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ALTHOUGH WOMEN’S social advancement has progressed in many devel-
oped countries over the past decades, there are vast differences between
countries in terms of the degree of the gender gap in employment. Japan
is a prominent example of a developed country with a large gender gap,
where a significant number of women—especially married women—are
engaged in unpaid care work. In 2016, nearly one-third of married women
between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-nine stayed at home as unpaid full-
time housewives (sengyo shufu), although this rate is declining. Another
one-third were low-paid, part-time workers, and this rate has doubled in
the last three decades (NAGASE 2018). According to the World Economic
Forum’s global gender parity rankings for 2020, Japan was placed 115th
among 153 countries in the category of economic participation and oppor-
tunity (World Economic Forum 2019).

Japan’s current situation can partly be attributed to its tax and social
security systems. The spousal tax exemption system, as well as some of the
pension systems, have been regarded as compatible with women engaged
in unpaid care work (YOkoYAMA 2002; OSAWA 2007, chapter 2; SHINKAWA
2011b; AN et al. 2015). The spousal exemption system benefits housewives,
especially full-time housewives (HIGUCHI 1995; SECHIYAMA 2001; MORI-
NOBU 2016), while it suppresses the labor force participation of married
women (ABE and OHTAKE 1995; OISHI 2003; YOKOYAMA and KopaMa
2018). Introduced in 1961 and expanded in the 1980s, the system continued
even after the 1990s when the number of dual-earner couples exceeded the
number of single-earner couples.

How can we understand the formation and endurance of such systems
that benefit housewives and suppress women’s labor force participation?
Political parties” attitudes may be one of the keys to improving under-
standing. Previous studies on political parties and gender indicate that
the attitudes of right-wing parties toward policies for women differ from
those of left-wing parties. While left-wing parties in Western countries
were inclined to support policies for women in the workforce in the late
twentieth century, right-wing parties tended to favor policies for women
engaged in traditional, differentiated gender roles (VERBA et al. 1987;
LOVENDUSKI 1993; KORPI 2000; WOLBRECHT 2000). With this said, how-
ever, some right-wing parties have begun to catch up with the left (CHILDS
and WEBB 2011; CURTIN 2014; KANTOLA and SAARI 2014).

These arguments may also be applicable to parties in Japan. The con-
servative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has maintained power in Japan
since it was founded in 1955, except for two brief intervals in 1993-1994 and
2009-2012. The LDP may have had a more positive attitude on policies for
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women who were engaged in unpaid care work, compared to the leftist
opposition parties. As such, this attitude may be one of the factors that has
led to the formation and endurance of the systems suppressing women’s
labor participation. The LDP may currently be shifting toward implement-
ing policies for women in the workforce, considering that the government
has proposed several policies that encourage the participation of women
in the labor force and their career advancement. Nevertheless, in what way
the Japanese parties’ attitudes toward policies for women were different
and how they have changed over time are yet to be fully explored.

This paper aims to capture the differences and changes in the attitudes
of the LDP and the leftist parties toward policies for women by focusing
on the spousal tax exemption system. This study reveals that the attitudes
of the right- and left-wing parties in Japan mostly followed the pattern
observed in Western countries during their transition from industrial to
postindustrial societies. When an increasing number of married women
started to enter the labor market, the left-wing parties became supportive
of policies for women in the workforce, while the right-wing ruling party
did not; however, to a certain extent, the right-wing party later caught up
to the attitudes held by the left-wing parties.

This study highlights that the parties in Japan have placed emphasis on
women with part-time jobs, instead of women in unpaid care work. This
suggests that such an attitude may be one of the factors that has led to the
current situation of women’s economic participation in Japan.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The next sec-
tion reviews the literature regarding the parties’ attitudes on policies for
women, which leads to the question of whether or not the arguments
apply to Japan. Subsequent sections clarify the beneficiaries of the spou-
sal exemption system, and then analyze the alleged purposes of the sys-
tem reforms. This analysis is conducted by examining political statements
extracted from the Diet session proceedings between the 1960s and 2010s.
Lastly, the results and implications are discussed in the concluding section.

