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The Shining Women Support Council is an enterprise to achieve a society in which all women 

are shining. For the future of Japan, it is vital to create a society where women can shine. 

Women, a half of the population, should be able to demonstrate their abilities in society in a 

way they wish. By realizing this, Japan can become much stronger and more abundant (Prime 

Minister of Japan and His Cabinet 2014a).  

 

Ariana Huffington once said that if Lehman Brothers had been "Lehman Brothers and Sisters", 

the firm would have survived. Japan's corporate culture, by contrast, is still one of pinstripes and 

button-downs. After all the female labour force in Japan is the most under-utilized resource. 

Japan must become a place where women shine. By 2020 we will make 30% of leading 

positions to be occupied by women. In order to have a large number of women become leading 

players in the market we will need a diverse working environment. Support from foreign 

workers will also be needed for help with the housework, care for the elderly, and the like. 

Japan's GDP could grow by 16% more, if women participated in labour as much as men. That is 

what Hillary Clinton told me. I was greatly encouraged (Abe 2014). 

 

Introduction 

On the 6 January 2014, a little earlier than Prime Minister Abe’s speech at the World Economic 

Forum 2014 in Davos quoted above, Professor Emeritus Michiko Hasegawa contributed a short 

New Year’s commentary entitled ‘To Contain the Decline of the Population by Exploiting Our 

Commonplace’ to the Sankei Newspaper. Professor Emeritus Hasegawa, who has been a close 

adviser to Prime Minister Abe and appointed to one of the Management Committee Members of 

the Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai (NHK) by him, argues in her commentary that the gender division of 

labour within the household is so natural for mammals that the Japanese government should 

stop intervening into individuals’ everyday lives by promoting gender equality. In this way, she 

continues, a common and conventional Japanese practice in which a majority of young men and 

women get married at an appropriate age and have two or three children is sufficient to solve the 



imminent population ‘problem’ for the Japanese Government(Sanken Shinbun Digital, 6 

January 2014)１. 

 

Hasegawa’s time-worn and clichéd argument sparked vigorous popular responses. Asahi 

Shinbun ran a follow-up article on the 28 January 2014 (Asahi Shinbun Digital, 28 January 

2014), which attracted more than 5000 tweets in the next six months. The tone of reactions was 

mixed: some expressed highly critical comments on Hasegawa’s anachronistic views on the 

family and gender relationships imbued by her convinced Anti-Feminist stance, which 

overlooked the need for many young Japanese families to have a double-income in order to 

survive the current economic climate, while others ardently welcomed her outright endorsement 

of the gendered division of labour being a ‘natural’ phenomenon. For example, two of the 

tweets highlighted in the Woman Topic website２state as follow; 

Is she saying that women should choose either staying at home or work? This is time in which 

we cannot maintain our life by sticking to just one. Does she know what she is talking about? 

When we were raised, we were told that men and women can and should work on equal terms. 

But it was true only before we gave birth. I have come to understand this through my experience 

of giving birth and raising children. The gender division of labour is a more natural and stronger 

form of the family after childbirth. Well done for spelling this out.     

Reading through both the critical and supporting comments to Hasegawa’s article, it is 

important to note that they were triggered by the same concerns over the current state of female 

labour, i.e. pressures inflicted on women to be in paid employment and difficulties faced by 

working mothers in the labour market. The departing point between them was that the second 

commenter could somehow withdraw from the labour market after having encountered 

difficulties and unequal treatments, while for the first, there was no choice other than to keep 

working. Anxieties and the lack of conviction over the current circumstance of being a non-

working mother, however, compelled the second commenter to welcome Hasegawa’s article as 

a token of endorsement. In other words, the basic line for women living in contemporary 

Japanese society is ‘working’ and any deviation from there needs to be accounted.   

 

Indeed, in opposition to his close adviser’s view, the current Abe government’s women and 

family policies place a clear emphasis on the activation of female labour force, as exemplified 

by aforementioned Prime Minister’s speech in Davos. Abe has repeatedly confirmed that the 

promotion of female labour is the core of his government’s growth strategy, commonly known 

as ‘Abenomics’.  Concretely, the government proposes to take action in the following three 

policy areas; 

1. To increase women’s labour participation rates from 68 per cent in 2012 to 73 per cent 

in 2020 



2. To rapidly expand the number of nursery places by 400,000 by 2017 

3. To introduce a series of initiatives to promote the utilization of female work forces. The 

proposed measures include; to provide private firms with subsidies and economic 

incentives to promote the female workforce; to increase the proportion of women 

occupying in leading positions to 30 per cent; set up a website to disclose information 

about the recruitment and promotion of female workers; and to expand the recruitment 

and promotion of female workers in the public sector. 

(Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet 2014b) 

The Abe government’s commitment to the promotion of female workforce can also be read  in 

the latest Basic Policy for Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform (so-called, the Robust 

Plan, Honebuto no Hōshin), the key policy document authorized by the Cabinet that sets an a 

basic framework for policy-making and budgeting for the following year. The 2014 Robust Plan 

locates the promotion of female workforce as the first item in the section entitled ‘Key Issues to 

Facilitate Economic Revitalization and Mid- and Long-Term Development’ (Cabinet Office 

2014). Following the release of the 2014 Robust Plan, the Abe government announced a plan to 

introduce a new piece of legislation to effectively facilitate the process of activating the female 

labour force, while pledging to increase family-related national spending. In October 2014, ‘A 

Policy Package to Make Every Woman Shine’ (Subete no joseii ga kagayaku pakkēji) was 

approved by the Cabinet and two bills concerning the promotion of female labour force were 

submitted to Diet for deliberation. Yet, as the House of Representatives was dissolved resulted 

from Abe’s call for a snap election, the bills were shelved. It is expected that the bills will be 

resubmitted without major revisions in the 2015 Diet Session.  

 

Such policy-making moves certainly invite us to ask a question of whether or not the second 

Abe government is seriously pursuing a political goal of improving women’s socio-economic 

positions, and if so, what changed Abe’s political stance from his first term as Prime Minister. 

