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This article uses the case of the nuclear power industry post-Fukushima 
to lay bare how grassroots activism is disrupting the elite-driven model of 
Japanese democracy popularized in the developmental state literature. The 
experience of Japan’s nuclear power industry after the 3/11 Triple Crisis—an 
earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear reactor disaster—attests to the diminished 
explanatory power of this elite-driven model of Japanese politics. Between 
the birth of the nuclear power industry and the 2011 disaster at the Fuku-
shima Daiichi facility, Japan’s political opportunity structures evolved to 
provide more people with more ways to challenge industry, bureaucrats, and 
politicians. Three years after the Fukushima disaster, all of Japan’s nuclear 
reactors are offline. The inability of the nuclear power industry to resume 
business as usual attests to fundamental changes in state-society relations 
amid the dismantlement of the developmental state. 
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Grassroots Democrats and the Japanese State After Fukushima

This article uses the case of the nuclear power industry post-Fukushima 
to lay bare how grassroots activism is disrupting the elite-driven model of 
Japanese democracy popularized in the developmental state literature. The 
developmental state model of Japanese politics (Johnson 1989; Kings-
ton 2012) held that policies could be explained by examining the “iron 
triangles”—close-knit relationships among politicians, bureaucrats, and 
business interests—involved. Civil society was relatively weak and sub-
ordinate to the state. Elite actors used the resources available to them to 
build and maintain a public consensus around national growth and pros-
perity while intervening in the market to help new industries grow and old 
industries die. 

The developmental state is very much alive in investigative and scholarly 
reporting on the role state and corporate interests played in the chain of 
events leading up to the March 11, 2011 “Triple Crisis”—an earthquake and 
tsunami which triggered a nuclear reactor disaster—and throughout the 
relief and recovery process. The experience of Japan’s nuclear power indus-
try after the 3/11 Triple Crisis, however, attests to the diminished explanatory 
power of this elite-driven model of Japanese politics. The developmental 
state’s success in producing rapid economic growth and socio-demographic 
changes also produced fertile soil for grassroots political mobilization, and 
sowed the seeds for the growth of a stronger civil society and a democratic 
deepening of Japanese politics (Pekkanen 2004). 

 This article relies on a rich and—in the aftermath of the 3/11 Triple 
Crisis—growing secondary literature on Japan’s nuclear power industry, 
anti-nuclear movement reports, and public opinion polls by media outlets. 
I open with a review of the political science literature on the role of iron 
triangles in the growth of Japan’s nuclear power industry, before turning to 
the experience of the anti-nuclear movement that grew up in its shadow. 
I then discuss how the position of the anti-nuclear movement became 
mainstream after the 3/11 Triple Crisis. Between the birth of the nuclear 
power industry and the March 2011 disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi facil-
ity, Japan’s political opportunity structures—“specific configurations of 
resources, institutional arrangements and historical precedents for social 
mobilization, which facilitate the development of protest movements in 
some instances and constrain them in others” (Kitschelt 1986, 58)—had 
evolved to provide more people with more ways to challenge industry, 
bureaucrats, and politicians. Three years after the Fukushima disaster, all 
of Japan’s nuclear reactors are offline. The inability of the nuclear power 
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industry to resume business as usual attests to fundamental changes in 
state-society relations amid the dismantlement of the developmental state. 

Japan’s “Nuclear Village”

Even though many nuclear safety experts are still studying what went 
wrong at Fukushima, some voices inside Japan and internationally are 
questioning the role that human error and potential design flaws played 
in the nuclear disaster at the Fukushima facility following a massive earth-
quake and tsunami on March 11, 2011 (Osnos, 2011; Broinowski 2012; 
Dudden 2012; Kingston 2012; Massey 2012; Samuels 2013). Even so, 
more than a year after the crisis these same critics of Japan’s nuclear admin-
istration predicted the industry would survive more or less intact. Below I 
describe the close ties that developed among politicians, bureaucrats, and 
business interests who collaborated to promote nuclear energy to support 
the nation’s postwar economic development. This background is needed to 
fully appreciate how much the political terrain had shifted by 3/11, and to 
pose questions about the likelihood that the post-3/11 restructuring of the 
industry will be merely cosmetic.

japan inc. goes nuclear

Starting in the 1950s, the Japanese government along with peak business 
associations (e.g. Keidanren) began planning a nuclear future to make 
up for what the country lacked in natural resources and to reduce depen-
dency on oil imports (Hein 1990). Japan’s Ministry of International Trade 
and Industry (MITI) used subsidies and other tools at its disposal to attract 
investors and lenders, and encouraged companies to enter the nuclear 
power industry. The Japan Development Bank subsidized loans for nuclear 
power development, providing utilities with a lower interest rate than com-
mercial lenders (Cohen, McCubbins, and Rosenbluth 1994). 

