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The Constitutional Democratic Party (Rikkenminsei-tō) was founded in Japan on June 1, 1927, 
after the collapse of the “Three Constitutional Defense Parties” (Goken sampa naikaku) govern--
ment coalition, as a result of the merger of the ruling Constitutional Politics Association (Ken-
sei-kai), which had lost its status, and the opposition Orthodox Constitutional Friends Party 
(Seiyūhon-tō). Under Japan’s new system of universal suffrage, the liberal centrist Rikkenminsei-
tō received massive support in the election. However, it did not win a majority in the Diet, so it 
initially became the most powerful opposition party. In 1929, after a series of corruption scandals 
forced the resignation of the government of the Association of Friends of Constitutional Govern-
ment (Rikkenseiyū-kai) party, which was supported by the Сourt, the top government bureaucracy 
and the military, the Rikkenminsei-tō party was able to form its own government and briefly be-
came the ruling party. In November 1930 Hamaguchi Osachi, the head of the party’s Constitu-
tional Democratic Cabinet, was seriously wounded in a terrorist attack and died the following 
year. His successor as the party and government leader, Wakatsuki Reijirō, was unable to bring to 
heel the high command of the armed forces and resigned from the government in December 1931 
after the military operation to invade Manchuria, which he opposed. From then on Rikkenminsei-
tō, which maintained the rating of the most popular party among the voters, remained the main 
opposition party until its forced liquidation in 1940. The method of problem-chronological analy-
sis of factual material allows us to assert that the main reason why Rikkenminsei-tō obeyed the 
government’s order to liquidate itself was its electoral dependence on the “middle class”, which 
was not ready for uncompromising confrontation with the government. In addition, the former 
leaders of the Constitutional Democratic Party received important government posts under the 
new conditions of the single-party political system, which satisfied their personal political ambi-
tions.
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Introduction
The Japanese Constitutional Democratic Party (Rikkenminsei-tō) is one of the most 

ideologically elusive party projects in interwar Japanese history. Some scholars classify it 
as a liberal party not only in domestic, but also in foreign policy [川村 2022c, 74]. They 
argue that the Rikkenminsei-tō in its program documents defended typical liberal ideas 
such as the fight against excessive social and property inequality, the protection of per-
sonal rights and freedoms [村川 1978, 147; 沖田, 櫻田 1989, 冊一, 139; 冊二, 10], and 
in its foreign policy it dreamed of “harmonious international cooperation” with all coun-
tries and peoples. Others recall that this party was created and functioned largely due to 
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the support of Mitsubishi financial and industrial conglomerate [三井事業史本 2001, 冊 
3下, 306; 浜口 2000, 608], as military aircraft (fighters, bombers and torpedo carriers) 
was one of its production priorities in the interwar period. It is well known how Imperial 
Japan “harmonized” its international relations with such aircraft up to 1945. This calls 
into question the sincerity of liberal values proclaimed by Japanese Constitutional Demo-
crats.

The status of the Rikkenminsei-tō in terms of power institutions of Japan at that time is 
ambiguous. On the one hand, the Constitutional Democratic Party was not categorically 
oppositional and alien to the authorities. Between 1929 and 1931 Japan was ruled by a 
party government formed by the Constitutional Democrats. At the same time, the Rikken-
minsei-tō did not become completely pro-government in the eyes of the ruling strata of 
Japanese politics. As a result, the Constitutional Democratic Cabinet had to resign in De-
cember 1931 after failing to bend the Japanese generals to its will. The finale of the 
Rikkenminsei-tō party project was its self-dissolution in October 1940 as part of the es-
tablishment of a single-party totalitarian regime in Japan. None of the leaders of the even-
tually liquidated Constitutional Democratic Party dared to oppose it.

What was the Rikkenminsei-tō party: liberal or conservative, opposition or pro-go-
vernment, right or left (or perhaps centrist), ideological or conformist? There is no an--
swer to any of those questions in the available historiography. We can only explain it with 
absence of proper conceptual approach to the development of the subject. This forces us 
to turn to the most detailed method of problem and chronological analysis of the availa--
ble historical facts on this topic. The presented publication is an attempt to resolve the 
problem of the ideological positioning and electoral basis of the Japanese Constitutional 
Democratic Party of the interwar period and to clarify the reason for unprecedented, un-
complaining self-liquidation of the Rikkenminsei-tō during the political reform of 1940. 
Its relevance is determined both by the long existence of the party of Japanese Constitu-
tional Democrats (it functioned in the political space of Imperial Japan from 1927 to 
1940), and by the rather high popularity of the Rikkenminsei-tō among the voters. The 
latter was confirmed by the results of all parliamentary elections in which the party par-
ticipated. It is sufficient to cite the consistently high electoral ratings of this party, which 
have ranged from a record 53 % in the 1930 elections to a minimum of 35 % in the 1932 
elections. These results have enabled the Japanese Constitutional Democrats to retain 
their status as the second and sometimes the first most popular party in the country on a 
consistent basis.