The first Abe government of 2006-7, in which Takaichi Sanae, a close party ally with Abe and 

another convinced conservative/anti-Feminist, served as the Minister in charge of fertility 

decline and gender equality and approached to family policy reform in a very minimalist 

manner by underlining the importance of maintaining the conventional family model. 

Such a policy line was avowed in Abe’s pre-premiership publication Utsukushii Kuni e (Abe 

2006: 214-21).  In his book, Abe’s policy priority is clearly placed on inculcating young 

Japanese with the edifying thought of the beauty of having a ‘typical’ family through education, 

and this echoes with Hasegawa’s commentary cited above as well as policy proposals made 

after the establishment of the second Abe government in December 2012, such as three-year 

maternity leave and ‘women’s notebooks’ directed at young Japanese girls to make them aware 

of the ‘biological limit’ concerning childbirth. So, do recent policy moves by the Abe 

government signify Abe’s radical transformation since the last year, after the proposals of three-

year maternity leave and women’s notebooks were fiercely criticized, and in so doing, depart 

from his close political advisers and political allies? 



 

The rest of this article argues that the ongoing women and family policy reforms conducted by 

the second Abe government indicate its firmer commitment to the neoliberal reform line but not 

gender empowerment. Rather, they work in a way to circumvent structural inequalities 

embedded in the gender hierarchy within the labour market in Japan. The expected consequence 

of these reforms would be that many women are driven to taking up precarious irregular 

employment (part-time jobs, internships and ‘telework’). To demonstrate this, the section 

immediately following this introduction examines the discussion on ‘womenomics’, an idea 

behind the women and family policy reforms by the Abe government. Then, the third section 

locates the Abe government’s women and family policy reform in the trajectory of political 

reform process since the 1990s and in so doing, scrutinizes the way in which reform policies 

have been formulated. After taking these steps, the fourth section explores implications of the 

Abe government’s women and family policy on Japanese women, working and living in 

contemporary Japanese society.  

 

Abe-‘Womenomics’                      

A document that explains why and how the promotion of the female workforce contributes to 

the revitalization of Japanese economy and society compiled by the Gender Equality Bureau, 

the Cabinet Office posits the following three expected merits; 

1. The activation of the female workers enables the expansion of the labour force in the 

face of ageing and fertility decline 

2. It is necessary to secure top-class human resources, regardless of their genders, to be 

competitive in the global market. To do so, it is useful to activate the underutilized 

female labour force   

3. Women are the leading demand creators in the area of everyday life commodities. Yet, 

there are very few decision-making female actors at the supply side. The promotion of 

the female workforce should be able to correct this situation and in so doing, create a 

consumer-centred market 

(Cabinet Office Gender Equality Bureau 2014) 

These points intimately resonate with the idea of ‘womenomics’, which urges us to pay due 

attention to women’s contribution as a vital engine to achieve economic growth. The term has 

been popularized through a series of strategy reports published by the Goldman Sachs Group. 

The first report, Womenomics: Buy the Female Economy was released in 1999. An updated 

analysis in 2005, Womenomics: Japan’s Hidden Asset (2005), attracted some media attention,３ 

and in recent years, two more versions, Womenomics 3.0: the Time is Now (2010) and 

Womenomics 4.0: Time to Walk the Talk (2014) became available in the public domain, in 2010 



and 2014, respectively. Kathy Matsui, a senior strategist of Goldman Sachs located in Tokyo, is 

listed as the leading author in all the ‘womenomics’ reports.  

 

The thrust of argument of ‘womenomics’ is to stress the necessity for the Japanese state, 

business and society to revitalize the female workforce to contain demographic and fiscal 

challenges and in so doing, sustain economic growth. In its words; 

 

We first wrote about ‘womenomics’ back in 1999, and our conclusion has not changed. That is, 

out of economic necessity or as a result of lifestyle choices, an increasing proportion of 

Japanese women are actively participating in the workforce and becoming a very important 

source of income and consumption growth. While much more progress still needs to be made at 

both the public and private sector levels to foster greater female labor participation, we believe 

Japan is finally moving in the right direction. 

(Matsui, Suzuki, Suwabe, Ushio, Nakata and Iwao 2005:1) 

 

Concretely, its logic works in the following way. Japan’s acute demographic crisis resulted from 

rapid fertility decline and ageing, described as ‘tsunami’ in the 2010 report (Matsui, Suzuki, 

Eoyang, Akiba and Tatebe 2010: 4), will generate a severe labour shortage, while contracting 

the size of demands. This leads the national economy to being trapped in the deflation cycle in a 

circumstance where the amount of social security spending is expanding, exacerbating the level 

of already-sizable national debt. These economic and political challenges, the authors argue, 

cannot be managed by implementing conventional fiscal and monetary policy, but by boosting 

the underutilized female labour force in Japan. The reasons as to why Japanese national 

economy would benefit from having more active female workers are threefold.  First, the 

expected labour shortage will be filled by a good size of unused, well-educated labour force. 

Second, women, who tend to be the key decision-makers over household consumption and 

investment, would have a larger disposable income. Third, increased female participation in the 

labour market would create more demands in some industries, in particular, in the service sector, 

further stimulating drives for economic growth. The latest womenomics report estimates that 

‘the absolute level of Japan’s GDP could be lifted by as much as 12.5%’, if the level of 

women’s labour participation rate in 2013 in Japan (62.5%) matches that of men’s (80.6%) 

(Matsui, Suzuki, Tatebe and Akiba 2014: 5). In addition, the 2010 report, which closely delves 

into expected merits of womenomics for Japanese economy, names ‘womenomics winners’, i.e. 

areas of industry in which ‘there is likely to be secular growth going forward’, and they include 

daycare services, nursing care services, restaurants/prepared food suppliers, internet-related, 

beauty products/services, apparel-related, real estate-related, financial services, travel/leisure 

and temporal staffing agencies (Matsui, Suzuki, Eoyang, Akiba and Tatebe 2010: 31). 

