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ABSTRACT

British and Japanese prime ministers have opposite reputations in policy-making, while
sharing similar systemic backgrounds and formal power resources within the executive.
Prime-ministers’ power in policy-making within the executive was primarily promoted
and circumscribed by their relationships with their governing parties and their strategic
decisions over appointing ministers. Fourteen case studies on prime ministers’ responses
to the oil crises in foreign, fiscal and domestic oil policies between 1973 and 1980
found that the Japanese prime ministers exerted more power, while some British prime
ministers faced more constraints, than might have been expected. Edward Heath, a
British Conservative premier with clear control over the party, exercised power with
minimal intervention. Kakuei Tanaka, an LDP premier, exhibited the institutional
potential of the Japanese prime minister and the restraints on him, which derived from
the existence of autonomous cabinet ministers, enjoying independent support within the
party. James Callaghan, a British Labour premier, demonstrated the substantial power
resources deployed by the British prime minister and the limits imposed by divisions in
the governing party and the cabinet. Masayoshi Ohira, an LDP premier, emphasised
ministerial appointment when confronted by hostile groups in the governing party. The

main differences of formal power resources of the British and Japanese prime ministers



were: the more significant constitutional position of the cabinet in Japan, the superior
information network centred on the British prime minister, and the policy unit available
to the British prime minister after 1974. Without the support of the governing party it
was difficult for the prime ministers even to mobilise their power resources, whereas
with its support they did not need to make explicit interventions to achieve their
preferred policies. Principal-agent theory and two-level games were relevant for

analysing prime-ministerial power in policy-making and party organisation.
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INTRODUCTION

When the Supreme Command for the Allied Powers (SCAP) entered Japan after the
Second World War, they and the Japanese government of the day imported into the
ruling structure of Japan a British style of parliamentary cabinet system. SCAP were
determined to abolish multiple power points in the Japanese government except for the
cabinet and the national assembly (and effectively the civil service). These power points
to be abolished included the emperor, the armed forces, the privy council, the imperial
household ministry, the genro and the jushin, both of which were composed of senior
statesmen (Stockwin, 1999: 38-9). Not all of them were totally removed, yet they were
reformed to be politically far less significant. ‘It can be seen’, as J. A. A. Stockwin
(1999: 39) remarked, ‘that what these reforms had in common was the intention to
produce a Parliament/Cabinet system, essentially on the British model, with clear lines
of responsibility and an unambiguous statement of where sovereignty actually lay’.1
Such power centres as the prime minister and the cabinet were expected to be

strengthened against other actors in the governing structure.

! Yet this system could not truly be classified as a version of a ‘Westminster model’. See Lijphart
(1984: 4-9) and Verney (1987). In fact, the Japanese post-war Constitution embraced two
contradictory principles within it, that is to say, the US separation of power and the British fusion of
power.
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If the Japanese system had functioned as it had been devised to, the two systems, the
British the exporter of the system and the Japanese its importer, should have shown
similar performances of the cabinet and the prime minister in policy-making. However,
their reputations have been diametrically the opposite. The starting point of the thesis,
therefore, is this puzzle. Why do the British and Japanese prime ministers have opposite
reputations, while they share similar systemic backgrounds and formal power
resources?” As Elinor Ostrom (1999: 50) aptly posited, ‘All rules are the result of
implicit or explicit efforts to achieve order and predictability among humans by creating
classes of persons (positions) that are then required, permitted, or forbidden to take
classes of actions in relation to required, permitted, or forbidden states of the world’.
Predictability as well as stability are the crucial elements of having rules and institutions,
although what they mean may vary (Czada, 1993: 105; Goodin, 1996: 22). If the ‘same’
rules set in two countries displayed ‘different’ outcomes, it means; (1) the rules were not
the same from the outset, (2) their reputations of differences were incorrect, or (3) a
different element affected the functions of the rules and therefore caused the differences

of behaviour.

This thesis addresses the British and Japanese prime ministers’ power in policy-making

2 This crude question will be refined later in the opening chapter.
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in the executive branch. Four unique properties are the distinctive and original
hallmarks of this thesis. The first attribute is the emphasis on the governing party.
Prime-ministerial power in policy-making has conventionally been a topic: in
core-executive studies. This thesis approaches the question from core-executive studies
with hypotheses derived from party organisations. Second, the analogy of games is
introduced to distinguish the two games the prime minister is engaged in, namely
office-keeping and policy-making. The principal-agent perspective is employed to grasp
the relationships between the key actors across these two games. Third, the hypotheses
and counter-hypotheses are examined with the comparative case method. Discretionary
case selection — that fits the researcher’s thesis — is categorically rejected. Last but not
least, the extensive usage of elite interviewing reveals the intimate relationships and

perceptions of the key actors around the prime minister.

This comparison between British and Japanese prime ministers addresses some
significant questions of prime-ministerial studies. Formal power resources are often said
to explain the characteristics of the prime minister’s power in policy-making. This thesis
refutes this style of argument. By examining the variables crucial in promoting and
constraining the exercise of prime-ministerial power, this thesis demonstrates that

cohesion of the governing party and strategic decisions on the appointment of ministers

12



are the key variables explaining the differences of prime-ministerial power in

policy-making games.’