The Emergence of the Rikkenminsei-tō Party
The organization of the Rikkenminsei-tō as an independent party project was preceded 

by a certain background that is important for understanding its personnel and ideological 
content. 

Japan’s governmental politics in the second half of the 1920s were characterized by 
extreme instability. It began with the dramatic death of Prime Minister Katō Takaaki 
(1860–1926), who died of untreated pneumonia in his office on January 28, 1926 [色川 
1980, 88]. The Cabinet that Katō led until the last minute of his life was quite unusual. 
Firstly, it was the first coalition government in Japanese history, formed on June 24, 1924 
[藤原, 吉田, 伊藤 2007, 39], by three parties at once: the “Constitutional Politics Asso-
ciation” (Kensei-kai), the “Association of Friends of Constitutional Government” (Rikken-
seiyū-kai) and the “Reformist Club” (Kakushin-kurabu) [河合 2006, 74].

In the political lexicon of that time, this Сabinet was known as the “Tripartite Cabinet 
for the Defense of the Constitution” (Goken sampa naikaku) [大江 1987, 29].

Secondly, with a stable majority in the Diet, it was this three-party Cabinet that initia--
ted and passed through the Diet a watershed law for the political life of the country, es--
tablishing universal male suffrage in Japan from the age of 25, without any national, 
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religious or property restriction [金谷 2014, 220]. Finally, the coalition government of 
Katō Takaaki, during its short term from 1924 to 1926, settled all disputed territorial is-
sues with the USSR and established diplomatic relations. The government also signifi-
cantly reduced the army and navy, using the saved funds for modernization and 
rearmament. Additionally, universal military training was introduced in schools and uni-
versities, and a strict “evil” “Law on the Maintenance of Public Safety” (Chianiji-hō) [中
澤 2012]. 

Under this law, individuals who violated public order and private property were sub-
ject to a 10-year prison sentence. 

As we can see, the first coalition government in Japanese history worked smoothly 
and energetically. However, the sudden death of Premier Katō, who represented the Ken-
sei-kai Party in the Goken sampa naikaku, led to the collapse of the pro-government 
cross-party coalition. 

After the dramatic death of its former leader, the “Constitutional Politics Association” 
expectedly nominated its new leader, Wakatsuki Reijirō (1865–1949), to head the Cabi-
net [色川 1980, 88]. However, the ministers representing the Rikkenseiyū-kai and Kakus-
hin-kurabu parties in the government refused to recognize the automatic rotation of the 
premiership within the same Kensei-kai party and withdrew from the coalition [安藤 
1983, 9]. The Wakatsuki government, now relying solely on the “Constitutional Politics 
Association” party, lost its majority in the Diet [藤木 1964, 冊三, 420]. It led to a paraly-
sis of the executive, which resulted in inability to pass national budget in 1927. As a re-
sult, the Cabinet resigned in April of that year.

The right-wing conservative Rikkenseiyū-kai [村川 1978, 146] party formed a new 
government. The Cabinet was headed by Tanaka Giichi (1863–1929), a staunch supporter 
of the highly militaristic and openly expansionist doctrine of “positive foreign policy and 
economic nationalism” [Scalapino 1975, 232]. However, even this Cabinet lacked majo--
rity in the Diet and thus proved incapable of governing the country in a stable manner. 

The situation around the government became a stalemate. It could not be resolved un-
til the next parliamentary elections, scheduled for February 20, 1928.

