
 
 

 
 

1 

 

  

The Legacy of Shinzo Abe 

Alexandra Zoltai 

EC/2022/21. 



 
 

 
 

2 

Eurasia Center 
Brief Analysis 

 

Publisher: 
Eurasia Center 

Editor: 
Dr. Levente Horváth 

Editorial Office: 

1117 Budapest, Infopark sétány 1. I. épület 
eurasiacenter@uni-neumann.hu 

https://eurasiacenter.hu/ 
Person responsible for publishing: Dr. Levente Horváth, director 

The present analysis and its conclusions reflect the author’s opinion and are 
not to be considered as the official position of the Eurasia Center. 

EURASIA CENTER 

Budapest, 2022 

© Eurasia Center, John von Neumann University 

ISSN 2939-5550  



 
 

 
 

3 

Alexandra Zoltai 

Abstract 

On July 8, former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was assassinated during a 
campaign speech in Nara. Abe was one of the most charismatic and controversial 
figures in Japanese politics. Although he stepped down as prime minister in 2020 
for health reasons, he remained a dominant figure in Japanese politics. Japanese 
political life has lost a very important figure with his death. It is therefore worth 
taking a look at his achievements as prime minister, and what to expect in terms 
of Japanese foreign and domestic policy. 
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Abe Shinzo’s premiership 

In September 2006, Abe Shinzo became Prime Minister of Japan for the first time, 
but resigned a year later due to illness. In 2012, he assumed the presidency of the 
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), and became Prime Minister again that same year 
until his resignation in 2020, making him Japan’s longest-serving prime minister. 
Abe announced his resignation in August 2020, citing the recurrence of his chronic 
illness. He did not completely disappear from the public eye, however, and in fact 
remained a major player in Japanese political life. In November 2021, Abe Shinzo 
rejoined the “Hosoda faction” of the Liberal Democratic Party, which was 
subsequently renamed the “Abe faction”.1 

Until 2012, Japanese government leaders engaged in a fierce struggle to retain 
power, which frequently changed hands. When Abe took office in 2012, he sought 
to consolidate his power with three main strategies. Firstly, he tried to maintain 
public support by focusing on Abenomics and Japan’s growth. Secondly, he tried 
to suppress dissent within the party, instituting party discipline. And thirdly, he took 
advantage of earlier institutional changes by granting more power to the Cabinet 
Office, and expanding his control over personnel decisions within the bureaucracy. 

These measures enabled him to consolidate his power, and he remained prime 
minister of Japan from 2012 until his resignation in 2020. Many believe that he was 
the most charismatic Japanese politician in recent times. However, Abe failed in his 
lifetime goal of amending the Japanese Constitution, which would have meant 
revising Japan’s pacifist constitution and legitimizing the role of Japan’s military, 
the Japan Self-Defense Forces. This effort failed primarily because of a lack of public 
support, as well as reluctance on the part of the government’s coalition partner. He 
also made significant efforts to put an end to North Korea kidnapping Japanese 
citizens, and to conclude a peace treaty with Russia, but these efforts were 
ultimately also unsuccessful. Perhaps his greatest foreign policy failure is the 
continued deterioration of bilateral relations with the other main U.S. ally, South 
Korea, which sank to its lowest point due to the events of World War II. Abe has 
become an ambivalent figure in Japan, often criticized by the country’s neighbors 
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for his commitment to constitutional reform, and what many consider overly 
nationalistic policies. 

Abe remained an influential politician even after his resignation. As an important 
member and leader of the LDP’s largest political group, he also had a say in the 
selection of his successor, which earned him the informal title of “kingmaker”. His 
public statements on political issues often made headlines, with constant 
speculation on whether he would return to power. Abe’s immediate successor was 
Suga Yoshihide, who served as cabinet chief throughout Abe’s tenure. Suga began 
to address the challenges of a new Japan, including digital transformation, and 
developed a more ambitious climate change policy. However, public support for 
Suga waned as the country suffered through successive waves of coronavirus, as 
well as the scandal-plagued Tokyo Olympics. He eventually lost the trust of key LDP 
leaders, including Abe, and resigned. Abe also exerted considerable pressure on the 
next LDP leadership election. In a deft maneuver, he undermined the original 
chairman, Taro Kono, replacing him with Fumio Kishida. Kishida won the October 
2021 lower house election, and remains a popular leader today. Thus, Abe would 
likely have remained an influential figure in Japan’s ruling coalition for the 
foreseeable future. 

