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Japan's Circle of Power: Legitimacy and 

Integration of a National Elite

Carmen Schmidt

Summary

The concept of elites must be related to two important dimensions: democratic legiti­

macy and elite interpenetration as well as the distribution of power within these two 

dimensions. This paper develops a model for analyzing elites and shows how it can 

be used to understand the nature of Japan's leadership. Using a wide range of Who 

is Who publications, the incumbents of top positions within politics, bureaucracy, 

economy, pressure groups, and the mass media are investigated in accordance with 

the model presented in the theoretical part. The findings suggest that Japan's elite is 

not monopolistic. It neither consists of a single closed master caste, nor is it clearly 

dominated by one partial elite. It is not a pluralistic elite with fragmented centers of 

power and diverging interests drawn from a diversity of socio-economic backgrounds. 

Instead, Japan is ruled by a circle of power, which is held together by exclusive pat­

terns of recruitment, mutual interests, interdependence, elite consciousness, and 

personal ties.

1 A Model for Analyzing Elites

The literature provides two basic frameworks for interpreting societal elites: the 

elitist approach, and the pluralist model of competing elites. According to the elitist 

approach, the elite of a society is characterized by an overlap between the different 

elite sectors, a high concentration of power, and a strong cohesion within the various 

elite groups. The pluralists conversely argue that an elite is comprised of various sets 

of groups with diverging interests, recruited through a variety of social backgrounds, 

and characterized by a limited concentration of power. However, as it was pointed 

out by many authors, the models lack arguments, there is a relative dearth of testable 

hypotheses, and, not least, they lack the solid ground of empirical variables. It is for 

this reason that an agreement between scholars about "who rules" has not yet been 

reached. Further, it has been argued that in the studies of elites, the higher the level 

of theoretical abstraction adopted, the greater the number of similarities, or at least 

of their functional equivalencies.1 When the research is truly empirically grounded, 

the chances are greater to discover differences in national elite configurations caused 

by the diversity of the nations, social systems, structures, and levels of development.

For this discussion, see Moyser/Wagstaffe 1987: 1-3; Dogan 2003: 6, 14; Schmidt 2004: 29-31.
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One starting point in developing a model of elites which is clearly related to empiri­

cal variables, is the work of Giddens (1974: 4-7) who argued that there are essen­

tially three aspects involved in the study of elites: recruitment, structure, and power. 

By combining the variables through differentiation between the latter aspects, he 

concludes that there are four types of elites: (1) the ruling class, (2) the governing 

class, (3) the power elite, and (4) leadership groups. Though the terminology does 

not seem to have caught on, it does indicate one way in which a model of elite stud­

ies can be developed.

One theoretically significant property concerning the conflict between elite rule and 

democracy needs to be added. The rule of a small elite runs counter to the democ­

ratic theory of majority rule as well as meaning inequality in the distribution of 

power when democracy in fact emphasizes the equality of individuals. This clash 

between the idea of elites and the idea of democracy is reduced if society's positions 

of power are in principle open to everyone, if there is competition for power, and if 

the holders of power are always accountable to the electorate. The democratic style 

of elite rule is therefore one of the crucial points in studying elites in contemporary

• • 2

societies.

No satisfactory model for elite analysis is possible without taking the significance of 

the distribution of power into account. According to Giddens, power can be subdi­

vided into: (a) effective power that can be diffused or centralized, which refers to the 

level of control from below, i.e. the limitation of the elite's power, and (b) issue 

strength, which refers to how far the power of the elite is limited within a restricted 

range of issues. While the former aspect is related to the vertical aspect of an elite's 

democratic legitimization, the latter deals with the horizontal dimension of the elite's 

integration.

Generally spoken there are two dimensions involved in the study of elites: (1) de­

mocratic legitimacy and (2) what Giddens has called the elite's structure or integra­

tion. Within the vertical dimension "democratic legitimacy", elite studies should 

analyze the distance between the elite and the society to discover how far the proc­

ess of recruitment is "open" to those drawn from a diversity of socio-economic 

backgrounds, or to which extent it is "closed" in favor of those drawn from a privi­

leged class. The social background of the elites should therefore be studied as well 

as the channels through which such recruitment occurs. In addition, the question of 

how far the power of the elite is restricted from below should be addressed.

Within the horizontal dimension "integration" or cohesion, elite studies should be 

concerned with the elite groups' level of social, structural, and moral integration by 

investigating the socio-demographic similarities, the social networks and social 

contacts as well as the resemblance between career paths. Of significant importance 

is the horizontal elite interpenetration that signifies movements from one power

On elites and democracy see Bottomore 1993: 8-9; Stammer 1951; Bachrach 1970; Joseph 1981.
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summit to another and the elite's issue strength by means of interlocking director­

ships. The level of elite integration therefore provides information on an elite's uni­

formity, level of conflict and its consensus: the higher the level of elite integration, 

the lower the level of conflict within the group, and conversely, the higher the level 

of integration, the more likely we are to find consensus within the group. By com­

bining the two dimensions, a classification of elite types in a given society can be 

done. The types that are clearly related to a set of empirical variables are:

Fig. 1: Types of Elites in Democratic Societies

Legitimation

high 

(1) Democratically 

legitimized integrated 

elite

Democratically (2) 

legitimized 

heterogeneous elite

high low

(3) Cohesive power elite

Leadership groups/ 

Revolutionary elite (4)

Source: Compiled by author.

low

1. The democratically legitimized integrated elite with an open recruitment proc­

ess, a high level of democratic control from below, a high level of social, moral 

and structural integration and issue strength, a low level of conflict and a high 

level of functionality.