Right-and Left-Wing Parties’ Attitudes Toward Policies for Women

The literature on the relationship between political parties and gender
shows how the attitudes toward policies for women have differed between
the right- and left-wing parties. When agrarian societies turned into indus-
trial societies, women tended to continue their roles of caring for their
family members, even though some of them entered the paid labor force.
However, along with the shift from industrial to postindustrial societies,
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women (and men in younger generations) have come to support gender
equality instead of differentiated gender roles, and an increasing num-
ber of married women began to enter the labor market (INGLEHART and
NoRRIS 2003). When such postindustrial changes occurred in Western
countries in the late twentieth century, the differences between the parties
concerning policies for women became clear. Some leftist parties that were
associated with women’s movements gradually came to support gender
equality, while the parties on the right continued to support differentiated
gender roles (KorpI 2000; WOLBRECHT 2000). As a result, the leftist par-
ties tended to be more in favor of policies that are oriented toward gen-
der equality (VERBA et al. 1987, chapter 10; KOorpI 2000), which attracted
women voters (INGLEHART and NORRIS 2003; IVERSEN and ROSENBLUTH
2010, chapter 5).

Previous research has pointed out that right-wing parties have made
efforts to respond to women’s needs. The right- and left-wing parties in
Western countries both adopted policies to satisfy women voters, but in
different ways (LOVENDUSKI 1993). For example, the Norwegian parties
on the right proposed policies for mothers who were caregivers, while the
leftist parties promoted policies for women in the workforce (SKJEIE 1993).

Recent studies have paid particular attention to the variety of policies
for women in an effort to understand the differences between certain par-
ties or politicians. Policies for women can be divided into either policies
for women in unpaid care work, or in the workforce. While the former
policies contribute to maintaining differentiated gender roles, the latter,
“feminist” policies contribute to changing such roles, in a move to attain
gender equality (CELIs and CHILDS 2014; P1scopo 2014). Concerning the
former policies, the difference between the politicians of the right- and
left-wing parties in Europe is rather unclear (ERZEEL and CELIS 2016).
Among the right-wing parties, an analysis on electoral platforms suggests
that Christian democrats are concerned with policies for mothers, while
other conservative parties are less concerned with policies for women in
general (O’BRIEN 2018).

As for the latter policies that are oriented toward accommodating
women in the workforce and achieving gender equality, studies of Euro-
pean countries confirm that leftist parties have been more supportive of
such policies, compared to the right (ERZEEL and CELIS 2016; CAMPBELL
and ERZEEL 2018). However, there are signs of change. Some right-wing
parties and their politicians are “catching up” with the left and promot-
ing such policies (CHILDs and WEBB 2011; CURTIN 2014; KANTOLA and
SAARI 2014). These parties are able to attract more women voters than the
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right-wing parties that uphold traditional gender ideologies (CAMPBELL
and ERZEEL 2018).

Where do the parties in Japan stand in terms of their attitudes toward
policies for women? The Japanese welfare regime is characterized by its
familialism. As with other East Asian countries and southern European
countries, married women typically take care of their children, husbands,
and elderly parents in their home with limited support from the govern-
ment (ESPING-ANDERSEN 1999; MIYAMOTO et al. 2003; SHINKAWA 2011a;
TSUJI 2012; SARACENO 2016; ESTEVEZ-ABE and NALDINI 2016). Up until
the 1980s, the leaders of the ruling LDP mostly agreed with the idea of
differentiated gender roles (TsujI 2012; SUGINOHARA 2015), and so some
scholars suggest that the expansion of the spousal exemption system
reflected their ideas of gender roles (MIURA 2012, chapter 4; OcHIAI and
JOHSHITA 2015; DALTON 2015, chapter 1). Hence, we can propose that the
right-wing ruling party in Japan promoted policies for women in unpaid
care work, and the reforms of the spousal exemption system were part of
these policies.

In the late 1970s, an increasing number of married women began to
enter the labor market. During this time, the leftist opposition parties in
Japan were often associated with women’s organizations and their leaders
had more positive attitudes toward gender equality compared to the lead-
ers of the LDP (VERBA et al. 1987, chapter 10). After the 1990s, and faced by
an increasing number of women in the labor force and a decreasing birth-
rate, the LDP government came to reconsider particular policies that fell
in line with differentiated gender roles, including the spousal exemption
system (YOKOYAMA 2002, chapter 4; AN et al. 2015; HORIE 2016). Recent
studies argue that the LDP government adopted policies for the advance-
ment of women in the workplace in the 2010s to gain support from women
voters, even though there were members in the party who preferred poli-
cies directed at women in unpaid care work (Tsujt 2015; TsujI 2019). If this
is the case, then the right-wing LDP may be catching up with the left-wing
parties by becoming more inclined to support policies for women in the
workforce. The reforms of the spousal exemption system may be part of
such policies.