The Japanese government, led by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) 
through this period of nuclear expansion, played a leading role in finding 
locations and gaining public acceptance for nuclear power plants (Aldrich 
2008). In their case study of Kaminoseki, Dusinberre and Aldrich (2011) 
detail what this small coastal town near Hiroshima that volunteered to 
host a nuclear power plant in the early 1980s shared in common with other 
nuclear reactor sites. They were predominantly remote, coastal communi-
ties with declining populations and government deficits, and they lacked 
both the people and the resources to effectively launch a NIMBY (not-in-
my-backyard) movement. This is not common to Japan and has been doc-
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umented cross-nationally in response to efforts to build not only nuclear 
power plants, but also oil and gas facilities (Ansolabehere and Konisky, 
2009; Kitschelt 1986). While weak horizontal bonds made it difficult 
for residents to mobilize independently of the state, strong vertical bonds 
made it easy for pro-nuclear interests to lobby influential men who held 
leadership roles in overlapping local associations. Once utilities gained 
the support of local heads of chambers of commerce, fishing and farming 
cooperatives, and district and neighborhood associations, these opinion 
leaders were able to induce their rank-in-file to support the new plant. To 
ensure public acceptance, bureaucrats and companies poured in financial 
incentives—new jobs, infrastructure, and entertainment facilities—and 
used information campaigns and awards ceremonies for local elites. Once 
communities accepted nuclear power plants, they were unlikely to protest 
due to the benefits they reaped from resources that flowed into their com-
munities (Kingston 2012; Aldrich 2012a). 

According to Cohen, McCubbins, and Rosenbluth (1994), “Japan’s 
political, institutional structure allowed the LDP to ignore politically unim-
portant opponents of its policy” because “unitary government, parliamen-
tarism, and majoritarianism combine(d) to allow for only one access point 
to government decision-making: the majority party (21–22).” Throughout 
the postwar period, the primary champions of the environmental and 
anti-nuclear movements among elite actors were the opposition parties 
(McKean 1981). LDP politicians had little incentive to give voice to anti-
nuclear interests because domestic industry—the nation’s biggest energy 
consumers—provided a large share of the financing politicians needed to 
survive expensive campaign cycles (Cohen et al. 1994). Moreover, politi-
cians were able to subordinate broad public interests to those of the utility 
firms because most voters did not live in districts that hosted a nuclear 
power plant; they did not bear the direct risks of a nuclear accident, but 
they did enjoy the benefits of a stable energy supply (Ramseyer 2012).

The industry’s regulators—the Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency 
(NISA) and Nuclear Safety Commission (NSC)—were housed under MITI, 
a condition that led some observers to question bureaucratic indepen-
dence from the industry and their commitment to protecting the public 
interest (Kingston 2012). Bureaucrats might regulate in the interest of the 
firms because they were accountable to elected politicians who received 
campaign funding from utility firms (Ramseyer 2012). The subordina-
tion of bureaucrats was a risk because LDP and party-affiliated politicians 
dominated every level of Japanese government (national, prefectural, and 
local), meaning that bureaucrats at every stage of the regulatory process—
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from financing, licensing, and siting to implementing and enforcing safety 
standards—fell under the control of the LDP (Cohen et al. 1994, 17–18). 

Residents who did mobilize against pro-nuclear interests used one of 
the few institutions available to voice grievances: the courts. However, 
the Japanese courts also had strong incentives to rule in favor of power 
companies over local communities and other anti-nuclear interests. The 
cabinet—elected officials—names the Supreme Court justices who super-
vise the judges in the court’s personnel office, the Secretariat. “Secretariat 
judges monitor, evaluate, promote, and punish the rest of the court. By 
naming to the Supreme Court justices who share their policy preferences, 
the cabinet can ensure that lower court judges tend to adjudicate sensitive 
cases along ruling party policy lines” (Ramseyer 2012, 481–82). 

Contrary to local communities’ oft-voiced complaints about the dan-
gers nuclear facilities posed to public health, judges often found that the 
facilities were safe based on data and tests provided by researchers and the 
industry regulators. The regulators, however, depended on research con-
ducted by nuclear experts in the private sector who received their funding 
from utilities and corporate interests whose businesses relied upon a stable 
and affordable energy supply (Kingston 2012). Experts with close ties to 
the industry drafted safety guidelines and the utilities determined whether 
they were compliant. Over time, utilities had incentives to downplay the 
regulatory agencies’ warnings of safety risks and encouragement to adopt 
stricter international safety standards (Ramseyer 2012). 

