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Abstract
The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has dominated Japanese politics since its foundation in 1955.
The party’s ability to support the interests of small farmers and its commitment to the middle-class
through redistributive economic policies have been regarded as among the primary factors leading to
its prolonged hegemony. Yet, the LDP has occasionally relied on non-economic political appeals addres-
sing rather conservative issues such as Japan’s military force and the country’s traditional values. These
appeals have significantly intensified under the premiership of Junichirō Koizumi and his successor
Shinzō Abe, whose authoritative leadership styles and nationalist agendas reveal the relevance of non-eco-
nomic values. This study focuses on the role of authoritarian values in shaping vote choice in twenty-first
century Japan. Previously emphasized in The Japanese Voter, the authority–liberty dimension has grad-
ually lost prominence in recent models of voting behavior, where socio-economic factors have had a cen-
tral role in explaining vote choice. Our inquiry places new emphasis on this value dimension and provides
evidence for the enduring relevance of individual authoritarian dispositions in models of vote choice.
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1. Introduction

Empirical research on voting behavior constitutes one of the most developed political science fields in
Japan. As we shall see below, much emphasis has been placed on the role of economic evaluations in
explaining vote choice in recent decades. This perspective partly derives from the burgeoning of eco-
nomic voting models developed in the rational choice framework. Yet, despite the general understand-
ing of the importance of security issues and conservative agendas in structuring ideological
competition in contemporary Japan, aspects such as non-economic values have been neglected in
recent studies of voting behavior. We aim to fill this gap in the literature and rectify discrepancies
between the general reading of contemporary Japanese politics and the academic literature.

The emphasis on socio-economic explanations stems from the characteristics of Japan’s party sys-
tem. Japan is one of the most prominent cases of dominant party systems among the established dem-
ocracies. The right-wing Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has been in power almost uninterruptedly
since 1955, holding the largest share of seats in the House of Representatives with the only exception
of the 2009 election.1

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction,
provided the original article is properly cited.

1However, throughout the 65 years of LDP dominance, the Japanese party system has undergone profound transforma-
tions. The decline of the Socialist Party (JSP) since the late-1960s and the appearance of minor parties such as the Komeitō,
the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP), and the Communist Party (JCP), turned Japan into a multi-party system (Richardson,
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The stable linkage between party system configurations and the cleavages present in society as con-
ceived in classic cleavage theory (see Lipset and Rokkan, 1967) suggests that party system change may
result from changes in cleavage structures. Indeed, the evolution of Japan’s party system seems to
reflect the social transformations that have taken place since 1955, namely, changes in the occupational
structure amid rapid economic growth reduced perceptions of class conflict, thereby accelerating the
decline of the Japan Socialist Party (JSP), and the generational turnover weakened value oppositions
between the pre- and post-war generations (Schmidt, 2003). Furthermore, the LDP was able to take on
the role of social peacemaker by committing to the ‘middle-class model,’ wherein the fair redistribu-
tion of national wealth and the promotion of social mobility constituted the pillars of the LDP’s eco-
nomic policies (Chiavacci, 2006).

Not only did the success of the LDP’s middle-class model inhibit the potential of class conflict, but
the party also managed to strategically avoid divisive issues such as constitutional revision and rearma-
ment, focusing instead on economic growth and redistribution (Reed, 2005). Yet, since the charismatic
Junichirō Koizumi took the party reins in 2001, the LDP has experienced a drift to the right which the
literature characterizes in various ways, for instance in terms of ‘religious nationalism’ (Mullins, 2012)
or ‘illiberal’ and ‘authoritarian’ turn (Nakano, 2016). Indeed, under Koizumi and Abe, the LDP’s plan
to revise Japan’s pacifist constitution and the promotion of historical revisionism and patriotic educa-
tion regained prominence in both the political discourse and the policy agenda.2

We argue that the revival of nationalist discourses echoing the esthetic ideas of collective patriotism
and shared identity as well as the authoritative leadership styles of Koizumi and Abe are indicative of
the relevance of non-economic values in shaping voter alignments. In hindsight, the ‘drift to the right’
in the recent decades partly coincided with the burgeoning of economic voting theories and the flour-
ishing of studies that emphasize the role of the economy rather than value competition (see Kobayashi,
1991; Hirano, 1993, 1994, 1998; Tsutsumi, 1997; Endo, 2009; Taniguchi, 2016; Ohmura, 2018, among
others). Thus, despite the general impression of a hawkish turn under Koizumi and Abe, these studies
may have overlooked the relevance of non-economic values in contemporary Japanese politics. To this
end, our inquiry reconsiders the role of authoritarian values, a key value dimension previously intro-
duced and analyzed by Scott Flanagan in The Japanese Voter (1991). As detailed below, we propose an
empirical reassessment of the relevance of authoritarian values based on the behavior of Japanese
voters from 2003 to 2019.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 discusses the types of social cleavages and voter alignments
examined by previous studies and summarizes the main models of vote choice in the literature on
Japanese voting behavior. Section 3 develops the main argument of the article and presents the hypoth-
esis. In Section 4, we illustrate the data and methods used to evaluate the role of authoritarian values in
shaping vote choice. In Section 5, we present the empirical results and discuss their implications. The
article concludes with a summary of the key findings and some considerations on the contribution of
our study to the literature on voting behavior in Japan and comparative party politics in general.

