
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Mainstream and deviating ideologies in Japanese
gubernatorial elections

Ken Victor Leonard Hijino

Graduate School of Law, Kyoto University, Kyoto, Japan
Email: hijino@law.kyoto-u.ac.jp

(Received 18 September 2023; revised 11 May 2024; accepted 17 May 2024)

Abstract
The ideological conflicts of Japan’s subnational politics have tended to be interpreted as either being
largely muted or contained within national dimensions. Following two decades of substantial decentral-
ization and growing local autonomy, however, a diversity of new ideological responses to local issues have
appeared. These include neo-liberal parties and executives in wealthier regions such as Tokyo and Osaka
or a rising regionalist identity politics such as that found in Okinawa. Nativist right and populist left along
with single-issue parties are also now fielding candidates for subnational elections. Despite this increas-
ingly crowded field, there is still no systematic understanding of the divergent ideological worldviews
and dimensions of conflict operating at the subnational level. Nor do we know how these worldviews
“deviate” from the traditional “norm” of a progressive vs. conservative conflict dimension assumed to
characterize Japanese subnational politics. This paper begins to fill this gap by investigating the campaign
discourse of gubernatorial candidates both before and after the pandemic outbreak. We find that the lan-
guage, and underlying ideological orientation, of these candidates can be separated into four clusters:
“mainstream”, “old left”, “neo-liberal”, and “fringe”. In addition, “regionalist” and “new left” populism
can also be identified in select elections.
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Introduction

Traditionally, Japan’s subnational politics have largely been understood within the national conserva-
tive–progressive (hoshu–kakushin) cleavage. Governors and mayors were, and still often continue to
be, classified as either conservative or progressive primarily based on their national party affiliation.
Conservatives (those backed by the Liberal Democratic Party [LDP]) are understood to seek “develop-
ment” in terms of investments in infrastructure and support for business growth, whereas progressives
(those backed by socialists and communists as well as various centre–left parties) seek expanded “wel-
fare” along with stronger regulation of business and development (Kabashima and Takenaka 1996,
p. 124; Tsuji 2016, pp. 32–34). More recently, since the realignment at the national level and emer-
gence of neo-liberal policies and actors in the 1990s, a new category has been added, the reformist
(kaikakuha) governors and mayors (Soga and Machidori 2007, p. 271; Tsuji 2016, p. 35). In contrast
to these two traditional groupings which seek to expand, or are at least indifferent to increased, public
spending, these reformists prioritize small government and fiscal health.

Looking at recent subnational elections during the Covid-19 pandemic, there are clearly more than
just such progressives, conservatives, or neo-liberal positions among candidates. As we demonstrate
below, these included numerous candidates calling for expansionary policies supporting businesses
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and individuals, anti-vax and anti-mask fringe candidates, candidates blaming central government,
foreigners, media, and experts, while other candidates demanded more local autonomy.

This paper analyses the language of these diverse candidates and what they reveal about their
ideologies and how they “deviate” from the traditional “norm” of progressive vs. conservative vs. neo-
liberal ideologies assumed to characterize Japanese subnational politics. Using a unique data set of
candidate manifesto data (senkyo kōhō) from gubernatorial candidates, we provide both quantitative
and qualitative descriptions of the nature of ideological competition on offer for gubernatorial cam-
paigns. We find that the language, and underlying ideological orientation, of these candidates can be
separated into four clusters: “mainstream”, “old left”, “neo-liberal”, and “fringe”. In addition, “region-
alist” and “new left” populism can also be identified in select elections. The research is primarily
descriptive rather than one seeking to demonstrate any causal argument or answer to a specific
research puzzle. The goal is to begin to fill an empirical gap in our understanding of the subnational
politics in Japan.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. We review the literature on ideological competition in
Japan’s prefectural government. To test this received wisdom, we provide data from gubernatorial
campaign discourse to show the kind of language and policy issues characteristic to mainstream can-
didates (those that win more than 5% of vote share) as well as fringe candidates (those that win less
than that threshold). Analysing the text of candidate manifestos and speeches, we try to map the char-
acteristic languages of different partisan candidates. We also determine the frequency by which differ-
ent types of subnational candidates use words indicative of ideological positions. Finally, we provide
qualitative interpretation with excerpts from manifestos (and in some cases campaign speeches) which
illustrate diverging ideological responses to the pandemic in Japan. A final discussion will wrap up our
findings and link them to broader developments in ideological and partisan conflict nationally and the
lack of competition and dynamism in Japanese democracy at both the national and subnational levels
of government.

Literature review

Conventional wisdom assumes subnational politics to be largely non-ideological, or at least less ideo-
logical than at the national level. It is expected to be de-ideologized since, compared to nation-states,
smaller jurisdictions of subnational government tend to be more homogeneous, with residents of simi-
lar socio-economic and partisan preferences tending to self-sort into the same communities, especially
locally (Tiebout 1956). Moreover, subnational governments in centralized systems tend to lack the
authority to raise local taxes or administrative powers to deliver redistributive policies. In most
cases, subnational governments do not control borders and are thus unable to prevent the exit of cap-
ital and residents dissatisfied with redistributive policies (Peterson 1981), thereby limiting a key dis-
tributive dimension of conflict. Since local governments lack authority over substantial matters,
redistributive or regulatory, they are seen as primarily responsible for what is assumed to be uncon-
troversial (and hence non-ideological) public service provision such as garbage collection and infra-
structure maintenance. Complementing these structural constraints is a normative view commonly
held by politicians, voters, and scholars that subnational politics should be free of the undesirable
influence of national-level partisan competition and their accompanying ideological conflicts.