With this said, however, parties in Japan have not always focused on
policies for women. Gender tended to be considered a minor issue in Japa-
nese politics (SHIOTA 2000; TsujI 2012; WILIARTY and GAUNDER 2014;
SUGINOHARA 2015), and thus it was the feminist bureaucrats who played
important roles in promoting policies for gender equality (TsujI 2012;
OTAKE 2017). Previous research indicates that the LDP leaders had other
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intentions when they proposed reforms of the spousal exemption system.
It is suggested that the expansion of the system was promoted as part of
tax reduction packages for employed workers to reduce their tax burden
(YokoYvaMA 2002, chapters 1 and 3; HORIE 2005, chapter 8; TOYOFUKU
2017), and that a reform plan of the system was aimed at increasing the
labor supply (HORIE 2016). Thus, the reforms of the spousal exemption
system may not have been designed as policies for women.

Based on previous studies, we assume three different types of attitudes.
The right- and left-wing parties in Japan may have called for reforms—
including both expansion and retrenchment—of the spousal exemption
system, and deemed such reforms as policies for women in unpaid care
work, in the workforce, or as policies not for women.

Was the right-wing ruling party in favor of policies for women in unpaid
care work, and did the left-wing opposition parties become supportive of
policies for women in the workforce, when an increasing number of mar-
ried women started to enter the labor market? Has the right-wing party
caught up with the left-wing parties and become supportive of policies
for women in the workforce? To explore these questions by focusing on
the spousal exemption system, the following sections first clarify who has
benefitted from the system, and then analyze the alleged purposes of its
reforms between the 1960s and 2010s.

THE BENEFICIARIES OF THE SPOUSAL EXEMPTION SYSTEM

The spousal tax exemption system in Japan benefits women in unpaid care
work, such as full-time housewives, but the beneficiaries are not limited
to these women. This section shows who has benefitted from the system
from a historical perspective.

The spousal tax exemption system consists of the exemption for spouses
(haigiisha kojo) and the special exemption for spouses (haigitsha tokubetsu
kojo). As of 2019, workers are allowed to deduct a maximum of 380,000
yen from their taxable income if their spouses” annual salary is within a
certain threshold. This means that full-time housewives benefit from the
system, but their husbands are the direct beneficiaries or recipients of the
tax credit. Thus, expansion of the system could possibly be promoted as
policies for men, instead of women.

FIGURE 1 shows how the maximum amount of the exemptions changed
between the 1960s and 2010s. After the exemption for spouses was intro-
duced in 1961, the amount increased steadily through the 1960s and 1970s,
and especially in the 1980s when the special exemption for spouses was
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FIGURE 1. Maximum amount of spousal exemptions and the special
exemption for spouses in total. Source: Author’s calculation based
on amendments to the income tax laws.

introduced. Benefits decreased in the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury after simultaneous eligibility for both exemptions was disallowed.

Postwar Japanese society and families experienced profound trans-
formations (OCHIAI 1994). During the country’s rapid growth period
between the mid-1950s and mid-1970s, society transitioned from agrar-
ian to industrial. Men and women typically worked with other fam-
ily members in extended families; however, as the economy grew, many
young people migrated to the cities and formed single-earner households
or “full-time housewife households” (sengyo shufu setai) where husbands
were employed in the workforce and wives remained in the family home
as full-time housewives.

This trend changed at the end of the rapid growth period. The female
labor force participation rate for those aged fifteen to sixty-four hit bottom
in 1975. While full-time housewife households rapidly decreased during
the 1980s, dual-earner households where both husbands and wives were
employed outside of the home steadily increased. Yet, the majority of wives
with jobs were part-time workers. The number of dual-earner households
exceeded the number of full-time housewife households in the 1990s.' In
brief, families in postwar Japan shifted from farming and self-employed

1. Statistics Bureau, Rodoryoku chosa (Labour Force Survey).
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households* to employed households, and the employed households
shifted from full-time housewife households to dual-earner households.