2. Social class, values, and other factors in Japanese voting behavior

Before discussing in detail the role of authoritarian values in voting behavior, let us first review a brief
chronology of the main academic contributions in the field. Early studies of voting behavior in post-

1977; Watanuki, 1991). Furthermore, since the 1990s the LDP hegemony was challenged by the emergence of new, though
short-lived, party labels resulting mainly from splits of the LDP itself, and the rise of the Democratic Party (DPJ) contributed
to the consolidation of a new bipolar system based on the LDP–DPJ opposition (Reed, 2005). After the historical defeat of the
LDP in the 2009 election and the unsuccessful experience in government of the DPJ, Japan has returned to quasi-single party
dominance since 2012, with the LDP under Shinzō Abe, and his successors, Yoshihide Suga and Fumio Kishida, facing little
challenge from a deeply fragmented opposition front.

2Koizumi proposed a draft constitutional amendment marking the 50th anniversary of the LDP in 2005. His successor,
Abe, in his first premiership, established the legal framework for any constitutional amendment, passing the Act on
Procedures for Amendment of the Constitution in April 2007.
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war Japan evidenced the presence of clear patterns of class voting, with the independent occupational
classes voting for LDP and the working classes predominantly casting their ballot for the JSP or the
Japanese Communist Party (JCP). Miyake (1985) defined this political divide as the dichotomy
between jimae (self-sufficiency) and hi-jimae (dependency), whereby independent farmers, entrepre-
neurs, and the self-employed belonging to the former group voted conservative, and the latter category
comprising clerks, workers, and employees was generally closer to the left-wing parties.

In spite of the growing industrialization and massive inflows of new workers into urban areas, these
patterns of party support based on social class rapidly declined starting in the 1960s, when the JSP
began to lose votes from its traditional constituencies (Maruyama, 2007: 33). The decline of the JSP
has been attributed to the increasing competitive pressures from minor parties under Japan’s former
multi-member electoral system (Kohno, 1997; Mori, 2001) and to the LDP’s ability under Ikeda to
make credible redistributive commitments while avoiding direct confrontation with the Socialists on
divisive issues (Watanuki, 1991: 62–64). The limited explanatory power of social class (see
Flanagan and Richardson 1977; Miyake, 1977; Watanuki, 1991) suggests that Western-style patterns
of class voting are relatively less pronounced, if not absent, in Japan.

Alternative theories of voting stress the role of values as better suited for explaining vote choice.
Value competition emerged in Japan in the wake of socio-political transformations brought about
by democratization. The new 1947 Constitution drafted under the supervision of the US
Occupation replaced the former imperial rule with a democratic system based on free elections, the
separation of powers and the rule of law, turning Japan into a full-fledged liberal democracy.

The rapid transformation into a multiparty democracy under the US guidance contributed to
polarizing the Japanese public around competing systems of values (Flanagan, 1991).
Watanuki (1967) argued that high-pace economic growth alongside the general improvement of citi-
zens’ well-being further reduced the space for competition on economic issues in favor of
political divisions based on values, a dimension of conflict the author defined as ‘cultural politics.’
Flanagan (1991) examined the different subdimensions of value change and argued that Japan’s
democratic transition and the shift from an agrarian to industrial society favored the rise of a new
value cleavage that he characterized as of authority vs liberty (A–L). In his analysis, Flanagan
found substantial correlations between the A–L scale and partisan preferences in the post-war
period, with LDP supporters having more pronounced authoritarian tendencies than supporters of
the opposition parties.3

Partisan conflicts on economic issues seemed to be overshadowed by value competition, as long as
the Japanese economic miracle continued to deliver growth and prosperity to the general population.
Yet, since the 1980s non-economic values have gradually lost prominence in models of Japanese voting
behavior, as suggested by the growing number of studies on economic issues. For example, Reed and
Brunk (1984) found that while economic factors had little effect on the vote in times of economic
expansion, substantial relationships between economic variables and election results have become
more evident since the 1975 recession. Wade and Owens (1992) showed that the patterns of economic
voting in Japan in the 1980s resembled those of Western democracies, with significant effects of
unemployment levels on the vote. In his comparative assessment of competing models of voting
behavior, Nakamura (2003) observed that party–voter policy proximity and individual evaluations
of subjective economic well-being (pocketbook voting) were better suited to explain vote choice in
the 1983 Upper House election. Similar findings have been reported by a number of studies, that

3The persistence of significant correlations between Flanagan’s A–L scale and partisan preferences fits the broader debate
on the rise of postmaterialist values in contemporary democracies, as exemplified by the theory of value change developed by
Ronald Inglehart in The Silent Revolution (1977), which predicts that the decline in individual concerns over basic economic
needs and physical security allowed citizens of advanced industrial societies to address postmaterialist concerns such as self-
expression, civil rights, environmental protection and feminist or gender-related issues.
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emphasized value-free factors such as evaluations of governments’ past performance, subjective well-
being, and future expectations as powerful predictors of vote in the elections held during the 1980s and
1990s (see Hirano, 1998: 33). Lastly, Ohmura (2018) provided further evidence that individual evalua-
tions of the economy have become increasingly important drivers of voting behavior.

Indeed, more recent studies suggest that substantial changes in the Japanese party system such as
the 1994 electoral reform, the decline of the LDP, and the rise of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ)
did not reflect the emergence or reactivation of deep socio-cultural cleavages in Japanese society.
Miwa’s (2018) assessment of the value preferences of Japanese voters and party representatives
found only slight differences across the main party electorates. Chiavacci (2010) examined the electoral
success of the DPJ in 2009 and argued that the party was able to present itself as the new champion of
‘shared growth,’ campaigning on the same issues and for the same votes from rural areas that once
secured landslide victories to the LDP. This suggests much greater salience of redistributive issues,
with little room for partisan conflicts on ideology and values. The idea of a general tendency toward
the de-ideologization of Japanese politics finds further support in Takenaka’s (2014) analysis of the
declining role of the conservative vs progressive ideological dimension and its weakening association
with party preferences across generational cohorts.