The Japanese practice of amakudari—“the descent from heaven” whereby 
bureaucrats retire into positions in industries they previously regulated (e.g. 
the nuclear power industry) or enter politics where they are able to influ-
ence legislation that governs the policy arena they previously supervised 
(e.g. energy policy)—also served as the glue holding the three sides of the 
triangle together. The media, too, played a part; it was reliant on the financ-
ing energy companies provided through advertising (Kingston 2012).

In the Shadow of the Nuclear Village: The Opponents Pre-3/11

Others have written extensively about the genesis and evolution of Japan’s 
anti-nuclear movement, specifically how it was shaped by the bombing of 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima in the Second world War, the 1954 Lucky Dragon 
No. 5 Incident (a Japanese tuna fishing boat was exposed to and contami-
nated by nuclear fallout from the thermonuclear device test on Bikini 
Atoll), and a broader environmental movement (Hook 1984). Below I 
focus on the political action repertoire that anti-nuclear activists built up 
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over time. The ability of nuclear opponents to keep nuclear reactors offline 
today builds on a well-established arsenal of both conventional and uncon-
ventional tactics used by anti-nuclear activists from the 1960s onward. 

david vs. goliath?

Many communities that host nuclear reactors did not give up their sites 
without fighting alongside and within a broad-based anti-nuclear move-
ment that grew up in the shadow of Japan’s nuclear village (Aldrich 2008; 
LeBlanc 2010). But in most accounts of confrontations between local host 
communities and the nuclear village, the victory went to the nuclear vil-
lage. By the eve of 3/11, nuclear interests had built enough reactors (54) to 
generate 30 percent of Japan’s energy supply. Japan’s nuclear power indus-
try was a policy success story; policy planners were reaching their goals 
and had plans for future expansion. Further, the industry successfully and 
repeatedly defended itself against claims that reactors were unsafe (Ram-
seyer 2012).

Anti-nuclear power opponents had their successes too. The nuclear 
power industry’s success rate in siting plants was just over 50 percent; it 
successfully built 54 plants out of 95 attempts. In other words, the nuclear 
village failed nearly half of the time. And when it did succeed, the time 
between plant proposal and bringing it online increased from less than 10 
years in the early 1970s to over 30 years by the late 1990s, raising the costs 
for the industry (Aldrich 2012a; Ramseyer 2012). In the meantime, the 
nuclear opponents built and honed a political action arsenal in the local 
political arena.

the local roots of a national movement

The beginnings of a national anti-nuclear movement were local, NIMBY-
style protests in communities where the first reactors were built in the mid-
1960s and 1970s (Aldrich 2008; Nelson 2011). Residents were concerned 
about the effects of the plants on public health, food safety, local fisheries 
and farming, and the local economy engaged in a range of conventional 
political actions. They took their battles to the courts, signed petitions, 
held local referendums, and fielded anti-nuclear candidates.

Local citizens opposed to building nuclear reactors in their backyards 
used the court system to sue, used land titles to prevent power companies 
from building, challenged the licensing process, and tried to legally block 
plants from going and staying online (Ramseyer 2012, 467). Soon after the 
first reactor at the Fukushima Daiichi complex, the site of the 3/11 disaster, 
came online in 1971, local nuclear power opponents took their fight to the 
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courts. They challenged Tokyo Electric Power Company’s (TEPCO) landfill 
license to build a second (Daini) complex and contested the firm’s operating 
license. They bought stock in the company and sued as shareholders. They 
filed an injunction to stop plans to modify a reactor at the Daiichi complex 
to use plutonium enriched mixed-oxide fuel (see CNIC [Citizens’ Nuclear 
Information Center] newsletters from this period at http://www.cnic.jp/
english/newsletter/index.html). At each step the Fukushima litigants lost in 
a way that, according to Ramseyer (2012, 469), typifies the experience of 
anti-nuclear cases: “Neighbors sue, claiming a threat to their health. They 
ask the court to shut down the reactor. Provided they live close enough, the 
courts grant them standing. They then dismiss on the merits: The reactors 
are safe.” Even though local residents lost in court, their delaying tactics 
raised the power companies’ operating costs and created a trove of docu-
mentation and evidence that could be retrieved at a later date.

