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Civic Lawmaking: The Case of the Domestic Violence
Movement in Japan
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Abstract

The domestic violence (DV) movement in Japan
demonstrates  one  way  civil  society  can
influence national policy. The leadership of the
DV  movement  built  a  large  and  diverse
coalition representing more than 50 DV-related
organizations all over Japan, which generated
expertise on the ground, autonomy to focus on
the issue, and an electoral opportunity for DV
law reformers. DV leaders also developed an
effective  alliance  with  bipartisan  female
politicians. By turning their demands into 179
quest ions  addressed  to  government
bureaucrats,  they  generated  responses  that
enabled women in politics to exercise effective
pressure  in  favor  of  change .  Analyzing this
new  type  of  activism,  which  I  call  “civic
lawmaking,” offers a close look at a fresh form
of  legislative  advocacy  and  deepens  our
understanding of the state-society relationship
in Japan.1
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Introduction

Domestic violence against women in Japan has
received  little  scholarly  attention.  Such
violence  may  take  the  form  of  domestic
violence (DV), rape, stalking, and other forms
of gender-based violence. In 2015 the Cabinet
Office  of  Japan  surveyed  5,000  randomly
selected women and men about gender-based
violence.2  Of 1,811 women who responded to
the  survey,  23.7  percent  reported  having
experienced  violence  from  a  spouse,  19.1
percent  from  a  dating  partner,  and  29.8
percent  from  a  cohabiting  partner.3  This
suggests  that  DV  is  by  no  means  a  trivial
problem in Japan.

In this paper I report on my investigation of the
movement to curb DV in Japan. Specifically, I
show  how  civil  society  organizers  worked
closely with female politicians to draft,  pass,
and update Japan’s laws to protect victims of
D V .  G i v e n  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  a d v o c a c y
organizations,4 previous studies of advocacy in
J a p a n  h a v e  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e
c o u r t s , 5  b u r e a u c r a c y , 6  o r  l o c a l
government.7  Using  a  literature  review,  data
analysis, and interviews with six activists and
scholars,  I  demonstrate  how  civil  society
organizations  have  been  able  to  influence
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domestic violence policy through a process of
"civic lawmaking."

In this paper I examine the possibility of civic
lawmaking  for  addressing  domestic  violence.
Civic  lawmaking  is  characterized  by:  (1)
building  a  large  and  diverse  civil  society
coalition,  (2)  forming  an  alliance  with
sympathetic  politicians,  (3)  forcing  a
bureaucratic  response  by  asking  detailed
questions at dialogue sessions organized by the
civil society coalition in the Diet and passing
appropriate legislation.

Civic  organizations  have  the  capacity  to
collaborate by forming national local, regional,
national  and  international  networks.  These
networks  in  turn  bu i ld  a  po l i t i ca l ly
consequential  coalition  linking  activists,
scholars,  survivors,  shelter  operators,  and
service  providers.  Through  this  network,
members of a coalition may build connections
to  major  media  outlets,  which offer  either  a
promise  or  a  threat  to  politicians  facing
elections.  This  coalition  further  allies  with  a
bipartisan  group  of  politicians  whose  goals
align  with  theirs  and who strategize  how to
turn  these  goals  into  legislative  proposals.
Coalition  members  learn  to  translate  these
goals  into questions to bureaucrats,  the first
step  of  a  protocol  that  bureaucrats  and
politicians use in policy-making. This protocol
requires  bureaucrats  to  respond  to  these
questions as confront pressure from coalition-
allied politicians. In this way advocates learn to
apply public pressure to secure the cooperation
of  lawmakers  in  the  formation  of  new  (or
revised) legislation.

 

The Beginnings  of  the  DV Movement  in
Japan 

The  DV  movement  in  Japan  can  best  be
understood  by  situating  it  in  its  historical
context. In some countries, including Canada,
Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United

States,  feminist  movements  made  violence
against women a priority issue starting in the
late 1960s and early 1970s.8 In Japan, however,
feminist  activist  groups  did  not  take  up  the
issue until the late 1980s.