Likewise, recent accounts of the success of the LDP, which has steadily returned to power since
2012, seem to take a rather economic perspective and to attach less importance to value oppositions:
Umeda (2019) attributes the LDP’s hegemony to its adaptability to new environments, whereby
among others, the party’s commitment to protecting the interests of small farmers and businesses
from globalization was a crucial factor for power consolidation. A similar reasoning was proposed
by Lind (2018) in her discussion of Japan’s seeming immunity to the rise of populism. Lind argued
that the preconditions for the success of populism were missing in Japan because the LDP successfully
resisted pressures toward liberalization by raising non-economic trade barriers and limiting immigra-
tion, while protecting Japan’s vulnerable sectors from global competition.

3. Bringing values back

Although economic considerations are certainly indispensable to explain the patterns of voting, we
argue that recent studies emphasizing economic and redistributive issues may have overlooked the
role of values. Our inquiry reassesses the relationship between value orientations and partisan support
in contemporary Japan and reconsiders the place of non-economic values in the literature of Japanese
voting behavior. We do not reject the economic arguments reviewed above but argue that the role of
values has not been assessed adequately in addition to the mainstream accounts based on economic
evaluations and policy proximity. Given the changing environment of party competition on the
supply-side and the changing nature of perceived ideology (Jou and Endo, 2016) on the demand-side
in recent decades, it seems pertinent to assess the role of values and economy together in a systematic
manner.

In the last 40 years, value oppositions have indeed gained prominence in the analysis of political
behavior: the unfolding of Inglehart’s Silent Revolution since the 1980s has profoundly transformed
the pre-existing patterns of political divisions in the developed democracies, raising the salience of
a New Politics dimension in addition to, or in replacement of, the conventional left-right continuum
(see Kitschelt and Hellemans, 1990). Scholars have argued that the rise of left-libertarian values such
as tolerance toward minorities, self-reliance, and individual freedom has triggered a counter-revolution
from the right side of the political spectrum, whereby radical right parties emphasizing the values of
authority and hierarchy have capitalized on concerns over immigration, social order, and security
(Ignazi, 1992; Hino, 2003). Likewise, the Cultural Backlash theory characterizes the current surge of
authoritarian populism as a response from the older and traditionalist strata of society who feel
that their values are being threatened by cultural shifts toward post-materialism (Norris and

132 Antonio Benasaglio Berlucchi and Airo Hino

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

22
00

00
56

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109922000056


Inglehart, 2019). These radical right parties typically embrace nativist and authoritarian views, in open
defiance of liberal democracy (Mudde, 2007), and cater to older and less-educated voters expressing
concerns about immigration, identity, security, and adhering to authoritarian values.

In the West, recent political developments such as the victory of Donald Trump in the 2016 US
election, the Brexit referendum, and the emergence of successful right-wing populist leaders, for
instance Marine Le Pen in France and Matteo Salvini in Italy, are indicative of a surge of authoritarian
populism and growing attractiveness of far right discourses. In contrast, Japan has not experienced
disruptive changes in the patterns of party competition, as the prolonged and seemingly unchallenge-
able hegemony of the LDP would suggest. However, some scholars have argued that nationalist rhet-
oric has been on the rise within Japan’s conservative elites (e.g., Matthews, 2003; Sasada, 2006, 2010;
Mullins, 2012).

Since the premiership of Junichirō Koizumi (2001–2006), recent political trends in Japan suggest
the potential for the reemergence of value competition among the Japanese public. Under Koizumi
and Abe, Japan experienced a right-wing or neo-conservative turn (see Takahashi, 2010; Nakano,
2016; Ramirez, 2018) that revitalized previously quiescent issues such as national identity and pride
and Japanese traditional values. Arguably, economic reforms are among the key policy innovations
for which Koizumi and Abe have been known internationally: Koizumi’s plan to privatize the
Japan Post and the Abenomics reforms were central issues in the electoral campaigns of 2005 and
2012, respectively. However, Nagy (2014) argued that Koizumi and Abe utilized nationalist rhetoric
as a strategic leverage to consolidate their leadership position within the LDP and to secure public sup-
port for their economic reforms. Besides the increasing attention devoted to national security among
the LDP candidates (Catalinac, 2016), these nationalist appeals have primarily regarded divisive topics
such as historical revisionism, patriotic education, and rearmament. In addition, the controversial
issue of prime ministers’ visits to the Yasukuni Shrine, which were resumed under Koizumi after a
substantial interruption since 1985 (Deans, 2007), carries a highly symbolic meaning with regard to
Japan’s role in World War II.

Indeed, the ideological proximity of Abe’s LDP with the widespread phenomenon of online
right-wing activism (netto uyoku) (Schäfer et al., 2017) and the outstanding number of LDP represen-
tatives, including Abe himself, who are among a group of members of parliament who support the
ultra-conservative lobbying group Nippon Kaigi (the ‘Japan Conference’) are revealing of a changing
political climate. Higuchi and Matsutani (2013) examined the radical right phenomenon from the
demand-side and found that nationalist and authoritarian tendencies are common among supporters
of both Abe and the ultra-conservative Ishihara Shintarō, with the latter also attracting voters with
xenophobic attitudes, similarly to the European radical right. A few books (see Tsukada, 2017;
Tanabe, 2019; Oguma and Higuchi, 2020) have been recently published with titles including the
oft-used expression ‘drift to the right’ (ukeika), examining to what extent and why this rightward
drift is taking place in Japan. Among these, Tanabe (2019) and Matsutani (2020) relied on various
survey data to demonstrate that nationalism and xenophobia against China and Korea are generally
on the rise in Japan, while Kuwana (2019) showed that patriotism is conducive to voting for the
LDP in recent elections.