Abenomics and Womenomics 

During his two terms in office from 2006 to 2007 and from 2012 to 2020, Abe was 
known for his economic stimulus program and conservative view of history, and 
pursued an ambitious agenda to reforge Japan’s economy and role in the world. 
Launched in 2012 under the name Abenomics, the stimulus program promised to 
lead the island nation out of the stagflation of the 1990s via the “three arrows”: 
monetary stimulus, fiscal stimulus and structural reforms. Abe’s predecessors had 
been trying to boost growth for several years at that point, yet Japan’s GDP grew 
by an average of only 0.8% between 1991 and 2012. At the end of 2012, average wages 
and consumer prices were still at 1992 levels, the yen exchange rate was high, 
Japan’s once cutting-edge companies began to fall significantly behind their peers, 
and government debt was approaching two-and-a-half times GDP due to fiscal 
stimulus attempts and the increasing social spending needed for an aging society. 
(When evaluating government debt, it is important to keep in mind that despite 
the surprising level of debt, the Japanese government’s financing remains secure, 
as most government securities are in domestic rather than foreign hands.) The first 
of the “three arrows” – the three main tenets of Abenomics from early 2013 – was 
fiscal stimulus; the second was expansionary monetary policy starting in 2013; and 
the third step was the prospect of a structural reform package aimed at boosting 
Japanese productivity. 

In the wake of Abenomics, the yen finally entered the era of “ultra-loose monetary 
policy”, becoming a low interest rate currency with extremely low capital financing 
costs. Abenomics has not had the hoped-for positive effects, with no visible 
improvement in real Japanese income over the years. Comparing the annual 
income data compiled by the OECD for each country, we find that Japan has grown 
very little in 30 years. Measured in real purchasing power parity (2020 US dollars), 
Japan has achieved only 4% growth in 30 years, to $39,000, while the U.S. has grown 
48% to $69,000, and the OECD average has grown by a significant 33% to $49,000. 
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Abe and his successors have clearly failed to achieve this objective, and in this sense, 
Abenomics itself has also failed. 

The extent of monetary easing was unprecedented, but the pace of fiscal stimulus 
slowed after 2014 (previously, the deficit was hovering around 5-8% of GDP; after 
2014, it receded to the 2-4% range). Structural reforms were far from a resounding 
success: Japan’s labor productivity has only increased by 5% since 2012. On the one 
hand, the value of the Tokyo Stock Exchange benchmark index, the Nikkei 225, has 
nearly tripled under Abe. Corporate earnings have improved, the yen’s exchange 
rate has stabilized against the dollar at a level 25-30% lower than previously, and 
unemployment had fallen to 2.2% by the end of 2019, with the number of employed 
workers increasing from 63 million to 67 million. Annual investment volume has 
increased by almost 20%, the ballooning of public debt has ceased, and financing 
is no longer at risk due to negative yields. 

On the other hand, the Japanese economy grew by only slightly more than 5% in 
real terms between 2013 and 2019, which comes to less than 1% annual growth on 
average. Almost half of the new jobs were part-time positions, and average real 
wage growth did not even reach 2%. Household consumption has stagnated in 
nominal terms and declined in real terms, most of the excess liquidity is still held 
by banks and large corporations, and the outlook of fiscal consolidation is clearly 
indicated by the fact that in recent years, about half of the expenditure side of the 
budget has gone to increasing social spending, with another quarter going to debt 
repayments; meanwhile, on the revenue side, debt borrowing and tax revenues are 
down by about half. 