When the spousal exemption was introduced in 1961, Japan was in the
midst of the transition from an agrarian to an industrial society. Many
women still worked on small private farms or in other family businesses,
while the role of a full-time housewife began to gain traction as a new life-
style.3 It is important to note that not only employed workers but also farm-
ers and self-employed workers were eligible for the exemptions. FIGURE 2
shows the number of farmers and self-employed workers who received the
exemption for spouses. It is apparent from the figure that many of them
were receiving the exemption until the mid-1970s.# This means that farm-
ers and self-employed workers and their wives were the beneficiaries of
the spousal exemption system during this period.

As tax reforms in the late-1960s and mid-1970s provided better tax
exemption alternatives for spouses working in family businesses,’ the
exemption for spouses became irrelevant for most of them, and they even-
tually shifted away from using the exemption. As a result, full-time house-
wives and their husbands became the main beneficiaries of the system.

In the mid-1970s, the system started to expand not only regarding the
exemption amount as shown in FIGURE 1 but also in the coverage. Work-
ers are allowed the exemption if their spouses” annual salary is within a
certain threshold. As illustrated in FIGURE 3, the threshold of a spouse’s
annual salary for receiving the maximum amount of exemption was very
low until the early 1970s, thereby excluding most dual-earner households
from the system. However, that threshold increased significantly during
the 1970s and 1980s and also more recently after the tax reforms of 2017.

Currently, a worker is allowed the maximum exemption if his or her
spouse’s annual salary is within 1.5 million yen, an amount equivalent to
approximately one-third of the average salary in 2018. The exemption
amount gradually decreases as the spouse’s salary increases above 1.5 million

2. Self-employed workers (jieigyosha) refer to those who run small businesses other
than farms.

3. In 1961, 42 percent of female workers were working on farms or in other family busi-
nesses. The rate decreased to 25 percent in 1974. Statistics Bureau, Rodoryoku chésa.

4. The number of farmers who received the exemption is limited because the majority of
farmers did not pay income tax in most years.

5. The exemptions for family workers were increased, and a new system allowing wives
to receive salaries from their family businesses was introduced.
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yen, but one of the exemptions is still available until the spouse’s salary
reaches 2.016 million yen.5

These increases in the threshold resulted in the inclusion of many
women with jobs—mostly those with part-time jobs—and their husbands
into the spousal exemption system as beneficiaries. FIGURE 4 shows that
even though the number of full-time housewives decreased sharply in
the 1980s and 1990s, the number of workers receiving the spousal exemp-
tions remained at similar levels through the period. The number of work-
ers receiving the exemptions started to decrease in the first decade of the
twenty-first century; nevertheless, more than ten million remained eligi-
ble as of 20177

6. The salary threshold is calculated by adding the employment income deduction
(kyityo shotoku kojo) to the income threshold defined by the income tax law. Income is dif-
ferent from salary under the law. Employed workers, including women working part-time,
are allowed the employment income deduction, which is a minimum of 0.65 million yen
(1989-2019), when they calculate their income.

7. The number does not reflect the tax reform of 2017 because it did not come into effect
until 2018.
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To summarize the discussion thus far, the beneficiaries of the spou-
sal exemption system were not—and are still not—limited to full-time
housewives. Married women with part-time jobs became beneficiaries
of the system after the mid-1970s. Husbands of full-time housewives or
women with part-time jobs, typically being employed workers, have been
the direct beneficiaries of the system. In addition, wives working in family
businesses and their husbands, and farmers and self-employed workers,
were the beneficiaries of the system until the mid-1970s.

The system is not simply benefitting full-time housewives and encour-
aging women to stay at home. Rather, it has been expanded to include
married women with part-time jobs as beneficiaries by means of increas-
ing the threshold of a spouse’s salary. Under the current system, an initial
barrier for full-time housewives to attain employment has been removed.
These women can join the labor market and earn up to one-third of the
average salary, and still continue to receive the same benefits from the sys-
tem. Thus, the expansion of the system may be promoted as a policy for
women in the workforce.

At the same time, however, married women are incentivized to limit
their work hours under the current system, because the exemption amount
gradually decreases and finally becomes zero as their salary increases. If
this aspect of the system is focused on, then the retrenchment, rather than
the expansion of the system, would be promoted as a policy for women in
the workforce.