Based on a review of these studies, it appears pertinent to reconsider the relevance of authoritarian
values in models of voting behavior in Japan. Indeed, the revival of nationalist and authoritarian rhet-
oric among right-wing elites suggests that the Japanese public is far from unresponsive to far-right
appeals and that the effect of competing value preferences among voters may eventually unfold in
the polls, thus conditioning voting behavior. Using survey data, our study examines the role of authori-
tarian values, which is a key ideological attribute of the far right (Mudde, 2007), in shaping the elect-
oral preferences of Japanese respondents. Accordingly, we hypothesize that the variation in
authoritarian values among the Japanese public has affected the probability of voting for the main par-
ties since the beginning of the Koizumi era.
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4. Data and methods

To assess the relevance of authoritarian values in explaining party preferences, we rely on data from
the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS).4 The ABS questionnaires in Japan have been administered in a
face-to-face format consistently throughout the series to random electorates; therefore, we believe
they constitute the most ideal data for our inquiry.5 We combine five samples from the five ABS
waves administered in Japan from 2003 to 2019, which we analyze using pooled multinomial logistic
regressions with fixed effects where the vote for the LDP serves as the reference category. By pooling
the five waves, we take advantage of the cross-temporal design of the ABS series, which allows us to
run a comprehensive model encompassing the last two decades. In addition, we compare the explana-
tory power of authoritarian values and the other covariates in each wave separately. Our dependent
variable is respondents’ vote choice in five national elections including abstention. For the analysis,
we selected the parties that contested all national elections since 2003 (Wave 1) and included the
remaining parties in the category ‘Others.’ The four parties whose name and format did not change
during the 2003–2019 period are the LDP, Komeitō or Clean Government Party (CGP), Social
Democratic Party (SDP), and JCP. For the DPJ, which incurred several defections and eventually dis-
solved in 2016, we constructed an umbrella category ‘DPJ/center-left’ comprising the DPJ itself (2003–
2016) and its successor parties in 2019 (Wave 5), namely, the Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP)
and the Democratic Party for the People (DPP).6

Our main independent variable is a measure of authoritarian values, which we derive from the ABS
original battery ‘Authoritarian/democratic values.’ For the sake of consistency in our measurement, we
selected only the items that were administered across all five waves. Next, we conducted separate reli-
ability analyses for each wave using Cronbach’s alpha to assess the degree of inter-consistency of the
scales. For all sub-samples, the alpha coefficient is maximized when the first item is removed (‘People
with little or no education should have as much say in politics as highly-educated people’), indicating
no substantial contribution of this item to the scales. With the removal of Item 1, we obtained a sat-
isfactory fit of the measurements, with the alpha coefficients exceeding 0.7 for all waves. Finally, to
compute our scale, we combined the items into a single construct by taking the mean score of the
responses. Table 1 shows the statements used to construct the authoritarian values scale and the indi-
vidual alpha coefficients for each wave.

Beginning with Adorno’s (1950) seminal theory of the authoritarian personality, a number of stud-
ies have proposed different conceptualizations and measurements of individual authoritarian disposi-
tions, among which Altemeyer’s (1981) tripartite definition of right-wing authoritarianism (RWA),
explained as the covariation of authoritarian submission, aggression, and conventionalism, has been
widely accepted as a common framework. A noteworthy attempt to gage authoritarian personality
traits among the Japanese public was made by Takano et al. (2020), who developed a Japanese version
of Altemeyer’s RWA using survey items adjusted to the Japanese context and found positive and sig-
nificant correlations of their RWA measure and its two subdimensions (authoritarianism and conven-
tionalism) with the LDP/CGP vote.

While acknowledging that measurements based on Altemeyer’s RWA are not available for the time
span of our inquiry, we believe that the factors included in the ABS batteries, namely, individual pre-
ferences for delegative forms of democracy, deference toward the established authority, and illiberal
conceptions of the political community, address the core conceptual properties of authoritarianism

4To investigate the relevance of authoritarian values in voting behavior, this study relies on observational data that allow us
to gage changes and stability in the importance of this value dimension over time. This by no means excludes the possibility
of rigorously testing its causal effect in an experimental setting in future studies.

5For details on the Japanese series of the ABS, see Ikeda (2018, 2021). Other survey series such as the World Value Surveys
and Japanese Election Study lack specific batteries for authoritarian values and/or consistency in the survey mode. In contrast,
the ABS has included ad-hoc batteries of authoritarian values that have been administered over a relatively long time span
and in a consistent survey mode.

6Analyses of vote choice where the DPJ is replaced with just the CDP in Wave 5 yielded substantially equivalent results.
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as conceived in other studies. Indeed, looking at the items utilized by Flanagan in his A–L scale (see
Table 2), we find some theoretical affinity between the A–L statements and our measurement.

In particular, the first three items in Table 2 reflect similar dispositions of deference to authority as
those captured by Items 2 and 7 from the ABS battery (see Table 1), and Flanagan’s fourth item
‘Cut discussions short when divided to avoid bad feelings’ is consistent with the idea that a diversity
of opinions endangers the harmony of the community (Items 2 and 8 in Table 1).

In addition to authoritarian values, we assess the effect of two other non-economic dimensions
commonly associated with far-right discourses: national pride and anti-immigration. The emphasis
on the uniqueness of Japanese identity and values as reviewed above suggests that Koizumi and
Abe’s reliance on nationalist appeals may reflect similar dispositions among LDP voters. The ABS pro-
ject includes a survey item measuring the extent to which respondents feel pride in being Japanese.
Though unavailable in the 2003 questionnaire (Wave 1), we include this predictor in a separate pooled
model for Waves 2–5. Furthermore, to account for the effect of individual attitudes toward immigra-
tion, we estimate an additional model where we include a survey question in which participants are
asked to express their views on immigration issues. Available for Waves 4 and 5 only, we expect
that higher values indicating respondents’ disagreement with increasing the inflow of immigrants
would negatively correlate with voting for left-wing parties.