2. The democratically legitimized heterogeneous elite drawn from a diversity of 

socio-economic backgrounds with a high level of democratic control from be­

low, but a limited issue strength, a low level of social, moral and structural inte­

gration and therefore a high level of conflict and a low level of functionality.

3. The cohesive power elite drawn from a privileged class with a low level of 

democratic control from below and issue-strength, a high level of social, moral 

and structural integration, a low level of conflict and a high level of functional­

ity.
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4. The leadership groups or revolutionary elite with a closed recruitment process 

to the top, a low level of democratic control from below, limited issue strength, 

a low level of social, moral and structural integration and a high level of conflict 

and a low level of functionality.

2 Competing Models on the Nature of Japan's Elite

In the studies on Japan's elite, the two "classical" interpretations mentioned above 

are identifiable as well: an elitist approach known as the "iron triangle" model, and 

the alternative of a pluralist polity that challenges the "iron triangle".

The elitist model is based on the concept of a tripartite power elite composed of the 

ruling Liberal Democratic Party's (LDP) leaders,3 senior bureaucrats, and big busi­

ness men. According to the elitists, the three groups comprising the elite triumvirate 

are united, both in purpose and action, and participate in most, if not all, important 

policy decisions. Other groups than those included in the triumvirate are regularly 

excluded from decision-making. Their relationship is further characterized by mu­

tual dependence. For expertise in policy-making and policy-implementation, the 

political elite relies heavily on the government bureaucracy. In turn, the political 

elite exercises strong control over personnel's promotion within the bureaucracy and 

provides retired bureaucrats with career options as LDP diet members {amakudari). 

Big business and economic pressure groups, especially the Federation of Economic 

Organizations (Keidanreri) that is now amalgamated with the Japan Federation of 

Employer's Associations (Nikkeireri) into the Japan Federation of Economic Organi­

zations {Nihon Keidanreri), wield considerable influence on politics as well by fi­

nancing the ruling LDP. Big business thus has a share in policy-forming and politi­

cal power. The argument runs further. Business and bureaucrats also depend on each 

other. Because retiring officials seek new jobs in private firms, they consequently 

influence regulatory and licensing practice in favor of their "clients" while still in 

office. All authors who support the "iron triangle" model agree on this mutual de­

pendence set. However, there is less agreement on which of the three groups is re­

garded as the most or the more powerful.4

The pluralists challenge all these elite model propositions. Many observers have 

reported frequent and intense conflicts of opinion, not only between the three groups 

but also within the groups. One group of scholars refers to the perpetual factional 

strife within the LDP. The factions are seen to represent an important, and perhaps 

the most persistent, form of dissension within the LDP because they act as promot­

ers of particular policies and can crystallize intra-party opposition into particular

With a brief interruption between 1993 and 1996, the LDP has been the party in power since its 

formation in 1955 and is still the most powerful party in Japan.

Prominent exponents of this thesis are Nagai 1960: 18-19; Ishida 1960: 33; Scalapino/Masumi 1962: 

93; Fukui 1970; Tsurutani 1977: 70-115; Rolhacher 1993; Kerbo/McKinstry 1995; Sugimoto 2003: 

212-213.
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policies and decisions. Others have stressed that the bureaucracy is neither united in 

purpose nor in action and point to the bitter conflict between the Ministry for Trade 

and Industry (MITI) and the Ministry of Finance (MoF) over government fiscal 

policy. Big business too is not regarded as a simple monolithic group when dealing 

with specific policy questions. The point is made that it too is divided in its interests 

and counsels and can only present a united front on the broadest issues.

In addition to all these divisions within each group, differences and conflicts within 

the three groups themselves are said to be prevalent and serious. After 1960 specifi­

cally, the three groups' opinions came into direct conflict in what was described as a 

diffusion of power in the upper levels of the policy-making structure. It is further 

argued that the opposition parties and non-elite groups actually contribute signifi­

cantly to important policy issues. It is pointed out that the LDP usurped a series of 

the Japan Socialist Party's proposals regarding the environment policy for their new 

policy in order to cope with the JSPs' growth and the growing dissatisfaction within 

the society. In addition, the development of citizen movements is regarded as proof 

of the escalating grass-root democracy and democratic control over public policy- 

making at the local level. Thus, a second element of criticism of the elitist model is 

the assumption that even under single party dominance the opposition's opinions are 

taken into account and built into the party system.5

However, as is true for all studies based on one of the classical theoretical frame­

works the outcome is determined by the approach that was adopted. It is for this 

reason that it is not possible to choose one position against the other with anything 

like total confidence.

3 Japan's Positional Elite: Sample

In the following part, Japan's elite is investigated in accordance with the model pre­

sented above, which seems to be far more suitable to investigate the nature of elites 

than the elitist or pluralist approach. The positional method, which identifies elites 

as persons who occupy important positions, was used for sampling. Even though this 

method has its shortcomings, it is the one most widely used in determining national 

elite samples in complex industrial societies because it is the most reliable method 

and the easiest to apply in practice, since it neither presupposes expert guidance nor 

requires lengthy decisional studies (Hoffmann-Lange 1987: 29-30).