Despite these structural and normative arguments that subnational politics will and should be non-
ideological, there is a growing body of work that measures, compares, and identifies the impact of
ideologies in subnational elections and governance. For example, we know that the ideological differ-
ences of parties which control subnational governments result in diverging local policy outcomes such
as the level and content of public expenditure (e.g. Soga and Machidori 2007). Some research has iden-
tified uniquely local dimensions of conflict in subnational elections, including divides over regional-
ism, greater autonomy, and whether a party addresses national issues in subnational elections (e.g.
Alonso 2012; Gross and Jankowski 2020). There have also been attempts to measure the degrees of
populism, regionalism, and other classes of major ideologies in the discourse used by subnational
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parties (e.g. Heinisch et al. 2019). Others have explored how parties and partisan candidates alter their
ideological content depending on the arena, whether it is in the national or subnational level, and
depending on the territory in which the election takes place (e.g. Heinisch et al. 2019; Massetti and
Schakel 2016). These studies largely utilize text analyses of various public discourses generated by sub-
national party branches and politicians – including local manifestos, campaign speeches, party
pamphlets and magazines, etc.

Turning to Japan, a few recent studies have sought to describe the nature and estimate the ideo-
logical positions of subnational politicians. These include qualitative assessments of the ideologies
of individual high-profile subnational politicians, their local political movements, and their voters –
e.g. Osaka mayor Toru Hashimoto, Nagoya mayor Takashi Kawamura, and Tokyo governor Koike
Yuriko and populism (e.g. Hieda et al. 2021; Yoshida 2020) or Okinawa governor Takeshi Onaga
and regionalism. Quantitative studies have estimated the ideological positions of subnational politi-
cians through textual analysis of candidate manifestos and assembly deliberations (e.g. Hakiai 2020)
and Twitter account followers (Miwa 2017). These earlier quantitative studies estimate the positions
of subnational politicians on an a priori dimension, mainly the traditional left–right (conservative–
progressive) dimension. As far as we know, there are few studies which seek to understand the ideo-
logical position of subnational Japanese politicians beyond these dimensions or understand them in
ideological categories more common in comparative literature such as liberalism, socialism, anarchism,
nationalism, fascism, populism, feminism, ecologism, etc.

One feature which has limited understanding of the ideological dimensions of Japanese prefectural
and municipal elections is that partisan competition is limited and ambiguous. Non-partisan or pan-
partisan (so called mutoha or ainori) candidates are more common than candidates who campaign
with a clear partisan affiliation. As ideologies and their programmes are generally tied to parties,
the lack of clear partisan conflict has made it difficult to analyse subnational political ideology.

Moreover, aside from the handful of genuinely competitive urban elections, rural and suburban
areas have been dominated by conservatives. The competition in these regions is understood not to
be primarily between candidates with diverging ideologies, but a “lateral competition” to extract
resources from the centre (Muramatsu 1988) among subnational governments of similar conservative
leaning. More recently, subnational conflict has been understood as one between the legislative and
executive branches of government, rather than between different partisan candidates or groupings
within the assembly. Governors and mayors are, regardless of their partisanship, assumed to be gen-
erally incentivized to cut spending, thus clashing with legislatures controlled by assembly members
who are assumed to be individually incentivized, regardless of their partisanship, to expand particu-
laristic benefits (Sunahara 2011).

How then are we to understand ideologies in a context of limited or ambiguous partisanship?
This paper takes the position that, at its broadest, ideologies are “worldviews” which provide coher-

ent interpretations of the world and guidelines for dealing with collective problems (Knight 2006).
Ideologies create political communities, including most importantly political parties (Berman 2006,
p. 105). Though parties are key proponents, simplifiers, and repositories of ideologies, they are not
the only ones who develop, use, and are shaped by ideology (Freeden 2013). Ideology can be found
at all levels of political processes and be meaningfully interpreted and identified through analysis of
discourse (Freeden 2013; Van Dijk 2013). Party ideologies are estimated based on their discourse
and issue positions, as well as select vocabulary which indicate ideological positions (e.g. Pauwels
2011). Similarly, a politician’s ideology can also be estimated from salient themes and assumptions
about the political world they exhibit in their discourse or from their issue positions. They are
often categorized into major ideological families such as liberalism, conservatism, socialism, anarch-
ism, nationalism, fascism, populism, feminism, and ecologism (Heywood 2021).

In the Japanese literature, political ideology has been synonymous with dimensions of conflict, or in
Japanese tairitsujiku. These conflict dimensions can be understood as enduring differences in the ideo-
logical orientation, and hence policy positions, between significant parties and thus a characterization
of a party system (Lijphart 1981). Such dimensions are estimated from the discourse (manifestos, public
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statements) as well as policy positions of the parties.1 The consensus is that the post-war Japanese party
systemwas and in large part still is driven by a conservative–progressive ideological dimension which com-
bine a significant foreign policy dimension of issues related to military security (and reform of Article 9 in
the Constitution) as well as economic left–right issues of small/large state, redistribution, trade liberaliza-
tion, and deregulation (Kabashima and Takenaka 1996; Taniguchi and Winkler 2020). More recent
research has identified other dimensions of conflict in recent elections such as differences across parties
in attitudes towards traditional LDP 55-system style clientelism, neo-liberal reforms, particularism vs. uni-
versalism, or reform vs. anti-reform (e.g. Sakaiya 2011; Shinada 2011). Beyond such national level analysis,
there has been no systematic analysis of the kinds of cleavages and conflict dimensions which shape sub-
national elections, or in terms of mainstream and fringe positions held by subnational actors.

Data and method

To determine the “norm” of conflict and ideological content of subnational elections, we collect and
analyse individual candidate manifestos (senkyo kōhō) for gubernatorial elections. This campaign
material has been used by scholars to measure the electoral appeals of Japanese politicians to voters
systematically and objectively over a series of elections (e.g. Catalinac 2016; Shinada 2001). They
may not be reliable indicators of the party’s or individual legislator’s “true” intentions or actual policy
performance once in office, but they are highly effective ways of measuring a candidate’s strategy of
appealing to voters (Catalinac 2016, pp. 63–75).