Next, we selected a set of additional predictors to control for individual socio-demographic char-
acteristics, namely, respondents’ age, gender, education, family income, rural or urban residence, and
employment condition as an employee or self-employed. Furthermore, we relied on a survey item ask-
ing respondents to rate Japan’s overall economic situation to assess the effect of individual evaluations
of the economy on vote choice. To account for relevant factors commonly associated with political
disengagement and reluctance to go to the polls, we controlled for individual interest in politics,
which Mifune (2005) found to be a significant predictor of turnout in the 1990s. Finally, we measured
respondents’ degree of trust in institutions, which we also expect to negatively correlate with absten-
tion, by constructing a scale of institutional trust using the items in the ABS battery ‘Trust in institu-
tions’ (see the Technical appendix).

Table 1. Authoritarian/democratic values (items administered consistently from Waves 1 to 5)

Strongly agree (4), somewhat agree (3), somewhat disagree (2), strongly disagree (1)

1. People with little or no education should have as much say in politics as highly-educated people
2. Government leaders are like the head of a family; we should all follow their decisions
3. The government should decide whether certain ideas should be allowed to be discussed in society
4. Harmony of the community will be disrupted if people organize lots of groups
5. When judges decide important cases, they should accept the view of the executive branch
6. If the government is constantly checked [i.e. monitored and supervised] by the legislature, it cannot possibly accomplish

great things
7. If we have political leaders who are morally upright, we can let them decide everything
8. If people have too many different ways of thinking, society will be chaotic

Cronbach’s alpha
Wave 1 (2003) Wave 2 (2007) Wave 3 (2011) Wave 4 (2016) Wave 5 (2019)
0.736 0.749 0.750 0.777 0.805

Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.

Table 2. Authoritarian–libertarian value items

1. Should respect leaders’ opinions
2. Should entrust politics to outstanding leaders
3. Dietmen and governors should command respect
4. Cut discussions short when divided to avoid bad feelings
5. Honor traditional virtues of respecting parents and seniors
6. Donate without complaint to preserve neighborhood harmony

Source: Flanagan (1991: 116).
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5. Results

This section presents the results of the statistical analyses in three pooled models, as outlined.
The results are displayed as the odds ratios of vote choice for the main parties and abstention relative
to the vote for the LDP. Table 3 shows the results for Model 1, which covers the whole 2003–2019
period. In Model 2 (Table 4), we include national pride as an additional predictor starting from the
second ABS wave. Model 3 (Table 5) assesses the impact of immigration issues in 2016 and 2019
(Waves 4 and 5).

The odds ratios for the measure of authoritarian values suggest significant effects for all outcome
groups with the exception of abstainers and the CGP. Overall, the estimated effects of authoritarian
values on vote choice seem to indicate that individual differences on this value dimension structure
vote preferences along the dividing line between the government and opposition camps. Higher scores
on authoritarian values significantly decrease the probability of the non-LDP vote, with considerable
negative effects in the case of the more left-wing opposition parties, the SDP and the JCP: for every
additional unit of authoritarian values, the odds of voting for the SDP and the JCP decrease by
approximately 69 and 80%, respectively.7 Regarding the largest center-left party, the DPJ (CDP and
DPP in Wave 5), our model shows that the odds of voting for the DPJ/center-left decrease by approxi-
mately 45% for every one unit increase in authoritarian values, suggesting less pronounced, though
still significant, value differences with LDP voters. Not surprisingly, a comparison between vote choice
for the LDP and its ally the CGP yielded no significant difference in voters’ value positioning.
Interestingly, though our estimate failed to reach the threshold of statistical significance, the direction
of the relationship between authoritarian values and abstention is positive.

Looking at the odds ratios for the other covariates, our model reveals socio-demographic profiles
similar to those identified by major studies of Japanese voting behavior and substantially confirm pre-
vious findings that LDP supporters are predominantly male and generally older than those of other
parties (see Miyake, 1985; Kabashima, 1998). The odds ratios for rural residence suggest that respon-
dents living in non-urban areas are more likely to vote for the LDP, a result that clearly reflects the
party’s traditional advantage in Japan’s rural prefectures. As for respondents’ education and income,
LDP voters exhibit significantly higher levels of educational attainment than abstainers and CGP
voters and tend to be generally wealthier than the other outcome groups.

In terms of respondents’ employment condition, our analysis provides evidence that the jimae–
hi-jimae opposition between self-employed and hired workers (see Miyake, 1985) has relatively limited
impact on vote choice. Besides the insignificant effect of self-employment, hired workers appear to be
more likely to vote for the CGP, consistent with the fact that this party mainly garners the support of
urban employees.

Next, the results for individual evaluations of the state of the economy suggest that more positive
views of Japan’s economy decrease the chances of abstention or voting for the DPJ/center-left and the
JCP and, though statistically insignificant, the estimated odds ratios are lower than 1 for all other out-
comes in the model.

As expected, whereas political interest reduces the probability of abstention, the opposite relation-
ship holds for the DPJ and its successor parties: respondents who are more indifferent toward political
matters are more likely to desert the polls, and those with higher degrees of political interest have a
higher probability of voting for the DPJ, in line with what we may expect for the voters of a main-
stream center-left party. Finally, our scale of institutional trust negatively correlates with all outcome
categories, except for the CGP, where the estimated odds ratios are not statistically significant.