 

Early  activities  addressing  violence  against
women

The  postwar  Japanese  women’s  movement
emerged in  the early  1970s out  of  the New
Left,  which  broke  from  the  Communist  and
Socialist Parties to pursue a radical, in some
cases violent revolution. The women involved in
the  New  Left  initially  romanticized  militant
men and contended with their own subordinate
position  to  dominant  male  power  holders  by
serving  as  receptionists  for  the  cause  or
working  in  the  hospitality  industry  to  fund
men’s  activism.  Once  they  became aware  of
their own powerlessness and even exploitation,
and building on earlier struggles for women’s
rights,  they  launched  new  movements
c r i t i c i z i n g  J a p a n ’ s  p a t r i a r c h a l
society.9 Christian churches opened shelters for
abused Asian migrant women in the 1980s with
the increase of female immigrants, mainly from
the Philippines, many of whom came for jobs in
the entertainment business and were especially
vulnerable to domestic violence after entering
intimate relationships with Japanese men.10 In
1988  a  women’s  organization,  the  Santama
Group  on  Gender  Discrimination  at  Work
(Hataraku  Koto  to  Seisabetsu  o  Kangaeru
Santama  no  Kai),  published  a  Japanese
translation of Stopping Sexual Harassment: A
Handbook, which had come out in the United
States six years earlier;  it  was the first time
activists  in  Japan  had  addressed  violence
against women.11 The following year the group
conducted a “10,000-person survey on sexual
harassment.” That same year, the first sexual
harassment  lawsuit  was  filed  in  Fukuoka.  In
1992  the  Research  Group  on  Violence  from
Husbands  or  Lovers  (Otto  [Koibito]  Kara  no
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Boryoku Chosa Kenkyukai) turned its attention
to DV.12

In 1995, at the Fourth Women’s Conference in
Beijing,  women’s  groups  from 180  countries
signed  an  agreement  stating  that  violence
against women was a problem demanding top
priority.13 Approximately 500 Japanese women
participated in the Beijing conference. Inspired
by  the  conference,  female  activists  in  Japan
started private shelters where women in need
of refuge from husbands or other abusers could
stay  temporarily,  receive  psychological
counseling,  and  prepare  to  establish  an
independent  life.14  The  Beijing  conference
influenced not only civil  society but also the
Japanese  government,  which  incorporated
elimination  of  all  forms  of  violence  against
women in its Gender Equality Plan 2000, issued
in  1995,  and  launched  the  Task  Force  on
Violence Against Women in 1996. In 1998 the
Diet  rev ised  the  Equal  Employment
Opportunity Law to stipulate responsibility on
the  part  of  employers  for  preventing  sexual
harassment. The following year it  passed the
Basic Act for Gender-Equal Society; a plan that
included “prevention of violence from husbands
and partners.” In 2001 the government enacted
the Stalker Control Law and the DV Law. The
Japanese government in these ways began to
address  violence  against  women.  It  did  so,
however,  without  criminalizing  or  specifying
penalties for sexual harassment.

 

Creation of the DV Law

In  1998  the  organizers  of  shelters  run  by
several  civil  society  organizations  (private
shelters)  launched  the  National  Shelter
Network (NSN,  Zenkoku Jose Sherutā Netto)
and hosted their first symposium in Sapporo,
Hokkaido.  The theme of  the  symposium was
“Private Shelters and DV Law,” and the NSN
unveiled a draft proposal for DV legislation.15 At
the same time, Kato Yoko, a Japanese-born DV

activist in the United States, organized multiple
study tours  for  some 300 Japanese scholars,
women counselors who assisted sex workers,
DV victims, and members of the Japan Young
Women’s Christian Association. One objective
was to show how the Massachusetts system to
protect survivors worked. In 2000, organizers
inv i ted  Ka to  and  prosecu tors  f rom
Massachusetts  to  Japan  to  share  their
experience with the National Police Agency and
members of the Diet.16

In  1998  the  Diet’s  Upper  House  Inclusive
Society Research Group (Sangiin Kyosei Shakai
Chosakai)  called  for  a  DV  bill.17  This  group
included members of different political parties,
many  women  among  them.  Leaders  such  as
Domoto  Akiko  (New  Party  Sakigake),
Komiyama Yoko (Democratic Party of Japan, or
DPJ), Nōno Chieko (Liberal Democratic Party,
or  LDP),  Omori  Reiko  (Komeito) ,  and
Fukushima Mizuho (Social  Democratic  Party)
were deeply sympathetic towards the victims’
situation. Their efforts to persuade bureaucrats
and fellow politicians of the need for a DV law,
however,  faced  considerable  resistance.18  To
shed light on the political climate of the time,
Figure 1 shows the proportion of female Upper
House members. During the revision of the DV
Law, women made up only 14.9 percent of the
Upper House and only 7.1 percent of the Lower
House. The important role women lawmakers
played  in  getting  DV  legislation  passed  is
particularly  striking  considering  how  few  of
them were in the Diet.
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Figure 1. The Proportion of Female
Upper House Members in Japan,