Anti-nuclear interests achieved mixed results when they took the fight 
to the local election box (LeBlanc 2010; Ramseyer 2012). In 1996, Maki-
cho in Niigata prefecture became the first town in the postwar era where 
citizens initiated a referendum, and the issue at hand was whether or 
not their town should host a nuclear power plant (see Kobori 2009 for 
a full account). Turnout was high (88.2 percent) and a majority of voters 
(61 percent) rejected the nuclear power plant. Plans to build the reactor 
died when the mayor sold the planned site for the facility to anti-nuclear 
campaigners. Despite the high costs and risks of referendum campaigns to 
citizens—after collecting the signatures of 1/50th of residents, local assem-
blies can deny their request to hold a referendum, or grant the request 
and ignore the results since they are non-binding—17 more referendums 
were held prior to the 3/11 crisis and nuclear power was at the heart of two 
(Kobori 2009; Vosse 2004; Burgess 2013). Turnout in both of the other 
anti-nuclear referendums (and referendums in general) was exceedingly 
high when compared to turnout for national elections, signaling the poten-
tial for high levels of citizen interest in and engagement with these issues 
even beyond the local context. However, earlier referendums focused on 
the local issue of whether or not to build nuclear reactors in their back-
yards and did not promote a broader national political debate on the mer-
its of the national dependency on nuclear power generation (Vosse 2004) 
that we are seeing today. 

Even when local residents failed to block nuclear power plants, they suc-
ceeded in mobilizing resources and building networks and organizations 
that helped the movement to grow and fight another day. The national 
movement emerged when groups such as the Citizen’s Center for Nuclear 
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Information (CNIC), founded in 1973, began to link local anti-nuclear groups 
to one another to enable them to share information and strategies for post-
poning or preventing the construction of nuclear power plants (Nelson 
2011). The CNIC’s newsletter, with nearly three decades worth of issues now 
available online in Japanese and English, is one mechanism this organiza-
tion used to knit together a broad-based movement out of grassroots activ-
ism in small towns that were considered part of Japan’s dying hinterlands. 
The bimonthly newsletter explains nuclear technology, energy policy, and 
citizens’ rights in layman’s terms in an effort to expand and open up the 
debate to everyday people locally, nationally, and globally. A typical issue 
includes articles on: technological advances in nuclear energy; plant design 
and safety issues; susceptibility of reactors to natural disasters; the status 
of the nuclear power industry in other countries; cost/benefit analyses of 
nuclear energy; and radiation exposure of nuclear power plant workers. The 
newsletter also served as a networking vehicle; its spotlight on individual 
activists and local organizations helped to recruit new members while put-
ting like-minded interests into contact with one another. 

Japan’s Nuclear Power Industry: A Phoenix Rising from the Ashes?

In the year following the Fukushima crisis, many predicted the anti-
nuclear movement would gain little traction (Osnos 2011; Aldrich 2012b). 
Nationally, Japanese were economically dependent upon a stable energy 
supply, and local communities with reactors were economically dependent 
on the revenues and jobs the facilities generated (Aldrich 2012b). Not only 
were anti-nuke demonstrations judged to be “moderate” with “few signs of 
a broad-based, sustained anger or opposition to nuclear power,” they had 
little effect on public opinion in the immediate aftermath of the accident 
(Aldrich 2012b, 133). National opinion polls in spring 2011 showed “some 
negative movement among individuals who may have been neutral on the 
issue before the accident, but overall the main trend remains mixed feelings 
on the issue” (Aldrich 2012b, 133). Further, even some environmentalists 
saw nuclear power as unavoidable if Japan was to reduce consumption of 
fossil fuels to counteract global warming (Osnos 2011). 

As investigations into the nuclear accident raised questions about com-
petence, the Japanese public lost all confidence in the industry and official 
regulators, resulting in a shutdown of all of the nation’s nuclear reactors by 
mid-2013. The institutional changes required to demonstrate the nuclear 
power industry’s integrity, high safety standards, and commitment to the 
public interest held the potential to unravel the industry altogether by rais-
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ing operating costs and providing more opportunities for nuclear oppo-
nents to resist. The “iron triangle” comprising the postwar nuclear power 
energy is being reorganized. The government ordered the nation’s reac-
tors to submit to stress tests that simulated natural disasters in an effort 
to guarantee the safety of any reactors that are brought back online. It also 
nationalized TEPCO, which could not pay the high costs of clean-up and 
recovery; it split the agencies that promote nuclear energy from those that 
regulate the industry, and created new ones; and passed a tariff to pro-
mote use of renewable energy sources. Media outlets are reporting on an 
increase in foreign firms investing in Japan’s renewable energy market 
and Japanese government support for building geothermal power plants. 
If more alternative energy sources come online in the near future, it may 
become more difficult for utilities to gain public support for restarting 
existing nuclear reactors.

