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Don’t Count Abe Out 
Michael J. Green 

 
The ruling coalition of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe took a real beating in Sunday’s Upper House election, winning only 
37 seats to the opposition Democratic Party’s 60 seats. The opposition now controls the Upper House of the Diet and 
from that position can slow down legislation and make life much more difficult for the government. Absent 
realignment of the political parties, the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) may not recapture the Upper House for 
six more years. 

Reading the press one would think that Mr. Abe’s days are now numbered. There is certainly a precedent for Abe 
resigning to take responsibility for the LDP’s loss, since Prime Ministers Sosuke Uno and Ryutaro Hashimoto both 
stepped down after the LDP had comparably poor showings in Upper House elections (36 seats for Uno in 1989 and 44 
for Hashimoto in 1998). Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) leader Ichiro Ozawa is also expected to block legislation in 
the Upper House and force a stalemate so that Abe has to dissolve the Lower House and hold national elections, where 
the LDP could take another drubbing. Some media are portraying the defeat as a direct repudiation of Abe’s more 
assertive national security policies, suggesting that he has no agenda left to implement now even if he stays. 

However, as Mark Twain might have said, these rumors of Abe’s demise are premature. 

Abe lost this election for three reasons. First, Koizumi had won too many seats in the last Upper House election and the 
LDP had no place to go but down, particularly without Koizumi’s personality to help keep them airborne. Second, the 
pension scandal sparked widespread anger at the government and was skillfully used by the DPJ and not so skillfully 
managed by the government. Third, Abe’s cabinet included the usual collection of unethical politicians at a time when 
the public will no longer tolerate shady accounting or kickbacks by members of their government. 

Abe can recover from all three. For one thing, the ruling coalition still has a two-thirds majority in the more powerful 
Lower House of the Diet. That will allow him both to keep his own position as prime minister and to overturn Upper 
House blockage of legislation, as long as the media and the public do not desert him when he forces bills through the 
Diet. Abe has already blunted postelection efforts to dump him by declaring his intention to stay and by winning firm 
endorsements from the largest circulation daily Yomiuri Shimbun and the most logical person to replace him, Foreign 
Minister Taro Aso. His other potential opponents within the LDP are still relatively unpopular and divided, and lack the 
kind of factional base that might once have allowed them to dictate a prime minister’s fate after a bad election result. 

As was noted, Ozawa will probably try to block legislation in the Upper House and force public pressure on Abe to 
dissolve the Lower House and have a national election. Ozawa may also try to pass a nonbinding “no confidence 
resolution” against Abe using his new majority in the Upper House. However, Ozawa’s position is vulnerable as well. 
He is rumored to be ill and therefore desperate to take down the LDP while he still has a chance. He is also 
considerably less popular than Abe, and many in the DPJ would prefer to find another leader before rolling the dice on 
a Lower House election, which is a more direct referendum on national leadership. Moreover, if Ozawa’s main strategy 
is to block legislation without offering alternatives, the public’s anger may turn on the DPJ, particularly if Abe picks 
legislation that is popular nationally or splits the ideologically divided opposition on national security. 
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Abe will have to take early steps to clean up his cabinet, and a major “reshuffle” is possible in a matter of weeks. He 
will also have to demonstrate an ability to resolve the hugely embarrassing pension crisis, in which the government lost 
track of 50 million pension accounts. His early bills to the Upper House will likely focus on economic reforms that 
have broad public support. A good candidate would be restructuring public-sector corporations, which would harness 
public resentment of taxpayer money being used to feather the nests for retiring bureaucrats. 

Many commentators have speculated that Abe will have to turn away from his ambitious foreign policy and national 
security objectives, but the opposite is probably true. Abe did not get in trouble at home because of national security or 
foreign policy. Moreover, he took the top job in Japan in order to advance a national agenda and fulfill a destiny 
inherited from his grandfather, Nobosuke Kishi. He does not appear interested in staying on just for the sake of staying 
on. In terms of foreign policy, he will travel to India in August and then to Sydney and the UN General Assembly in 
September. At those summits he will emphasize Japan’s strengthened strategic partnerships with other democracies, but 
also continue patching things up with China. All of this plays reasonably well at home and is beyond the control of the 
DPJ to affect. In terms of national security, he will continue pushing the envelope on collective self-defense. Sooner or 
later, he will have to test the new boundaries of what is permissible under the Constitution with legislation. My guess 
would be that this comes after he has cleaned up the cabinet and the pension mess and introduced some new economic 
reform packages. But when he does put forward national security legislation, the DPJ will likely be divided, which 
means Abe will have political as well as ideological reasons to keep moving forward. Constitutional revision will be a 
longer-term issue and will only be possible if Abe’s strategy leads to electoral success in the Lower House, but first he 
will have to climb out of the current hole. 

Of course, all of this will require resolute leadership from Abe. After the Upper House results, he does not have much 
room for error. Mismanagement of legislative strategy could lead to stalemate in the Upper House and cripple the 
government. Further scandals in the cabinet or missteps on the pension problem could cause Abe’s popularity to tumble 
and prompt Aso or others to make a move to replace him. Eventually, the legislative agenda will touch on issues of 
importance to the U.S.-Japan alliance. 

In November, the law allowing the dispatch of Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) ships to the Indian Ocean to 
assist with Operation Enduring Freedom will expire. Shortly after that, the Host Nation Support agreement that covers 
billions of dollars spent on U.S. bases in Japan will be up for renewal. A mischievous opposition could choose to play 
havoc with these bills if they sense further weakness from Abe. 

In the first hours after his defeat, Abe demonstrated that he has the right stuff to carry on, but there will definitely be 
further tests ahead. If Abe goes down, the Japanese political system is unlikely to produce another Koizumi soon (and 
Koizumi himself is unlikely to come back). The alternative could be a replay of the musical chairs in the post-Nakasone 
years, when Japan’s international position steadily sank under a succession of ineffective short-term prime ministers. 
For that reason alone, Abe had better fix the pension problem, clean up his cabinet, and demonstrate renewed vigor on 
both national security and economic reform. 

 
Michael J. Green is senior adviser and Japan Chair at CSIS and associate professor of international relations at 
Georgetown University. 

The Japan Chair invites other essays for the Platform. Please contact Eri Hirano at (202) 775-3144 or by e-mail at 
ehirano@csis.org. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________
 
Japan Chair Platform is published by the Office of the Japan Chair at the Center for Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS), a private, tax-exempt institution focusing on international public policy issues. Its research is nonpartisan and 
nonproprietary. CSIS does not take specific policy positions. Accordingly, all views, positions, and conclusions expressed in 
this publication should be understood to be solely those of the author(s). 

© 2007 by the Center for Strategic and International Studies. 