 



In sum, the discussion on womenomics makes a ‘business’ case for promoting women’s labour 

participation in Japan in the form of the investment bank strategist’s language. In order to 

provide customers with information necessary for making investment decisions, the 

womenomics reports identify the underutilization of female labour force as the structural 

obstacle that impedes Japanese economy from sustaining and stimulating economic 

development and make a determined call for change. Indeed, the latest 2014 report contains a 

long list of ‘recommendations’ for not only Japanese government and private sector, but also 

‘society’, by pointing out that to achieve a higher level of women’s labour participation, the 

‘mindset’ needs to be altered by ‘dispelling myths’ and ‘encouraging greater gender equality at 

home’ (Matsui, Suzuki, Tatebe and Akiba 2014: 17-29). Such recommendations seem to have 

caught ‘the ear of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’ (Nonaka 2014) and, as discussed earlier, the 

Japanese government’s economic strategic plan, i.e. Abenomics, locates the promotion of 

female labour force at its centre. The intimate link between the idea of womenomics and 

Abenomics is demonstrated by, for example, the World Assembly for Women in Tokyo 2014 

(WAW! in Tokyo 2014). WAW! in Tokyo 2014 is an international symposium sponsored by the 

Japanese government, along with the Nippon Keidanen, Nippon Keizai Shinbun (Nikkei) and 

the Japan Institute of International Affairs (JIIA), whose purpose is, according the official 

website hosted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), ‘to deepen discussion on the 

impacts of womenomics on economy and policy implementation to diffuse them in the whole 

society as well as at each private firm, work-life balance, innovations borne out of diversity, 

international challenges concerning women, situations of women in developing countries, and 

the ways in which to empower women.’４ Also, the US Congressional Research Service report 

entitled ‘“Womenomics” in Japan: in Brief’ dated on 1 August 2014 regards ‘womenomics’ as 

the ideational source of Abe’s growth strategy. It argues; 

 

Many observers and analysts have called for reforms to close the gender gap as a way to 

revitalize the economy after years of slow growth. This economic argument perhaps was first 

advanced in 1999 by Kathy Matsui, a strategist with Goldman Sachs in Japan who coined the 

term ‘womenomics’.  

(Chanlett-Avery and Nelson 2014: 2-3) 

 

‘Productivist’ Paradigm and Family Policy Reforms since the 1990s 

A review of the trajectory of family policy reforms as well as the development of gender 

equality politics in Japan since the 1990s, however, urges us to acknowledge that what the US 

CRS report calls the ‘economic argument’ has an older root than the ‘womenomics’ reports. 

When the legislation of the Basic Law for Gender Equal Society was in progress in the mid 

1990s, policy-making actors who led the legislation process frequently pointed out economic 

merits of promoting gender equality.５  That is to say, the promotion of gender equality is 

posited as a useful device to tackle first, the economic setback in the post-‘bubble’ period, 

second, pressures of economic globalization and third, rapid demographic and lifestyle changes, 



and in so doing, rationalize  and upgrade the Japanese economy and help it to return to the 

growth path. For example, Hashimoto Ryūtaro, Prime Minister of 1996-7, addressed to the 

members of the Gender Equality Advisory Council, which was originally set up to draft the 

Basic Law  as follows; 

 

The realization of a gender equal society is a demand of our time and a big key to determining 

the future of our country. It is vital to attempt to create an abundant and energetic society by 

dealing with the issue of fertility decline, ageing and rapid changes in the economic and social 

environment exemplified by maturing economic activities and internationalization.  

(cited in Ōsawa  2002: 54-5)    

        

As pointed out in an interview with Ōsawa Mari, a professor of social policy of the University 

of Tokyo and one of the main players in the legislation process, this logical construction of the 

argument which emphasized the economic merits of promoting gender equality was useful to 

elicit consent on the legislation of the Basic Law from business leaders who were often 

concerned with the ‘cost of equality’, i.e. a series of costs which are likely to be incurred from 

extra human resource expenditure and more rigorous labour regulations (Ōsawa and Ueno 2002: 

64-71). By projecting economic benefits rather than costs, discourses to promote gender 

equality politics in the 1990s postulate that stagnated and struggling Japanese economy would 

be revitalized by achieving a more gender-equal society, and in this way, the agenda of gender 

equality was incorporated into the national political process, as exemplified by the promulgation 

of the Basic Law for Gender Equal Society in 1999 and the revision of the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Law in 1997. These legislative efforts certainly need to be marked as the 

institutional achievements of gender equality politics in the 1990s, in particular, given that the 

Basic Law contains a scope for gender-mainstreaming. Simultaneously, it is worth noting that 

through the emphasis placed on the economic merits, gender equality politics in the 1990s 

intersected with neoliberal concerns to optimize the national economic structure by rearranging 

the employment system, while the ideational edge that the term ‘equality’ could potentially pose 

was in effect compromised by excluding the very term from the legislation process. Although 

the political endeavours in the 1990s to promote gender equality in Japan is conventionally 

described as ‘gender equality politics’ in English, the literal meaning of the original Japanese 

term is ‘co-participation of men and women in society’ (danjo kyōdō sankaku), which does not 

necessarily question the actual state and quality of ‘co-participation’, and the policy discussion 

has generally been framed with reference to women and men’s active participation in economy 

and society, but not with gender justice and fairness.６             

 

Such ideational ambiguity concerning the economic emphasis posed by the process of gender 

equality politics in the 1990s was exploited to further advance neoliberal reforms in the early 

2000s. Structural reform policy implemented by the Koizumi Jun’ichiro government７ surely 



engaged in family policy reform and advocated the virtue of being a double-income family. Yet, 

the focus of policy-making and implementation was directed towards labour deregulation and 

the development of life-related industries such as childcare, elderly care and domestic work 

support services (Takeda 2008a: 2012). That is to say, the policy development under the 

Koizumi government can be understood in line of ‘womenomics’: the active economic 

participation of women contributes to sustaining and more importantly, expanding the growth of 

the national economy, while filling the shortage of labour force (and in so doing, of social 

security contributors for the state) in a time when the decline of population is ongoing. 

