The Consensus

Myth

he nail that sticks up gets pounded down.*
“Japan is a consensus-based society where

group harmony trumps individualism.* One
of the less remarked-upon aspects of the political
turmoil surrounding privatization of the Japan
Post system has been that it contradicts these
cherished beliefs.

Within days of being elected president of the
Liberal Demaocratic Party (LDP), and hence prime
minister, Junichiro Koizumi signaled that he
intended to be a nail that stuck out. In a move that
raised hackles within the LDP’s power structure, he
refused to consult in the normal way with party
bosses in order to pick a cabinet that reflected the
balance of power among party factions.

He then attacked the system that provided much
of the financial base for sustaining the LDP’s fac-
tion-centered governance. He announced — again
without the usual consensus-building consultations
- that his government intended to privatize the
scores of taxpayer-funded, subsidized public corpo-
rations that carried out often-wasteful public works
projects. He singled out for special attention the
four corporations that have paved over so much of
Japan with uneconomical roads and bridges.

Moreover, he targeted the governmental postal
system, which, in addition to delivering mail
through some 25,000 post offices, ran the world's
largest savings and life-insurance institutions, and
functioned as a “second national budget* to fund
public-works projects with little public accountabil-
ity. In the prime minister’s combative words, his
economic reform program would recognize no
political “sanctuaries.*

| doubt whether any national leader in history has
ever tackled such an ambitious set of reforms.
When President Franklin D. Roosevelt took office in
1933, he promised to balance the U.S. budget! The
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economic reforms he instituted took several years
of trial and error to evolve. In clear, provocative lan-
guage, Prime Minister Koizumi proposed immediate
and fundamental reform of the entire Japanese
politico-economic system.

It was hardly surprising that he ran into stiff resis-
tance and had to modify the scope of his program.
Japan’s leaders had risen to power under a system
that basically traced back to the mid-1950s. Few
people relinquish power easily. Nor is it easy to
admit that past practice needs to be changed.
Koizumi was calling into question the collective
style of leadership in Japanese politics and particu-
larly in the LDP. According to the accepted image of
Japan, he should have failed quickly. Instead, he
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enjoyed unprecedented popularity with voters and
easily won a second term.

My point here is not about whether the prime
minister’s lofty vision was wise or feasible,
although it certainly is clear that the system’s
excessive reliance on an elite bureaucracy and
pork-barrel politics badly needs serious reform.
Rather, looking back over the long sweep of
Japanese history, it seems to me that strong indi-
vidual leaders have emerged in ways not much dif-
ferent from other cultures. Indeed, once he had
unified the country by force after a period of civil
wars, leyasu Tokugawa created a system of totali-
tarian control to ensure that no new charismatic
leader could emerge.

Koizumi pushed forward, against huge political
opposition, reforms that he believes are vital to
meeting the needs of Japan’s aging population in a
globalized economy. In doing so, his style of strong
personal leadership (his critics call it stubbornness)
has honorable historical roots. Whether he succeeds
or not, he has taken the lid off Japanese politics.
Future leaders will want to be perceived by the
electorate as having something more than consen-
sus-building skills. Strong convictions and clear
goals will be much more important.
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