Under those circumstances, the idea of creating a powerful party in opposition to the 
single-party Rikkenseiyū-kai Сabinet was born among party politicians who were cate-
gorically opposed to the “unjustly” ruling “Association of Friends of Constitutional Go--
vernment”. Many believed that after winning the upcoming general election, the opposi--
tion would be able to regain control of the country. The leaders of the two parties most 
“offended” by the Rikkenseiyū-kai initiated the creation of such a party. The first was the 
aforementioned “Constitutional Politics Association” (Kensei-kai), a former ally of the 
“Association of Friends of Constitutional Government” in the Goken sampa naikaku coa-
lition. The second was a political grouping of former members of the Rikkenseiyū-kai 
who left the “Association of Friends of Constitutional Government” in 1924 to protest 
against the lack of determination of then leader of the Rikkenseiyū-kai Takahashi Kore-
kiyo (1854–1936), to fight the court bureaucracy and the military for the idea of a party 
government [伊藤 1999, 冊五, 37]. This group proudly called itself the “Orthodox Con-
stitutional Friends Party” (Seiyūhon-tō). Its leaders were willing to ally with anyone to 
prove their political correctness to their former colleagues in the “Association of Friends 
of Constitutional Government”.

However, at the time of the merger of the Kensei-kai and Seiyūhon-tō into a new party 
project, those parties were led by politicians who had not been very successful. The 
“Constitutional Politics Association” was led by former Prime Minister Wakatsuki 
Reijirō, a former loser. As for the “Orthodox Constitutional Friends Party”, its formal 
leader was former Japanese Minister of the Interior Tokonami Takejirō (1867–1935). 
Only he was a minister for quite a long time (1918–1921). Later he never rose to the 
highest governmental power, remaining the leader of the Seiyūhon-tō, though quite large, 
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but hopelessly oppositional. It is clear that with such leaders it was difficult for the new 
party project to expect success. The new party needed a new leader. It was one of the in-
fluential members of the former “Constitutional Politics Association”, a shabby politician 
and official, Hamaguchi Osachi (1870–1931) [内閣百年の步み 1985, 85]. He had ex-
tensive ministerial experience as Minister of Finance in the aforementioned coalition go--
vernment of the “Three Constitutional Defense Parties” led by the late Katō Takaaki, and 
as Minister of the Interior in the single-party “Constitutional Politics Association” Сa-
binet led by Wakatsuki Reijirō. Prominent in the formation of the new party were Hama-
guchi’s former government and party chief Wakatsuki Reijirō, the well-known journalist 
and one of the most influential members of the “Constitutional Politics Association” 
Adachi Kenzō (1864–1948), and a group of former “Orthodox Constitutional Friends 
Party” leaders. Notable among the latter were Tokonami Takejirō himself, banker Yama-
moto Tatsuo (1856–1947) and popular reporter Koizumi Matajirō (1865–1951) [川村 
2022b, 35] – the future secretary general of the newly formed party and the grandfather 
of future Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichirō (who led the Japanese government from 
2001 to 2006).

Saitō Takao (1870–1949), a non-partisan single-member deputy from the Hyōgo pre-
fecture, joined the organizing committee for the creation of the new party. Later, he be-
came famous for his anti-militarist seditious statements against the Japanese aggression 
in China [沖田, 櫻田1989, 冊二, 425]. 

The political party project announced on June 1, 1927 [猪俣 1960, 116], was named 
Rikkenminsei-tō (立憲民政賞 / 立憲民政党) – the Constitutional Democratic Party [日
本近現代史辞典 1978, 693].

The author of this name is considered to be one of the founders of the party, a commit-
ted Japanese nationalist, and a very ambitious politician, Matsuda Genji (1876–1936) [川
村 2022a, 4] – future Minister of Colonial Affairs in the Сabinet of Constitutional Demo-
cratic Prime Minister Hamaguchi. 

The Rikkenminsei-tō on the Way from Opposition to Power (1927–1929)
The initial objective assigned to the newly formed party by its founders was unambi--

