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Asia's Mystery Man
Shinzo Abe, likely to be the country's next leader, has a slim track record. But he's already
worrying the neighbors.

BY Christian Caryl and Akiko Kashiwagi
Newsweek International

Sept. 18, 2006 issue - When Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi visited the
controversial Tokyo war memorial known as Yasukuni Shrine last month, the story made
headlines around the world and triggered indignant protests in Seoul and Beijing. But when
the news broke a few days later that Koizumi's political confidant Shinzo Abe had made his
own surreptitious visit to the shrine earlier in the year, few outside Japan took notice. Even
given the fact that Abe had made a point of avoiding the cameras, the reactions still seem
disproportionate. The first of the two men, after all, is about to step off the political stage and
into the history books. The other is almost certain to step onto it this month and become
Japan's next prime minister—a job he could hold for years to come.

On Sept. 20, in all likelihood, Abe will be elected president of Japan's ruling Liberal Democratic
Party—a victory that will guarantee his election, a few days later, as prime minister. His
accession to the top job has looked virtually assured ever since early July, when his closest
rival, Yasuo Fukuda, pulled out of the race. Fukuda had been campaigning as the dovish
alternative to the tough-talking Abe. But then North Korea fired a clutch of missiles into the
Sea of Japan, shifting the balance decisively in favor of the hawkish candidate, who first
transformed himself into a national figure in 2002 by harshly indicting North Korea for its
abductions of innocent Japanese citizens back in the 1970s.

What will the world see when the cameras are finally trained on Abe? The problem is that no
one—not even the Japanese—really knows. At the tender age of 51, Abe is decades younger
than most of his predecessors. He has no high-level government track record, and his policy
views in some areas, especially in terms of economic reform, are vague. That's caused
observers to latch onto what little they do know about his ambitions—which, despite the
muted reaction to his Yasukuni visit, are worrying to many outside Japan.

He's got at least two big goals, and they're both risky. The first is revising the Constitution to
eliminate Japan's pacifist postwar military tradition, and the second, which could be a function
of the first, is defying China's bid for regional pre-eminence. A generation ago, the first idea
would have struck mainstream Japanese voters as irresponsibly radical; the second even now
strikes many as fraught with uncertainty.

The elevation of a tough-talking patriot to Japan's top leadership position comes at an uneasy
time. Tensions are already rising in Northeast Asia. One recent poll showed that more South
Koreans see Japan as a security threat than North Korea. Meantime, China is throwing its
weight around and is engaged in a rapid military buildup. North Korea is weak and capricious,
and may be preparing to conduct a nuclear test. And relations between the United States,
Japan's chief ally, and all three countries are fractious. Former Japanese prime minister
Yasuhiro Nakasone suggested last week that Japan might need to consider starting a weapons
program of its own. It's a volatile brew, to say the least. "On the surface, Abe may look subtle
and sophisticated,” says professor Park Cheol Hee of Seoul National University. "But his ideas



are staunchly conservative, and he could make [tensions] worse."

In his speeches, Abe has repeatedly touched on the need to revise the 1947 Constitution. The
focus would almost certainly be on Article 9, the clause that bans Japan from maintaining a
military. Abe would like to see language that would legitimize the armed forces and enable
more flexibility in how they're used. His entourage includes several prominent members of the
archconservative movement to revise Japanese-history textbooks—which, among other
things, aims to eliminate references to the wartime "comfort women" forced into sexual
slavery by the Japanese military. In his best-selling book, "Toward a Beautiful Country," Abe
himself casts doubt on the legitimacy of the Tokyo Tribunal, the Allied court that condemned
Japanese leaders as war criminals. "Constitutional revision and education reform—those are
his core beliefs,” says Tokyo University law professor Ikuo Kabashima.

But can he make any of it happen? Abe has never held a ministerial position or run a regional
government. To be sure, he has paid his dues as a member of the Japanese Parliament, where
he has served five terms since he first joined back in 1993. But his first governmental position
came in 2000, when Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori gave him a job as a deputy cabinet secretary,
a staff position that involves little real policymaking.

He made the best of it. His popularity surged in 2002 when he harshly criticized North Korea
for its abductions of Japanese citizens. From there he went on to a two-year stint as the
secretary-general of the LDP. But it was only in October 2005 that he got his first truly senior
position in the government, when Koizumi appointed him to the chief-cabinet- secretary post
he holds today. Abe has deftly used the platform to embrace the new style of politics
pioneered by his patron—appealing directly to the Japanese electorate rather than relying on
the back-room maneuverings of the LDP.

As Kabashima points out, Abe will have to do more than court public opinion. He'll also have
to surmount the objections of fellow pols. Revising the Constitution will require a two-thirds
majority in Parliament—meaning that Abe will have to overcome resistance from the
increasingly assertive opposition party, the Democratic Party of Japan, as well as the LDP's
own coalition partner, the New Komeito Party, which tends to oppose constitutional revision.
Experts wonder if Abe would be willing to stake his legitimacy, and that of his government, on
the passage of constitutional reform, as Koizumi did over privatizing the postal service by
calling a snap election.