In accordance with this method, the members of Japan's elite were defined as the 

incumbents of powerful positions within the society. Since the most power resides at 

the very top and the top is most closely interlinked, only the incumbents of top posi­

tions within each sector were included. As shown in table 1, the sample included

Exponents of a pluralistic interpretation are Inoguchi 1982 ("bureaucracy-led, mass inclusionary 

pluralism"); Murakami 1983 ("compartmentalized competition"); Sato/Matsuzaki 1985 ("canalized 

pluralism"); Muramatsu/Krauss 1987 ("patterned pluralism"). For a recent discussion, see e.g. Curtis 

2002: 11-12.
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243 positions in five important sectors (politics, bureaucracy, business, (economical) 

pressure groups and media), which were held by 231 individuals in January 2003.

There is much consensus among scholars that the political, administrative, and eco­

nomic elites as well as the pressure groups are the most influential national players 

due to their power over the allocation of political, administrative and monetary re­

sources. The media elite was included as they have the ability to channel informa­

tion, influence the setting and framing of political and social agendas, and to legiti­

mize or delegitimize certain political, economic, or social groups and ideas.

Given the fact that interviewing the incumbents of top positions within Japanese 

society isn't easily achieved, the data were derived from a wide range of Who is 

Who publications in Japanese.

Note: In each sector the following positions were included:

Table 1: Sample

Sample Positions in % Persons in %

Politics 69 28.4 65 28.1

Bureaucracy 73 30.0 72 31.2

Economy 54 22.2 51 22.1

Pressure Groups 21 8.6 19 8.2

(Economical Pressure Groups) (18) (7.4) (16) (6.9)

Media 26 10.7 24 10.4

N = 243 100 231 100

Politics: positions within the executive power (Prime Minister and cabinet), legislative power 

(heads of the Lower House committees (iincho), the speaker of the Lower House (g/c/zd)), politi­

cal parties (the president and secretary general, three top officials of the LDP (tosan'yaku), LDP 

faction leaders (habatsu kaichd)).

Bureaucracy: heads, aids and chiefs of secretariat within the ministries and offices on ministerial 

level (jimu jikan, shingikan, kanbd chdkan), heads of the external agencies and commissions 

(chdkan and iincho), heads of the National Personnel Authority, the Chief of the Cabinet Legis­

lative Bureau, the President of the Bank of Japan.

Economy: presidents (shachd) of the 50 most important corporations, including banks (according 

to firm size by capital); most important insurance companies with a capital higher than the low­

est ranked corporation.

Pressure Groups: chairmen of major business organizations (Nihon keidanren, Keizai doyukai, 

Nihon shoko kaigisho), and in the case of Nihon keidanren, all top executives, the Chairman of 

the Japan Medical Association, the National Agricultural Co-operative Association, and the most 

important labor union, Rengo.

Media: presidents of Japan's core print media (Yomiuri, Asahi, Mainichi, Nikkei, Sankei) and 

their five affiliated media conglomerates, quality papers Bungei shimju, Sekai, Chud koron, the 

national public service television station NHK, private TV stations (WOWOW, Sky Perfect), 

major radio networks (Japan Radio Network, National Radio Network), major press agencies 

(Kyodo Press, Jiji Press), major advertising companies (Dentsu, Hakuhodo).
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4 Democratic Legitimacy of Japan's Elite

4.1 Recruitment and Selection

Recruitment to elite positions in Japan can be described as a relatively closed proc­

ess, especially with regard to gender and education. Women are largely underrepre­

sented in higher positions despite the fact that 41 percent of the Japanese working 

population is female. Not surprisingly, only 3 percent of the Japanese elite is female, 

which shows the harsh reality of gender inequality in Japan. Nearly 80 percent of the 

elite attended one of the nation's elite universities compared to 5.5 percent of the 

population in 2002. The share of the nation's most prestigious Faculty of Law, that 

of Tokyo University (Todai), is extraordinarily high (see table 2). It is widely be­

lieved that the Japanese educational structure offers "equal" chances and is based on 

merit. Upon closer examination, however, the Japanese system appears closer to the 

class-bound elite universities of France or Great Britain.6 Only persons from privi­

leged backgrounds proceed to one of the nation's top universities, which is reflected 

in the elite's composition.

Table 2: Patterns of Recruitment

Overall Politics Bureaucracy

Gender in %

Male 97.0 89.2 100

Female 3.0 10.8 0

Educational background in %

Others 3.0 7.7 0

Not known 0.4 0 0

University 96.5 92.3 100

Place of education in %

Todai (Faculty of Law) 41.3 (28.3) 28.3 (20.0) 61.1 (52.8)

Kyodai/Hitotsubashi 14.3 5.0 23.6

Waseda/Keio 22.9 40.0 6.9

Others 21.5 26.7 8.3

Age in 2003 (on average) (63.0) (63.3) (58.9)

54- 6.1 18.5 2.8

55-64 54.5 35.4 86.1

65+ 39.4 46.2 11.1

Region in %

Centre1 45.8 34.9 50.0

Tokyo-Yokohama 32.2 27.0 34.7

Nagoya 1.3 0 1.4

Osaka-Kyoto-Kobe 12.3 7.9 13.9

Periphery 54.2 65.1 50.0

Studies of Tokyo University students reveal that most of the students come from families which 

belong to the top earning 10-20 percent of the population. See Watanabe 1997: 63-66.
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Overall Politics Bureaucracy

