-left party 

DPP - Democratic Party for the People  

(2017-). A centre-right party. 

Innovation Party – A centre-right party 

JA Zenchu - Central Union of Agricultural  

Cooperatives 

JCP - Japan Communist Party. A left-wing  

party. 

JSP - Japan Socialist Party (1955-1996). A  

former left-wing party considered the main 

opposition party until it dissolved. 

Keidanren - Nippon Keizai Dantai Rengou  

Kai,  Japan Business federation 

Keizai Doyukai - Japan Association of  

Corporate Executives  

Koenkai – Personal support groups connected  

to individual politicians’ constituencies 

Komeito – (KM) Clean Government Party. In  

a coalition  government with the LDP.  

(1980-) A centric party. 

Kokkai – The national Diet 

LDP - Liberal Democratic Party, (1955 - ).  

Currently the largest party, leads the  

current coalition government with the  

Komeito. A right-wing party 

Mannen yatou – Million years opposition 

Nissho - The Japanese Chamber of Commerce  

and Industry (JCCI) 

Nokyo – A term for the collective agricultural  

lobby 

Party of Hope – A right-wing to far-right  

political party 

People’s Political Association – Kokumin Seiji  

Kyokai. The collective organization for  

Big business’ political funding 

PFG – Party for Future Generations, refer to  

section 5.2 

PLFP – People’s Life First Party. Refer to  

section 5.2 

Rengo - Zen Nihon Rodou Kumiai Rengo,  

Japanese Trade Union Confederation (est.  

1986, by the merger of Souyo and  

Doumei)  

Sangi’in – The House of Councilors, the upper  

House of the Japanese Diet 

Sakoku – “Closed country,” the policy of  

isolation enacted by the Tokugawa  

shogunate 

SDPJ - Social Democratic Party of Japan  

(1996 -). A centre to left-wing party. 

Shingikai – Advisory councils 

Shuugiin – The House of Representatives, the  

lower house of the Japanese Diet 

Shufuren – Japan Housewives Association 

Souka Gakkai  - 創価学会, a Buddhistic  

Nichiren sect. Founded the Komeito 

Sohyo – A previous Labour federation.  

Represented the privately employed  

workers. 

Taiju no kai - Interest group for retired  

postmasters 

Zaibatsu - “Wealthy clique”, refers to family- 

owned companies who were vertical  

monopolies before and during the second 

World War  

Zen-noh - National Federation of Agricultural  
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Co-operatives Association 

Zentoku - Zenkoku tokutei  

yuubinkyokuchoukai, the National  

Association of Commissioned Postmasters 

Zenkoku Suiheisha – social rights groups for  

the Burakumin, established in 1922.  

Predecessor of the Buraku Liberation  

League. 

Zoku giin – “tribe politicians,'' alternatively  

“pork-barrel politicians'' 

Yamikenkin - “shady donations” a term used  

to describe illegal donations to Japanese  

political parties and/or politicians
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