The standardization of format and official nature of the campaign material allows for reliable com-
parisons across elections and regions. Moreover, these kōhō are usually archived by the local electoral
commission in booklet form allowing for historical comparison of campaigning strategies. In compari-
son to other sources of candidate information such as mass media, speeches, and TV, a high propor-
tion of voters is exposed to candidate manifestos, and say they use them to inform themselves of
candidates, when casting votes.2

These kōhō contain a wide range of content, typically including: name and picture of the candidate;
party affiliation and nomination information; “catch copy” or slogans; personal and/or political phil-
osophy; a list of policies (usually numbered or bullet-pointed) followed by details of the specific policy
area; a list of policy accomplishments; a personal profile; and nominations (suisen) by individuals –
oftentimes politicians from their own level or other levels of government, including ministers, party
leaders, MPs, governors/mayors – or organizations.

We collected 250 candidate manifestos for 78 gubernatorial elections took place between June 2015
and October 2022. The candidate manifestos were downloaded from the Seijiyama.jp website3 and
turned into text data through OCR software (ABBYY Finereader). The text data were then read mul-
tiple times and corrected by the first author and research assistant for any errors or omissions caused
during the digitalization process. The average word count for all manifestos was around 531 Japanese
characters, with the range between 40 and 1857.

Candidate data (gender, age, vote share, past career, incumbency, and partisan nominations) and
election data (date, electorate, votes cast, win–lose) on the Seijiyama.jp website were also collected as
variables. To determine partisanship, we consulted both the Seijiyama.jp endorsement data as well as
print media articles announcing the elections to determine if the candidate received official endorse-
ment (kōnin), nomination (suisen), and/or support (shien or shiji) by official announcement of the
national or local branch of parties.

1Lijphart identifies seven such “ideological dimensions” in various party systems around the world: (1) Socio-economic,
(2) Religious, (3) cultural-ethnic, (4) urban–rural, (5) regime support, (6) foreign policy, and (7) post-materialism. Of these,
his study has found that Japan has (1), (2), (5), and (6) as key dimensions (Lijphart 1981).

2Report published by the Association for Promoting Fair Elections, published in April 2022 (p. 41). Available at: http://
www.akaruisenkyo.or.jp/060project/066search/ (last accessed September 2023).

3All candidate manifestos presented in this paper can be searched by election and downloaded from https://seijiyama.jp/
elections/ as of September 2023.
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All candidates who did not receive any endorsement, nomination, or support from national or local
party branches were classified as non-partisan. Those who received both backing from incumbent and
opposition parties at the national level (i.e. those receiving backing from both LDP or the Komeito and
either the Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan = CDPJ or the Democratic Party for the People =
DPP or the Social Democratic Party = SDP or the Japanese Communist Party = JCP) were classified as
ainori. Candidates who received backing from either of the parties on the right (LDP and Komeito)
were classified as conservative; from either of the parties on the centre–left (CDP or DPP) as centre–
left; from either of the parties on the left (JCP or SDP) as JCP/SDP; from Ishin no Kai as Ishin.
Candidates backed by other parties (such as Genzei Nihon, N-koku, Reiwa Shinsengumi, Nippon
Dai-itto, etc.) were placed in the category of other parties.

The data include 65 non-partisan, 55 JCP/SDP, 39 ainori, 42 conservative, 22 centre–left, 6 Ishin, 2
Japan First, and 17 other parties candidates. Among these candidates, we deemed any candidate with
less than 5% vote share as “fringe” or marginal. There were 66 such fringe candidates, of which 44 were
non-partisan and 17 were from other parties.

Using this candidate manifesto data we apply the unsupervised learning method of correspondence
analysis, using the KH Coder 3.Beta.03i (mac version), to discover how the language of the candidates
diverges. A list of the most characteristic terms used by each of the different partisan candidates is also
generated through the software.

We also conduct a count of the frequency of select terms in the manifestos which we believe reflect
certain ideological positions. This method follows the dictionary-based approach of counting the pro-
portion of certain vocabulary assumed to be indicators of a particular ideology and has been applied to
estimate party ideologies as revealed in manifestos and other discourse (e.g. Gründl 2022; Pauwels
2011). Such dictionaries can be constructed deductively through a priori assumptions about what
words would be salient and frequently used by a particular ideologue or inductively from existing
data (e.g. using a referent text which represents a particular ideology, e.g. using a known populist
party’s texts and identifying recurrent or key terms from it to create a dictionary) (Pauwels 2011,
pp. 103–105).

We take the deductive approach and select some key terms commonly recognized as core themes of
specific ideologies. We provide key terms so for the four mainstream ideological groupings of eco-
nomic left–right and socio-cultural left–right positions. The standard four-quadrant mapping is fre-
quently applied in comparative literature as well as in Japan (Taniguchi 2020; Taniguchi and
Winkler 2020). The scheme divides voters and parties into four categories which roughly equate to
the so-called macro-ideological families of liberalism/neo-liberalism, socialism, and conservatism.
We also test some terms which we argue reflect “thin-centred” ideologies, i.e. nativist, populist, fem-
inist, ecologist, and regionalist positions. These micro-ideologies do not stand alone but complement
or overlay the core left–right economic and socio-cultural positions (Freeden 2003, pp. 97–100).

We tested but discarded many terms which did not appear in the manifesto texts or were used in
different contexts by all types of candidates, thus not reflective of a particular ideology. The terms
which were selected as well as tested, but ultimately discarded for the nine ideological categories
are given in Table 1.

Finally, through repeated reading of the manifestos as well as select speeches,4 we identified themes
and patterns in the campaign texts. We focused on the campaign discourse of candidates during the
pandemic crisis to assess what the candidates perceived as problems or challenges; how these issues
should be addressed; and use of normative language. We provided excerpts from manifesto texts

4In addition to the individual manifesto data, we collect the first speeches (dai issei) of the campaign for eighteen guber-
natorial candidates from six prefectures. The first speeches of candidates in Japanese elections are customarily considered
important for the candidates and their supporters – with carefully selected locations symbolic to the campaign for the
speeches. They encapsulate the candidate’s key message and themes and are thus one of the speeches among the many
made during the campaign which is reported, analysed, and compared. The length of these speeches is around 3,500
Japanese letters for our sampled speeches (some six to seven times that of candidate manifestos). The longer and freer format
of speeches also allows for greater elaboration which may better reveal nuance of underlying political values and ideologies.
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and some campaign speeches which illustrate these common ways in which different partisan candi-
dates framed the Covid-19 crisis and their varying ideological responses to them.