Despite these developments, there is evidence that the nuclear power 
industry remains intact. When the Japanese government nationalized TEPCO 
to prevent it from collapsing, it settled for only 50.1 percent voting shares 
instead of the 75 percent it was entitled to, an amount that would have given 
it enough control for a complete reorganization (Kingston 2012). The ruling 
LDP continues to advocate reactor restarts, and business interests are calling 
for continued reliance on nuclear energy. Moreover, “the export of nuclear 
power plants was reaffirmed as a matter of national policy, and the institu-
tions of the much-disputed ‘back end’ of the nuclear fuel cycle—the Mutsu 
fast breeder reactor and the Rokkasho-mura reprocessing facility—remained 
largely intact despite dwindling public support” (Samuels 2013, 118). 

Whether institutional changes dismantle the nuclear village or it rebounds 
more or less unchanged, utility companies still face high and growing bar-
riers to bringing existing reactors back online—much less building new 
ones—as long as TEPCO remains unable to contain the last disaster. Toxic 
water is still leaking into the groundwater and ocean surrounding the Fuku-
shima Daiichi facility. Media attention to ongoing crisis management and 
the plight of evacuees from the exclusion zone is a constant public reminder 
of the risks and costs associated with nuclear energy. 

The industry has not been able to win back the support of many local 
communities that host nuclear facilities or Japanese nationwide. Half of 
the Japanese public still supported nuclear power generation a month 
after 3/11, according to Asahi Shimbun polls. By May 2011, more Japanese 
opposed nuclear power generation than supported it. In summer 2012, the 
Japanese government commissioned a deliberative poll to explore public 
preferences for one of three policy options: phase out nuclear energy alto-



28 | japanese political science review 2 (2014)

gether (the zero percent option) by 2030; reduce the nation’s reliance on 
nuclear power to 15 percent of total energy supply; or reduce reliance to 
20–25 percent of total supply (http://cdd.stanford.edu/polls/japan/). Over 
the course of two days, deliberative polling participants received printed 
materials to increase their knowledge of energy use at home and abroad 
and its economic impact, attended question-and-answer sessions with 
experts, and discussed policy options in groups. As participants learned 
more about nuclear power, they became more opposed to a future that 
includes nuclear energy. Safety became even more important and support 
for the zero option increased over the deliberative process. 

Nationwide most Japanese continue to distrust new and existing safety 
measures, and public opposition to nuclear power has remained stable 
over time; the majority oppose restarting the reactors. Even those who sup-
port restarting existing reactors agree that Japan should phase out nuclear 
power altogether in the future. By late 2013, three-quarters (72 percent) 
of Japanese said they supported phasing out the nation’s nuclear power 
generation (Asahi Shimbun, November 12, 2013). In the meantime, TEPCO 
is decommissioning all of the reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi facility 
while it and other utility companies are lobbying to restart some reactors 
in summer 2014 and 2015. 

Citizens Storm the Castle: Grassroots Activists Respond to 3/11

The political landscape that the nuclear power industry faces today dif-
fers significantly from Japan Inc.’s initial forays into nuclear energy. Citi-
zens have relatively more power and iron triangles have somewhat less. 
Japan’s political opportunity structures—its institutional arrangement and 
distribution of resources that facilitate political engagement—shifted in 
the intervening years to strengthen the anti-nuclear movement relative to 
the nuclear village. Kitschelt argued that social movements’ access to the 
public sphere and political decision-making, and their success in reaching 
their goals, is contingent upon institutional rules that govern patterns of 
interaction between government and interest groups (1986, 61). 

New technologies have dramatically changed the configuration of infor-
mational resources available to anti-nuclear activists by expanding the 
amount of information they can collect, generate, and analyze; increasing 
the number and reach of dissemination channels; and by increasing their 
capacity to mobilize supporters. On the institutional front, administrative 
decentralization is one example of many rule changes that have given rise 
to new patterns of interaction between government and citizens in Japan. 
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Decentralization has created new incentives and opportunities for citizen 
activism at the grassroots level while also altering voters’ decision-making 
processes in local and national elections by breaking the electoral connec-
tion between different levels of government (Saito and Yamada 2011). 

the movement broadens

Anti-nuclear protestors are using new technologies to expand the move-
ment’s base and reach (Slater 2011). While back issues of CNIC newsletters 
show lengthy experience with citizen science—local residents measuring 
local radiation levels and monitoring their food supply—distrust in offi-
cials has led to crowdsourcing with citizens, creating their own radiation-
measuring devices to track and upload radiation levels across the country 
to an open source web-based platform. SAFECAST makes radiation read-
ings across Japan internationally available (http://blog.safecast.org) and its 
data rivals—some say surpasses—the quantity and quality of information 
issued by government and industry. Constant broadcasts that contradict 
government reports on the threat the Fukushima accident continues to 
pose to public safety is an effective mobilizing device.