The broad picture emerging from Model 1 is that the variation in authoritarian values reflects
voting patterns similar to those identified by Flanagan for the 1955 system. Indeed, the effect of
authoritarian values on vote choices appears particularly evident when looking at predicted

7Although the direction of relationship between authoritarian values and the vote for the SPD and JCP is negative as
expected, this finding should be interpreted with caution given the relatively small number of cases in these categories.

136 Antonio Benasaglio Berlucchi and Airo Hino

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

22
00

00
56

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109922000056


probabilities. Figure 1 shows the predicted probabilities for each outcome category estimated from the
logit coefficients in the model.

In Figure 1, the predicted probability curves for the LDP and abstainers exhibit a clear upward dir-
ection, as opposed to the DPJ/center-left vote, whose probability sharply reduces as respondents’

Table 3. Model 1: odds ratios of vote choice for the DPJ/CDP/DPP, CGP, SDP, JCP, other parties or abstention vs voting for
the LDP in 2003–2019

Abstainers DPJ/center-left CGP SDP JCP Others

Age 0.940*** 1.003 0.977*** 0.999 0.998 0.991
Gender (male) 0.914 0.929 0.653* 0.774 0.689 0.751
Rural residence 0.497*** 0.784 0.561* 0.656 0.254*** 0.835
Education 0.809*** 1.038 0.743** 1.241 0.979 1.017
Income 0.772*** 0.924 0.788*** 0.878 0.753** 1.088
Employee 1.281 1.256 2.512*** 0.931 0.835 0.965
Self-employed 1.152 0.841 1.485 0.435 0.803 0.676
State of the economy 0.839* 0.787*** 0.837 0.885 0.649** 0.838
Interest in politics 0.603*** 1.158* 1.165 0.992 1.186 1.330*
Trust in institutions 0.409*** 0.595*** 0.705 0.501* 0.380*** 0.337***
Authoritarian values 1.137 0.554*** 0.731 0.306*** 0.204*** 0.514***

Pseudo-R2 0.12
Observations 2,965

Pooled multinomial logistic regression with fixed effects for each wave.
***P < 0.001, **P < 0.01, *P < 0.05.
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.

Figure 1. Predicted probabilities for all outcome categories from Model 1.
Note: Confidence intervals at 95% are shown.
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.

Japanese Journal of Political Science 137

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

22
00

00
56

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109922000056


scores on authoritarian values increase. Consistently with the regression results, the estimated mar-
ginal effects for the SDP and the JCP indicate almost zero probability of voting for these parties in
the bottom-right region of the figure, where the scores on authoritarian values are higher than
3. As for the CGP, the relatively flat line suggests no consistent relationship between authoritarian
values and the CGP vote.

Next, we evaluate the impact of respondents’ degree of national pride and individual attitudes
toward foreign immigrants. Model 2 assesses the effect of national pride on the vote, adjusted for
the covariates of Model 1. Model 3 includes anti-immigration as an additional predictor. The results
are displayed in Tables 4 and 5, respectively.

In line with our expectations, Models 2 and 3 show that as respondents’ degree of national pride
increases, the odds of voting for the main left-wing parties reduce significantly. This finding suggests

Table 5. Model 3: odds ratios of vote choice for the DPJ/CDP/DPP, CGP, SDP, JCP, other parties or abstention vs voting for
the LDP in 2016 and 2019

Abstainers DPJ/center-left CGP SDP JCP Others

Age 0.953*** 1.013 1.005 1.096*** 1.018 0.992
Gender (male) 1.079 1.081 0.897 2.320 0.730 0.703
Rural residence 0.536* 1.011 0.514 1.298 1.085 0.825
Education 0.712** 1.136 0.818 1.659 0.632* 0.946
Income 0.848 0.967 0.887 0.885 0.842 1.144
Employee 1.776* 1.210 4.714* 1.941 0.834 0.873
Self-employed 1.469 0.663 2.394 0.000*** 0.713 0.709
State of the economy 0.789 0.670** 0.791 0.369 0.464** 0.765
Interest in politics 0.428*** 1.434* 1.282 0.960 1.866* 1.309
Trust in institutions 0.413** 0.376*** 0.681 0.263 0.543 0.291***
Authoritarian values 1.379 0.551* 1.470 0.180 0.287** 0.605
National pride 0.761 0.403*** 0.517* 1.040 0.472* 0.668
Immigration negative 0.893 0.915 0.702 0.948 0.404** 0.764

Pseudo-R2 0.16
Observations 889

Pooled multinomial logistic regression with fixed effects for each wave.
***P < 0.001, **P < 0.01, *P < 0.05.
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.

Table 4. Model 2: odds ratios of vote choice for the DPJ/CDP/DPP, CGP, SDP, JCP, other parties or abstention vs voting for
the LDP in 2007–2019

Abstainers DPJ/center-left CGP SDP JCP Others

Age 0.946*** 1.006 0.981* 0.996 0.999 0.990
Gender (male) 0.972 0.938 0.617* 1.205 0.649 0.801
Rural residence 0.486*** 0.782 0.584 0.753 0.260*** 0.787
Education 0.796** 1.016 0.770* 1.371* 0.974 1.019
Income 0.789*** 0.929 0.783*** 0.771 0.807 1.137
Employee 1.390 1.205 2.783*** 0.815 0.731 0.802
Self-employed 1.327 0.806 1.500 0.355 0.733 0.624
State of the economy 0.818* 0.785*** 0.828 0.896 0.576** 0.745*
Interest in politics 0.453*** 1.311** 1.428* 0.926 1.684** 1.537*
Trust in institutions 0.468*** 0.670** 0.720 0.535 0.479* 0.390***
Authoritarian values 1.109 0.602*** 0.852 0.227*** 0.264*** 0.607*
National pride 0.759* 0.646*** 0.699* 0.636 0.622* 0.662*