guous: to establish itself from its previous coalition and party associates in the Rikken-
seiyū-kai. Not surprisingly, the program of the newly-emerged Japanese “constitutional 
democrats” appeared fundamentally liberal compared to the openly conservative slogans 
of the pro-government “Association of Friends of Constitutional Government”. 
Rikkenminsei-tō called for preserving and strengthening the institution of party govern-
ments to enhance the “political control” of society over the government to prevent a 
return to a regime of military-bureaucratic cabinets outside parliamentary control. The 
newly formed party promised to protect civil rights and freedoms in every possible way. 
The Rikkenminsei-tō aimed to promote social justice by addressing the social and proper-
ty divisions in Japanese society [沖田, 櫻田 1989, 冊一, 139]. They planned to achieve 
it by rationalizing production and distributing the resulting wealth fairly [村川 1978, 
147]. The newly formed party aimed to strengthen the role of the state in economic de-
velopment and resource distribution while effectively utilizing the opportunities of free 
competition [沖田, 櫻田 1989, 冊二, 10]. They advocated for the harmonization of inter-
national relations and promised to build friendly relations with China. Additionally, they 
pledged to prevent war during their rule [沖田, 櫻田 1989, 冊二, 736]. Under universal 
suffrage, those slogans gained widespread support, particularly among Japan’s emerging 
urban middle class. The addition of substantial financial support from the Mitsubishi con-
cern gave the newly formed “Constitutional Democratic Party” a good chance of success 
in the February 20, 1928 parliamentary elections. The Constitutional Democrats in Japan 
got 43 % of the votes, along with the pro-government Rikkenseiyū-kai. As a result, they 
formed the second-largest faction in the 466-member parliament, with 216 votes.
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However, even after such an unqualified electoral success, the Rikkenminsei-tō did 
not have a stable majority in the Diet. With the support of the Imperial Court, the top bu-
reaucracy and the military, the right-conservative Rikkenseiyū-kai party initially main-
tained control of the government. However, the authority of the single-party government 
of the “Association of Friends of Constitutional Government” soon began to decline ra--
pidly. Several factors contributed to this decline.

First: in the same year, 1928, Japan made its first attempt to take control of Manchuria 
by force. This was motivated by the need to ensure the safety of Japanese subjects living 
in Shandong Province [戦前外交の曲折と満州事変 2001, 104]. However, Tanaka’s 
government was soon forced to abandon this plan because of the open pressure on Japan 
from the leading world powers. As a result, the ruling party appeared to be lax in matters 
of foreign policy expansion, which had a significant impact on its popularity. 

Then the press revealed the unpleasant details of Prime Minister Tanaka Giichi’s high-
ly questionable receipt of three million yen from some “donors” after his election as 
Сhairman of the pro-government Rikkenseiyū-kai party [前田 2003, 124]. The scandal 
ended with the resignation of Prime Minister Tanaka and his entire Сabinet on July 2, 
1929. The “Association of Friends of Constitutional Government”, discredited by its 
leader, temporarily lost its ability to form a government. The right to form a new govern-
ment naturally passed to the country’s second largest party, the Rikkenminsei-tō. In this 
way, the opposition party of the Constitutional Democrats was suddenly given the oppor-
tunity to form a government of its own. And they took advantage of it.

On July 2, 1929, Hamaguchi Osachi, the leader of Rikkenminsei-tō, became the new 
Prime Minister of Japan [川村 2022a, 4]. Eight out of 13 ministerial posts in his govern-
ment were filled by the Constitutional Democrats. Members of the Rikkenminsei-tō also 
held important positions such as the general secretary of the Сabinet (i.e., head of the en-
tire Japanese bureaucracy) and general secretary of the government’s legal department, 
which were crucial for governing the country.

The Party Government of the Constitutional Democrats (1929–1931)
and the Reasons for Its Downfall

The government of the Constitutional Democrats, whose closest business partner was 
the Mitsubishi Corporation [Henshall 2013, 261], a longtime sponsor of the Rikkenminsei-
tō party, set to work. But already at the turn of 1929–1930, Japan was hit by a massive 
economic crisis. It happened within the framework of the “Great Depression” that began 
in the fall of 1929 and affected the entire economic system of the world at that time. For 
Japan, it meant a decline in industrial production, rising of unemployment and a sharp 
drop in living standards. In the geopolitical paradigm of the time, the only way out of the 
crisis was active foreign expansion with the goal of enslaving other nations and conque--
ring their resources and markets. Hamaguchi’s government, however, did not dare to im--
plement this program by force. Moreover, after a sober assessment of Japan’s power 
potential in relation to its main competitors – the United States, Great Britain and 
France – Hamaguchi’s Сabinet had to conclude the London Treaty on the Limitation of 
Naval Fleets in April 1930.