Workplace in %

Tokyo 

Others

91.3

8.7

100 

0

100

0

Past Occupation in %

Business

Ministerial bureaucracy

Party

Media

Others

Not known

39.0

35.1

3.5

10.8

9.5

2.2

29.2

21.5

12.3

6.2

24.6

6.2

1.4

91.7 

0

1.4

5.6 

0

Career data (on entering the 

top position)

Age

Years in sector

Years in institution

Years in position (in 2003)

60.3

30.3

25.9 (28.5)2

2.7

60,9 

22,7 

18,2* 

2,0

57,6

31,7

31,7

1,1

Type of career in %

Direct entry into sector 69.7 12.3 91.7

Career only within the same 

institution/organization 

Career in different 

institutions/ organizations 

within the same sector

61.5

8.2

1.5

10.8

91.7

0

Sector change 27.7 81.5 8.3

Classical type3 

Direct Cross over

22.5

5.2

76.9

4.6

0

8.3

Not known 2.6 6.2 0

Economy Pressure Groups Media

Gender in %

Male 

Female

100 

0

100 

0

100 

0

Educational background in %

Others 

Not known

University

0 

0 

100

10.5 

0

89.5

0 

4.2 

95.8

Place of education in %

Todai (Faculty of Law) 

Kyodai/Hitotsubashi 

Waseda/Keio

Others

41.2 (21.6)

15.7

11.8

31.4

29.4(11.8)

23.5

17.6

29.4

21.7 (0) 

0 

56.5

21.7

Age in 2003 (on average) (64.0) (70.3) (66.9)

54-

55- 64 

65+

0

54.9

45.1

0

10.5

89.5

0

45.8

54.2

Region in %

Centre1 41.2 52.6 68.2
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Note: * Entered the national parliament. ' Centre: Tokyo-Yokohama: prefectures Tokyo, Kanagawa, 

Saitama and Chiba; Nagoya: prefecture Aichi; Osaka-Kyoto-Kobe: prefectures Kyoto, Osaka 

and Hyogo. 2 The chairpersons of the pressure groups were (with one exception) part-time offi­

cials and held regular jobs therefore we distinguished between a career in a federation and in an 

occupation. The overall sum is calculated on the basis of the occupational figure. The figure in 

parenthesis for the years at an institution is similarly calculated on the basis of the occupational 

figure.3 Classical type: Long-term second career after sector change.

Overall Politics Bureaucracy

Tokyo-Yokohama

Nagoya

Osaka-Kyoto-Kobe

27.5 

0

13.7

21.1

5.3

26.3

59.1

4.5

4.5

Periphery 58.8 47.4 31.8

Workplace in %

Tokyo

Others

70.6

29.3

73.7

26.3

100 

0

Past Occupation in %

Business

Ministerial bureaucracy

Party

Media

Others

Not known

98.0 

2.0 

0 

0 

0 

0

89.5

0

0

0

10.5

0

12.5 

0 

0 

83.3 

0 

4.2

Career data (on entering the 

top position)

Age

Years in sector

Years in institution

Years in position (in 2003)

60.1

35.6

32.9

3.9

67,1 

Not known 

4.9 (41.4)2 

3,2

61,3

34,4

28,2

5,6

Type of career in % Federation Occupation

Direct entry into sector 98.0 0 89.5 83.3

Career only within the same 

institution/organization 

Career in different 

institutions/ organizations 

within the same sector

90.2

7.8

0

0

73.7

15.8

62.5

20.8

Sector change 2.0 89.5 5.3 12.5

Classical type3 

Direct Cross over

0 

2.0

15.8

73.7

5.3 

0

4.2

8.3

Not known 0 10.5 5.3 4.2

Source: Compiled by author.

The elites in all sectors (with the exception of the political elite) are usually recruited 

after graduation and promoted according to seniority, which is why they tend to be 

quite elderly when they reach a top position. Younger persons are scarce at the top. 

Overall the average age on entering the top position was 60.3 years and in 2003 only 

6 percent of Japan's elite were younger than 54 and nearly 40 percent were older 

than 65 (see table 2).
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As a result of the lifetime employment system, the overwhelming majority (61.5%) 

of the sample spent their entire working career within the same institution or organi­

zation and only 5.2 percent moved from a top position in one sector to that in an­

other one.7 Persons who fail to move to a top corporation or the ministerial bureauc­

racy after graduation therefore have no chance to do so thereafter, despite individual 

achievements in a middle- or small-scale corporation, or as a self-employed. Since 

the large corporations and the bureaucracy select their future managerial personnel 

from the nation's top universities, education is the most important selection criterion 

for a future elite position.

Similar to their counterparts in other sectors, the political elite graduated from one of 

the nation's prestigious universities, but in contrast to the other elites, most of Ja­

pan's politicians came to politics late, after other careers especially in economy 

(29.2%) and bureaucracy (21.5%). One more point stands out: 60 percent of the 

political elite can be classified as second- or third-generation diet members who 

inherited their political mandate from a father, a father-in-law or some other close 

relative. This figure is more than 20 percent higher than those for LDP diet members 

in 1999 when it was 38.7 percent (Schmidt 2001: Figure 6.4). However, belonging 

to a family of lawmakers is often the least: table 3 reveals, that nearly half of these 

persons had a former minister or Prime Minister as a close relative.8 This elucidates 

the fact that politics has become a family trade monopolized by a second or third 

generation whose principal merit is being a descendant of a political dynasty.

Source: Compiled by author.