1947-2010

 

The female politicians who initially proposed a
DV bill  received  strong  pushback  from their
male counterparts, who insisted that “Japanese
men  are  not  violent,”  and  bureaucrats,  who
hesitated to intervene in family issues. In the
end, they abandoned efforts to draft a bill.19 In
February  2000,  however,  politicians  and
bureaucrats were shocked when the Research
on Violence Between Men and Women by the
Cabinet Office revealed that approximately 1 in
20  Japanese  women  reported  that  they  had
experienced  life-threatening  violence  from  a
husband and 1 in 15 women reported having
experienced  nonconsensual  sex  with  their
husbands. Female politicians cited the report to
justify the need for a DV law.20

Once  the  report’s  release  set  the  legislative
process in  motion,  though,  progress was not
easy. The Ministry of Justice strongly opposed a
new DV law on the grounds that  it  opposed
creating a crime that only men could commit. It
also objected to the use of restraining orders,
insisting  that  they  would  not  work  in  the
Japanese  justice  system,  which  does  not
commonly  issue  restraining  orders.21  Domoto
Akiko  collaborated  with  other  politicians,
ministries, and experts to pressure the Ministry
of  Justice  to  change  its  position.22  Following

intensive  discussions  and  negotiations,
advocates managed to get only a very limited
version of the law passed in 2001. While it did
introduce restraining orders, the law covered
only physical violence (e.g., assault) against a
spouse or domestic partner and did not address
the needs of survivors or provide support for
shelter operators. Civil society activists and the
DV movement did help raise awareness of the
DV  Law  by  educating  pol i t ic ians  and
bureaucrats around the issue,  but  they were
not  yet  directly  involved  in  the  lawmaking
process.23  Just  before  the  DV  Law  passed,
Domoto, who led the effort, resigned from the
Senate  and  was  elected  governor  of  Chiba
Prefecture.  As governor,  she championed DV
legislation and strengthened local support for it
by  implementing  multiple  measures  to
implement the newly enacted DV Law, such as
assigning  a  woman  manager  of  the  gender
equality section; building a network with local
judges, local bureaucrats, doctors, police, and
civic groups; and increasing public support to
protect victims.24

 

Revision of the DV Law as “civic lawmaking”

At  the  insistence  of  female  politicians,  the
original DV Law included a clause that required
a  r e v i e w  a f t e r  t h r e e  y e a r s  o f
enforcement,25  allowing  the  movement  to
leverage that opportunity to press for a more
comprehensive law. In contrast to its minimal
involvement  in  the  initial  drafting,  the  DV
movement was heavily involved in the revision
of the law and successfully lobbied for many of
its demands.26

Two years after the initial law passed, in the
summer of 2003, the Expert Research Panel on
Violence  Against  Women of  the  government-
organized Gender Equality Meeting published a
report  on  DV.  Usually,  legislative  revision  is
based on similar government reports, but the
revision of the DV Law exceeded the report’s
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recommendations.27  The  key  revisions  were
threefold. First, the law expanded the definition
of  DV  to  include  not  only  physical  violence
(e.g.,  hitting)  but  also  psychological  (e.g.,
shaming)  and  sexual  (e.g.,  coerced  sexual
intercourse) violence. The scope of protective
orders was also widened to include children.
Second, the law broadened the responsibility of
the  national  administration  to  support  the
independence  of  survivors,  requiring  the
national government to establish a basic policy
and local governments to make and implement
plans  for  aid  to  survivors.  Third,  the  law
explicitly  included  foreigners  and  the
disabled.28

The politicians belonging to the Upper House
Inclusive Society Research Group were proud
to label their effort “civic lawmaking,” as civil
society groups had been heavily involved in the
lawmaking process.29 In the following sections,
I analyze why DV activists were so successful
and  why  the  process  through  which  their
efforts  brought  to  fruition amounted to  civic
lawmaking.

 

The DV Movement in 2003–2004

As soon as the DV Law was enacted, private
shelter  operators  all  over  Japan  began  to
express  dissatisfaction  with  it.  Restraining
orders  did  not  cover  children,  and  private
shelters  experienced escalating challenges  in
providing services to survivors due to the law’s
limitations.  While  DV  victims  could  now get
legal  protection  from  their  abusers,  local
governments did not fund the private shelters.
Furthermore, although local shelters had safe
spaces  and  experts  to  help  victims  build
independent lives, local governments and law
enforcement  did  not  send  survivors  there,
seeking instead to keep women and children at
home with their (violent) husbands.