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge that the shift to the double-income family model 

was an integral part of labour deregulation advanced by the Koizumi government, whose main 

objective was to increase employment flexibility and hence worked in a way to destabilize the 

male breadwinner’s employment. In this way, the Koizumi government had to promote 

women’s active labour participation as integral part of its signature political agenda ‘structural 

reform’. To achieve this, it exploited the discussion on the economic merits of gender equality 

presented in 1990s’ gender equality politics. Yet, the application of the idea of ‘gender equality’ 

in the early 2000s was generally limited to the area of income-earning, while the government 

pressed forward labour deregulation, which resulted in further widening gender gaps in the 

labour market by pushing many women to the irregular mode of employment. In other words, 

gender equality politics was appropriated into political and economic reforms strongly 

influenced by neoliberal creeds and principles under the Koizumi government.        

 

The three LDP governments subsequent to Koizumi’s, each of which only lasted about a year, 

made light of family and life-related policy reforms despite the fact that anxieties over everyday 

family life amounted in the same period, due to an increase of precarious employment and 

economic setbacks triggered by global financial crises. Reasons as to why family policy reform 

initiated by the Koizumi government remained undeveloped during the three post-Koizumi 

governments are manifold. To start with, none of them could stay in office long enough to 

implement meaningful policies, being overwhelmed by so-called the ‘twisted Diet’ (nejire 

kokkai), i.e. remaining minority in the House of Councillors. In addition, negative impacts of 

structural reform policy on everyday life, exemplified by the increase of economically-

struggling people, became more visible by the time Koizumi left, and all the post-Koizumi 

governments had to handle the strong antipathies towards the reforms carried out by their 

predecessor (Ōta 2010; Shimizu 2009; Nagato 2012). The first Abe and Asō governments, the 

latter was directly hit by the Lehman Shock, exhibited not only withdrawal from the policy line 

of the Koizumi government’s structural reform but also clear preference of maintaining 

conservatism in terms of cultural and historical values (Uesugi 2007; Yomiuri Shinbun Seiji-bu 

2009). As Nakakita points out, their support bases within the LDP were firmly laid on the right-

wing factions (Nakakita 2014: 227-37). The Fukuda government acknowledged the importance 

of developing policies to provide Japanese people with ‘security’ in everyday life and proposed 

policies to expand employment opportunities of women, youths and the elderly (Ōta 2010: 200-

2), but was so caught-up in intra- and inter-party politics that Fukuda stepped down before fully 

developing its policy agendas (Yomiuri Shinbun Seiji-bu 2008).８  

 



While the post-Koizumi LDP governments left aside the family and life-related political issues, 

the DPJ, as an opposition party, actively took them up, locating them at the centre of the party’s 

political agendas, as demonstrated by its party platform installed in 1998 and a series of election 

manifestos from 2005 onwards. The 2009 election in which the DPJ pressed forward slogans 

such as ‘Japanese people’s everyday life, first’, and ‘from concrete to human beings’, finally 

realized a full government change from the LDP, providing the DPJ with the first opportunity to 

run the state and implement policies that it long advocated.                  

 

The DPJ policies concerning the family and everyday life were multi-faceted, but certainly 

contained some innovative elements. For example, one of the most highlighted pieces of policy 

in the 2009 election manifesto, the cash child allowance, was proposed to signal to the Japanese 

people the idea that child development is a state issue (Ōsawa 2013: 404; Yamaguchi and 

Nakakita 2014: 8-9). In other words, what was intended through the implementation of the cash 

child allowance was to introduce the universal principle into Japan’s social security system. 

Together with the abolishment of tuition fees for student studying at publicly-run high schools 

(subsidies for students attending private high schools) and the re-instalment of additional funds 

given to children living in single mother households within the Livelihood Security Benefit 

System, the DPJ’s policy intended to universally support upbringing of children residing in 

Japan. Accordingly, it did not set any conditions including income caps to receive the allowance. 

This idea was nevertheless not sufficiently communicated to the Japanese populace, resulting in 

inviting fierce criticism from not only the LDP and other political parties but also Japanese 

people that condemned it as a symbol of irresponsible pork-barrel politics in a circumstance 

where the state needs to tackle a large scale of fiscal debt and later, recovery from damages 

caused by the triple disasters in March 2011 (Hagiwara 2013). Indeed, a series of voting 

analyses of the 2009 general election point out that voters’ decisions were made based rather on 

discontent over the past LDP governments’ performance than on party differences in terms of 

policy-making, and cash child allowance did not attract a high rate of support (Hino 2009; 

Maeda 2011).９ Cash child allowance was increasingly made a political battleground in which 

non-DPJ actors tried to prove DPJ’s incompetency and ineffectiveness as the governing party, 

and the policy was eventually compromised by introducing an income cap, in other words, 

abandoning the universal principle and changing its title back to the previous Jidō Teate used 

under the LDP governments (literally translating, child allowance as well).１０   

 

DPJ also produced several pieces of policy towards the end of its office to activate and promote 

the female labour force. One of them is the Action Plan for Economic Revitalization through 

Women Active Labour Participation, so-called ‘Operation Working Nadeshiko１１’, announced 

in June 2012, which laid out concrete plans to increase the number of female employees at 

private firms as well as to promote their positions within the corporate hierarchy. Following this, 

a report entitled ‘Visualization of Women’s Labour Participation’ was compiled by a 

government committee to which Kathy Matusi, the leading author of womenomics reports, was 

appointed as a committee member. It was the National Strategy Council (Kokka Senryaku 

Kaigi) situated within the Cabinet Secretariat that hosted the meetings to compile the  Operation 



Working Nadeshiko and the policy was evidently positioned as s vital part of the Japan 

Revitalization Plan (Nippon Saisei Senryaku), an economic growth policy approved by the Noda 

government which aimed at revitalizing the national economy by stimulating innovations and in 

so doing, achieving the recovery from the economic setback after the Lehman shock  and the 

triple disasters in March 2011.  The link between Japan’s economic recovery and activation of 

the female labour force was stated in a straightforward manner in the very beginning of the 

Operation Working Nadeshiko. It reads; 

 

The most important potential for revitalizing the national economy and society is ‘women’. By 

encouraging women’s active economic and social participation, the declining productive-age 

population will be compensated. Furthermore, it will be a driver to introduce new thinking and 

in so doing, stimulate innovations, energizing different sectors of the national economy. 