Terminology is not an easy problem to deal with when countries are compared. A prime
minister is denoted as ‘he/she’ in a general and in a British contexts, while a prime
minister in a Japanese context is referred to as ‘he’, because Japan has never seen a
female prime minister. Instead of using the term ‘bureaucrats’, ‘civil servants’ and the
‘civil service’ are used, except when bureaucratic dominance is considered. Members of
the national assembly in the two countries are referred to differently. In Britain they are
members of the parliament, i.c., MPs, while in Japan they are Diet members. When
members of the national assemblies in both countries are referred to, ‘parliamentarians’

is the word used.

* The governing party will be singular in this thesis, since it focuses on the British and Japanese
cases in the 1970s. However, when generalising, the plural will be used.

13
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L Prime Ministers Facing Two-Level Games

CHAPTERI1
PRIME MINISTERS FACING TWO-LEVEL GAMES

Prime ministers involved in policy making are in a game with other actors. Actors enter
the game so that they can achieve their own goals, whether they are personal, political,
or unique policy preferences. They all have their different and unequal sets of power
resources, which they utilise to obtain those of other actors to achieve their goals.
Actors play the game within a certain set of rules, norms and practices. They strive to
make their best choice of strategies within these sets of arrangements. British and
Japanese prime ministers are no exception to this picture. However, analyses of the
formal rules and studies on prime ministers encounter deep trouble, when comparison is
made between the British and Japanese prime ministers. The first section of this chapter
illustrates this puzzle, while section two explains the answers the literature on
prime-ministerial studies offers, which are not fully satisfactory. Section three provides
a definition for the key concept in this thesis, namely power. Resorting to the
principal-agent perspective, section four distinguishes the two-level games the prime
ministers participate in. Section five induces hypotheses and counter-hypotheses that are
likely to promote and/or constrain prime-ministerial power in policy-making in the

executive branch. The last section reveals the structure of the thesis.
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1. Prime Ministers Facing Two-Level Games

1. SIMILAR SYSTEMS, DIFFERENT REPUTATIONS

Britain and Japan have often had rather opposite reputations for their premiers.
‘Powerful’ was the adjective for the British, with ‘reactive’ and ‘weak’ for the Japanese
prime ministers (Campbell, 1977: 164-5; King, 1985a: 1; Hayao, 1993; Elgie, 1995,
chaps two and six; Edstrom, 1996; Richardson, 1997: 105; Stockwin, 1999: 97).
Comparing nine countries, Anthony King (1993: 437-8) evaluated the British prime
minister at almost the top of the list ‘(n)ot far behind the French president’, while Japan
was at the bottom with Italy. The British government and its prime ministe;s have
received titles, such as ‘prime-ministerial government’, ‘elective dictatorship’, ‘elected
monarch’ and ‘British presidency’. Britain even had discussions on how to circumscribe
the prime minister’s power (Crossman, 1963; Crossman, 1972; Hailsham, 1978; Benn,
1985; Brazier, 1991; Foley, 1993; Foley, 2000; Allen, 2003). The strength of the prime
minister was often conceived as part of the feature, if not a problem, of the governing

system in Britain.

In contrast, the Japanese counterpart has hardly ever received such a remark.
Administrative reform in Japan in the late 1990s was based on the understanding that

the power centre of the government, notably the prime minister and the cabinet, was
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1 Prime Ministers Facing Two-Level Games

reactive and weak (Tanaka and Okada, 2000; 72-83). An observation by Bfadley

Richardson (1997: 105) was typical;

‘Compared with democratic countries like Britain or France, post-World War II Japan has
had extremely weak leadership. The prime minister has an important part in public policy
making. But prime ministers took the lead less often than might be expected in view of the
long dominance of the LDP and the authority granted the prime minister in the

constitution’.

Anecdotes and recognitions could, in fact, be found on the crucial role of the prime
minister in formulating major policies: for instance, Hatoyama Ichir6’s role in the joint
declaration by the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and Japan in 1956, Hayato
Ikeda’s role in the income-doubling plan in the early 1960s, Eisaku Satd’s role in
Okinawa returning to Japan in 1971, Kakuei Tanaka’s role in the normalisation of
Japan-China diplomatic relations in 1972, Yasuhiro Nakasone and Ryfitard Hashimoto’s
respective roles in the public administration reforms in the 1980s and 1990s (see for
similar remarks, Fukui, 1977a: 40-1; Watanabe, 1977: 34-5; Campbell, 1989: 125).
Kenji Hayao (1993: 12, 17-9 and 27) indeed stressed that the Japanese prime minister
did play a major and critical part in policy-making. However, he argued they were better
characterised as ‘reactive’, in that the prime ministers did not have well-defined goals at
the outset and the agenda were already there in place. Hence, they were ne.ither,
according to Hayao, goal pursuers nor agenda setters. Prime-ministerial power was not
seen as particularly effective in policy-making in Japan. The two countries had opposite

reputations about their prime ministers.
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