Following the 2001 enactment of the DV Law,
Kaino  Tamie,  a  gender  law  scholar  at

Ochanomizu University, and core members of
the National  Women Counselors30  Association
(NWCA,  Zenkoku  Fujin  Sōdan-in  Renraku
Kyogikai),  formed the  National  Group  of  DV
Law for Survivors (Higaisha no Tame no DV hō
o Motomeru Zenkoku Renrakukai) as a forum
on  the  law’s  shortcomings.  At  one  of  the
group’s early meetings, Sasaki Ikuko, a leader
of the NWCA, called for revision of the DV Law.
Although the NWCA had more of a reputation
and  longer  history  than  other  organizations
dating back to its aid to sex workers, Sasaki
looked to the NSN, which at the time had a
membership of 40 shelters all  over Japan, to
lead this effort. Endo Tomoko, a public official
of Hachioji City in Tokyo and secretary-general
of the Tokyo branch of the All-Japan Prefectural
and Municipal Workers Union (JICHIRO), asked
the  NSN  to  join  in  promoting  a  substantial
revision  of  the  law.  Kondo  Keiko,  a  shelter
operator in Hokkaido, had just become chair of
NSN’s governing board and agreed to run the
revision  campaign  under  the  condition  that
Hijikata Kiyoko, a leader of the DV Group in
Tama, close to Tokyo, be named co-leader. With
a  pledge  of  support  from  Endo,  Hijikata
accepted  the  invitation.  Kondo,  Hijikata,  and
Endo played key roles in the early stages of
building  a  civil  society  coalition  that  would
support the civic lawmaking effort to revise the
DV Law.31

In February 2003 the NSN launched the Revise
DV Law National Network (DV hō Kaisei Shiyō
Zenkoku Nettowāku, which I refer to simply as
the Coalition). The National Group of DV Law
for  Survivors,  JICHIRO’s  Tokyo  branch,  the
Japan  Feminist  Counseling  Society  (Nihon
Feminisuto  Kaunseringu  Gakkai),  and  the
Solidarity Network with Migrants Japan (Ijuren,
Ijusha  to  Rentaisuru  Zenkoku  Nettowāku)
j o i n e d  t h e  C o a l i t i o n  f r o m  t h e
beginning.32 Thanks to Endo’s connections, the
women’s  department  of  JICHIRO  and  male
executives  supported  the  effort  by  printing
materials,  helping  with  communications,
securing event venues, collecting survey data,
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creating flyers, and so on.33 Table 1 shows the
profile  of  the  initial  Coalition  members.  The
groups had little funding and few paid staff, but
they  had  relatively  large  memberships  and
national geographic coverage. Endo noted that
it was important for the Coalition to represent
as many organizations related to DV as possible
in  order  to  legitimize  them  and  pose  an
electoral threat to politicians.34

 

Table 1. Profile of Revised DV Law
National Network Members

 

Lobbying

By early  2003 the Coalition began to collect
complaints about the existing law from private
shelters,  women  counselors,  public  gender
equality  centers,  and  doctors  from  all  over
Japan. The Coalition sorted the complaints into
179 specific issues, such as lack of response at
local  government  offices  and  discrimination
against  foreign survivors.  But it  had no idea
how to  use  these  complaints.  It  also  lacked
political connections, so it turned to those who
did to ask their advice. One female politician
told them to “make each of the 179 issues into
questions and submit them to the ministries.
And  ask  questions  publicly  in  ‘dialogue
sessions.’” Politicians regularly used the tactic

in the Diet to force bureaucrats to respond to
their concerns. For activists, however, this was
a  new  idea.  The  DV  activists  contacted
politicians  of  the  Upper  House  Inclusive
Society  Research  Group’s  DV  Project,  which
had spearheaded passage of  the  original  DV
Law, and asked if  the DV Project could host
dialogue sessions with bureaucrats to discuss
concrete  countermeasures.35  Because  Upper
House elections were to be held in 2005, these
politicians would be motivated to complete the
revisions before the election.36

The DV Project members declined to become
the main organizers of  the dialogue sessions
but offered active support to the Coalition in its
role  as  host.  Kamimoto Mieko,  Upper House
member of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ),
played  a  key  role.  A  member  of  the  Japan
Teacher’s Union, Kamimoto knew little about
DV but had a good understanding of  gender
issues. She offered her office as the Coalition’s
base in the Diet, secured venues for dialogue
sessions, and made connections with relevant
ministries.  Although Endo continued to  work
full  time  as  a  public  official,  she  and  a
colleague visited Kamimoto’s office every week
on Endo’s  day  off  to  deliver  documents  and
letters of request and ask advice.37