Perhaps not. But that raises an even more important question—what would Abe stake his
political future on? The new prime minister will face some massive challenges, some
bequeathed to him by his predecessor. They include Japan's headlong demographic decline
and its bankrupt government (total debt now equals 160 percent of GDP—the highest of 30
countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development). Abe, while
popular, doesn't have the charisma that allowed Koizumi to sell tough measures to a skeptical
public. Analysts predict that he'll thus pursue a less confrontational version of Koizumi’s
reform plan, trimming some government expenditures while promising to help out those left
behind by the recovery.

Although Abe has been assiduously cultivating an image of gravitas—his camp has issued a
flurry of manifestos, position papers and catchily titled program proposals—the reality is that
he's something of a novice. The point is not lost on members of Japan's political class. They're
already angling to impose their own agendas on the newcomer, who, perhaps for that reason,
finds himself compelled to repeat the mantra that he's entirely his own man. "He is an
unknown quantity as a decision maker and manager,” says Jun lio, professor at the National



Graduate Institute for Policy Studies. "There is no denying his lack of experience."

The biggest question of all will be whether Abe has the nerve to continue the assault on his
party's vested interests begun by Koizumi. It seems unlikely. After all, one of Abe's selling
points has always been that he's the ultimate insider—with a background, and a
corresponding sense of entitlement, that makes George W. Bush look downright plebeian.
Abe's grandfather, Nobusuke Kishi, served in the upper ranks of wartime government. After
the war he was at first arrested as a war criminal by the Allies; then, after his release from
prison, he went on to become the postwar prime minister responsible for forging the U.S.-
Japanese alliance. Shintaro Abe, Shinzo's father, was a foreign minister in the golden 1980s
whose own bid for the top job was cut short by cancer. Abe's pride in this illustrious pedigree
is palpable.

It's one advantage that could well prove a liability. One of Koizumi's targets during his reform
campaign was the LDP factions that doled out lucrative public-works contracts and political
favors under the tutelage of all-powerful barons. By undermining the factions, Koizumi
empowered the prime minister's office, giving him greater flexibility to implement policy as he
saw fit. It's a trend that Abe would apparently like to continue; after all, under the consensus-
driven faction system, a youngster like him would have never had a chance at the party's top
post. "The campaign has been run without the interference of the factions,” insists Abe
supporter Hakubun Shimomura. "The faction system will only continue to decline.”

Still, some members of Abe's camp are offering olive branches to those in the party who
prefer the old way of doing things. The daily newspaper Asahi Shimbun quoted one unnamed
pro-Abe parliamentarian who praised Abe for his "kindness." According to the legislator, "Abe
would not cut people off.” That was a reference to Koizumi's notoriously rough treatment of
conservative dissidents within the LDP. Abe is said to be personally close to some LDP
exiles—and Mikio Aoki, an LDP grandee in the upper house of Parliament, recently urged Abe
to invite them back into the LDP fold. One of the biggest problems for Abe is that his party has
an election coming up next year (for the upper house), and the consensus is that the LDP
could lose seats—meaning that Abe may need every ally he can get. The temptation to make
peace with the exiles may prove too strong to resist. "If he does that to bolster his
administration, it would hurt his image as a reformer and cost him public support,” says lio.
"Consolidating the party and courting public support are mutually contradictory.”

Then again, maybe Japan has had enough of mavericks for the time being. That could temper
Abe’'s more impulsive instincts, too. This summer he shocked many of his compatriots when
he responded to the North Korean missile tests by suggesting that it might be time to consider
the option of pre-emptive strikes to prevent future launches. But Abe subsequently
backtracked, and lately he's adopted a softer tone. His policy on the thorny Yasukuni issue is
shrewd. Abe supporter Shimomura notes that "he has not made a pledge to go" as prime
minister, giving him an opening to visit the shrine in the future as a diplomatic trump card in
negotiations with Beijing and Seoul.

Surprises could be in the offing. Rumor has it, for example, that Abe's aides are busily
working behind the scenes to set up summit meetings with the leaders of China and South
Korea, in a bid for a fresh diplomatic start with those neighbors. He could also move swiftly to
continue Koizumi's practice of expanding the powers of the cabinet office, perhaps by creating
a new U.S.-style National Security Council or possibly even a new central intelligence
organization. Some of this should be relatively easy to do. But no one knows how a Prime
Minister Abe would handle himself in a crisis, when his hard-charging approach to sensitive
issues could prove counterproductive. If you want to get to know Shinzo Abe, wait until the



real work begins.
With B. J. Lee in Seoul
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