Six months after the disaster, a group called “10 Million People’s Action 
to Say Goodbye to Nuclear Power Plants” and headed by public intellectu-
als mobilized 60,000 people from all over the country to rally in Tokyo’s 
Meiji Park. The rally was three times the size of the 1988 record-breaking 
anti-nuke demonstration after the Chernobyl disaster and one of the larg-
est the nation has witnessed since the mass protests against the U.S.-Japan 
Security Treaty in the late 1960s. Outside of a few large-scale demonstra-
tions, anti-nuclear rallies outside of the prime minister’s residence have 
become a routine occurrence. 

Millions have signed anti-nuclear petitions, and signature campaigns 
were crucial to the efforts of civil society groups such as Minna de Kimeyo 
Genpatsu Kokumin Tōyō in launching referendum campaigns in Osaka, 
Tokyo, Shizuoka, and Niigata. In all cases citizens collected more than 
the required number of valid signatures to initiate a vote on ordinance 
bills calling for local referendums on the future of nuclear energy, and 
the municipal assemblies voted the bills down every time. Even so, many 
would call these efforts successful in issuing a credible threat; politicians 
are on guard that if there is enough opposition for a successful signature 
campaign, there is also enough opposition to threaten their seats at elec-
tion time. There are signs that Osaka mayor and founder of the Japan Res-
toration Party Toru Hashimoto is suffering for not firmly adhering to his 
initial calls for ending nuclear power. He deemed a potential Osaka refer-
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endum an unnecessary and costly measure in light of the fact that he had 
already begun preparing a shareholders’ proposal to submit to the regional 
utility company, and argued that his own election victory demonstrated 
citizen’s will to reduce dependency on nuclear energy. A few short months 
later, his party moderated its stance in national elections. It now appears 
that his ambitions for national office are not being met with the same level 
of public enthusiasm that greeted his initial forays into the political arena.

taking on nagatacho: 
the anti-nuclear movement and national elections

Decentralization and demographic changes at the grassroots level have 
upended the LDP’s support bases in districts nationwide, especially its rural 
strongholds. At the height of Japan’s developmental state, clientelism and fis-
cal centralization in a unitary system sustained LDP dominance, especially in 
rural districts with smaller independent tax bases (Scheiner 2006). Local 
politicians relied on the central government to funnel goods and services to 
their districts, and those most successful at bringing home the pork had a 
higher likelihood of reelection by voters who wanted to keep resources flow-
ing into their districts. For their part, local politicians mobilized their dis-
tricts to turn out for LDP candidates in prefectural and national elections.

The Law to Promote Decentralization (1995) triggered municipal mergers 
to help depopulated areas to realize economies of scale necessary to shoul-
der a heavier administrative burden and, in doing so, disrupted local elec-
toral districts and the traditional social networks that politicians relied on 
for reelection. Politicians at lower levels of government are less beholden to 
the national party and have greater incentives to promote constituents’ inter-
ests. These changes have provided opportunities for outsider perspectives—
through parties, candidates, and voters—to gain a foothold in different levels 
of Japanese government. Anti-nuclear activists are currently influencing 
every level of Japanese politics, forcing the ruling LDP to moderate its energy 
policy nationally while chipping away at the nuclear village at the local level.

When the December 2012 House of Representatives Election swept the 
pro-nuclear LDP back into power, many followers of Japan’s anti-nuclear 
movement bemoaned the party’s victory as further evidence of the anti-
nuclear movement’s limitations. However, the very fact that the movement 
broke the surface of national politics speaks to its success. Even though 
multiple public opinion polls showed that a majority of Japanese said that 
the economy and social security were deciding factors when they cast their 
votes, the primacy of these issues did not mean that voters were willing to 
abandon their anti-nuclear stance. According to a December 2012 Jiji Press 
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poll conducted prior to the election, 85 percent of Japanese nationwide 
said they worried that an earthquake and tsunami will trigger a nuclear 
accident. In the three weeks preceding the election, 1.12 million Twitter 
messages (37 percent of the total) mentioned nuclear power (The Japan 
Times, December 12, 2012), making it the most tweeted campaign issue. 
Nuclear power tweets topped comments about the economy and foreign 
policy, respectively the second and third most tweeted issues. 