Under this multilateral agreement, the total tonnage of the Japanese navy remained 
substantially smaller than that of the British and American navies. As a result, in the area 
of foreign expansion Hamaguchi and his ministers pursued a course of peaceful competi-
tion for Japanese goods in world markets and of attracting foreign investment and tech-
nology. On the domestic front, in addition to the old slogans of reducing the social and 
property polarization of society, protecting civil rights and liberties, and preserving the 
institution of private property, the Constitutional Democrats put forward the ideas of 
strengthening parliamentary control over the government to eradicate government cor-
ruption and stabilizing finances by reducing budgetary expenditures on the army, navy 
and government bureaucracy. 
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All these openly liberal slogans were, as expected, well received by the majority of 
voters. In the 1930 election (held on February 20) the Rikkenminsei-tō party received 
53 % of the vote and sent 273 of its representatives (out of 466) to parliament. The Con-
stitutional Democrats confidently kept in power their own single-party Сabinet headed by 
their proven leader, Hamaguchi Osachi. 

The implementation of the social, political and economic priorities outlined in the 
election platform of the Constitutional Democrats provoked the categorical rejection of 
Japanese ultra-nationalists. It also raised serious concerns among Japan’s security forces, 
who were dissatisfied with the “pacifist” rhetoric of government ministers. The last straw 
was the proposed drastic reduction in military spending in the 1930 budget. The conse-
quences were not long in coming. On November 14, 1930, Prime Minister Hamaguchi 
Osachi was seriously wounded in an assassination attempt on the platform of Tokyo Sta-
tion by the ultra-nationalist terrorist Sagōya Tomeo (1908–1972) [丹羽 1994, 163].

Sagōya was first sentenced to death, then to life imprisonment. In 1940, he was gran--
ted amnesty and even accepted into government service as a patriotic agitator.

Hamaguchi could not regain his health after being severely wounded in the assassina-
tion attempt. He died on August 26, 1931.

Before his death, Hamaguchi, a staunch liberal, drafted a bill to grant women the right 
to vote and submitted it to the Diet [阿部, 佐藤 2000, 82]. However, after the bill passed 
the elected lower house, the emperor-appointed upper house blocked it.

After Hamaguchi’s death, Wakatsuki Reijirō became the leader of the Rikkenminsei-tō 
party. He was already experienced in this work.

The first thing the new-old prime minister did was to significantly increase the securi-
ty of top state officials, starting with himself. As a result, although the Сabinet under the 
new leader continued to implement the policy course begun during the Hamaguchi era, it 
became physically impossible to assassinate the new prime minister from the Constitu-
tional Democratic Party. At the same time, the government’s policies remained strongly 
opposed by then leaders of the army, navy and military-industrial complex. This was par-
ticularly evident in the vicious insubordination of the Japanese generals. The culmination 
of the confrontation between the party government of the Constitutional Democrats and 
the security forces was the military operation by the General of Japanese Kwantung 
Army Honjō Shigeru (1876–1945) to seize Manchuria, launched in September 1931 
against the will of the prime minister.

On behalf of the formally ruling Rikkenminsei-tō, whose foreign policy doctrine pro-
claimed a “policy of non-expansion” [Shin, Sneider 2011, 75], Wakatsuki did not ap-
prove Japan’s new round of military expansion on the continent. However, this military 
incident was very effective for the Japanese forces. The hostilities lasted until February 
1932 and ended with a complete occupation of Manchuria by the Japanese. Prime Minis-
ter Wakatsuki Reijirō, a staunch opponent of the military operation, resigned on Decem-
ber 13, 1931. The party Сabinet of the Constitutional Democrats fell and was replaced by 
the government formed by the “Association of Friends of Constitutional Government”. It 
was led by the new leader of the Rikkenseiyū-kai Inukai Tsuyoshi (1855–1932), who, un-
like his predecessor, supported the idea of Japanese occupation of Manchuria.

The Rikkenminsei-tō from the Constructive Opposition 
to the Involuntary Self-Liquidation (1931–1940)

The rise to power of the government of the “Association of Friends of Constitutional 
Government”, which lacked a parliamentary majority, once again demonstrated the poli--
tical impotence of the party cabinets of Japan at that time in the face of pressure from the 
Court, the bureaucracy and the military. However, that Сabinet was unable to pass a bud-
get through the Diet controlled by the Rikkenminsei-tō. Only the subsequent parliamen-
tary election on February 20, 1932 resolved the political deadlock.
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In order to prepare for the election, the government used all of its administrative and 
media resources to campaign against the Constitutional Democratic Party. Despite the 
fact that the party was stripped of its ruling status, it remained popular among voters. The 
government specifically targeted former Prime Minister Wakatsuki Reijirō and former 
Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō (1872–1951). They were accused of anti-patriotic 
pacifism in the Manchurian issue and some shady financial dealings with the Mitsubishi 
concern [浜口 2000, 608]. As a result, the Rikkenminsei-tō lost its majority in parliament 
in the election of 1932. The Constitutional Democrats were able to form a faction of only 
146 members with only 35 % of the vote. 