Table 3: Political Elite Descending from a Political Dynasty

Second- or third-generation politician N in %

No 26 40.0

Yes 39 60.0

Former minister in family 14 21.5

Former Prime Minister in family 4 6.2

N = 18 27.7

N = 65 100

The question of an open or closed elite selection process is conclusively answered 

by the facts presented above. Due to the Japanese system of lifetime employment, 

the nation's top universities function as the main channel through which recruitment 

to elite positions occurs. However, as Dahrendorf (1992: 273) once stated, it would 

not be all that bad for an elite to have the fact in common that all its members had 

passed through similar educational institutions since the demand for equal citizen­

ship merely means that access to these institutions has to be open to all. This is

Figure including the political elite. For details see table 2.

Among them were eleven fathers, one mother, three adoptive fathers, one father-in-law, one grandfa­

ther, and one husband.
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clearly not the case in Japan. In politics, inheritance plays the most important role of 

all in the path to the top, which limits advancement to an elite position to those be­

longing to powerful political clans.

4.2 Democratic Power Legitimization

In respect of the legitimization of democratic power, four points are distinctly im­

portant: the legitimization of the political elite through fair and free elections, a low 

level of influence on the political process by non-legitimated power groups, the 

inclusion of a wide range of groups in the policy decision-making process and pub­

lic support for the leadership.

As in all democratic societies, the people by means of periodic elections select Ja­

pan's political elite. However, there are some limits to Japanese democracy, espe­

cially with regard to a continuing malaportionment problem, which means that the 

election districts are not proportionate to the population size. In the last upper house 

election in July 2004, electoral inequalities again widened, with one vote cast in the 

rural Tottori prefecture worth 5.16 votes in Tokyo (Japan Times 10.7.2004). The 

opposition parties are largely disadvantaged by the malaportionment in that they 

have fewer seats to compete for in urban areas where their strength most lies. The 

continuous inequality of the voting system is the main reason for the LDP's domi­

nance of Japan's political system.

The non-legitimized elite groups exercise much influence on the political elite, who 

does not reign supreme within the policy process. Bureaucrats still conceive and 

draft most bills and exercise wide discretion in implementing them. Nevertheless, 

this should not be seen as bureaucratic supremacy, because LDP leaders have sev­

eral ways of ensuring that bureaucrats remain responsive. The national Public Ser­

vice Law (Kokka komuin ho) provides the government with a wide range of author­

ity concerning control over personnel's promotion within the bureaucracy. In addi­

tion, the LDP provides retired bureaucrats with career options as party diet mem­

bers.

Money is still the crucial ingredient for political success in Japan and a great portion 

of Japanese politicians' political activities is devoted to the raising of political funds. 

In 1994, the Political Funds Control Law (Seiji shikin kisei ho) was reformed and a 

system of governmental subsidies for political parties was introduced. Thereafter 

donations as a share of political parties' revenue decreased markedly. However, the 

LDP's actual revenue is widely thought to be four or five times the reported figures 

and the new law still offers politicians loopholes that allow them to hide some of 

their funds' donors. The reforms that occurred in politics' financial sector, while 

important, are therefore found to have failed to deal decisively with the problem of 

corporate financing of the LDP. This is highlighted by the fact that in recent times 

there have been various corruption scandals with high-ranking party officials being 

accused of having taken money in violation of the Political Funds Control Law. Big
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business and the economic pressure groups thus still wield considerable influence on 

politics by (legally and illegally) financing the ruling LDP.

Mutual interests also closely tie Japan's mass media to the other influential groups. 

The media is a power group that can control public opinion. However, an important 

element of government influence on the press is the subtle control of the newsgath­

ering process. In order to gather information, Japanese journalists need to be a 

member of one of the press clubs (kisha kurabii) that function as the primary con­

ducts of official information. In addition to restrictions on free individual access to 

such clubs, which is limited to the journalists from major mass media conglomer­

ates, the collective and exclusive nature of kisha club newsgathering in Japan is 

responsible for a striking uniformity in news coverage by the various media organi­

zations.9 The Japan mass media therefore does not function as the "third power" 

which restricts the power of the political elite. The Japanese bureaucratic and politi­

cal elite as well as big business has come to rely on the press for a favorable expla­

nation of their actions and policies; in return, the journalists receive exclusive in­

formation. The mutual dependence of the power groups and their ability to exercise 

reciprocal influence mean that in Japan there is no single power pyramid at the apex 

of power, instead we find a chain of high peaks.

To answer the question of the in- or exclusion of other groups than those mentioned 

in the political decision-making process, it is informative to look at the consultation 

process. In the many government advisory committees, in which policy interests are 

coordinated by the politicians, the bureaucracy and interest groups in a variety of 

ways, big business plays the most prominent role, while labor unions or citizens 

movements are represented on only a few of the nations advisory bodies. According 

to Muramatsu, Ito and Tsujinaka (2001: 267), big business occupied approximately 

one quarter of the official councils' seats (shingikai) between 1975 and 1996, while 

labor unions held only around 3.5 percent of the chairs. In 1998, roughly half of the 

seats in the private councils (shiteki shimon kikari) went to business, with only 2 

percent to labor unions and 0.5 percent to consumer groups. It is therefore safe to 

assume that leftist interest groups such as labor unions or citizen movements are 

regularly excluded from the decision-making processes involving important policy 

issues.10

All of this may be the reason why public support of Japan's elite is very low. Using 

public opinion polls on the Japanese public's attitudes toward key institutions and 

political leadership, a noticeable loss of public faith in Japan's political leaders and 

institutions was found. According to a poll by the newspaper Yomiuri shinbun of 

December 1998, only 17.7 percent of the public expressed any confidence in their

9 For a discussion on this subject see Freeman 2000; Krauss 2000.

10 For an analysis of the advisory council also see Schwartz 2001.
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political system (JPOLL/Tomzzzrz shinbun 24.12.1998)." In a December 1995 poll, 

only 29 percent said that democracy works well in Japan, and a plurality of those 

who had said it does not, blamed the politicians (37%), high-ranking government 

officials (16%) and the pressure groups (12%) (JPOLL/Nikkei shinbun 15.12.1995). 