The anti-nuclear movement, with the strength of public opinion behind 
it, influenced candidates’ campaign behavior by constraining the limits of 
viable positions they could take on the future course of the nation’s energy 
policy. The pro-nuclear LDP’s victory was a landslide, reflecting voters’ 
faith that the party represents the nation’s best chance for turning around 
the economy. Even so, the LDP did not advocate immediately restarting 
idle reactors; the party promised to make a decision on restarting them 
within three years and to determine the best mix of energy sources for 
the nation within a decade. The party placing second, the newly-formed 
Japan Restoration Party, moderated its anti-nuclear stance; they embraced 
a gradual reduction in the nation’s reliance on nuclear energy over time in 
order to avoid the negative economic repercussions of immediate elimi-
nation. While explicitly anti-nuclear candidates and parties were largely 
unsuccessful, successful candidates and parties were reluctant to take a 
staunchly pro-nuclear stance and unequivocally advocate for a wholesale 
restart of nuclear power plants nationwide.

The weak showing of anti-nuclear candidates and parties in the election 
speaks more to the structural and organizational problems these small par-
ties confronted rather than to the unpopularity of their message. Support-
ers of the Tomorrow Party of Japan and Your Party were more concerned 
about the likelihood of another nuclear accident in the future than voters 
who threw their support behind other parties. But, most voters did not have 
the opportunity to vote for anti-nuclear candidates; these smaller parties 
ran fewer candidates in districts across the nation. The Tomorrow Party of 
Japan was established less than three weeks before the election and its can-
didates—half of whom were political newcomers—did not have the time 
to establish name recognition with the public. As discussed below, nuclear 
opponents have continued to pursue their agenda at the local level where 
there are more opportunities to influence the course of energy policy.

The LDP victory was not the victory for the nuclear power industry that 
business elites, media commentators, and many Japan watchers abroad 
predicted. Even since the LDP’s decisive victory in the Upper House elec-
tion in July 2013 solidified its control over both houses of the Diet, the Abe 
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administration has not brought any reactors back online. With time, more 
politicians within the LDP are changing their positions on the role of nuclear 
power in Japan’s energy supply, now and in the future. Ex-premier Junichiro 
Koizumi, a former nuclear power proponent, announced in November 
2013 that it was irresponsible to continue nuclear power generation when 
there are no prospects of locating a nuclear waste disposal site. Further, 
it was crucial that the government gained the consent of local residents 
given that taxpayer money is spent on plant construction. Money would 
be better spent developing natural energy resources (DeWit 2013).

A month after Koizumi’s high profile change of heart, the weekly Shu-
kan Gendai reported (“LDP lawmakers split over nuclear power gen-
eration”; December 7, 2013, 41–44) that the ruling LDP was divided over 
nuclear power generation. Both groups of lawmakers—those in favor of 
nuclear power and those against—include party heavyweights, but the 
nuclear opponents are younger on average and still moving up within the 
ranks of the party. As public opposition to nuclear power has broadened 
and deepened since 3/11, younger politicians may believe their position on 
energy policy could be a determining factor in their political futures. Fur-
ther, their shorter tenure in government means they have not had the time 
to build up the ties with business and bureaucrats that make senior politi-
cians more beholden to the nuclear energy lobby. The anti-nuclear posi-
tion may become mainstream in elite politics with generational change 
among conservative politicians.

Anti-nuclear activists might not have to wait for generational change 
in the upper echelons of government to achieve measurable gains. The 
national government publicly committed itself to not restarting nuclear 
reactor restarts without the permission of local municipalities, requiring 
the nuclear village to win over local communities one by one. Anti-nuclear 
activists have lost some high-stakes, low-frequency, battles: the national 
election in 2012 and the February 2014 Tokyo gubernatorial election, both 
widely framed as referendums on nuclear energy. However, they still have 
a multitude of chances to win the war: nearly one-third of local govern-
ments have submitted statements to the national government calling for 
ending reliance on nuclear energy. 

Political observers framed the outcome of Tokyo’s gubernatorial elec-
tion as a bellwether—it would serve as an indicator of what to expect to see 
replayed in local elections across the country. The anti-nuclear movement 
stood to achieve a major victory when former Prime Minister Hosokawa 
entered the race with Koizumi’s support, campaigning on the promise of 
zero nuclear power. When the win instead went to the pro-nuclear, LDP-
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backed Yoichi Masuzoe, it cast doubts on the size and strength of the anti-
nuclear vote. However, those who predicted—based on Masuzoe’s victory 
and sizable lead over Hosokawa, who placed third—that Prime Minister 
Abe would have the leeway to restart some nuclear reactors as early as 
summer 2014 may be jumping the gun.