Pseudo-R2 0.13
Observations 2,485

Pooled multinomial logistic regression with fixed effects for each wave.
***P < 0.001, **P < 0.01, *P < 0.05.
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.
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that the LDP’s emphasis on national identity and patriotism reflects greater attachment to the nation
among right-wing voters as compared to voters on the left.8 Likewise in Model 3, the estimated odds
ratios for respondents’ preference for tighter immigration policies are lower than 1 for all outcome
categories, although significant effects of anti-immigration sentiments are found for the JCP only.
As for our main explanatory variable, the results for Models 3 and 4 substantially confirm the relation-
ships found in Model 1: authoritarian values significantly reduce the probability of voting for the main
left-wing parties relative to voting for the LDP.

Overall, the multinomial logit models presented in this study provide substantial empirical evidence
that value differences along the scale of authoritarian values relate to vote choice in the 2003–2019
period. In terms of expected vs predicted relationships, our findings are consistent with the idea
that the LDP under Koizumi and Abe was effective at attracting voters with relatively higher authori-
tarian dispositions as compared to voters of all left-wing opposition parties. Interestingly, these results
seem to deviate from previous findings that the hawkish turn of the LDP under Abe hardly reflected
an equivalent drift to the right among Japanese voters (see Jou et al., 2017).9 Yet, it is worth noting
that our logit models do not address the question of whether there has been an authoritarian turn in
the electorate as a whole, an aspect we discuss in further detail in the next paragraphs. In addition,
these (apparently) divergent findings may reveal the existence of discrepancies between how respon-
dents perceive themselves as conservatives or progressives (as in Jou et al.’s analysis) and their actual
ideological scores derived from multiple survey questions.

To further validate our findings and determine the extent to which these values contribute to
explaining vote choice, we conducted a series of likelihood ratio tests where the contribution of
each independent variable to the fit of the models was assessed separately. The tests were performed
on both the pooled samples and each individual ABS wave, as shown in Table 6.

In Table 6, authoritarian values are a significant predictor of vote choice in each model and sub-
sample, and they have the highest χ2 score after age in Model 1. Our tests also suggest some degree of
explanatory power of the respondents’ socio-economic status and their evaluations of the economy. In
addition to authoritarian values, the three other non-economic variables significantly contributing to

Table 6. Contribution of each covariate to explaining vote choice

Predictors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Wave 1
(2003)

Wave 2
(2007)

Wave 3
(2011)

Wave 4
(2016)

Wave 5
(2019)

Age 230.75*** 143.98*** 59.18*** 41.11*** 24.83** 72.26*** 33.62*** 25.78**
Gender 8.83 7.60 5.06 13.22* 3.03 8.92 6.66 4.61
Rural 36.24*** 32.72*** 9.26 7.17 12.79* 24.94** 5.79 12.21
Education 38.20*** 31.06*** 20.21** 12.08 6.01 22.45** 14.88* 14.88*
Income 37.02*** 29.05*** 7.17 13.25* 3.98 25.57** 10.23 4.82
Employee 17.11** 21.36* 16.19* 5.66 1.10 13.67* 9.08 13.50*
Self-employed 7.87 9.95 9.73 0.77 6.78 8.02 4.48 6.54
Economy 19.78** 21.65** 16.52* 3.72 16.24* 8.11 9.16 10.28
Interest in politics 72.79*** 142.55*** 62.22*** 30.17*** 21.50** 63.80*** 51.75*** 18.37**
Institutions 68.18*** 36.33*** 24.74*** 17.36*** 4.21 16.29* 20.53** 9.47
Authoritarian values 108.34*** 63.25*** 25.19** 28.13*** 20.48** 21.70** 17.58** 15.13*
National pride 30.20*** 27.62*** 6.89 20.49** 15.60* 15.19*
Anti-immigration 9.01 10.10 7.15

Likelihood ratio tests for Models 1–3 and each individual ABS wave.
Note: χ2 values are shown.
***P < 0.001, **P < 0.01, *P < 0.05.
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.

8For the factors determining national pride in Japan and other countries covered in the ABS series, see Hino (2021).
9Although there may be several overlapping areas between conservatism, right-wing ideology and authoritarian values,

these dimensions also exhibit conceptually different properties, as argued by Costello et al. (2021) in their discussion of
left-wing authoritarianism.
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the fit of the models are: interest in politics, trust in institutions, and national pride. Interestingly, the
insignificance of anti-immigration in Model 3 suggests little evidence that respondents’ preferences for
stricter immigration rules affect their voting behavior. Despite this unexpected finding, our likelihood
ratio tests fully support the idea that values are important predictors of vote choice in addition to
respondents’ socio-economic status and economic evaluations, and suggest a reconsideration of the
role of non-economic issues in explaining the patterns of voting behavior in contemporary Japan.

Yet, notwithstanding the relevance of these values for the overall time frame of our inquiry, it is
worth noting that there may be significant cross-temporal variation in the presence and intensity of
authoritarian values. This aspect, which is not fully captured by our logit models, deserves a specific
assessment. Figure 2 shows the average scores on authoritarian values across the five ABS waves
divided by party category and Figure 3 illustrates the average predicted probabilities for voters scoring
above each sample mean on authoritarian values.

Figure 2. Average scores on authoritarian values by party group (2003–2019).
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.