The failure buried Wakatsuki’s political authority as party leader. Although he clung 
maniacally to his status as chairman of the Rikkenminsei-tō for nearly three more years, 
he was forced to resign by his fellow party members in November 1934. In 1935, after 
much deliberation, Machida Chūji (1863–1946), who had considerable experience in 
practical ministerial work, was elected as the new head of the Constitutional Democratic 
Party [Scalapino 1975, 371]. 

In his earlier years, Machida served as a government official and journalist. He had 
experience in business and was repeatedly elected to the parliament [荒木 1979, 479]. He 
served as Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Minister of Trade and Industry, and Min-
ister of Finance. Thus, he made a conscious decision to restore the party’s authority with 
new economic ideas. He radically reoriented the party’s platform to support small and 
medium-sized businesses. He promised voters that, if elected, he would create a special 
state bank to provide relatively cheap government loans to such entrepreneurs. 

To Machida’s credit, such a bank (under the protectorate of the Mitsubishi Group, of 
course) was indeed established on November 30, 1936. It was called “Central Commer-
cial and Industrial Bank” (Shōkōchūkin). The main direction of its work was to support 
small and medium-sized businesses, starting with farmers [農林水產省百年史 1979, 冊
四, 614]. The bank has been operating successfully in Japan up to the present...

The effort was worthwhile. At the next election on February 20, 1936, the Rikken-
minsei-tō got 40 % of the votes and increased its parliamentary group to 205 members. 
However, this victory was only formal. The Constitutional Democrats still did not have a 
majority among the deputies, and could not form a coalition with anyone, so they re-
mained in opposition. The government once again became “non-partisan” and thus com-
pletely controlled by the military. As a result, Japan openly took the course of preparing 
for a new full-scale war and signed the “Anti-Comintern Pact” with Hitler’s Germany in 
Berlin on November 25, 1936. When parliamentarians tried to express their disagree-
ment with this decision, the new Prime Minister, General Hayashi Senjūrō (1876–1943), 
solved the problem in a simple and concise military manner. In February 1937, he or-
dered the dissolution of the “bad, unpatriotic” parliament, and new election scheduled for 
March 31. 

The decision to dissolve the parliament, which had been elected only a year before 
and had managed to approve the annual budget presented by the government, albeit 
with a creak, led to a wave of criticism from party politicians. On the other hand, the 
dissolution of parliament itself confirmed the political impotence of the party leaders, 
which could not but affect the mood of the electorate and had a direct impact on the 
Rikkenminsei-tō’s rating. In the 1937 elections, the Constitutional Democrats retained 
their status as the most popular party among the people, but won 36 % of the vote in-
stead of 40.

The culmination of all this party dithering came in July 1937, when Japan became em-
broiled in a full-scale military conflict with China. 

The war against a neighbor with virtually inexhaustible human resources was a long 
war, which meant that it quickly became a war of attrition for Japan. Such a war re-
quired mobilization of all the country’s resources, which was incompatible with the 
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parliamentary multiparty system. The leadership of the “Land of the Rising Sun” was 
clearly inclined to the necessity of establishing a totalitarian single-party regime in Ja-
pan.

Many party politicians in Japan, realizing the inevitability of the ensuing transforma-
tion, quickly capitulated to power. In 1938, the Diet, “reconstituted” by the 1937 elec-
tions, passed the Bill to mobilize the country. According to this law, Diet members 
(including representatives of the Rikkenminsei-tō) “voluntarily” relinquished their right to 
control the government. From then on, the Japanese Cabinet was to exercise its power 
solely on the basis of imperial decrees. Once such a law was passed, the authorities rea--
lized that these intimidated Diet members could no longer be relied upon. It was con--
firmed by the events of 1940. On October 12, in the atmosphere of lavish celebrations for 
the 2600th anniversary of the foundation of the Imperial Dynasty, on the initiative of then 
“bureaucratic” Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro (1891–1945), it was announced in Japan 
that all the “old” parties were dissolved and officially merged into a new quasi-party 
structure, the only one of its kind in the country. It was called the “Imperial Aid Associa-
tion” (Taiseiyokusan-kai) [日本近現代史辞典 1978, 322]. The rationale was simple and 
clear: “The doctrines of economic and political liberalism no longer meet the needs of the 
industrial age” [Scalapino 1975, 397].