Correspondence analysis of manifesto texts

The correspondence analysis generates two results (Figs 1 and 2) which illustrate the most character-
istic words used by candidates based on partisan affiliation.5 Figure 1 excludes fringe candidates with
less than 5% vote share, Figure 2 includes them.

Figure 1 shows a three-way clustering of the characteristic language used by different mainstream
partisan candidates in gubernatorial election manifestos, when excluding candidates with less than 5%
vote share and the single Reiwa candidate.6 First, on the positive side of the x-axis is the particular
language of JCP/SDP-backed candidates who refer more frequently to welfare matters (which they
seek to protect and expand), but equally on national policy issues and politics (which they oppose

Table 1. Dictionary of selected terms indicating ideological positions

Ideological orientation Core values Selected terms
Tested but

discarded terms

Socio-cultural left
(liberalism)

Individualism, freedom, reason, justice,
and toleration

自由、個人、権利、
多様性

寛容

Economic left
(socialism)

Community, cooperation, equality, class
politics, and common ownership

格差、貧困、大企
業、富裕層

連帯、福祉

Socio-cultural right
(conservatism)

Tradition, hierarchy, society, and
authority

伝統、国家 文化、郷土

Economic right
(neo-liberalism)

Free and unregulated market capitalism,
efficiency, and growth

改革、成長、競争 市場、減税、
規制緩和

Nationalist Nation, organic community,
self-determination, and culturalism

日本人、外国人、
我が国、天皇

Populist People, elite, and populist democracy 皆様（皆さま）、
エリート

彼ら

Feminist Sex and gender, patriarchy, equality, and
difference

ジェンダー、
男女（平等）

Ecologist Ecology, sustainability, and
environmental ethics

炭素、気候 環境、自然

Regionalist Regional identity and autonomy, and
decentralization of power

自治、地方分権

Source: Compiled by the author.
Note: Core normative values of ideologies adopted from Heywood (2021); for regionalism, adopted from Heinisch et al. (2019).

5The correspondence analysis is limited to nouns only and excludes all proper nouns such as names and place. When
interpreting the figures, distance from the origin of the graph reflects how characteristic the words are; words placed in
the direction of variable from the origin are characteristic to the variable (in this case the partisan affiliation of the candidate):
and the distances between the word and the variable value is meaningless (Higuchi 2020). E.g. the location of the two dimen-
sions generated by the correspondence analysis is random and do not imply traditional left–right ideological orientation. The
granularity of characteristic words can be changed by adjusting the minimum number of occurrences of frequent words, so
interpretations can vary depending on minimum frequencies. The minimum frequency of occurrence for a word to be char-
acteristic for Figures 1 and 2 is fifteen times. The minimum term frequency was adjusted multiple times (ten, fifteen, twenty,
twenty-five), and the results each time of the clustering was largely the same. We present here the two figures which the
author felt can best allow to intuit and interpret meaningfully in terms of ideological content of the candidates.

6The Reiwa candidate Yamamoto Taro for the Tokyo gubernatorial elections is excluded in this analysis as his language is
very unique. When included among mainstream candidates, the differences between Yamamoto and the others are high-
lighted on one dimension, making it difficult to see differences among the other mainstream candidates.

6 Ken Victor Leonard Hijino

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
79

59
14

24
00

02
63

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1479591424000263


and seek to stop) as reflected in the characteristic terms: “constitution”, “nuclear”, “consumption tax”,
“medical fees”, “livelihood”, “children”, and “welfare” （憲法・消費税・原発・医療費・暮らし・
子供・福祉・政治）. On the opposite side of this axis are the ainori, centre–left, and conservative
candidates as well as down in the bottom-left the Ishin and non-partisan candidates. The mainstream
ainori, centre–left, and conservative candidates share language which primarily reflect emphasis on
economic development, regeneration, and demographic issues in terms such as “industry”, “region”,
“regeneration”, “roads”, and “town-building”　(産業・活性化・地域・道路・まちづくり). The
third clustering of Ishin and non-partisan candidates diverges from the other two groups on an
emphasis of privatization and administrative reform with characteristic terms such as “private” (sec-
tor), “administration” (reform), and “economy” （民間・行政・経済）.

Figure 2, which includes “fringe” candidates of less than 5% vote share and the Reiwa and Japan
First candidate, changes this clustering. These non-mainstream candidates use very characteristic lan-
guage, placing them far out and away from the mainstream candidates crowded around the origin.
Other party candidates use terms uniquely such as “cold”, “immunity”, “mask”, “virus”, and “vac-
cine”（風邪・免疫・マスク・ワクチン） which suggest a preoccupation with Covid-19 in a

Figure 1. Characteristic words for gubernatorial candidates by partisan affiliation excluding “fringe” candidates (2015–2022).
Source: Compiled by the author, using KH Coder correspondence analysis function.

International Journal of Asian Studies 7
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particular way. They also have characteristic words such as “receiving fee [for NHK]” (受信料). Japan
First and Reiwa, two other minor party candidates, are placed away from the mainstream parties towards
the fringe group, with characteristic terms such as “Japanese”, “income”, and “individual” (日本人・収

入・個人).In this figure, the mainstream parties are separated in terms of language use on the x-axis
which appears to capture the traditional conservative–progressive dimension. In Figure 2, JCP/SDP
candidates focus on welfare and national policy issues and the ainori, conservative, and centre–left
candidates cluster around words of growth, development, and maintaining/governing public services.

A characteristic word analysis,7 which lists the words most characteristic to a particular variable,
corroborates results from the correspondence analysis, as shown in Table 2.

Combining the two types of textual analysis results, we provide the following interpretations.

Figure 2. Characteristic words for gubernatorial candidates by partisan affiliation including “fringe” candidates and Reiwa candi-
date (2015–2022).
Source: Compiled by the author, using KH Coder correspondence analysis function.