 

First dialogue session

Unlike  public  hearings  conducted  by
committees  of  the  Diet,  dialogue  sessions
organized  exclusively  by  activists  were  not
institutionalized  as  civic  participation
mechanisms. The Coalition scheduled its first
dialogue session for May 28, 2003. Kamimoto
submitted  the  Coalition’s  questions  to  the
ministries beforehand. She recalled that “the
bureaucrats were confused when they received
such a long list of questions from civil society
groups, because such questions usually come
only from politicians.”38 In general, politicians
deliver their questions to bureaucrats a day or
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two before the Diet session. In order to elicit
more than a generic promise to “examine the
issue”,  politicians’  staffs  usually  meet
bureaucrats  ahead  of  the  sessions.  The
Coalition  followed  this  model  and  met  with
bureaucrats prior to the dialogue sessions.39

Because an invitation from a politician carries
greater weight than one from an activist, the
Coalition coordinated with Kamimoto to invite
all  relevant  ministries  to  come  to  the  first
session,  held  in  the  Upper  House  Members’
Building, making it easy for legislators and the
press to attend.40 Sixteen bureaucrats came.41 It
was  unusual  to  see  such a  large  number  of
high-ranking officials from different ministries
at  an  event  hosted  by  a  c iv i l  soc iety
organization in Japan, but they had come at the
request of  the DV Project’s politicians,  all  of
whom also attended the event. To mount yet
more  pressure,  the  Coalition  contacted  the
mass  med ia  through  i t s  ne twork  o f
acquaintances. Major newspapers including the
Asahi  Shinbun,  Nikkei  Shinbun,  and  Yomiuri
Shinbun  were  also  present  at  the  dialogue
session.42

By 10 a.m., the session meeting room was filled
with  nearly  100  shelter  operators,  support
group leaders,  and staff  as well  as survivors
from all  over Japan (see Figure 2),  the NSN
having spread word of the session through its
network and the Internet.  The activists were
surprised,  as  they  had  expected  barely  30
members of the public. Endo speculated that
women were attracted to the session because
the Coalition,  which was an informal,  purely
voluntary,  women-centered  organization,
provided a space to talk about specific topics
and the participants felt free to come and go.

The NSN chair, Kondo, kicked off the session.
Politicians from the DV Project spoke, and a
survivor told her story. A leader of First Step, a
support  group  of  survivors  in  Kanagawa,
explained that initially she had not realized that
she was a victim of DV because her husband

did  not  use  physical  force.  With  information
from  the  Internet  and  help  from  a  women
counselor, she realized not only that she had
been a victim of DV but that the DV Law could
offer  relief;  she  eventually  divorced  her
husband. She urged politicians and bureaucrats
to consider the survivors’ stories in revising the
DV  Law.  Endo,  who  facilitated  the  dialogue
session,  then  went  through  al l  of  the
presubmitted questions, one by one. Although
the bureaucrats did not satisfactorily respond
to every question and often evaded queries by
saying the issues could be covered by other
ministries,  the  session  did  produce  some
answers.43

 

The intensive period of May to September 2003

From May to September, the Coalition hosted
five dialogue sessions in all, as shown in Table
2. They scheduled the sessions before the DV
Project  meetings,  where  politicians  and
bureaucrats  discussed  revisions  of  the  law.
Around 100 survivors,  activists,  and scholars
from across the country came to each session.
They asked all of their 179 questions, among
them  whether  restraining  orders  should  be
extended  to  cover  children  and  whether  the
definition of DV should include not just abuse
by  spouses  and  domestic  partners  but  also
violence by ex-husbands.

The activists developed a “score sheet,” shown
in  Figure  3,  to  track  which  question  was
answered by which ministry, what the response
was, and if the point addressed by a specific
question  would  be  covered  by  the  revision.
Especially in the first few dialogue sessions the
responses  were  not  at  all  productive:  The
bureaucrats would reply that a solution simply
was not possible in the current legal system or
give equivocal answers filled with legal jargon.
Hori Takehiko, a journalist from the prominent
economic newspaper Nikkei Shinbun, recalled
the shift in atmosphere when Komiyama of the
DPJ spoke up after listening to the bureaucrats’
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ambiguous responses for a while: “You all have
been  saying,  ‘We  cannot.  We  cannot.’  With
such a response, we cannot take a single step
forward.  Can’t  you  use  your  brain  to  solve
these  problems?”  According  to  Hori ,
Komiyama’s strong words made a dent in the
bureaucrats’ armor.44

The  sixth  session,  in  January  2004,  was
intended to  encourage DV Project  politicians
who  were  in  the  process  of  coordinating  in
their own parties and ministries to get approval
for the outline of the revision. In February the
Upper House Inclusive Society Research Group
offered to publicize an outline of the revision.
The Coalition hosted the last session and gave
feedback on the outline.45 On May 27, 2004, the
revision of the DV Law was passed in the House
of  Representatives;  approval  followed  in  the
Upper House.