(Cabinet Secretariat 2012) 

 

On this understanding, the Operation Working Nadeshiko proposed to implement policies in 

three areas, namely, consciousness-raising of men, the implementation of drastic positive action 

and the introduction of active initiatives in the public sector. It also introduced a scheme in 

which national and local bureaucrats visit private firms to encourage them to implement 

‘positive action’ (Komiyama 2013).  

 

Summarizing the above, the examination of the trajectory of family policy reforms as well as 

gender equality politics since the 1990s demonstrates that policy-making has always been 

conducted in a close link with  the framework of the ‘economic argument’, except for the 

periods of the first Abe and Asō governments. In this process, the activation and promotion of 

the female labour force has continuously been posited as a channel to revitalize and stimulate 

the national economic growth. That is to say, the basic approach to policy-making falls into a 

category of ‘productivist’ in the sense that Holliday describes the characteristics of welfare 

capitalism in East Asia as a model exhibiting ‘two central aspects’ of ‘a growth-oriented state 

and subordination of all aspects of state policy, including social policy, to economic/industrial 

objectives’ (Holliday 2000). As the discussion of gender equality was appropriated to push 

neoliberal labour deregulation through structural reform in the 2000s and reduced its meaning to 

co-participation in the labour market (whose gender bias was strengthened via neoliberal labour 

reforms), the political goal of achieving ‘gender equality’ became obscured.１２ ‘Abe-

womenomics’ needs to be understood in such a line of policy developments.  

 

Indeed, just a quick comparison of ‘Abe-womenomics’ with previous policies identifies a 

substantial degree of continuity. For example, the much-advocated numerical target, the 



proportion of women occupying in leading positions to 30 per cent, was initially introduced 

through the decision of the Gender Equality Promotion Headquarters (Danjo Kyōdō Sankaku 

Suishin Honbu)１３ within the Cabinet in June 2003, namely, under the Koizumi government, 

and then, took up and was incorporated into the Third Gender Equality Basic Plan (Danjo 

Kyōdō Sankaku Kihon  Keikaku) compiled under the DPJ government in 2010 which laid out 

concrete plans of policy-making and implementation concerning gender equality till the end of 

2015 (Cabinet Office 2010)---in other words, the Abe government was obligated to engage in 

this agenda from its embarkation. The other major policy items such as the introduction of 

financial incentives for private firms via taxation, subsidies and public purchase, career-building 

support for non-working mothers, and raising awareness of men, along with long-term issues of 

nursery shortages in ‘Abe-womenomics’ were proposed in the ‘Operation Working Nadeshiko. 

As such, despite its title carrying Prime Minister’s family name, ‘Abe-womenomics’ is by no 

means unique to the second Abe government.  

 

The policy continuity from the previous periods observed in ‘Abe-womenomics’ might be 

something to be welcomed if it could offer a basis of policy stability and effectiveness. The 

inclusion of the Prime Minister’s name in the policy title raises some ethical questions, but it 

could also be argued that at the end of the day, the importance is to achieve the policy goal of 

promoting the female labour force and if ‘Abe-womenomics’ is useful to improve the working 

condition of Japanese women, a pompous politician’s act of self-aggrandisement could be 

overlooked. A detailed analysis of discrepancies between the realities of working women in 

Japan and what ‘Abe-womenomics’ projects below, however, illuminates in fact that ‘Abe-

womenomics’ lacks a substantiated understanding of the current state of women’s labour in 

Japan, while being inconsistent with other pieces of policies such as labour deregulation, and 

hence, can be detrimental to its policy goal, i.e., the promotion of the female labour force (never 

mind, gender equality).   

 

Projecting Pie in the Sky: Floating Rhetoric and Neglected Realities   

As aforementioned, it was in 2003 that the numerical target of 30 per cent for women occupying 

leading positions was introduced. Although more than ten years have already passed since then, 

statistical data indicate that women today remain largely marginalized in Japan’s labour market. 

For example, according to the 2014 Gender Equality White Paper released by the Cabinet 

Office, the proportion of female managerial workers (namely, those who occupy the positions of 

section chief or above) recorded 11.2 per cent in 2013. Compared to the time point of 2003, 

certainly more women are in the managerial positions today, but the extent of increment for 10 

years (2003-13) appear very modest from 3.1 per cent to 5.1 per cent for the departmental 

manager position, from 4.6 per cent to 8.5 per cent for the section chief position and 9.4 per cent 

to 15.4 per cent for the assistant manager position. More importantly, the problem of women’s 

peripheral positioning is stemmed from not only the corporate hierarchy but also the structural 

distortion of the labour market. In 2013, 55.8 per cent of the total female workers were in some 

modes of ‘irregular’ employment (part-time, temps and fringe workers), and if we look at 



figures for different age groups, the proportion exceeds 50 per cent for all the age groups except 

for age 25-34 (41.4 per cent). The number of irregular workers has generally been in the upward 

trend for the last twenty years for both men and women, but there are also substantial gaps 

between percentages for women and those for men. Take the case of age group 25-34, for 

example, the proportion of irregular workers counted 16.4 per cent for men vis-à-vis 41.4 per 

cent for women in 2013. As for the figures for age group 55-64, the proportions go up to 67.5 

per cent for women and 32.5 per cent for men, respectively. These differences in terms of job 

status between men and women in the labour market have direct pay implications. The overall 

gender pay gap is 71.3 in 2013, having been reduced slightly from 67.3 in 2003. Yet, if we 

compare female part-time workers’ average pay with male regular works’, female part-time 

workers generally earn about a half of what their male counterparts make (50.7 versus 100 in 

2013) in (Cabinet Office Gender Equality Bureau 2014b: 56-64). In terms of the level of annual 

income, the proportion of workers who earned 3 million yen or less counted 66.1 per cent of all 

female workers in 2011 and the figure for men in the same year is 23.9 per cent. The limited 

level of earning for women compared to man is again a long-term trend as the figures in 2002 

were 63.8 per cent for women and 17.8 per cent (Cabinet Office Equality Bureau 2013: 79; 

Cabinet Office 2004: 68). All in all, the labour market in Japan still appears an unattractive 

place for women, as it did so in 2003.         