It is noteworthy that some party politicians tried to protest against this “voluntary-
coercive” self-liquidation of their parties. The leader of the Socialists, Abe Isoo (1865–
1949), showily resigned from politics for a time. Nakajima Chikuhei (1884–1949), the 
leader of the right-wing conservative Rikkenseiyū-kai party, was betrayed by his political 
associates, lost his status as party leader and went into business. The Japanese Nazis of 
the “Society of the East” party (Tōhō-kai) rejected the government initiative altogether, 
for which they were subject to repression. As a result, their leader, Nakano Seigō (1886–
1943), who wanted to “improve” the existing order in the country by “completing consti-
tutional reform” [井上 2013, 73] in the Hitler’s manner, was first arrested (along with 39 
other party members). Then, after his pretrial release, he committed a highly suspicious 
suicide at home. Only the Constitutional Democrats accepted the authorities’ decision 
without protest and immediately joined the “Imperial Aid Association”. It once again 
confirmed their political impotence and extreme vulnerability to direct coercive pressure. 

The answer to the question of why the Rikkenminsei-tō was so cowardly and uncom-
plainingly self-liquidating should be sought in the ideological positioning and social 
backbone of this party.

Let’s start with the ideological positioning. The platform slogans of the Rikkenminsei-
tō party proclaimed at all the election campaigns corresponded to liberal ideals and were 
very attractive to the emerging “middle class” in Japan at that time. It based on the crea--
tive and scientific intellectuals, small and medium-sized entrepreneurs, and middle-level 
civil servants. Those people were sympathetic to the ideas of expanding personal free-
doms, respect for the institution of privacy, and relatively free access to education and 
well-paid work for people in their circles. At the same time, they calmly accepted the fact 
that, in the paradigm of world political and economic reality at the time, the achievement 
of those goals had to be accompanied by the colonial robbery of other nations, the seizure 
of their raw materials, and the strict, often violent, control of foreign markets. Even the 
possible prospect of war did not frighten the Japanese very much. First, the victorious ex-
perience of recent military campaigns (Russo-Japanese and World War I) had instilled in 
the Land of the Rising Sun a belief in the power of its armed forces. Second, the horrors 
of the First World War fully affected Europe itself, while Japan suffered relatively little 
bloodshed during that war. Therefore, unlike the European nations, the war did not pro-
duce a psychological shock among the Japanese subjects. 

On the other hand, all of the aforementioned social strata on which the Rikkenminsei-
tō party traditionally relied had something to lose in the event of social unrest. Therefore, 
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they did not want to get into an uncompromising confrontation with the authorities. They 
hoped that the public damage caused by the establishment of a totalitarian single-party 
state would not be too great, and that possible foreign policy success would allow them 
to develop the domestic economy more successfully and thus raise social standards in Ja-
pan itself. That is why, unlike the parties of the left and right, the Japanese constitutional 
democrats, as ideological centrists, did not even try to object to the authorities about the 
forced liquidation of any multiparty institutions in the country. The former leaders of the 
Rikkenminsei-tō (starting with Machida Chūji himself) soon were offered highly respec-
ted government posts. As expected, they accepted them and successfully integrated them--
selves into a single-party political system. It was only after Japan’s defeat in World War II 
when Machida Chūji again became an advocate of multiparty politics. He even led the 
process of rebuilding another centrist party in post-war Japan under the name Nihon 
shimpo-tō (the Japan Progressive Party).

Conclusions
The Japanese Constitutional Democratic Party (Rikkenminsei-tō) was founded in 1927 

after the collapse of the “Three Constitutional Defense Parties” government coalition, as 
a result of the merger of the ruling “Constitutional Politics Association” (Kensei-kai), 
which had lost its status, and the opposition “Orthodox Constitutional Friends Party” 
(Seiyūhon-tō). Taking advantage of the formal absence of the Liberal Party proper in Ja-
pan’s party-political system at the time, the newly formed Rikkenminsei-tō successfully 
occupied the appropriate niche of ideological liberalism and party centrism. It promoted 
slogans of greater social justice in the distribution of society’s accumulated material 
wealth, full protection of civil rights and freedoms, eradication of corruption, strengthe--
ning of the role of parliament and political parties in state-building, aimed at maintaining 
peace, “harmonization” of international relations. The popularity of the program goals 
proclaimed by the Constitutional Democrats allowed the Rikkenminsei-tō to become the 
main opposition party in the country. Following the resignation of the Tanaka Giichi’s 
government in 1929, the Rikkenminsei-tō even formed its own party government. Never-
theless, the attempt of the Constitutional Democratic Hamaguchi Osachi’s Сabinet to rea--
lize the endeavor to implement the program of his party encountered resolute opposition 
from Japanese ultranationalists and security forces. This opposition eventually led to the 
resignation of the Constitutional Democratic Cabinet in December 1931.