Poll after poll taken over the past decade reveals a steadily increasing loss of confi­

dence in Japanese leaders. In 1996, a poll showed that 32 percent of those polled 

trusted or somewhat trusted high-ranking government officials, but by 1998, this 

share had dropped to 16 percent (JPOLL/Asahi shinbun 8.12.1996 and 13.12.1998). 

In May 1998, 67 percent of the public polled expressed no or only a little trust in 

Japanese politicians (JPOLL/Asahi shinbun 17.5.1998). The mutual dependence and 

the cozy relationships between bureaucracy, politics, and business were specifically 

heavily criticized.

A full 73 percent of the public polled by NHK in 1995 stated that politicians depend 

too much on bureaucrats to make policy decisions (JPOLL/NHK 24.6.1995, 

JPOLL). Yomiuri shinbun polled the citizenry in 1994 on the question "Do you think 

amakudari (the appointment of former government officials to a responsible position 

in a private company) is unacceptable, can't be helped or is entirely acceptable?". 

Only 5 percent said "entirely acceptable", 53 percent answered "unacceptable" and 

35 percent answered "it can't be helped" (JPOLL/Yomiuri shinbun 21.5.1994). In 

another poll, the pollees were asked to choose several characteristics from a list that 

best described their impression of bureaucrats. Among 20 positive and negative 

answers, "their relationships with political circles and businesses are too cozy" 

(38%) was ranked first (JPOLL/Yomiuri shinbun 21.5.1994). The confidence gap 

appears to have resulted from a combination of political scandals, the failure of 

political reform, and the reduced chance for political change. Today the confidence 

gap is merely expressed in an increasing number of non-voters and unaffiliated 

voters as well as in a steadily declining voter turnout rate, but in the long run, it 

could threaten the stability and legitimacy of Japan's political system and leadership.

Based on these findings we can conclude that the level of the elite's power legitimi­

zation is very low. The control from below through elections as well as public sup­

port is very weak and the non-elected elites exercise a wide range of influence on the 

political process and decision-making, while oppositional groups are regularly ex­

cluded from the policy-making process.

Poll provided by the Japan Public Opinion Library (JPOLL), Roper Center for Public Opinion Re­

search (University of Connecticut). Neither the original collectors of the data nor the Roper Center 

bear any responsibility for the analyses or interpretations presented here.
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5 Integration and Cohesion of the Elite

5.1 Socio-Demographic Integration and Social Networks

The socio-demographic and social integration of Japan's elite can be classified as 

very high. Almost all members of the elite belong to the post-war generation that 

was born between the late 1930s and early 1950s. They experienced the nation's 

recovery from postwar devastation and impoverishment to the rapid economic 

growth as young men in the 1950s and early 1960s, and thus share the same life 

experiences.12 Due to population concentration there, many of them come from 

Tokyo. Almost all elite members work and live in the capital where all governmen­

tal institutions as well as the headquarters of nearly all large companies, associa­

tions, and media companies are located. The overwhelming majority of Japan's elite 

graduated from one of the few elite universities, especially from Tokyo University 

(table 2). This exclusive educational experience creates common values and morality 

and an old boy network of elite college graduates (gakubatsii), which, together with 

family ties and other forms of personal relationships, enhances elite unity and 

cooperation. The bonds created during their university days normally last a lifetime 

and continue to influence decision-making, business, and politics. An average 

graduate, once he has begun employment, will be expected to confine his profes­

sional as well as personal life to his work group with its hierarchical forms of social 

relationships and will have little chance to form personal relationships outside his 

workplace. The years spent at university therefore offer a rare chance for creating 

mutually advantageous relationships with peers (Cutts 1997: 19). Such networks are 

not only formed by studying at the same faculty, as memberships of various clubs, 

which provide students with opportunities to network across faculties, are regarded 

as more important.

The analysis of the university background of Japan's elite clearly shows that only 

graduates of Tokyo University are represented in all sectors in considerable num­

bers. In the political sector 17 persons (20.0%) graduated from Todai, in the bureau­

cratic sector 44 persons (52.8) are Todai graduates, for the economic elite the figure 

stands at 21 (21.6%) and for the leadership of the pressure groups and the media at 5 

persons in each sector (11.8% and 21.7%). We can therefore conclude that the Todai 

connection (Kerbo/McKinstry 1995: 140) is the most important academic network 

tying the elites together.13

Figure 2 demonstrates this network as based on year of graduation and graduates by 

sector. The numbers symbolize the individuals who graduated from Todai while the 

lines illustrate the potential relationships that can connect them. Given the fact that 

students in Japan study four years, persons who graduated in intervals of 3 years had

12 For the political generations within Japanese society see Sugimoto 2003: 72-80.

13 For this discussion also see Watanabe/Schmidt 2004: 63.
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at least one year in which to get to know one another and are therefore connected 

with such a line. The outcome is a map of the structure of the Todai gakubatsu. Only 

one graduate (1938) is not connected with such a potential line, while all the others 

are linked to potential relationships. We find a gap between the graduates of the 

political sector, who graduated after 1976, and the other elites. We expect this gap to 

be filled when the elites of the other sectors move into an elite position. This empha­

sizes the fact that a network is steadily maintained with the passage of time and can 

thus be classified as self-perpetuating.