 

The numerical target of 30 per cent is, therefore, highly ambitious in the sense that it requires 

the Japanese government to not only attain within the next 6 years a policy goal that was 

initially set 11 years ago but also reverse a long-term trend of Japan’s labour market stemming 

from structural factors. Acknowledging it, the Abe government has been urging business leaders 

to give firm commitments to achieve the target, and with Prime Minister’s leadership, ‘A Group 

of Male Leaders Who Will Create a Society in Which Women Shine’ (the title is an official 

translation, in Japanese, Kagayaku Josei no Katsuyaku o Kasokusuru Dansei Rīdā no Kai) was 

formed and released a ‘declaration of action’ in June 2014.１４According to the declaration, the 

aim of the group is to implement the initiatives’ ‘to increase the motivation of a wide variety of 

women and make it possible for them to utilize their abilities maximally’ (cited from the 

provisional translation) by engaging in 1) ‘taking actions’ and ‘sending messages’, 2)‘disrupting 

the status quo’ and 3) ‘developing networking’.       

 

The group’s title certainly raises some questions over agency as it can be read as it is male 

leaders who can create a society in which women can ‘shine’ and in so doing, motivate them. 

More fundamentally, the political initiatives exercised through the Abe government’s ‘Male 

Leaders’ Group’ epitomise the ways in which the Abe government conducts policy-making in 

the following three senses. Firstly, Prime Minister’s leadership tends to be emphasized by 

setting up new machineries directly subject to Prime Minister, as exemplified by the Advisory 

Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security and the Headquarters for Revitalization 

of Japanese Economy. This leads to the second point. Policy-making directly driven by Prime 

Minister’s initiatives and conducted within his closed circle does not necessarily guarantee that 

the concerned policy is sufficiently informed by expert knowledge, as pointed by Yanagisawa 



Kyōji, a former Ministry of Defence bureaucrat, over the ‘seven concrete cases’ for the Japanese 

state to exercise the right collective defence, which were first recommended by the Advisory 

Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security consisting of academics, former 

diplomats and a business leader, and subsequently approved by the Cabinet. The ‘seven cases’ 

were put forward to argue for altering the government official interpretation of Article 9 of the 

Constitution to enable the Japanese state to exercise the right of collective defence. By 

examining these cases in detail, Yanagisawa identifies a series of flaws in the supposed 

situations of exercising the right of collective defence presented by the government: some 

claims are technologically premature, some superfluous as the situations could be taken care 

under the existing law on a basis of the right of self-defence and others too unrealistic. In other 

words, from the eyes of an ex-bureaucrat who belonged to the Ministry of Defence, the ‘seven 

cases’ do not appear to have been substantiated on the ground of expert knowledge of military 

operations and hence policy tools do not match policy goals (Yanagisawa 2014; also see Handa 

2014). Accordingly, as the third point, what is said in policy documents frequently appears 

incongruous with and/or removed from the realities. This certainly raises questions over 

efficacy of the concerned policy, while underlining the rhetorical nature of the Abe 

government’s policy-making. Yanagisawa observes over defence policy-making that Abe has 

tendency of pursuing his own ideals, which often work in a way to mobilize ostensible policy 

goals to bypass controversies  or political difficulties such as the constitutional revision, 

resulting in disconnecting policy tools from policy goals (Yanagisawa 2014: 13-15).  

 

In the area of women and family policies, all the three characteristics above can be identified. 

Through gender equality politics in the 1990s, the Gender Equality Council and its sub-groups, 

in which academic experts and activists collaborated with the national bureaucrats, politicians 

and business leaders, were set up to play a driving role in the policy-making process.１５ The 

Abe government has introduced upon this extant institutional framework a series of new 

organizations such as the ‘Male Leaders’ Group’, and most notably, the Headquarters to Create 

a Society in Which Every Woman Shines (Subete no josei ga kagayaku shakai-dukuri honbu) 

led by Prime Minister himself and consisting of the ministerial members. The new Headquarters 

took control of drafting bills concerning the promotion of female labour force, submitted to Diet 

in October 2014, while labour-related issues were dropped from the list of agenda items of the 

Gender Equality Council from April 2013. Prior to this, women’s labour was one of major 

policy areas for which the Council spared its time and effort, and sub-groups produced a series 

of detailed reports and surveys such as ‘A Special Committee Report on Men and Women 

Facing Life Difficulties’ compiled by Shirahase Sawako, Abe Aya and Kosugi Reiko, all of 

whom are renowned academic experts in the areas of poverty, gender and labour issues, to 

facilitate policy-making (Cabinet Office Gender Equality Bureau 2010).   

 

The institutional change through the introduction of new organizations led by the Prime 

Minister seems to have created some knowledge lapses. One obvious example on this point is a 

detailed footnote attached to a term ‘glass ceiling’ in a ‘Policy Package for Every Woman to 

Shine’ released by the Headquarter in October 2014１６. More fundamentally, a close look at 



statistical data concerning women’s labour participation informs us that the numerical target of 

30 per cent for women in leading positions is not just a difficult policy goal, rather an 

unattainable one. To start with, in some industries such as construction and manufacturing, 

often major driving forces of Japanese economy, the proportion of female employees itself goes 

below the numerical target of 30 per cent, 15.4 per cent for construction and 28.9 per cent for 

manufacturing in 2013 (MHLW 2013: 93).  On top of this, as mentioned earlier, today, more 

than half of female workers are irregular workers. Naturally, there have very few women 

selected as candidates for managerial positions to receive relevant skill training. Furthermore, 

labour participation rates for women broken down by the level of educational attainments and 

age groups demonstrate that women with university degrees are less likely to go back to the 

labour market in their 30s and 40s compared to those with high school diplomas---in other 

words, better educated women, who tend to be equipped with skills and knowledge relevant to 

attain leading positions in the corporate world, appear more reluctant to return to the labour 

market, while only 32.8 per cent of women workers who gave birth of the first child remained 

their employment after childbirth and the figure for the second child reduces to 23.1 per cent 

(Cabinet Office Gender Equality Bureau 2015: 14 and 26).       