7The numerical values are Jaccard indices, also known as the Jaccard similarity coefficients, which represent the degree of
co-occurrence between the variable (in this case the partisan affiliation of the candidate) and particular terms. The larger the
value, the stronger the degree of co-occurrence (Higuchi 2017, p. 141) between the variable and the terms. The minimum
frequency of occurrence for a word to be counted as characteristic in Table 1 is ten times.
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The language of gubernatorial candidates is largely clustered into four groups: (1) the “mainstream”
cluster which includes conservatives, ainori, and centre–left parties which largely emphasize growth,
development, and management of existing public services and institutions; (2) the “old left”
(communist/socialist) who call for expanded welfare and oppose a range of national policies; (3)
the “neo-liberal” Ishin and non-partisan candidates focusing on private sector, deregulation, growth

Table 2. Characteristic word analysis of gubernatorial candidates by partisan affiliation (2015–2022)

CDPJ/DPP Ainori Conservatives Ishin

分野 0.150 人材 0.297 産業 0.220 報酬 0.286

可能性 0.143 基盤 0.294 環境 0.209 首都 0.125

技術 0.138 未来 0.282 企業 0.208 資金 0.125

持続可能 0.136 活力 0.279 魅力 0.205 津波 0.118

貧困 0.133 産業 0.278 地域 0.199 行財政 0.107

耐震 0.132 拠点 0.270 人口減少 0.191 コロナ対策 0.100

大学 0.130 まちづくり 0.264 社会 0.189 子育て支援 0.100

早期 0.125 スポーツ 0.246 農林水産業 0.189 実績 0.100

日本一 0.123 社会 0.244 道路 0.188 コロナ 0.083

感染症 0.122 女性 0.239 県内 0.185 皆さん 0.083

Japan First JCP/SDP Non-partisan Reiwa

外国人 0.100 医療費 0.592 行政 0.234 収入 0.100

新規 0.091 無料 0.546 経済 0.200 個人 0.083

生命 0.083 憲法 0.468 政策 0.200 中小 0.071

中央 0.083 消費税 0.400 世界 0.186 事業者 0.050

五輪 0.071 学級 0.388 高齢者 0.180 専門 0.048

世帯 0.059 原発 0.386 政治 0.174 大学 0.033

主義 0.048 中小企業 0.379 子供 0.169 コロナ 0.030

歴史 0.048 原発ゼロ 0.375 情報 0.167 住宅 0.024

専門 0.046 住宅 0.329 オリンピック 0.163 職員 0.021

国民 0.036 制度 0.323 地方 0.157 年間 0.021

Other parties

コスト 0.227

ウイルス 0.217

コロナ 0.191

民営 0.174

跡地 0.154

国民 0.128

シティ 0.125

英語 0.125

人生 0.121

精神 0.111

Source: Compiled by the author using KH Coder Jaccard coefficient function.
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and competition; and a (4) “fringe” group of candidates whose language diverges sharply from the
other three groups, including language around the pandemic.

Though it is difficult to extract ideological orientation merely from terms unique to a particular set
of candidates, the first mainstream group appears to correspond to traditional conservatives focusing
on valence issues of growth and development while avoiding contentious social issues, the second to
progressives on the left seeking welfare, the third to neo-liberal reformists, and the fourth to a fringe of
anti-establishment, anti-system nativists, populists, and others.

The frequency of key terms in the gubernatorial manifestos indicating specific ideological positions
is provided in Table 3. The frequency by which candidates generally use these terms is low (ranging
around half a per cent of all words in a manifesto). This level of frequency, however, is comparable to
results taken in a similar dictionary-based approach to identify ideological positions which found on
average around 2% of dictionary words found in the analysed text (Pauwels 2011, p. 104). We focus
instead, as earlier literature has done, on the proportion of words used across the different types of
ideological categories. This approach assumes candidates combine various categories of ideological
language, but some kinds of language are more pronounced than others.

We find that the proportion across these ideological categories largely corroborate with our findings
in the correspondence analysis and the most characteristic word analysis.

The mainstream candidates from the LDP/Komeito and DPP/CDPJ do not diverge much in terms
of the proportion which they use key terms signifying socio-cultural and economic left positions. They
do diverge more in terms of terms reflecting socio-cultural and economic right positions, with the
conservatives being more prone to conservative and neo-liberal terminology. The mainstream left dif-
ferentiates itself more in the proportion of terms indicating ecologism and regionalism. The JCP is
clearly an outlier in terms of economic left and feminist language, while the Ishin stands out for
emphasis on neo-liberal vocabulary and to a lesser extent on populist terms. Nativist language is
most prominent among the “other” grouping which includes extreme right fringe candidates.

Representative samples of discourse from the four clusters

A closer analysis of the language – not just a listing of their most unique terms, their spatial estimation
vis-à-vis each other, and frequency of key ideological terms – is necessary to interpret the ideological
orientations of each of these clusters.

We provide sample excerpts from the campaign discourse which capture broader themes of these
four clusters of candidates. This section is interpretive and supplementary to our quantitative findings
but should illustrate that the four groupings indeed diverge not just in the language they use, but also
in the underlying “worldviews” about collective issues and desired outcomes.

Mainstream cluster

The campaign language from mainstream gubernatorial candidates – those backed by the LDP,
Komeito, DPP, and CDPJ – shares a broad array of themes. During the pandemic, these candidates
commonly first address countermeasures to protect lives from the pandemic and also an equally strong
emphasis to support businesses and local industries affected by the pandemic. These are followed with
a range of topics addressing various economic interests and demographic groups: infrastructure/
disaster prevention measures; measures to revitalize local economy with new jobs and ways of working,
such as telework, support for primary industries and small and medium enterprises, and measures
which promise healthy and fulfilling lives for the elderly, young, women students, and children.