Analyses of the Alleged Purposes of the
Spousal Exemption System Reforms
DATA AND METHOD

There are various possible purposes for the expansion or retrenchment of
the spousal exemption system. Politicians may promote reforms as poli-
cies for women, either for women in unpaid care work such as housewives
or for women in the workforce. They may instead promote reforms as
policies for men such as employed workers or farmers and self-employed
workers, or as a set of macroeconomic policies to utilize the labor force or
stimulate the economy. Politicians express their intentions and goals pub-
licly through conferences and media interviews.

To explore the attitudes of the right- and left-wing parties, the analyses
in this section focus on official statements of politicians in the National
Diet. Although we cannot detect hidden intentions from these statements,
it is expected that politicians who promoted reforms for women in unpaid
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care work referred more frequently to housewives, especially to full-time
housewives, compared to politicians who preferred reforms for women in
the workforce.

The full-text database of the Diet session proceedings between the
first session held in 1947 and the 199th session held in 2019 was used.?
By reviewing statements that included both haigiisha (spouse) and kojo
(exemption) and related questions and answers, all statements during the
entire period made by Diet members (including both Upper and Lower
House members) that either proposed or approved the expansion of the
spousal exemption system were selected, and the alleged purposes for the
expansion were categorized.® In this paper, expansion refers to raising the
exemption amount and/or extending the coverage, including the initial
introduction of the system.*

Also selected were all statements made by Diet members that proposed
or approved retrenchment of the system, and those who opposed the pro-
posed retrenchment and argued instead for maintenance of the existing
system. These were categorized by the alleged reasons given for retrench-
ment or maintenance. For this study, retrenchment refers to cutting the
exemption amount and/or narrowing the coverage, including the abolish-
ment of the system."

The analyses focused on the statements of politicians from the follow-
ing four major parties: the right-wing LDP, the left-wing parties of the
Japan Socialist Party (JSP) that became the Social Democratic Party of
Japan (SDPJ) in 1996, and the Japanese Communist Party (JCP), as well as
the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ). The DP] is a centrist party that was
established in 1998 and became the Democratic Party (DP) in 2016. Many
former JSP members joined the DP] instead of the SDP]J.

8. The House of Representatives, the House of Councillors, and the National Diet
Library, full-text database system for the minutes of the diet. http://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/
(accessed 31 August 2019).

9. If a statement that included the words haigiisha and kojo was a question or an answer,
the sequential questions by the same person and all answers to those questions were
included in the analysis. Sequential questions or answers by a person were counted as one
statement. All data analysis work for this paper was conducted by the author.

10. Statements related to increasing the employment income deduction were included if
it was explained as a means to raise the threshold for a spouse’s salary.

11. The introduction of other systems, such as income splitting between husband and
wife or tax credits for spouses, were excluded unless the statements referred to the abolish-
ment of the existing system.
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ANALYSIS OF THE ALLEGED PURPOSES FOR EXPANSION

FIGURE 5 shows the number of Diet member statements that proposed or
approved the expansion or retrenchment of the spousal exemption system
between 1955 and 2019 (no statements referred to this before 1955). Many
statements proposed or approved expansion between the 1960s and 1980s
when the system expanded not only the amount but also the exemption
threshold (see FIGURES 1 and 3). The number of such statements decreased
in the 1990s and almost disappeared in the first decade of the twenty-first
century, only to surge once again in 2017 when the threshold was raised
significantly as part of that year’s tax reform.

To analyze the purposes for expansion, the alleged purposes gathered
from the statements are categorized as follows, and the number of state-
ments referring to each purpose were counted.’” The first category relates to
policies for women in unpaid care work and consists of two subcategories:

12. Statements not referring to any purpose were excluded from the analysis. Statements
referring to more than one purpose were included in more than one subcategory.
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enhancing the status of housewives, and reducing tax for full-time house-
wives.

The second category relates to policies for women in the workforce.
There are two subcategories: the promotion of women’s social advance-
ment, and to reduce tax for married women with jobs.