 

Academic experts specializing in women’s labour have long discussed that Japanese women 

with university degrees who quit their jobs due to marriage and childbirth tend to shy away 

from returning to the labour market due to institutional drawbacks inflicted on the status of 

irregular workers in terms of pay, working conditions and future prospects. Under the current 

setting of Japan’s labour market, career breaks created through marriage and childbirth, 

combined with the age factor, significantly narrow the opportunity for women in their 30s and 

40s to gain a regular worker’s position, and as mentioned earlier, pay and job conditions offered 

to irregular workers are not thrilling. On top of this, Japanese men, in particular those who work 

for large corporations and are married with women with university degrees are internationally 

known for working long hours, leaving the task of childcare entirely with their wives. Thus, the 

law of Arisawa-Douglas, which posits the negative relationship between the level of women’s 

labour participation  and the level of their husband’s income is valid for this case because there 

are not many job opportunities worthwhile for married women with university degrees in the 

labour market (Yokoyama: 2005; Wakisaka and Okui 2005; Tachibanaki 2008). That being said, 

the core problem to be tackled to encourage the non-working female population is institutional 

disparities between regular and irregular workers and long working hours for Japanese men. 

This was certainly acknowledged by previous policies as both the Third Gender Equality Basic 

Plan and the ‘Operation Working Nadeshiko included a scope of dealing with the issues of 

unequal treatment derived from employment status and men’s working hours. In contrast, the 

draft bill concerning the promotion of female labour submitted by the Abe government in 

October 2014 does not contain details of policy measures, leaving uncertainty over the policy 

implementation in the concerned areas.  

 

More alarmingly, a series of labour-related policy reforms proposed by the Abe government, in 

particular, revisions of so-called Dispatched Workers Laws and of the Labour Standards Laws, 



directly conflict with the policy goal of reforming the labour market to encourage the non-

working female population to return to paid employment. The revisions in the current form are 

designed to abolish the restrictions on the length of period for private firms to be able to employ 

dispatched workers and on overtime working for ‘highly professional employees’, which is at 

this moment defined as those who earn more than 10.75 million yen, although the Keidanren, 

the largest business interest group, is now lobbying to lower the income band. What illuminates 

the Abe government’s strong orientation towards labour deregulation more than anything is, 

however, a scheme of the special employment zone where private firms can virtually have their 

free hands in terms of managing industrial relations. The scheme is one of the core items of the 

Abenomics growth strategy, along with the promotion of female labour force, and in the current 

form, private firms only need to situate their headquarters within the special zone to exercise the 

privilege (Uchihashi 2015). In other words, the ongoing revisions of labour regulations are 

directed towards further deregulation that is likely to render irregular works to remain in the 

position and to increase working hours for core male workers. 

 

As such, Abe-womenomics also exhibits contradictions between policy goals and tools, while 

largely detached from the reality of working women in Japan. This certainly underscores the 

rhetorical nature of the policy and more importantly, urges us to wonder what the real objective 

of this policy is. In order to consider this question, the following two points are instructive. First, 

this is not the first time in which policy-making concerning gender equality is coupled with 

labour deregulation. Rather, the cases of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law in 1985 and 

the Basic Law for Gender Equal Society in 1999 illustrate that legislation concerning gender 

equality always coincided with labour deregulation, and this resulted in driving more women to 

taking up non-regular jobs, as extant studies have demonstrated (Gottfried and O’Reilly 2002; 

Kumazawa 2007). Being burdened by a series of extra conditions from reproductive roles (child 

birth and child-rearing) to ‘statistical discrimination’, female workers are generally 

marginalized, weak players in the labour market competition, and this is particularly pertinent in 

the deregulated labour market. As a result, many women with childcare responsibilities tend to 

opt for non-regular jobs as an independent, autonomous choice to avoid being entangled in 

harsh market competitions and working environments, and this is what happened in both the 

case of 1985 and late 1990s. Given these precedents, it is likely that Abe-womenomics, again 

being coupled with labour deregulation and lacking concrete measures to provide weaker 

players in the labour market with appropriate protection, results in pushing more women into 

non-regular jobs. Second, it needs to be noted that there are many women in Japan who work 

hard but fall into the category of ‘working poor’ and cannot make living for their families: 

namely, lone mothers. The economic hardships that lone mothers in Japan face, represented by 

the statistical fact that more than half of them live under the official poverty line while public 

assistance is limited and the basic policy line has been ‘workfare’, have been well documented 

(Ezawa and Fujiwara 2005; Shirahase and Raymo 2014). According to the OECD Family Data 

Base, Japan ranks second among the OECD countries in terms of lone mothers’ labour 

participation rate, with a figure of 85.4 per cent in 2008 (OECD 2014). At the same time, 

according to the government report on poverty and hardships mentioned above, more than half 

of working single mothers are in irregular employment (Cabinet Office Gender Equality Bureau 



2010: 12; Shirahase and Raymo 2014: 551). Considering this, female workers who desperately 

need to be promoted are located outside of the policy framework of Abe-womenomics, 

signalling deep cynicism contained in this piece of policy.１７  

 

Conclusion 

The detailed exploration of Abe-womenomics above illuminates discrepancies between what is 

manifested on the surface and its expected outcomes, raising a great deal of doubt over efficacy 

of the policy in terms of promoting female labour force. In the meantime, a series of policies 

concerning women’s reproductive roles are developing. Indeed, in the same Diet session in 

which the bill to promote female labour force was first deliberated, a draft bill concerning the 

comprehensive support for women’s health was also submitted. This has been followed by 

government policy proposals including the Guideline for Tackling Birthrate Declining Society 