For example, an LDP-backed candidate for Yamaguchi prefecture offers the following slogans:

Rebirth and New Challenges. Restoring Yamaguchi’s vitality. We will create a new future for
Yamaguchi. Protect the lives and health of the people of Yamaguchi. Revitalize the local economy
and livelihoods. (Muraoka Tsugumasa/Yamaguchi/manifesto/February 2022)
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Table 3. Frequency of key terms in gubernatorial manifestos 2016–2022, by partisanship

Cultural left Economic left Cultural right Economic right Nativist

自由、個人、権利、多様
性

格差、貧困、大企業、富
裕層 伝統、国家 改革、成長、競争 日本人、外国人、我が国、天皇

Partisanship of
gubernatorial
candidate

Proportion
among all
terms

counted

Frequency
of above
terms

Proportion
among all
terms

counted

Frequency
of above
terms

Proportion
among all
terms

counted

Frequency
of above
terms

Proportion
among all
terms

counted

Frequency
of above
terms

Proportion
among all

terms counted
Frequency of
above terms

LDP/Komeito 5% 4 4% 3 11% 9 37% 29 6% 5

DPP/CDPJ 8% 6 14% 10 3% 2 15% 11 4% 3

JCP 13% 15 32% 36 2% 2 7% 8 1% 1

Ishin 4% 1 4% 1 0% 0 48% 11 9% 2

Ainori 6% 9 3% 5 3% 5 47% 73 6% 9

Other 17% 6 14% 5 0% 0 28% 10 33% 12

Nonpartisan 9% 25 7% 18 7% 18 25% 67 10% 27

Populist Feminist Ecologist Regionalist

皆様（皆さま）、エリー
ト

ジェンダー、男女（平

等）
炭素、気候 自治、地方分権 Terms counted As proportion of total

manifesto wordcount

LDP/Komeito 20% 16 4% 3 0% 0 6% 5 79 0.3%

DPP/CDPJ 10% 7 1% 1 4% 3 20% 14 71 0.4%

JCP 4% 5 21% 24 3% 3 9% 10 114 0.3%

Ishin 26% 6 0% 0 0% 0 4% 1 23 0.6%

Ainori 14% 21 3% 5 3% 4 8% 12 155 0.4%

Other 3% 1 3% 1 3% 1 0% 0 36 0.3%

Non-partisan 11% 30 1% 3 1% 3 14% 37 265 0.4%

Source: Compiled by the author.
Note: The highest frequency of terms per each ideological category is underlined.
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Similar claims are made by an ainori candidate, backed by both mainstream parties, for Akita
prefecture in his manifesto:

Support for prefectural residents. Distribution of gift certificates to support daily life. Support for
businesses. Financial support and assistance for business maintenance expenses… We will
promote vaccination so that all prefectural residents can live with peace of mind. (Satake
Norihisa/Akita/manifesto/April 2021)

The policy content of conservatives, centre–left, and ainori candidates are similar. They talk in equal
measure about valence issues of promoting growth, welfare, families, and women in workplace,
protecting the environment, and improving education. A mainstream candidate, backed only by the
local prefectural CDPJ branch, in Kagoshima echoes these twin priorities of health and wealth:

Yuichiro Itoh will do his utmost to rebuild jobs and livelihoods damaged by the new type of cor-
onavirus with decisive action. Creating a safe, secure, and stable region. A prefecture resilient to
disaster, where people can work with peace of mind for the rest of their lives and lead stable lives.
(Yuichiro Ito/Kagoshima/manifesto/July 2020)

Short slogans about protecting lives and revitalizing regions, attracting residents, growing the local
economy, followed by lists of more specific policy measures and past achievements (if they are incum-
bents), are characteristic of these mainstream candidates. The discourse of such candidates reflects a
shared “big tent” strategy of promising both growth and to as many different groups and interests as
possible, while avoiding any controversial issues which may alienate certain groups.

Old left cluster

The communist and socialist candidates in contrast have a more focused, unified message across their
manifestos and speeches. The socialist, pacifist, feminist, and ecologist ideological orientation of the
party is quite explicit, even in their short candidate manifesto content. Almost all communist-backed
candidates state in their manifestos the party goals to oppose constitutional reform (or reinterpret-
ation), war, nuclear power, reduction in welfare, regressive consumption tax, and measures that
hurt small businesses. There is emphasis on solidarity and human rights, a society not based on prin-
ciples of efficiency but solidarity. Although mainstream parties mention promoting women’s partici-
pation in the work force and providing support to balance career and family, the communist and
socialist candidates are more explicit in demanding gender equality itself on principle.

Here is a representative sample by a communist candidate for Chiba prefecture:

Aiming at anti-coronavirus measures and gender equality. Priority on life and livelihoods. No one
is left behind. Let’s show our anger at the Suga Government [LDP administration at the time]
from Chiba. Non-regular workers, students and women are in difficulty due to the Covid-19 dis-
aster… to a city where people can live with peace of mind, against casinos and IRs, and for zero
nuclear power plants. Enact gender equality and a prefectural government in which the
Constitution can thrive. (Kanemitsu Rie/Chiba/manifesto/March 2021)

Neo-liberal cluster

The language of those in the neo-liberal cluster – such as those backed by Ishin and the Tokyo gov-
ernor Koike – shares a focus on efficiency, business, innovation, competition, decentralization, and
privatization, while criticizing fiscally profligate, ineffective incumbents. They list various pro-growth
measures, along with emphasis on investment in education, for the goal of economic growth. They
perceive the role of governors as managers of the prefecture, guiding the local economy to leaner,
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faster growth, by reducing the role of the central state, freeing the dynamic energies of local commu-
nities through decentralization and privatization. The candidates, notably from two urban areas, also
share a hostility to central government strictures and inefficiencies, and some language which seeks to
blame the central government for the spread of Covid.