 

Figure 2. Model of a Dialogue Session

Figure 3. Question Tracking Sheet

Table 2. Chronology of Actions by Revise
DV Law National Network

 

All dialogue sessions were held in the Diet. The
Coalition also convened a public symposium in
December called “NO Violence! BE Ambitious!”
intended  to  apply  pressure  in  favor  of  the
revision.  Although  Endo  and  other  leaders
expected  only  60  people,  250  came  to  the
symposium.46  No  other  public  events  were
scheduled  to  organize  survivors  and  service
providers  or  to  educate  and  mobilize  the
general  public  on  DV  issues,  because  Endo
feared abusers would attend any open events.
What  is  more,  shelter  operators  needed  to
conceal  their  identities  so  abusers  could  not
track down their victims.47
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Legislative success and network strengthening

For  the  first  time,  activists  without  initial
connections  to  politicians  or  any  lobbying
experience  succeeded  in  securing  major
legislative  reform.  In  so  doing,  the  Coalition
achieved  two  major  goals.  First,  it  realized
several  of  its  legislative  demands:  The
definition  of  DV  was  expanded  to  extend
beyond  physical  v io lence  to  inc lude
psychological  and  sexual  violence.  Protective
orders  could  now  be  used  to  safeguard
children.  The  responsibilities  of  the  national
administration to support the independence of
survivors  were  made  explicit—the  national
government had to come up with a basic policy
and local governments a basic plan. Last, the
law stipulated the inclusion of foreigners and
the disabled.48  Needless to say, no movement
can accomplish 100 percent of its demands. In
the case of DV activism in Japan, it has so far
failed to get psychological violence defined so
that  police  intervene;  the  legal  definition  of
police intervention is still concerned more with
protecting  perpetrators’  than  victims’  rights;
and no national  government  funding has  yet
been allocated to civic shelters.49

But the Coalition did accomplish a second aim:
strengthening its network. Because NSN core
members organized and mobilized shelters all
over Japan, they built a network of shelters and
created  new  relationships  with  DV-related
organizations.  The  membership  of  the  NSN
grew from 40 in 2003 to 67 in 2007—about 67
percent  of  all  shelters  in  Japan—and  has
remained stable since.50  Thus, while the total
number of shelters is far below what is needed
to serve DV victims, most of those currently in
operation can now work together to pressure
the  government  to  increase  support  for  DV
victims.  In  2007  the  NSN  held  a  10-year
anniversary  symposium  in  Chiba  with  1,500
part ic ipants . 5 1  Unl ike  convent ional
organizations  with  sizable  memberships,  like
labor  unions,  the  NSN  has  developed
significant  mobilizing  power;  its  influence

cannot be ignored.52  Upon the success of the
symposium,  the  Create  Sexual  Violence
Prohibition Law National Network (Seibōryoku
Kinshiho  Tsukuro  Zenkoku  Nettowāku)  was
launched with 50 organizational members. In
2006  Microsoft  Japan  offered  support  and
installed  computers  in  all  member  shelters,
facilitating  their  email  communication  with
each  other.53  The  success  empowered  its
members, too. According to Endo, core women
leaders of the NSN became confident that they
could influence policy-making.

Finally,  Coalition  activists  believed  that  they
could  create  a  sisterhood  of  politicians,
bureaucrats, survivors, supporters, and shelter
operators.54 They found that many people in the
Diet cared about their cause. Some politicians
had tears in their eyes as they listened to the
survivors’ stories and even held the survivors’
hands  afterwards.  Although  the  bureaucrats
did not show such emotion, some who went on
to  other  positions  later  followed  up  on  the
revision. Endo reflected that she had thought
the Diet was a very scary place, but during the
period of the dialogue sessions it became more
humane.55

 

Why  the  Movement  Succeeded:  Civic
Lawmaking

Why  was  the  Coalition  so  successful  in
advancing its cause? For one, its leaders built a
large and diverse coalition representing more
than  50  DV-related  organizations  all  over
Japan. The Coalition generated expertise on the
ground, autonomy to focus on the issue, and an
electoral threat.