In his speech to the UN General Assembly in 2013, the former prime minister 
expressed his intention to strengthen Japan’s economy, then talked about the 
theory of “womenomics”. Abe Shinzo’s intent was to have the economic 
empowerment of women play an important role in boosting Japan’s economy. 
Behind this is a recognition that Japanese women are an untapped resource for 
the economy and that, given the economic problems described above, the country 
cannot allow a large segment of its potential workforce to be excluded from the 
market. However, the program has been plagued by setbacks, showing that 
Japanese society still retains a deeply ingrained hostility to women playing a more 
significant role in the economy. The goal of Womenomics was to have 30% of 
executive positions filled by women by 2020, but in the end, only 10.7% of the 
executives on the boards of Japan’s largest state-owned companies were women, 
far below the OECD average of 26.7%. In the World Economic Forum’s 2021 Global 
Gender Gap Index, Japan ranks 120th (out of 156 total). 

While it is clear that Abenomics and Womenomics have not produced the hoped-
for results, they have consolidated Abe’s power to some extent, and without these 
measures the Japanese economy would likely be in an even more difficult position. 
Although Abe has been out of office for several years, the effects of Abenomics and 
Womenomics remain evident in Japan’s politics and economy. Current Japanese 
Prime Minister Fumio Kishida’s “New Capitalism” stimulus program – including 
continued broad support for bold monetary policy, flexible fiscal policy, and a 
growth strategy for boosting private investment – clearly builds on the Abenomics 
framework. 
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Japanese politics after Abe 

The assassination of former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe shocked Japan and the 
world. Abe’s sudden death is likely to have both short and long-term consequences 
for Japanese politics. The short-term consequences were already apparent two 
days after Abe’s death, as the upper house elections were being held in Japan at 
the time, with Abe giving his campaign speech in Nara. The LDP was believed to 
have the upper hand in any case, but due to Abe’s assassination and sympathy 
votes, it won the elections in a landslide. Prime Minister Fumio Kishida’s Liberal 
Democratic Party won 63 seats, more than half of the announced 125 seats. This 
gave the LDP-Komeito coalition 179 seats in the upper house, exceeding the 
threshold of 166 representatives required for the first revision of the 1947 
constitution, which was Abe’s unmet goal. 

In the longer term, Abe’s assassination raises questions about the future 
distribution of power within the LDP. His faction is the largest within the LDP, with 
more than 90 members on the party’s parliamentary committee. Kishida’s own 
faction ranks fourth, with just over 40 members. Assuming it remains intact under 
a new chairman, Abe’s faction will continue to hold a significant position of power 
within the LDP. However, if there a dispute arises over who will lead the faction after 
Abe’s death, or if factional affiliations change, the power dynamics within the party 
are likely to become unstable. This could also call Kishida’s leadership into question. 
On the one hand, Abe is the leader of the Liberal Democratic Party’s largest faction, 
the Abe faction, but Abe’s death highlights his lack of successors. There are no 
obvious candidates to succeed Abe within the faction, and no one in consideration 
for the offices of future president and prime minister of Japan. 

Summary 

The assassination of former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe shocked Japan and the 
world. He was one of Japan’s most respected and charismatic, if sometimes feisty, 
politicians of recent times. Over the years, he managed to strengthen his position 
and play a key role in Japanese politics, a role he was able to maintain even after 
his resignation. With his effective and bold economic measures (Abenomics, 
Womenomics), he was able to bring about change in the Japanese economy. While 
these measures fell short of expectations, they still had a significant effect on the 
country’s economy and even its leadership, for example with Kishida’s New 
Capitalism measure. His assassination gave the LDP a major short-term advantage 
in the upper house elections, but the long-term impact will depend largely on who 
takes his place in the caucus, and how much structural change this will entail 
within the LDP. 

 
1 The LDP was founded in 1955 through a coalition of center-left and right-wing parties, the two most 
popular being the Liberal Party and the Democratic Party (thus forming the Liberal Democratic Party). 
However, even under a unified banner, the individual parties did not end up merging completely. 
Instead of independent parties, five institutionalized factions were formed within the new LDP, all of 
which still exist today in one form or another. 