The following sample of discourse reflects such tendencies. An Ishin candidate for Tokyo claims:

Urban growth strategies to create vitality, including privatization and attracting IRs.
Administrative and financial reforms to overcome the financial crisis. Early resumption of eco-
nomic activities and various schools [restricted by the pandemic] based on scientific evidence by
narrowing down the scope of regulation to specific industries. (Ishin/Ono Daisuke/Tokyo/mani-
festo/July 2020)

Fringe cluster

All candidates in the fringe grouping include those from minor parties such as the Japan First Party or
N-Koku, or anti-NHK party, and others who are independents. As such they diverge in their ideo-
logical leanings, but their language, as the correspondence analysis reveals, is very different from
the mainstream, so they cluster together. Two candidates sampled here reflect a nativist right and
an anti-vax, anti-establishment populist position. Though a very short manifesto, the use of the
word “Wuhan flu” to refer to Covid, “Japan”, and opposition to “foreigners” receiving livelihood
assistance clearly flags nativist xenophobia, in the case of Japan First leader Sakurai Makoto:

Protecting the lives of Tokyo residents from Covid-19 Wuhan flu. Protecting life, livelihood and
property. Japan First STRONG JAPAN. Relief for Tokyo residents through significant tax cuts.
Zero residence tax. Zero property tax. Zero governor salary. Immediate elimination of livelihood
assistance for foreigners to reach those in need. (Japan First Party/Sakurai Makoto/Tokyo/mani-
festo/July 2020)

With another fringe candidate, the anti-mask, anti-science, anti-expert position is also quite evident in
the rambling discussion about immunity.

Covid-19 is just a common cold. It was the media and the government which created the
Covid-19 uproar. NO to masks… Self-restraint in going out lowers immunity and makes people
sick. (Hiratsuka Masayuki/Tokyo/manifesto/July 2020)

“New left” and “regionalist” candidates

Besides the four clusters of language revealed by Figure 2, we provide examples of discourse from two
other ideological orientations – what could be called “new left” and “regionalist” which have not been
captured by the correspondence analysis. Yet the two have significant impact on select elections.
The first is the language of Yamamoto Taro, leader of Reiwa Shinsengumi and identified by some
as a “populist left” party (Eder-Ramsauer 2022). The second group are regionalist, anti-metropole
attitudes – which in part overlaps with the decentralist position of the neo-liberals – but are most
pronounced in the Okinawan elections.

The main theme of Yamamoto’s campaign manifesto (Reiwa/Yamamoto Taro/Tokyo/manifesto/
July 2020) for the Tokyo gubernatorial elections is to protect the vulnerable with “love and money”,
while criticizing an indifferent central and local government which does not provide adequate support
for those falling through the cracks during the pandemic. He criticizes the incumbents at both national
and prefectural governments as well as the vested interests which they protect (e.g. companies involved
in delivering various government programmes). The combative language is arguably populist in that it
pits the many vulnerable groups against the establishment (government and wealthy and vested
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interest). Yamamoto’s discourse shares the socialist concern for redistribution and curbing the baleful
influence of neo-liberal capitalism of the “old left” but does not engage with the core traditional “pro-
gressive” themes of foreign policy and constitutional reform.

His speech illustrates such ideological assumptions:

Even before Covid-19, it was difficult, there were many people who said they were in an economic
emergency. One out of every seven children in this country lives in poverty. One out of three
women living alone is poor. Even before the Covid-19 disaster, everyone had been living in pov-
erty for more than 20 years during deflation… Under such circumstances, what are you going to
do if the national government or the Tokyo Metropolitan Government does not do something to
firmly raise your income level? It is absurd… They are trying to protect only vested interests; their
purpose is not to provide benefits to you. (Reiwa/Yamamoto Taro/Tokyo/speech/July 2020)

Finally, we turn to regionalist language and responses to Covid pandemic in Okinawa.
As an incumbent, Okinawa Governor Tamaki in his manifesto and speeches elsewhere during the

campaign emphasizes the victimization of the Okinawan people due to failure of the central govern-
ment, courts, and mainland parties who disregard local autonomy. He has called for the Okinawan
voters to come together over “identity and not ideology” to achieve “growth with pride” (Tamaki
Denny/Okinawa/manifesto/September 2022).

In his campaign speech, Tamaki, like his predecessor, starts and ends his speech with Ryukyuan to
emphasize regional identity, complementing with his appeals to regional pride, identity, and gentle
and multicultural Okinawan tolerance (“leaving no one behind”).

Saigusu yo, chuuganabira. Good morning everyone… The people of Okinawa Prefecture will
never approve of the way the national government is interfering with local autonomy, which is
also the principle of its constitution, and I, for one, will not allow that to happen… I will do
everything I can to realize a peaceful, prosperous, and base-free Okinawa with the hearts of
the people of the prefecture. Please help us to achieve this goal (Tamaki Denny/Okinawa/
speech/September 2022).

Another Okinawa candidate, founder of the regional party Sōzō and former parliamentarian mem-
ber for Ishin, identified the primary challenge Okinawa faces as internal fighting over the base issue.
He calls also for voters to stop being divided over the base issue and focus efforts on development,
attracting tourism and investments to the islands, emphasizing both its identity as a victim and
also (need for) autonomy and regional pride. (Shimoji Mikiro/Okinwa/manifesto/September 2022)

Both Okinawan candidates emphasize regional identity and strongly frame issues of Covid and eco-
nomic growth around what is arguably its core dimension of conflict: Okinawa’s relationship with the
central government, specifically over base issues. The thin ideology of regionalism overlays the eco-
nomic and cultural left ideology of Tamaki and the more neo-liberal economic ideology of Shimoji.

Discussion and conclusion

Analysis of gubernatorial campaign manifestos and speeches during the pandemic generated three
primary findings.

First, correspondence analysis allowed us to systematically demonstrate that the discourse of most
candidates diverge into four clusters which reflect emphasis of certain policy issues and underlying
worldviews. The language of these groups – “mainstream”, “old left”, “neo-liberal”, and “fringe” –
reveals differences in attitudes towards prioritizing public health, economic growth, inequality, foreign
policy, markets, deregulation, and political decentralization.