 

Expertise on the ground 

Because  these  organizations  represented
survivors,  service  providers,  and  shelter
operators, the Coalition could rightfully claim
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to  know  what  was  actually  happening.  As
Laurel  Weldon,  a  scholar  of  violence-against-
women  movements  around  the  world,  has
noted, an important role of effective women’s
movements  is  lobbying  policymakers.56  The
movements’  main  tools,  she  says,  are  the
provision of information and the mobilization of
allied groups, so that they are able to present
themselves  as  autonomous  experts,  as
specialized providers of information, and that
this explains their policy influence.

 

Autonomy to focus on the issue

Weldon also finds that autonomy is the single
most important factor of success in violence-
against-women movements.57 Autonomy means
that  a  movement  is  not  a  part  of  other
movements or organizations,  political  parties,
or unions, so its voice is not diluted by other
claims.  The  Coalition  formed an  autonomous
organization  whose  leadership  was  not
influenced  by  third  parties.  Drawing  on  a
quantitative  analysis  of  a  dataset  of  social
movements and policies in 70 countries over
four  decades,  Weldon  and  political  scientist
Mala  Htun further  assert  that  the  effects  of
autonomous organizations are more important
than women’s descriptive representation inside
the  legislature  or  the  impact  of  political
parties.58

 

Autonomy to focus on the issue

Finally,  as  Endo  commented,  the  politicians
perceived  that  the  coal i t ion  member
organizations had both a strong local network
and connections to major media outlets, which
could  benefit  them  by  attracting  votes  or
impose  a  reputational  risk  if  they  didn’t
respond to the Coalition’s demands.59 As they
pushed  for  DV  legislation,  activists  didn’t
openly criticize politicians, but their capacity to
disseminate  negative  publicity  could  leave

politicians vulnerable. Journalists from several
major  newspapers  came  to  every  dialogue
session.  The activists  also had strong ties to
local  media,  some  of  whose  representatives
even traveled to  Tokyo for  the sessions.60  In
addition, the political climate at the time was
favorable,  with  the  constituency  backing
candidates  who  demonstrated  integrity  and
independence  from  the  existing  political
parties;  quite  a  few  independent  politicians
won gubernatorial elections.61

The Coalition’s success could also be attributed
to its strong alliance with a bipartisan group of
female  politicians,  including  members  of  the
dominant  LDP.  Because  a  few  female
politicians in the DV Project were involved in
the enactment of the DV Law in 2001, they had
experienced  a  huge  pushback  from  the
m i n i s t r i e s  a n d  f e l l o w  m a l e
politicians.62 Frustrated by the weakness of the
2001 DV Law, they joined activists to press for
a better law before the 2004 election. Weldon
and Htun argue that the effects of autonomous
women’s  movements  can  be  to  make  policy-
makers  themselves  more  sympathetic  to  the
movement’s  goals.63  Social  movement scholar
Karen  Beckwith  points  out  that  comparative
research  on  women,  gender,  and  politics
demonstrates  that  women  benefit  most  in
bringing about positive change for women in
the  presence  of  three  factors:  (1)  conducive
political structures (the sets of rules, laws, and
institutions  that  shape  women’s  access  to
political  power  and  facilitate  women-friendly
policy impact), (2) sympathetic political elites,
and (3) activist feminists and their allies.64

A third factor in its success was the Coalition
leadership’s  incorporation  of  their  demands
into questions they could ask bureaucrats  in
semipublic  dialogue  sessions,  where  female
politicians  pressured  bureaucrats  to  give
complete  answers.  Usually,  activists  merely
submit demands to bureaucrats and hope for a
response; when civil society groups ask them
questions, bureaucrats generally ignore them.
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According to Endo, one bureaucrat remarked,
“This  NGO  is  tough  because  they  make  us
respond to their questions.”65 This questioning
tactic is exactly what politicians use to reveal
problems, set agendas, and make policy in the
parliamentary  system.  Spotlighting  survivors’
experiences was also a strong factor of success
in  cultivating  support  from  sympathetic
politicians  and  bureaucrats.  These  success
factors  and  the  dynamics  among  them  are
shown in Figure 4.