The third category includes all other stated purposes not directly related
to women. Five of the subcategories concern tax reduction: reduce tax
for farmers and self-employed workers, reduce tax for employed work-
ers, reduce tax for the lower and middle classes, reduce tax on other social
groups, and reduce tax on people or simply reduce tax without mention-
ing the target. Two subcategories concern the economy: utilizing the labor
force, and stimulating the economy. One subcategory concerns family:
protecting the ties of families. The rest are classified as other purposes.

TABLE 1 shows the number of statements of LDP, JSP/SDP]J, and JCP
politicians that referred to each purpose in five-year intervals between
1955 and 2019. The DPJ/DP is not included in this table because none of
its politicians made statements on the expansion of the exemption system.

It is worth noting that the total number of statements from LDP politi-
cians referring to the purposes in the first category is quite limited, which
means LDP politicians rarely expressed the intention to expand the system
specifically for women in unpaid care work. However, they did refer to
purposes in other categories, and the emphasis shifted over time.

The earliest statements on expansion were made by JSP politicians. They
initially proposed the introduction of the exemption for spouses in 1959 and
1960 to empower married women by evaluating their work as housewives
instead of treating them as dependents.” During the 1960s, such statements
referring to the status of housewives were common among JSP politicians
but not among the LDP. LDP politicians explained their plans to expand
the spousal exemption system together with other exemptions as part of
broader reform packages to reduce the tax burden for farmers and self-
employed workers in the lower and middle classes. None of them referred
to the benefit of full-time housewives. Considering the social background
as families shifted from farming and self-employed households to full-time
housewife households, JSP politicians were more progressive than the LDP
in the sense that they proposed reforms for housewives.

In the 1970s, JSP politicians shifted emphasis from women in unpaid
care work to women in the workforce. While the politicians in the JSP and

13. Before the introduction of the exemption for spouses, workers were allowed the
exemption for dependents if their spouses had little or no income.
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JCP advocated expansion to reduce tax for employed workers in the lower
and middle classes, they also insisted that tax should be reduced for wives
in employed households in the lower and middle classes who worked part-
time. They argued that those wives were appreciated for trying their best
to help support their families economically even at the expense of leaving
their children alone in their homes. LDP politicians did not agree with
that position; instead, they continued to focus on employed workers in
the lower and middle classes. They no longer referred to farmers and self-
employed workers as they shifted away from the spousal exemption sys-
tem, as explained in the previous section. Again, leftist politicians were
more progressive than the LDP in the sense that they proposed reforms
for women with part-time jobs at a time when families were shifting from
tull-time housewife households to dual-earner households.

In the 1980s, LDP politicians also proposed tax reductions for married
women with part-time jobs. JSP and JCP politicians called for similar tax
reductions, with some also referring to labor force utilization by insisting
that the expansion of the system would increase the labor supply among
married women.

After decades of almost no statements regarding expansion, the same
logic of labor force utilization appeared in LDP statements in the late
2010s around the time of the reform of 2017. Their statements also referred
to women’s social advancement, advertising the expansion of the system as
a policy for women in the workforce.

ANALYSIS OF THE ALLEGED PURPOSES FOR RETRENCHMENT AND
MAINTENANCE

In the late 1980s, statements proposing or approving retrenchment of
the spousal exemption system appeared. FIGURE 6 reveals that the num-
ber of statements extracted from the Diet database increased in the first
decade of the twenty-first century; however, statements opposing the
proposed retrenchment and calling for maintenance of the existing sys-
tem also increased. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, when
the maximum exemption amount was reduced, LDP politicians proposed
retrenchment while opposition parties preferred to maintain the system.
The opposite occurred in the early 2010s. The DP]J proposed the abolish-
ment of the system while members of the LDP advocated for the system to
be maintained.

To analyze the purposes of retrenchment, the alleged purposes are cat-
egorized as shown in TABLE 2. The table does not include the category
related to women in unpaid care work, because the retrenchment of the
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FIGURE 6. Number of Diet member statements on retrenchment and maintenance
of the spousal exemption system. Source: Author’s calculation based on the full-text
database system of the minutes of the Diet.

system did not benefit or enhance the status of those women. The cat-
egory relating to women in the workforce consists of two subcategories:
the promotion of women’s social advancement, and giving fair treatment
to married women with jobs who are not currently benefitting from the
system. The category not directly related to women has no subcategories
concerning tax reduction or economic stimulation but includes other sub-
categories: increasing tax revenue and simplifying the tax system. To ana-
lyze the purposes of system maintenance, the same categories as expansion
were used as shown in TABLE 3.