Mainstream candidates focus on valence issues of growth and welfare, while largely sidestepping
questions of redistribution, inequality, and controversial cultural and foreign policy questions. This
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“mainstream” group includes conservative, ainori and centre–left-backed candidates, and are undiffer-
entiated in terms of their language emphasizing both economic development and welfare, making
them a different category than the traditional “conservative” camp envisioned in traditional literature.
The JCP/SDP-backed “old left” is, as the name suggests, traditional in their pacifist, socialist stance of
“progressives”. But their emphasis is not just on expanding local welfare but also on opposing various
national policy issues from nuclear power, consumption tax, to constitutional reform, even in the sub-
national context. The “neo-liberals” also confirm what earlier literature has indicated as a group of
reformist governors (and mayors) emphasizing administrative reform, deregulation, and decentraliza-
tion. Finally, we identified a “fringe” group with very distinct language and policy positions, including
nativists and anti-vax populists. These deviants from the mainstream discourse have minimal electoral
impact or success (under 5% vote share) and are usually only present in urban area elections. Besides
these two groups, we demonstrate the existence of two other ideological orientations – an economic
populist left distinct from the “old left” represented by Reiwa Shinsengumi and a regionalism prom-
inent in Okinawan candidates.

Second, the analyses demonstrates that the traditional dimensions of conflict composed of progres-
sive vs. conservative plus reformist/neo-liberal positions are inadequate to understand the dynamics of
subnational politics, both on the economic dimension and foreign policy/constitutional reform
dimensions. In the face of the pandemic, most mainstream candidates, old and new left, as well as
fringe candidates called for expanded support of businesses and individuals, while also strengthening
medical care and expanding public services. During the pandemic at least, all types of gubernatorial
candidates – aside from the neo-liberals – advocated expanded spending. This finding goes against
the claim (Sunahara 2011) that chief executives of subnational governments largely tend to fiscal aus-
terity (while assembly members push for greater spending). The mainstream conservative and progres-
sive candidates also did not diverge on foreign policy positions, with the subnational candidates
backed by the LDP, CDPJ, or DPP assiduously avoiding any references to foreign policy or constitu-
tional reform. In contrast, the other non-mainstream candidates diverged and actively engaged on
non-economic issues, including foreign policy and constitutional issues as well as those on gender,
environment, immigration, and science.

Reading the manifestos and speeches more closely we find the mainstream candidates (LDP, CDPJ
or DPP, and ainori-backed candidates) largely share policy positions of pursuing growth, greater wel-
fare, and saving lives without blaming or criticizing any existing policies or groups. Competition
appears to centre around valence issues in terms of which candidate can best deliver on these
goals. This dynamic mirrors national elections, at least for the 2021 Lower House, which earlier litera-
ture has found as one primarily fought over competence in dealing with Covid (Smith et al. 2022,
pp. 390–391).

Finally, partisan competition differs largely by urban or rural context, but both tend towards
uncompetitive elections with low turnout. In urban areas, there is a melee of candidates besides the
mainstream, including neo-liberals and many fringe options. If a challenger outside of the mainstream
can capture enough momentum it can generate competitive elections which may lead to an upset, but
otherwise the multiplicity of candidates simply generates fragmentation among challengers. In the
remaining rural areas, however, there appears to be a lack of candidates challenging the incumbent:
most gubernatorial contests end up as one between a mainstream candidate and “old left” candidate
(aside from the occasional conservative-split election that pits two LDP-affiliated candidates). Though
there may be clear ideological distance between the conservative and JCP/SDP candidates, it is not one
which is attractive to voters, as many such contests resulting in uncompetitive and low-turnout
elections.

In the seventy-eight gubernatorial elections we sampled, only seventeen elections were competitive
with a runner-up ratio (aka sekihairistsu, the ratio which divides the vote share of the runner up with
the winning candidate and is a benchmark for the competitiveness) above 0.7. Revealingly, among
these competitive elections, six were hoshu bunretsu – a conservative split election between two
LDP candidates, eleven were three-way contests involving the LDP, a largest centre–left-backed
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candidate, and a third-pole party candidate. In contrast, the sixty-one uncompetitive contests were
those between incumbents backed by the LDP or by a bandwagon of LDP and centre–left against a
lone JCP/SDP candidate. These contests result in the kind of ideologically distinct, but for voters,
uncompelling and hence unattractive elections leading to lower turnout. Average turnout for the
competitive elections was at 52.5%, while that of the uncompetitive ones was 42.5%.

The uncompetitive dynamic in these prefectures partly mirrors a situation identified by Sakaiya
(2023) in his assessment that the national party system is reverting to an uncompetitive “neo-1955”
system characterized by a traditional progressive–conservative split over foreign policy/constitutional
reform. Unlike at the national level though, however, the mainstream centre–left candidates in guber-
natorial elections do not talk about foreign policy or constitutional reform. Instead, the progressive–
conservative divide, if there is one, in subnational politics is between the JCP and the mainstream
(LDP, ainori, and centre–left parties).

Notably, this convergence of mainstream parties and outlier status of the JCP has been separately iden-
tified in other research at the national level. In a correspondence analysis of candidate Tweets for the 2021
Lower House election, Fahey finds that the LDP, DPP, CDPJ, and Ishin largely cluster in the centre, with
characteristic terms for each of the parties mostly referring to valence issues while the JCP stands outside
of this mainstream discourse, with its characteristic terms reflecting “more divisive issues like nuclear
power, US bases in Okinawa, and social justice” (Fahey 2022, pp. 192–193 and Fig. 13.3).

In sum, conservatives and ainori candidates in subnational elections hold an electoral stranglehold,
underpinned by ideological convergence, over most gubernatorial elections. The main opposition at
the national level – CDPJ and DPP – has difficulty standing candidates sub-nationally (only succeeded
in standing candidates in twenty-two out of our seventy-eight sampled gubernatorial elections). They
frequently chose to bandwagon onto an ainori candidate or to stay out of the elections on the sidelines.
In the few elections they have managed to back a candidate against the conservative incumbent, they
have failed to differentiate themselves in language or policy. Voters are not given a clear alternative to
conservatives from among the largest opposition parties at the national level, with only the JCP and
some fringe candidates providing clear difference in language and policy. Yet this kind of ideological
choice does not lead to greater competitive elections.

Beyond the mainstream “norm” of conservatives and progressives along with neo-liberal positions,
we find there are other “deviating” ideological orientations in subnational elections, but they are not
compelling to most Japanese voters for now. It is unclear if and how such fringe or minor positions
can mainstream and make subnational elections more competitive and options on offer more
attractive for voters.
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