The female politicians called the approach the
Coalition  used  “civic  lawmaking,”66  a  phrase
that underscores the close collaboration with
civic organizations in the lawmaking process.
What is remarkable about this civic lawmaking
is  that  civil  society  groups  made themselves
key  actors  in  the  policy-making  process.  In
Japan  the  policy-making  relationship  among
politicians (especially the long-ruling LDP), the
bureaucracy, and business is generally known
as the “iron triangle.” Frequently, civil society
is excluded from this power nexus. For the DV
issue,  however,  the  business  sector  was  not
involved. Instead, experts including academics,
lawyers,  and  a  limited  number  of  service
providers  to  victims  were  allowed  into  the
triangle.  These  experts  and  bureaucrats
proposed the revision of the DV Law in 2003.
By  building  a  coalition  to  represent  victims,
posing an electoral threat, creating an alliance
with  female  politicians,  and  strategically  co-
opting  normal  legislative  protocols  by
conducting  multiple  dialogue  sessions  in  the
Diet, the Coalition changed the discourse of the
DV Law reform and became a fourth actor in
the  policy-making  process  (Figure  5).  Its
influence can be discerned from the fact that
politicians and bureaucrats shared the draft bill
with  movement  members  to  gather  their
opinions before passing it on to the Diet (Table
2).  Thus,  the  lack  of  business  participation
created an opening for civil society to become
an  important  policy-making  actor.  It  is  a
significant accomplishment that the movement
penetrated  into  the  rigid  and  closed  policy-

making  process  using  an  innovative  civic-
lawmaking  strategy.  Not  only  does  civic-
lawmaking differ from the standard lawmaking
process,  it  also  represents  a  very  different
political  strategy  for  activists,  one  that
bypasses  such  contentious  strategies  as
protests  or  advocacy  through  the  courts,
bureaucracy,  or  local  governments.

 

Figure 4. Success Factors and Dynamics
Among Factors

Figure 5. From the Iron Triangle to Civic
Lawmaking

 

Conclusion

Japanese  civil  society  is  usually  considered
weak in advocacy and less contentious than its
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counterparts  in  the  West,  even  compared to
civil society in Korea and Taiwan. Yet the case
o f  t h e  D V  m o v e m e n t  i n  2 0 0 3 – 2 0 0 4
demonstrates  that  civil  society  in  Japan  can
influence policy at the national level and shows
the emergence of what I call civic lawmaking,
which  consists  of  three  components  and
dynamics.

First,  locally  based  civic  organizations
connected  with  one  another  to  form  a
nationwide network. Organizers then used this
network  to  build  politically  consequential
coalitions,  including  activists,  scholars,
survivors,  shelter  operators,  women's
organizations  and  service  providers  from  all
over  Japan with  connections  to  major  media
outlets.  With  this  capacity,  the  Coalition
generated:  (1)  expertise  on  the  ground,  (2)
autonomy to  focus  on  their  issue,  and (3)  a
source  of  electoral  threat  or  promise  to
politicians.

Second, the Coalition leadership built a strong
alliance with bipartisan female politicians, who
shared the challenges of their early legislative
efforts with the Coalition and worked with the
Coalition to overcome those challenges.

Third,  leaders  of  this  network  devised
innovative  tactics  based  on  presenting  their
demands  in  the  form  of  quest ions  to
bureaucrats as part of a dialogue session. By
emulating  the  question-and-answer  approach
bureaucrats and politicians use in their regular
policy-making process in the Diet, the Coalition
leveraged pressure from female politicians to
force  bureaucrats  to  respond  to  advocates’
demands. In short, civic lawmaking in Japan is
characterized  by  grassroots-based  coalition
building, alliance with politicians,  and use of
question-and-answer  sessions  to  compel  a
bureaucratic  and  legislative  response.

The  Coalition  made  itself  a  key  actor  in  a
policy-making  process  that  usually  excludes
civil  society.  This  mode  of  activism,  “civic
lawmaking,” both deepens our understanding

of the state-society relationship in Japan and
offers  a  new,  effective  advocacy  strategy.
Following  the  success  of  the  DV  Coalition,
other activists adopted similar civic-lawmaking
strategies in other issue areas, such as suicide
prevention policy in 2005 and 2006 and penal
code reform related to sexual assault in 2016
and 2017. In 2017, more than 100,000 cases
were reported nationally, more than twice the
number in  2004.67  The term DV has become
known  by  many  people.  Not  only  DV,  but
violence  against  young  women,  sexual
minorities  and  children  has  gained  public
attention  as  a  result.68  I  hope  that  the  case
studies of the DV social movement presented
here  will  be  shared broadly  not  only  among
academics  but  also  activists  and the general
public,  to encourage people that their voices
and actions matter in our collective effort to
improve society. 

 

Kanoko Kamata's HP
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