TABLES 2 and 3 show the number of statements of LDP, JSP/SDP]J, JCP,
and DPJ/DP politicians that referred to each purpose in five-year intervals
between 1985 and 2019. TABLE 2 does not include the JCP as none of its
politicians proposed or approved retrenchment of the system.

TABLE 2 shows that statements by LDP politicians on retrenchment
did not refer often to the category related to women in the workforce. On
the contrary, the statements on retrenchment by JSP/SDP]J and DP]/DP



TABLE 2. Recession and the Count of Third-Party and Independent Winners. Source:
Author’s calculation based on the full-text database system of the minutes of the Diet.

Women in the .,
Not directly related to women
workforce
Fair
Women's |treatment Tax
Labor Tax
social for system
i force revenue T Others
advance- | married L . simplifi-
utilization| increase .
ment women cation
with jobs
LDP
1985-1989 0 0 0 0 0 0
1990-1994 0 0 0 0 0
1995-1999 0 0 0 0 0
2000-2004 2 6 0 8 10 0
2005-2009 2 1 1 1 0
2010-2014 0 0 0 0 0
2015-2019 1 0 0 1 0
LDP
5 7 1 10 10 0
Total
JSP/SDPJ
1985-1989 1 1 0 0 0 0
1990-1994 1 1 1 0 0 1
1995-1999 1 0 0 0 0 0
2000-2004 6 3 0 0 0 0
2005-2009 0 0 0 0 0 0
2010-2014 0 0 0 0 0 0
2015-2019 0 0 0 0 0 0
JSP/SDPJ
/ 9 5 1 0 0 1
Total
DPJ/DP
1985-1989 - - - - - -
1990-1994 - - - - -
1995-1999 0 0 0 0 0 0
2000-2004 6 0 0 0 1 0
2005-2009 0 1 0 9 0 0
2010-2014 12 2 2 1 0 1
2015-2019 10 1 1 3 0 0
DPJ/DP
28 4 3 13 1 1
Total




TABLE 3. Alleged purposes for maintenance of the spousal exemption system. Source:
Author’s calculation based on the full-text database system of the minutes of the Diet.
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1990-1994 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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2000-2004 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
2005-2009 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2010-2014 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 2
2015-2019 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
LDP
1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 5 2
Total
JSP/SDP)
1985-1989 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1990-1994 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1995-1999 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2000-2004 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 4 0 5 0 0
2005-2009 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2010-2014 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
2015-2019 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
JSP/SDPJ
/ 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 5 0 5 0 0
Total
JCP
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2000-2004 0 0) 0) 0 0 4 12 0| 7| 0] 14 [ 1
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2005-2009 0 0] 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0] 0] [y
2010-2014 1 0| 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2015-2019 0 0] 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
DPJ/DP
/ 2 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 7 0 2 0 0
Total
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politicians referred frequently to these purposes in the category, especially
women’s social advancement.

Many statements on expansion by both LDP and leftist politicians in
the 1980s suggested that the system should be expanded to reduce tax for
married women with part-time jobs. However, in the late 1980s and early
1990s, some JSP politicians questioned the unequal treatment between
those who were eligible for the exemptions and those who were not. Mem-
bers of both the JSP/SDP] and DPJ/DP proposed retrenchment or abolish-
ment of the system for women who were not benefitting from the system.
They argued for fair treatment for married women with jobs—especially
those with full-time jobs—as well as the promotion of women’s social
advancement, by means of removing the incentives to limit their work
hours.

When LDP politicians proposed retrenchment of the system at the
beginning of the twenty-first century, they often referred to fair treat-
ment for married women with jobs but did not refer nearly as much for
the social advancement of women. Instead, they emphasized that the pur-
poses for reducing the exemption were tax revenue increase and simplifi-
cation of the complicated tax system.’* When referring to women’s social
advancement in the 2010s, they proposed system expansion instead of
retrenchment, as previously mentioned.

