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Women and Politics in
Contemporary Japan

This book looks at the gendering of the political system in Japan and the
effects of that system on gender equality in national-level politics specifically
and wider society more generally. It examines the approach taken by the long-
ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) to issues of gender equality in Japan,
and the repercussions of that approach on women’s political experiences and
representation. This book covers a range of themes including the role of the
LDP and other major political parties in constructing the modern Japanese
political system, the under-representation of women in Japanese politics,
women’s experiences in party politics and the gendering of government poli-
cies. Using in-depth interviews with women members of the national Diet, the
book sheds light on how political women negotiate the male-dominated world
of Japanese politics.

Emma Dalton is a lecturer in the Japanese Studies Research Institute of
Kanda University of International Studies, Japan.
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The Asian Studies Association of Australia (ASAA) sponsors this publication
series as part of its ongoing commitment to promoting knowledge about
women in Asia. In particular, the ASAA Women’s Forum provides the intel-
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Introduction

On 6 December 2012, on a special election programme aired by Japan’s national
broadcaster, NHK (Japan Broadcasting Corporation), political leaders sat
against a plain backdrop, faced the camera and implored viewers with their
election promises. Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) leader Abe Shinzé sat
with LDP Upper House member Marukawa Fukuyo and, in a heavily scripted
conversation, discussed the party’s plans for Japan’s future if the LDP was elected
to power. Marukawa’s appearance was intriguing, and I quickly assumed that
she had been selected to be Abe’s dialogue partner for her youth, beauty and
because she had once been a newsreader. But there was more to it than this.
This was less of a conversation between party colleagues than an interview of
the party leader by a pretty and much younger woman. Some way into the
dialogue, Marukawa started talking about having had a baby earlier in the year
and the difficulty she experienced combining work and family. This was a segue
into a dialogue about the party’s plans for childcare. Marukawa’s role in this
performance was clear. Not only was she a beautiful prop, she was a symbol of
what the LDP could offer women. After their brief conversation about LDP
policies surrounding childcare facilities, Abe said triumphantly, ‘so the LDP will
make woman-friendly policies’. This one televised dialogue captured much of
what I want to explore in this book about women and Japanese party politics.

It is not difficult to see this interview as symbolic of gender relations in
broader Japanese society. Men talk with authority and women listen attentively.
But for me, the more specific story it told was that of the roles of men and
women in Japanese party politics. Both the physical bodies before the camera
as well as the content of the dialogue appeared to capture the essence of
gender inequality in Japanese politics. Despite the removal of legal barriers to
female political participation, women’s entrance — into electoral politics at
least — is something that stands out simply because women are still a numer-
ical minority. Japan has the lowest rate of female political representation in
the industrialised world. Women’s actions on the political stage are therefore
particularly remarkable, and the symbolism of the young, attractive Marukawa
smiling and interviewing Abe was striking.

Marukawa certainly appears ‘out of place’ in national-level politics; thus
her presence is somewhat jarring. However, her presence in the televised



2 Introduction

interview did little to disrupt any assumptions about political knowledge and
masculinity. Marukawa was not talking with any authority about the party to
which she belonged. It was left to Abe to explain the LDP’s party promises.
Through his one-way conversation with Marukawa, Abe re-inscribed his own
male body with political authority, thus fortifying the assumption that political
knowledge belongs to men.

Marukawa’s role in the interview also did little to disrupt ideas about
women’s relationship with politics. She does not threaten the privilege of LDP
men and was therefore a perfect choice for this dialogue with Abe. In her role
as subordinate and also as a beautiful voice of working mothers around
Japan, she re-inscribed her own female body with the distinct passivity of a
citizen that needs to be taken care of by the {male) government. Abe’s well-
intentioned but revealing statement ‘so the LDP will make woman-friendly
policies’ reveals an all-too-common conflation of women with mothers, or
potential mothers. “Women-friendly’ and ‘mother-friendly’ are the same thing
according to dominant political discourses. It would appear to be almost
impossible for male political leaders in Japan to visualise women as autono-
mous human beings with interests and needs outside ‘combining work and
family’.

Japanese women were once subjects who were expected to reproduce for the
nation and rear the next generation. As this book will demonstrate, women
are no longer so overtly enjoined to sacrifice their own subjectivity for the
greater good, yet they remain citizens for whom male political leaders know
best. Their needs are defined and provided for by policies created by male
bureaucrats and politicians. When women enter the fray that is party politics,
it seems it is very difficult to behave in a way that might challenge this. In the
chapters that follow, I consider how this situation has emerged and why the
dearth of women in politics continues. I enquire into the role that political
parties play in maintaining this situation. Political parties must be held to
account for their role in hindering women’s increased participation in the
political decision-making processes. This is the objective of this book.

Persistent inequality

In the general election of December 2012, 470 members were elected to the
lower house of Japan’s national legislative assembly, the Diet. Of these, 38
were women, the lowest number of women elected since 2003. The proportion
of women elected in the 2012 election (8.1 per cent) was lower than the pro-
portion of women elected at the first election in which women were able to
vote and run for office, in 1946 (8.4 per cent). This is a stunning statistic,
difficult to justify.! Japan fares poorly in all international measures of gender
equality. Despite ranking tenth in the world in 2009 on the Human Development
Index, it ranked fifty-seventh on the Gender Empowerment Measure.” The
poor representation of women in politics would appear to be a particularly
stubborn problem.



