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Drive to change Constitution slows

Abe’s troubles grow
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By Peter Ennis

(A version of this story appeared recently in Mainichi Weekly.)
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has run into big political obstacles in his quest to reform Japan’s 60 year-old Constitution. Since taking office last September, Abe has made constitutional reform his top priority, arguing that it is crucial to “shedding the postwar regime.” Abe is particularly anxious for Japan to play a bigger role in regional and global security affairs, which would require a reinterpretation or actual amendment of the existing Constitution.

Abe’s problem is that the public does not share his priorities. The prime minister’s popularity rating has plummeted in recent months, as voters have grown increasingly frustrated with lack of progress on fixing the nation’s troubled national pension system. Anxiety is also widespread over the failure to stem the growth of social and economic inequality in traditionally egalitarian Japan.

With crucial Upper House elections scheduled for July 29, Abe is in no position to disregard public opinion. A poor showing by Abe’s Liberal Democratic Party would leave the prime minister severely weakened politically, and could even force him to resign. Either way, momentum for constitutional reform is likely to slow.

Former defense minister Shigeru Ishiba, a staunch LDP supporter of constitutional reform, acknowledged his ally’s problem recently. Ishiba said that “the outcome of the Upper House election could affect the speed of the discussion.” He argued that “if the prime minister wants to address such big issues as constitutional revision and collective defense, he must first properly respond to such everyday issues as political funds and pension problems, and win the public’s trust.”

In an ominous warning, Ishiba pointed out that Abe’s grandfather, Nobusuke Kishi, was forced to resign as prime minister after he used his political muscle to impose a major revision in the US-Japan bilateral security treaty in 1960. “The public reacted more furiously to his high-handed approach rather than the revision itself,” Ishiba said. “I don’t want to see Prime Minister Abe follow in Mr. Kishi’s footsteps.”

In his recent public appearances, Abe has shown signs of heeding these warnings, emphasizing social and economic issues of concern to voters, while steering clear of constitutional reform discussions.

Still, while Abe is bending to prevailing political winds, there is no doubt that his personal priorities have not changed. He strongly believes his legacy should be the ushering in of a new era in which Japan can participate in regional and global military operations with other nations deemed ultimately critical to Japan’s national defense. That would require overturning a 50-year interpretation of the Constitution by the unelected but powerful Cabinet Legislation Bureau. The CLB argues that Japan may exercise use of military forces only to repel a direct attack on Japan itself.

To push the process along, Abe is closely monitoring the work of a special 13-person panel he appointed to study four specific scenarios in which Japan might feel obligated to engage in “collective self-defense” with another nation facing attack. The panel is headed by former ambassador to the US, Shunji Yanai.

Abe is also working closely with Ishiba, who is heading an LDP panel studying the broad implications of Japan adopting the right to exercise ‘collective self defense.’

There is broad consensus in Japan that the country must modernize its approach to regional and global security problems. But translating that consensus into actual policy changes will take longer than Abe expected.

