PAGE  
3

THE ORIENTAL ECONOMIST

UPDATE

Can the Democratic Party govern Japan?

Solving the ‘Ozawa Puzzle’

August 20, 2007

By Peter Ennis

(A version of this story appeared  recently in Mainichi Weekly.)
Shinzo Abe is still the prime minister of Japan, but the center-of-gravity of Japanese politics has significantly shifted toward his bitter rival, Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) leader Ichiro Ozawa.

Abe is licking the deep wounds suffered when Japanese voters delivered a stunning rebuke to his ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in July 29 Upper House elections. For the first time since its 1955 founding, the LDP no longer has the largest bloc of UH seats.

By contrast, the DPJ has emerged from the LDP’s calamitous defeat as the dominant UH party, able to essentially block government legislative initiatives. As the voice and muscle of the DPJ, Ozawa has pledged to do just that, with the apparent aim of forcing Abe to resign and hold elections as soon as possible. Ozawa is gripped by determination to drive the LDP from power.

Ozawa’s resurgence is nothing short of startling, as analysts have written his political obituary over the past 15 years too many times to count.

The biggest question in Japanese politics is just how Ozawa will exercise his new-found power and influence. Ozawa is convinced that the DPJ could win a Lower House election, thereby gaining the right to name the prime minister. But in his drive to shame Abe into early retirement, Ozawa has to be careful to not appear to voters to be acting with selfish motives rather than with the national interest in mind.

Friends and foes alike have pointed out to Ozawa that the July 29 elections were more a vote against Abe and the LDP than an enthusiastic endorsement of Ozawa and the DPJ. Polls indicate that voters do not quite trust the mercurial and enigmatic Ozawa, whose autocratic style has thwarted past efforts to bring down the LDP. Voters are also unclear exactly what an Ozawa-led DPJ would do in office if it were to win sufficient votes in a Lower House election to name a new government.

When Ozawa first emerged as a major advocate of reform in Japan in 1993, he seemed an odd person to carry that torch. Ozawa was the favored protégé of two of Japan’s most corrupt post-war LDP politicians, Kakuei Tanaka and Shin Kanemaru. He inherited their enormous skill at exercising power from behind the scenes.

Ozawa, on the other hand, firmly believed that to function effectively in a post-Cold War world, Japan would have to modernize its political system, particularly by ending the days of virtually unrivalled domination of the LDP and ushering in a new era of intense competition among rival parties. Toward this end, he published a wildly popular book, “Blueprint for a New Japan” in 1993, and stunned the political world by breaking away from the LDP.

Since then, Ozawa has tried to forge various awkward political alliances into viable political parties that could seriously challenge the LDP. He has largely failed up to now, mostly, many analysts say, because of fatal flaws in his own personality. But Ozawa keep defying the odds. The recent success of the DPJ gives him his best chance thus far.

His immediate challenge is to fashion a coherent economic and foreign policy platform that voters would see as viable. The voters are still waiting. As of now, the DPJ is mostly promising to throw money at disaffected voters adversely affected by painful but necessary reforms. And Ozawa is criticizing the Abe government’s unswerving support of the Bush administration’s policies in Afghanistan and Iraq, even though Ozawa is very pro-American and favors a much more robust and activist foreign policy for Japan.

Much will depend on whether Ozawa can rectify his own internal contradictions. His legacy as a visionary reformer is already established. But his penchant for traditional “machine” power politics, and his ruthless, ‘anything goes’ approach to winning, is often too reminiscent of the very system he has pledged to change.

When it comes to politics in Japan these days, all eyes are on Ichiro Ozawa.