Diet clique members (zokugiin), who are quite numerous among the political elite, 

maintain another network. More than 50 percent of the political elite, who were LDP 

members can be classified as zokugiin, compared to only approximately 30 percent 

of the LDP diet members.14

The term zokugiin refers to politicians who have considerable expertise in and 

practical experience of a particular area of government policy and enough seniority 

in the ruling LDP to have enduring influence on the ministry responsible for that 

policy area. The zokugiin align with bureaucrats and interest groups in trying to find 

areas of compromise between interest groups and government. Thus, one can 

conclude that they play an important role in the communication and coordination of 

interests within the elite groups.

We further surmise that "old boys" networks of former bureaucrats within the po­

litical elite are also of distinct importance for the coordination of interests. They 

usually stay in close contact with "their" former ministry and through their former 

occupation have a wide range of contacts (Schaede 1995: 293).

5.2 Horizontal Elite Interpenetration

In contrast to this high degree of socio-demographic and social integration, the elites 

are subdivided into firmly structured units in respect of their careers. Usually they 

are recruited while young and are promoted step-by-step within the given organiza­

tion or company until they finally reach a top position. No significant external re­

cruitment or crossover from a leading position in one sector to that in another sector 

occurs (table 2), which is mainly an outcome of the Japanese lifetime employment 

model. Any experience they have achieved comes mainly from a lifelong career in 

the same company or organization.

Calculation based on the list of zokugiin published by Shukan asahi in 2002.
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Their socialization takes place in only one sector and in many cases in the same 

institution or organization, which makes them blind to the needs of other sectors and 

creates a strong loyalty towards their own sector or institution's interests. It is note­

worthy that retired bureaucrats (with one exception) are not found within the corpo­

rate elite. While numerous former bureaucrats are found on the largest private corpo­

rations' boards, they do not hold top positions at the very apex of power. This 

matches the findings of Colignon and Usui (2003; 166), who between 1982 and 

1998 found a stable number of only two percent former bureaucrats as listed private 

companies' board directors. It should further be noted that the economic pressure 

group officials usually hold an honorary position within the given organization. As a 

rule, they serve as chairperson of the board of a major company (kacho) and their 

careers therefore resemble the top managers' career pattern.

Table 4: Interlocking Directorates

Other Position(s) Politics MB Economy Pressure Groups Media

in: N % N % N % N % N %

Politics1 14 21.5 - - - - - - - -

National politics* 0 0 - - - - - - - -

Party post 14 21.5 - - - - - - - -

Local politics 0 0 - - - - - - - -

Bureaucracy2 - 2 2.8 - - - - - -

Economy3 - - - 7 13.7 14(9) 73.7 (47.4) - -

Pressure group4 - - - 8 15.7 - - - -

Media5 - - - 1 2.0 - - 7 29.2

In different sectors: - - - 4 7.8 2(2) 10.5 (10.5) 2 8.3

Economy + pressure
4 7.8 0 0 0 0

group

Economy + media
- - - - 0 0 2 10.5 2 8.3

N innersectorial posts = 14 21.5 2 2.8 7 13.7 0 0 7 29.2

N intersectorial posts = 0 0 0 0 13 25.5 16(H) 84.2 (57.9) 2 8.3

N posts overall = 14 21.5 2 2.8 20 39,2 16(11) 84.2 (57.9) 9 37.5

N no other posts = 51 78.5 70 97.2 31 60.8 3(8) 15.8 (42.1) 15 62.5

N = 65 100 72 100 51 100 19 100 (100) 24 100

Note: * Without seat in national parliament. Figure in (): other positions of the pressure group chairper­

sons without occupational position. MB = ministerial bureaucracy.

1 Positions within the political sector; calculation based on Seikai kanchdjinjiroku.

2 Positions within the ministerial bureaucracy; calculation based on Seikai kanchd  jinjiroku.

3 Positions on the board of a listed company; calculation based on Yakuin shiki ho - jojo kaisha 

2003.

4 Positions on the board of an important pressure group (Nihon keidanren, Keizai doyukai, Nihon 

shoko kaigi sho, Zenkoku ginko kyokai, Nihon shokengyd kyokai, Kansai keizai rengokai) and 

one of the investigated occupational associations; calculation based on Yakuin shiki ho - jojo 

kaisha 2003 and Zenkoku dantai meibo.

5 Member of the board in one of the investigated media corporations; calculation based on Ya­

kuin shiki ho — jojo kaisha 2003 and Yakuin shiki ho - tentd (jasudakku), mijdjo kaisha 2003.

Source: Compiled by author.
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The career paths of the members of the political elite members differ markedly from 

their counterparts in other sectors. Typically, they started a second career after a first 

one in business or bureaucracy. However, on average they spent 18 years in national 

politics and 22.7 years in the political sector until they reached their top position. 