Figure 3. Average predicted probabilities derived from Model 1 for respondents scoring above each ABS wave’s sample mean on
authoritarian values (2003–2019).
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Asian Barometer Survey.
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Consistently with Jou et al.’s (2017) finding that there is little evidence of a rightward turn among
Japanese voters, the trends displayed in Figure 2 indicate that there has not been a sizable increase in
authoritarian values since 2003. Rather, the overall mean values for each sample exhibit a slight down-
ward direction starting from 2007. Nonetheless, looking at the LDP/CGP voters and the voters of
left-wing parties, there is a clear widening gap after 2011 that reaches a peak in 2019. These divergent
trajectories are substantially in line with our model estimates, as shown in Figure 3. Among respon-
dents scoring high on authoritarian values, whereas the estimated probabilities tend to converge over
the 2003–2011 period, the gap widens significantly in 2016 and remains substantially large in 2019.
These trends clearly suggest that while authoritarian values may not be on the rise among the
Japanese public, the variation in this value dimension nevertheless reflects specific patterns of voting
that are consistent over time.

6. Robustness checks

In addition to the likelihood ratio tests presented above, we conducted a wide range of empirical eva-
luations as additional robustness checks. First, we estimated the same models as in Tables 3–5 using
instead multinomial probit, an estimation technique that Horiuchi (2001) found to be better suited
than multinomial logit for modeling vote choice. Next, we included dummy variables of partisan iden-
tification for each party category to account for the effect of the psychological link between respon-
dents’ party identification and their vote choice. Prominent in the socio-psychological model of the
Michigan school, party identification constitutes a stable psychological shortcut for voters expressing
clear partisan preferences, which Lachat (2015) found to reduce the effect of party–voter issue distance
on vote choice. Further robustness checks were conducted by estimating models with unweighted data
and specifying the CDP as the DPJ’s unique successor party in Wave 5. These alternative model spe-
cifications, applied either individually or in combination, did not yield substantially different results
with regard to the effect of authoritarian values on vote choice. For further details, see the
Technical appendix.

7. Conclusion

This article has proposed an empirical reassessment of the role of values in models of voting behavior
in Japan. It has been argued that the intensification of nationalist and authoritarian appeals among
Japan’s conservative elites (see Nakano, 2016) likely reflected differences in the value positions of
the general public and that these differences ultimately affected the electoral behavior of Japanese
voters. Using the ABS original battery ‘Authoritarian/democratic values,’ we measured respondents’
authoritarian dispositions and employed our scale of authoritarian values to estimate pooled multi-
nomial logit models of vote choice from 2003 to 2019. The results confirm that the variation in
authoritarian values affects the probability of voting for the main parties, with the main right-wing
party, the LDP, catering to voters with relatively higher levels of authoritarianism than the voters of
main left-wing parties.

In addition to authoritarian values, we examined the effect of two other dimensions that typically
characterize the far-right narrative: national pride and anti-immigration. We found that although
higher degrees of national pride reduce the probability of the non-LDP vote, immigration issues
seem to play only a marginal role in shaping vote choices.

Overall, the results suggest a considerable salience of non-economic issues in contemporary Japan,
whereby the current voter alignments mirror the opposition between a left-wing camp displaying
greater attachment to the values of liberal democracy and pluralism embedded in Japan’s pacifist con-
stitution and a right-wing camp placing more emphasis on the values of authority, hierarchy, and
social order.

Since the emergence of successful green parties and the subsequent rise of populist radical right
parties in Western Europe, a number of studies have focused on the salience of a new dimension
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of conflict in addition to the conventional left-right or state-market political divisions. Prominent in
European research, this dimension has been characterized as new vs old politics (Taggart, 1996;
Müller-Rommel, 1989), libertarian vs authoritarian (Kitschelt, 1994), or GAL/TAN values – Green–
Alternative–Libertarian vs Traditional–Authoritarian–Nationalist – (Hooghe et al., 2002).

In Japan, where cases of successful green parties or populist radical right challenger parties are
missing, this dimension of contestation has received relatively little academic attention in recent
years. However, it is noteworthy that the relevance of values along the authority–liberty dimension
was emphasized early by Flanagan in his examination of the determinants of partisan preferences
in post-war Japan. In light of these considerations, our findings suggest that these patterns of voting
are not a new phenomenon in Japan and provide substantial empirical evidence in support of
Flanagan’s framework.

Yet, our inquiry also suffers from important limitations, for the most part due to data availability.
In particular, the time span of the analysis does not allow for a comparison between the pre- and
post-Koizumi eras, and therefore leaves unanswered the question as to whether the relationships
found in this study constitute an enduring feature of Japanese politics or whether the salience of
these values was intensified by Koizumi and Abe’s nationalist agendas. Indeed, as the ABS project
does not include specific survey questions about leaders, we are not able to disentangle the effects
of authoritarian values on respondents’ reported vote for political parties from their specific prefer-
ences for individual leaders.

Despite these limitations, this study has important implications for our understanding of contem-
porary Japanese politics and makes significant contributions to the broader debate about populism in
Japan (see Fahey et al., 2021). The empirical findings generally support the argument that the LDP’s
resistance to the international liberal order enabled it to address certain TAN value priorities of the
more conservative parts of the Japanese public (see Lind, 2018), thereby reducing the risk of successful
competitors on the right. Yet, notwithstanding the heterogeneity of values and positions among non-
voters, the relatively pronounced degree of authoritarian orientations among abstainers constitutes a
novel finding that may challenge the idea that demands for authoritarian populism are already fulfilled
by the current political supply, thus indicating the potential for the emergence of new challenger par-
ties. Finally, our findings suggest that as far as these value positions are concerned and as long as the
available party options remain unchanged, we may expect that an increase in the electoral participation
in subsequent elections would be more beneficial for the LDP than for the opposition parties, a con-
sideration that has important implications for the future trajectories of Japanese democracy.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1468109922000056 and https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/Y1JLXI
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