(Shōshika Shakai Taisaku Taikō) that clearly indicates a numerical target to bump total fertility 

rates up, while the aforementioned ‘Policy Package for Every Woman to Shine’ lists the issues 

concerning marriage, childbirth, and family-forming as the top item, sparing substantial---larger 

than that for employment issues---space in the document. All these point to the Abe government 

strong concern over the reproductive issues, which are now described officially as ‘a state of 

crisis that may erode the bedrock of society and economy’. Given that only women can 

reproduce in the current scientific environment, the introduction of a numerical target explicitly 

indicating a particular level of total fertility rate is equivalent with a direct message of ‘give 

birth and multiply’. In this sense, what the policy developments under the Abe government on 

the whole projects is an intensified version of the old, familiar message by the state for women: 

to be a good reproductive agent while engaging in paid employment to an extent determined by 

market standards. Discourses of the Abe government urge Japanese people that women can 

shine in this way. The problem is that, as mentioned in the Introduction and discussed by 

numerous existing studies, many women in Japan have already learnt that it is not the case.          

 

                                                           
１ The article can be viewed at http://www.iza.ne.jp/kiji/column/news/140106/clm14010603200001-

n1.html (accessed on 24 March 2015). 
２ http://wotopi.jp/. The website is to review current news topics from the ‘women’s point of view’ as well 

as to provide women with important information. (Accessed on 26 June 2014). 
３ For example, ‘A Guide to Womenomics: the Future of the World Lies Increasingly in Female Hands’, 

The Economist, 12 April 2006.   
４‘Josei ga kagayaku shakai ni muketa kokusai shinpojiumu (World Assembly for Women in Tokyo 

2014) website, http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/fp/hr_ha/page22_001189.html (accessed on 12 August 

2014). 
５ For more detailed discussions with reference to policy documents, see Takeda (2005: 175-84; 2008b: 

201-5). 
６ Ōsawa Mari has confirmed in the interview cited above that the wording of the Basic Law for a Gender 

Equal Society is designed to include a scope for monitoring and sanctioning indirect gender 

discriminations. In other words, the legislation was intended to make some provisions to cover a broader 

issue area than mere ‘co-participation’ (Ōsawa and Ueno: 30-3). On this point, it is worth noting that 

gender equality politics in Japan was countered by fierce backlash movements in the 2000s in which 

http://www.iza.ne.jp/kiji/column/news/140106/clm14010603200001-n1.html
http://www.iza.ne.jp/kiji/column/news/140106/clm14010603200001-n1.html
http://wotopi.jp/
http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/fp/hr_ha/page22_001189.html


                                                                                                                                                                          
feminist scholars, policy-makers and activists were severely attacked – even receiving death threats – and 

local statutes directly going against the Basic Law were established by a series of local assemblies 

(Sōfūsha Henshūbu 2006; Nihon Josei Gakkai Jendā Kenkyū 2006.    
７ It was the Hashimoto government that embarked on ‘structural reform’. Gender equality politics in the 

1990s developed within the framework of structural reform of the national social security system (Takeda 

2005: 201-5).   
８ It is worth noting that Fukuda served as Minister in charge of gender equality under the Koizumi 

government. 
９ Analyzing public survey results conducted in the mid and late 2000s, Abe reports that the general 

expectations over the quality of life of children appears lower in Japan than in other industrially advanced 

countries. For example, only 33.7 per cent of the respondents agree with the statement that all children 

should have at least a set of newly-brought (i.e. not passed over from others) clothes. The figure for those 

who agree with the statement that all children should possess a sports good or toy owned by most children 

surrounding them only counts 12.4 per cent (Abe 2008: 184-8).  Such survey results suggest that the 

universal principle did not have a popular support base among voters when the DPJ advocated it.        
１０ It has by now been well documented that the idea of cash child allowance being a medium to 

introduce the universal principle into Japan’s social security system was not shared even among DPJ MPs. 

As a result, when the policy was criticized, DPJ was unable to unanimously provide a counter-argument 

to defend it. Furthermore, the level of the allowance (26,000 yen per month) was set at the decision of the 

then party leader, Ozawa Ichirō, by raising the initial figure of 16,000 yen per month. Some senior party 

members  openly contested against Ozawa’s decision in the process of finalizing the 2009 manifesto due 

to fiscal concerns (Yamaguchi and Nakakita 2014: 21-36).    
１１ Nadeshiko refers to a kind of flower which conventionally signifies an ideal type of Japanese women. 

The policy was compiled after Japan’s female national football team called Nadeshiko Japan won the 

2011 FIFA Women’s World Cup Final title.  
１２ On this point, see, for example, Ōsawa’s criticism towards the Koizumi government’s labour and 

social security reforms (Ōsawa 2002).   
１３ The headquarters was set up in 1994 to advance policies to facilitate a creation of a gender equal 

society. It is composed of all ministerial members and Prime Minister serves as the Chair.   
１４ The declaration can be accessed via the Cabinet Office Gender Equality Bureau website 

(http://www.gender.go.jp/policy/sokushin/male_leaders.html, accessed on 21 November 2014). To 

compile the declaration, two meetings were held in May and June 2014 which were attended by 9 male 

business leaders heading large corporations such as Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, Takeda Pharmacy and 

Marui attended.   
１５ Women’s movements have long been playing a vital role in the policy-making process of gender-

related legislation, providing input based on their expertise and grass-roots experiences in the concerned 

areas (Gelb 2003).  
１６ Literally translating, the footnote reads as follows: 

 

It is a metaphor to describe a situation in which staff who deserve promotion are unable to advance 

because of their gender or other reasons at private firm and alike as an invisible ceiling that blocks career 

progression.  

 

This is the only footnote in the entire Policy Package and there is no explanation why this oft-mentioned 

phrase that can be easily spotted in the mass media required such a detail note.  
１７ In the course of Diet deliberation over  the bills submitted in October 2014, the Abe government has 

confirmed that it will introduce new initiatives to tackle wide spread poverty among lone mother 

households, but at the point of writing, no concrete proposal is made. 
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