Tokyo voters did in fact voice their support for two anti-nuclear candi-
dates. Some analysts argue that Masuzoe owes his victory to the fact that 
the anti-nuclear vote was split and that the weather—snow on the eve of the 
election—contributed to low voter turnout. Socialist lawyer and anti-nuclear 
candidate Kenji Ustunomiya placed second in the race. When the votes won 
by both anti-nuclear candidates are combined, Masuzoe’s margin of victory 
shrinks substantially. Moreover, the LDP tends to benefit from low turnout. 
A January 2014 LDP-sponsored election simulation predicted that if turnout 
were 55 percent more independents and opposition supporters would have 
come to the polls to deliver Hosokawa a victory (http://www.news-post-
seven.com/archives/20140120_237066.html [accessed February 14, 2014]). 

A recent Asahi Shimbun study1 predicts a rocky road ahead for those who 
want to restart nuclear power plants. Since 2011, nearly one-third of local 
governments nationwide (455 of 1788) have submitted statements to Tokyo 
that call for eliminating nuclear energy from Japan’s energy portfolio. The 
Local Autonomy Law empowers individual local assemblies to adopt and 
submit to the national Diet a statement on an issue for the purpose of having 
local opinion reflected in national policy. While the national government is 
not legally required to reflect these opinions in the policymaking process, 
the initiative shown by local governments speaks volumes about the scope 
of opposition nuclear proponents are likely to face moving forward. 

Governance, Activism, and Japan’s Energy Future

Despite the criticism heaped on Japan’s nuclear village immediately after 
3/11, one observer urges us not to dismiss the fact that Japanese democracy 
worked: “[T]he fundamentals of Japan’s open society served it well in the 
aftermath: elected officials ordered evacuations … parliament launched 
investigations into all that went wrong; and the Japanese press chronicled 
a raging national debate about the future” (Osnos 2011). As the nation’s 
most dire nuclear event to date, the 3/11 disaster at the Fukushima facil-

1. See http://ajw.asahi.com/article/views/vox/AJ201401210025 (accessed February 21, 
2014) and http://ajw.asahi.com/article/0311disaster/fukushima/AJ201401190021 (accessed 
February 21, 2014)
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ity was bound to capture public attention. Still, the magnitude of activ-
ism and the strength of sustained opposition to nuclear restarts that we 
see today was not a forgone conclusion. Prior nuclear accidents failed to 
produce the current level of civil society engagement on this issue and the 
nuclear power industry emerged relatively unscathed. In this article, I have 
argued that Japanese state-society relations have undergone a significant 
transformation in the time between the birth of the nation’s nuclear power 
industry and today. The events after 3/11 illustrate the breakdown of the 
developmental state, a model of state-society relations that held significant 
explanatory power in interpreting Japanese politics from 1955 through the 
1980s, including the constraints past anti-nuclear activists faced in holding 
the nuclear village accountable. 

The developmental state literature subordinates a weak civil society to 
the iron triangle of politicians, bureaucrats, and business elites. State-soci-
ety relations, however, are not static and the interaction between Japan’s 
anti-nuclear movement and nuclear industry stakeholders illustrates how 
the balance of power has shifted as a result of changes in the nation’s politi-
cal opportunity structure. Anti-nuclear activists had decades of experience 
prior to the 3/11 disaster. They amassed an archive documenting how elites 
subordinated the public interest to the nuclear village, fought the indus-
try in courts, and overcame institutional barriers to initiate local referen-
dums. Technological advances and the information revolution provided 
the movement with the resources it needed to extend its reach nationally 
and globally. During this time, Japan’s political opportunity structure also 
experienced significant changes; administrative decentralization was one 
that fundamentally upset the sociopolitical balance that sustained the iron 
triangle mentioned above who made up Japan’s nuclear village. The Triple 
Crisis was the catalyst that brought the nuclear village and the anti-nuclear 
movement together in a head-to-head struggle that lays bare the transfor-
mations that the Japanese state and society have experienced.

Post-3/11 anti-nuclear activism attests to growing civil society and par-
ticipatory democracy at the grassroots, and the dismantlement of Japan’s 
development state. Anti-nuclear opponents are not just taking to the streets; 
they are mobilizing public opinion to make their way into institutionalized 
arenas of decision-making. Japan’s energy future remains insecure, but 
this unfolding drama in state-society relations provides numerous oppor-
tunities for ongoing and future research. The disjuncture between the con-
ventional wisdom and events unfolding on the ground offer opportunities 
for political scientists to think about how Japanese state and society can 
partner to rebuild democracy better.
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