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Japanese Party Politics through Election 
Results for the Last Three Decades

Aiji Tanaka （Professor of Political Science, Waseda University）

In his presentation titled “Japanese Party Politics through Election Results for the 

Last Three Decades”, Prof Tanaka first addressed the question of why Prime 

Ministers in Japan have been so fragile in recent years. According to him, there are 

three possible reasons for the fragility: party leaders’ lack of understanding about the 

Japanese electorate, electoral system, and lack of cohesiveness of each major party to 

enhance motivation of party members to change their party leader to win the mid-

term election. With respect to the first reason – the lack of understanding on the 

electorate, Prof Tanaka presented the results of the last 3 lower house elections to 

argue that even though big national swings of voters seemed to take place in 2005, 

2009, and 2012 elections on surface, the number of votes gained by the 2 parties 

suggested that the structure of the electorate has not changed so much. The LDP 

support base, therefore, has been shrinking but stable. 

Prof Tanaka also provided explanations for the LDP survival and comeback in 

2012. First, the LDP has been heavily dependent on the organized voters with the 

additional assistance from the Kohmei, a party based on very solid organization. Also, 

the low voting turnout helped those parties based on solid organization. When voting 

turnout goes up, and when a chunk of independent voters goes to a particular party, 

such as the DPJ, then the LDP loses the election. The 2009 Lower House election was 

the case in point. But he suggested that the LDP has a dilemma in maintaining a 

majority of seats in the Lower House, mainly stemming from the fact that even with 

the help of the Kohmei, the LDP cannot win an election （i. e., a majority of seats in 

the Lower House）, when the voting turnout goes up and when most of the 

independents voters goes to a particular party, such as the DPJ.
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Three reasons for fragility of Prime 
Ministers in recent Japan

1. Party leaders do not understand structure of 
Japanese electorate. 

2. Electoral System:
2-A. SMD (Single-Member District) System with 

the PR (Propor�onal Representa�on) System.
2-B.  Each upper house elec�on works like a mid-

term evalua�on of the incumbent Prime Minster.
3.  Lack of cohesiveness of each major party 
enhances mo�va�on of party members to change 
their party leader to win the mid-term elec�on.    2
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Lower House Elec�on in 2012 
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Lower House Elec�on in 2009
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Figure 2. Seats Gained by Par�es, 1996-2012
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Big  Swings at the Last 3 Lower House 
Elec�ons --- real swing or not?  

• When we look at the number of seats won by 
the 2 major par�es (i.e., LDP and DPJ), it looks 
like big na�onal swings of voters took place in 
the 2005, 2009, and 2012 elec�ons on surface.

• But,  when you look at the number of votes 
gained by the 2 major par�es, the structure of 
the electorate has not changed so much.

• The increase of independent voters, while the 
LDP support base has been shrinking but stable.
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Figure 3. Votes Gained by Par�es, 1996-2012
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Figure 4. Elec�on Results in Post-war Japan, 
1958-2009: 

the Decline of the LDP and the Rise of the 1st

Opposi�on Party 
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Figure 5. The Numbers of Voters and LDP Votes, 1979-2012
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Figure 6. Decline in the LDP’s Vote Share and 
Propor�on of Organized Voters, 1972-2009
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Table 1. Es�mates of Komei’s Help to LDP, 
2000-2012
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The Reasons for the LDP Survival and Comeback, 
1996-2003, and 2012 ---- 2005 is an excep�on.

• The LDP has been heavily dependent on the 
organized voters. 

• In addi�on, the LDP made coali�on with the Kohmei, 
a party based on very solid organiza�on, from 2000 
on.

• The low vo�ng turnout helped those par�es based 
on solid organiza�on, i.e., the LDP and the Kohmei.

• When vo�ng turnout goes up, and when a chunk of  
independent voters goes to a par�cular party, such 
as the DPJ, then the LDP loses the elec�on.  The 
2009 Lower House elec�on was the case in point.
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Dilemma of the LDP to maintain a majority of 
seats in the Lower House.

• The LDP’s support base has bee shrinking but 
stable.   Although the the LDP cannot win a 
majority of seats in the Lower House without 
the help of the Kohmei, the LDP’s force seems 
to be stable with the help of the Kohmei.

• Even with the help of the Kohmei, the LDP
cannot win an elec�on (i.e., a majority of seats 
in the Lower House), when the vo�ng turnout 
goes up and when most of the independents 
voters goes to a par�cular party, such as the DPJ.
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Difference in the LDP’s Strength between 
2005 and 2012

• In 2005, Koizumi mobilized the organized voters 
who are loyal to the LDP as usual; in addi�on to 
this, Koizumi a�racted many of the unorganized/ 
independent voters to shi� from the DPJ to the 
LDP.

• In 2012, the LDP did not win many more votes 
than 2009, but simply the DPJ lost it so badly.

• The victory of the LDP was due to the very low 
popularity of the DPJ a�er its administra�ons.  

14
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Figure 7. Rise of Independent Voters and 
Changes in Par�sanship, 1962-2012
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Figure 1. Changes in Par�sanship, 1962-2012
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Figure 8. Cumula�ve Changes in Par�sanship, 
1962-2012
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Figure 2. Cumula�ve Changes in Par�sanship, 1962-2012
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Figure 9. Monthly Changes in Par�sanship, 
2008.9-2012.11
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Figure 7. Monthly Changes in Par�sanship, 2008.9-
2012.11
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Figure 10. Cabinet Support & Two 
Major Party Support, 2008.9-2012.11
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Figure 8. Cabinet Support & 2 Major Party Support, 
208.9-2012.11
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Explana�ons by the Electoral System (1) 
• The SMD (Single Member District) system helps 

the largest party to win more seats than its vote 
share. ---- In each district, a party that wins one 
vote more than the runner up can win the seat in 
each district.  In a system that has 300 districts, 
Party A in theory can win all the 300 seats with 
only 300 more votes than Party B if Party A gains 
one vote more than Party B in every single district. 

• Under the SMD system, a swing is more likely to 
take place because of the mechanism men�oned 
above.
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Explana�ons by the Electoral System (2) 
• The Upper House elec�ons usually come in between the 

Lower House elec�ons.
• The Upper House elec�ons work as if they were mid-

term evalua�on of each Prime Ministar’s administra�on.  
The midterm always works against the incumbent.

• In recent years, those rank and file members of the LDP, 
as well as the DPJ, tend to ask change of their party 
leadership when their party is not popular according to 
public opinion surveys. 

• Therefore, the rank and file members wish to change 
their prime minster, when the incumbent prime minister 
is not so popular in conjunc�on with the upper house 
elec�ons.
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Lack of Cohesiveness of major par�es in 
recent Japan

• As Figure 11 and Figure 12 show, both the LDP 
and the DPJ have quite difference in policy 
orienta�ons among their party leaders.

• Therefore, both the LDP and the DPJ leaders 
constantly face revolts of some members within 
their own par�es. 

• Consequently, neither the LDP leader nor the 
DPJ leader cannot effec�vely make a party’s 
decision on any controversial issues, such as TPP.
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Figure 11. Economic vs. Na�onal Security Dimension
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Figure 12. Economic vs. Poli�cal Dimension
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Conclusion 
• Japanese major poli�cal par�es cannot maintain 

policy line of each party, because both par�es 
(i.e., the LDP and the DPJ) contain such different 
policy orienta�ons among their party members.

• PM faces the similar dilemma as other PMs 
faced. 

• It will be very difficult to replicate what PM 
Koizumi achieved in 2005.  Even Koizumi himself 
cannot now replicate his own performance of 
2005.
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