They can therefore be classified as professional politicians (table 2).

In comparison, the research suggests that the elites in all sectors are quite elderly 

and have served in the same organization or company for a long time, which sug­

gests that they are career elites with their own forms and traditions of promotion.

The analysis of the degree of interlocking directorates and accumulation of positions 

(table 4) shows a low degree of cross-sectorial power. Only a few persons hold 

cross-sectorial positions, while the accumulation of positions was mainly limited to 

the given sector or neighboring sectors. Even though we find some top managers 

serving on the board of a major company, or as officials of an economical pressure 

group, the same individuals usually do not hold influential positions in multiple 

sectors. As far as the degree of interlocking directorships is concerned, there is sub­

stantial evidence that the elite's effective power is diffused and limited to the given 

sector and not centralized in the hands of a small elite.

To sum up: through their career paths the elite groups are isolated and subdivided 

into firmly structured units with their own rules of promotion. There is no free inter­

change between the entire elite and their issue strength is limited to their own sector. 

Their education, a shared consciousness, mutual interest, and personal networks tie 

them together and serve to maintain their unity.

6 Conclusion: Japan's Circle of Power

The aims of this paper were to clarify an empirically grounded concept of elites, to 

show how this can be used to understand the formation of national elites, and to 

apply this concept to Japan. Elite configurations reflect in large parts social, struc­

tural, cultural and political structures of a given society. Given this diversity of na­

tional elite configurations it is far more promising to use an empirically grounded 

concept to reveal the diversity of national situations. Even though some aspects of 

the "iron triangle" model and the pluralist view of the character of Japanese elite 

proved to be right, against the background of the presented findings none of the 

models entirely describe the nature of Japan's leadership.

The study has revealed an inequality in the competition for an elite position caused 

by education, the importance of gender and - in case of the political elite - of fam­

ily. Although not all Todai graduates and heirs to a political family automatically 

succeed in reaching the summits of society and state, the mentioned variables are 

indispensable prerequisites for an elite position within the Japanese society. A 

closed path to the top is not unique to Japan. Almost all elite studies find evidence 

that elites have a narrow social base of recruitment and are characterized by self-
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reproduction. Recruitment to a top position on merit - even in advanced industrial­

ized societies - is almost always found to be a "myth" (Hartmann 2002).

The investigation of vertical power distribution shows evidence that no group 

clearly dominates within the establishment. The relationship between the groups is 

characterized by mutual dependence, as pointed out in the elitist model, which is the 

main reason why none of the groups dominates the political process. There is no 

single high pyramid dominated by one of the partial elites. All groups are on the 

same level of power, linked by mutual interests. The media can be seen as the fourth 

estate, which is an influential block closely linked to the three centers of power. Its 

patterns of recruitment resemble those of elites in other spheres. It enjoys close links 

with the other elites through exclusive reporter clubs and its function lies in ex­

plaining the government and big business' actions and policies.

The career paths of Japan's elites reveal a high degree of sectorial variation. The 

elites in all sectors (with the exception of the political elite) are usually recruited 

young and are promoted through seniority within the given organization or company 

until they finally reach a top position. No significant movement from one power 

position to another takes place. This is reinforced by the fact that they do not hold 

interlocking directorates. Therefore, osmosis between the elite groups is relatively 

weak. The elites have sector-specific interests rather than being united in purpose 

and action as the elitist model predicts. In this sense, the findings lean towards the 

pluralist interpretation of elite configuration. However, due to shared patterns of 

elite recruitment, and therefore a shared elite consciousness as well as numerous 

communication networks, the outcome is not a fragmented elite with a high level of 

conflict as the pluralists predict. The high level of structural and social integration 

favors elite compromise on all relevant subjects. A variety of personal networks is 

also used to ease conflicts deriving from diverging interests.

The findings suggest that the Japanese elite is not monopolistic. It does not consist 

of a single, closed master caste, nor is it clearly dominated by one partial elite. It is 

not a pluralistic elite with fragmented centers of power and diverging interests, 

drawn from a diversity of socio-economic backgrounds. Instead, Japan is ruled by a 

circle of power, which is held together by exclusive patterns of recruitment, mutual 

interests, interdependence, elite consciousness, and personal ties with all of the elite 

groups on the same level of power.
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Fig. 3: Japan's Circle of Power

Note: MB = Ministerial bureaucracy.

Within this circle, the position of the political elite is central. There is no evidence 

that the political elite plays a decisive role in the coordination of the interests of the 

society as a whole. However, it is central to the communication and interest coordi­

nation network within the elite due to this elite's past careers as businesspersons, and 

bureaucrats, and the importance of the zokugiin who coordinate the elite groups' 

mutual interests. In this sense, they function as linking agents in Japan's circle of 

power. Their recruitment patterns also place them in the middle of the circle of 

power. The elites in the other spheres are, as far promotion and career are concerned, 

firmly rooted in their respective sectors. However, the selection of the political elite 

is mainly based on inheritance. They form a clearly separate kind of class or cast 

within the society's social structure and are therefore the furthest removed from the 

general population.

Every elite configuration largely depends on the social mobility, the societal cleav­

age structure, and the political system of a given society. The consistent inequalities 

within the Japanese society and the one-party dominated system are the main rea­

sons for the limited access to elite positions. A low level of conflict and a high de­

gree of stability therefore characterizes the circle of power. This constellation is 

unlikely to change within the immediate future.
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