TABLE 3 suggests that not all left-wing politicians modified their posi-
tions in favor of the retrenchment of the system. Some politicians belong-
ing to the LDP and leftist parties both opposed retrenchment proposals
and called for the maintenance of the existing system for different rea-
sons. LDP politicians referred to family ties, arguing that families should
be respected by providing them with exemptions. In contrast, politicians
belonging to the SDP], DPJ, and especially the JCP insisted that the system
should be maintained to lighten the tax burden on the lower and middle
classes. Either way, these politicians continued to protect the system’s ben-
eficiaries, rather than changing policies for women.

Conclusion

Was the right-wing ruling party in favor of policies for women in unpaid
care work, and did the left-wing opposition parties become supportive of
policies for women in the workforce, when an increasing number of mar-
ried women started to enter the labor market? Has the right-wing party

14. DPJ politicians also referred to a revenue increase in the latter half of the first decade
of the twenty-first century to introduce a new child allowance.
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caught up with the left-wing parties and become supportive of policies for
women in the workforce? The analyses in this paper have revealed that
the right- and left-wing parties’ attitudes in Japan have mostly followed
the pattern observed in Western countries when they transitioned from
industrial to postindustrial societies.

The leftist parties were found to be more progressive compared to the
LDP on the right. When the system was introduced in 1961, Japan was still
in a stage of transition from an agrarian to an industrial society. It was
the leftist politicians that focused on full-time housewives and proposed
an expansion of the system to acknowledge their unpaid care work at the
time. LDP politicians instead focused on farmers, self-employed workers,
and employed workers, who were the direct beneficiaries of the system.
Thus, the expansion in the early days of the system can be understood as
policies for men, rather than for women.

After the rapid growth period, and with the shift toward a postindus-
trial society, an increasing number of married women began to enter the
labor market. Again, it was the leftist politicians who focused on married
women with jobs—especially those with part-time jobs—and proposed
an expansion of the system for them. On the other hand, LDP politicians
continued to propose expansion for employed workers. Here we see the
contrast between leftist parties advocating for reforms for women in the
workforce, and a right-wing party being unconcerned with policies for
women.

Some may consider that it is inappropriate to draw a line between full-
time housewives and married women with part-time jobs, since they both
engage in unpaid care work. The findings of this study show, however, that
politicians in Japan treated the two groups of women differently. It is inter-
esting that LDP politicians have rarely, if ever, proposed reforms to evalu-
ate unpaid care work or to give benefits to full-time housewives, although
the increased amount of exemptions have actually benefitted full-time
housewives. In contrast, LDP politicians in the 1980s explicitly proposed
reforms targeted at married women with part-time jobs, as leftist politi-
cians raised the issue of female part-time workers who needed to earn
for their family, even if they needed to leave their children alone in their
homes. Hence, the reforms that focused on married women with part-
time jobs are better understood as policies for women in the workforce.

In relation to furthering the social advancement of women, some left-
ist and centrist politicians proposed retrenchment of the system after the
1990s. Some LDP politicians also came to propose retrenchment or expan-
sion of the system for women’s social advancement.
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Based on the above findings on the spousal exemption, we can conclude
that the right-wing ruling party in Japan was not supportive of policies for
women in unpaid care work, but rather, remained indifferent to policies
for women, while the left-wing parties became supportive of policies for
women in the workforce at a time when an increasing number of married
women began entering the labor market. With this said, the right-wing
party has caught up to its leftist counterparts to an extent, as some of the
right-wing politicians have become supportive of policies for women in
the workforce.

The analyses in this paper highlight that both the right- and left-wing
parties have focused on married women with jobs, especially those with
part-time jobs, and called for the expansion of the spousal tax system for
these women during the 1980s, when the number of female workers rap-
idly increased. As discussed earlier, the expansion of the system, in the
direction of including more women with part-time jobs as beneficiaries,
resulted in a two-sided effect on married women’s employment. On the
one hand, the expansion removed the initial barrier for women to enter
the labor market, but it also gave incentives to limit their working hours
in order to stay in the system. This coincides with the reality that mar-
ried women with jobs increased, yet these women tended to attain low-
paid, part-time employment, rather than becoming full-time workers. The
findings in this paper suggest that the right- and left-wing parties’ posi-
tive attitudes toward policies for women in the workforce, instead of the
right-wing party’s positive attitude toward policies for women in unpaid
care work, may be one of the factors leading to the expansion of the spou-
sal exemption system, and therefore, to the current situation of women in
Japan.
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