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Japan's Democratic System Support:

A Multidimensional Analysis
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The purpose of this doctoral thesis is to examine empirically the
conceptualization of postwar Japanese political legitimacy that is given in the
influential capitalist developmental state model.

The capitalist developmental state model, conceived originally by Chalmers
Johnson in 1982, depicts a one- dimensional from of political legitimacy for the
postwar Japanese state based upon the state’s ability to foster high speed economic
growth. This model of Japanese political legitimacy is conceived in contrast to the
type of legitimacy established in other liberal democracies in the west, where
legitimacy is said to be based upon the democfatic processes by which these
governments have come into power.

In order to frame an empirical test of the capitalist developmental state model
this thesis draws upon a multidimensional theoretical conceptualization of political
support that gained acceptance in the United States in the post-Watergate period of
the mid-1970s. At this‘ time Jack Citirin argued that‘ political support for
incumbent politicians could be conceptually separated from support for the
democratic system and its éorollary values. Later work by Muller and Jukam,
among others, confirmed this conceptual distinction on empirical grounds and it has
since become a widely accepted tenet of the literature on political support. On clear
implication of the capitalist developmental state’s one-dimensional
conceptualization of Japanese political legitimacy is that support for incumbent
politicians and support for the democratic system cannot be separated. This thesis
therefore utilizes the conceptual distinction between incumbent and system support
to assess the validity of the capitalist developmental state model.

Drawing upon an empirical study of Japanese political support by Aiji Tanaka in

1985, the paper carries out a factor analysis of eleven political support items



originally included by the JABISS election study of 1976. Tanaka’s original analysis
separated what he termed “diffuse system support” from “democratic institution
support” and subsequently found that within diffuse system support (as he defined
it) incumbent and system support were empirically inseparable.

This paper takes a different approach to the interpretation of the factor analysis
that emphasizes support for democratic institutions and values as the defining
elements of system support. The paper then goes on to show that in 1976 and the
following surveys of the Japan Election Series through 1996 incumbent support can
be separated from democratic system support using factor analysis. The conceptual
distinction between incumbent and system support is further demonstrated
through a series of tests that indicate economic variable correlate more strongly
with incumbent than system support. Economic correlations with system support
remain minimal throughout the twenty year period under study. The impact of
economic variables is also compared with traditional and modern political values of
Japanese respondents in order to better understand the casual structure of
democratic system support in Japan. The results of these analyses indicate that
both traditional political culture and modern political values have had a relatively
stronger impact upon democratic system support than have economic variables.

On further test of the relative impact of economic and political variables on
democratic system support was implemented in an analysis of data obtained from
Omnibus Survey of Japanese Values in 1999. This survey was carried out at a time
when Japan was suffering through its worst economic crisis of the postwar era.
Three items included on the survey were used to discern whether economic crisis
had caused Japanese citizens to forsake democracy and embrace authoritarian
values. Analysis of these indicate that while economic stagnation has influenced
apathy toward the political system, the rejection of pre-war era authoritarianism

remains an equally potent force for maintaining democratic stability. The thesis



therefore concludes that the one-dimensional capitalist development state model

cannot be considered to be valid when examined from an empirical viewpoint.
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