Back in opposition, the Rikkenminsei-tō, led by new leader Machida Chūji, slightly re-
oriented its program to emphasize increased support for small and medium-sized busi-
nesses. This allowed the Constitutional Democrats to further expand their electoral base. 
However, after the outbreak of Japan’s full-scale war with China in 1937, the top leader-
ship of the Japanese bureaucracy, the army and navy commanders, and the Imperial Court 
were inclined toward the necessity of establishing a totalitarian one-party regime in Ja-
pan. In October 1940, the country underwent a political reform in which all the “old” 
parties were merged into the quasi-party, all-state “Imperial Aid Association” Taiseiyoku-
san-kai.

Of all the political parties functioning in Japan at the time, only the Constitutional 
Democrats accepted the authorities’ decision without protest. In doing so, they demon-
strated their complete political impotence and extreme vulnerability to the direct coercive 
pressure of the authorities. The extremely conciliatory attitude of the Rikkenminsei-tō was 
due to its social base, which was formed by the emerging “middle class” in Japan at that 
time. The creative and scientific intelligentsia, small and medium-sized businessmen, and 
middle-level officials were unwilling to accept an uncompromising confrontation with 
the authorities. They calmly realized that in the paradigm of the world’s political and eco-
nomic reality at that time, the greatness of the Japanese empire was to be accompanied 
by the colonial robbery of other nations, the seizure of their raw materials, and the violent 
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control of foreign markets. The Japanese “middle class”, and with it the party functiona--
ries of the former Rikkenminsei-tō, hoped that the public damage from the establishment 
of a totalitarian one-party model of government would not be too great, and that possible 
foreign policy successes would allow for a more successful development of the domestic 
economy and, consequently, a higher social standard of living in Japan itself. That is why 
the Japanese Constitutional Democrats, as ideological centrists, unlike the parties of the 
left and right spectrum, did not even try to object to the authorities about the forced abo-
lition of the multiparty system in the country in 1940.
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В. А. Рубель
Партія Ріккенмінсей-то: ідейне позиціонування і політична еволюція 

у владній системі Японської імперії 1927–1940 рр.
Конституційно-демократична партія (Ріккенмінсей-то) була створена в Японії 1 червня 

1927 р. після розпаду урядової коаліції “трьох партій захисту конституції” (ґокен сампа 
найкаку) внаслідок злиття партії “Конституційний союз” (Кенсей-кай), яка втратила статус 
керівної, та опозиційної Партії справжніх друзів конституції (Сейюхон-то). В умовах нещо-
давно впровадженого в Японії загального виборчого права ліберально-центристська Рік-
кенмінсей-то дістала масову підтримку на виборах, проте не виборола більшості в парла-
менті, тому спочатку стала найпотужнішою опозиційною партією. 1929 р., коли серія ко-
рупційних скандалів змусила до відставки уряд Спілки друзів конституційного правління 
(Ріккенсейю-кай), що спирався на підтримку Двору, вищої державної бюрократії та вій-
ськових, партія Ріккенмінсей-то дістала можливість сформувати власний уряд і ненадовго 
стала керівною. У листопаді 1930 р. глава партійного кабінету конституційних демократів 
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Хамаґучі Осачі був важко поранений під час теракту і наступного року помер. Його наступ-
ник на посаді лідера партії та уряду Вакацукі Рейджіро не зміг привести до покори вище 
командування збройних сил і після початку не схваленої ним військової операції із захоплен-
ня Маньчжурії у грудні 1931 р. пішов з урядом у відставку. Відтоді Ріккенмінсей-то, збері-
гаючи рейтинг найпопулярнішої серед виборців партії, залишалась головною опозиційною 
партією до примусової ліквідації в 1940 р. Метод проблемно-хронологічного аналізу факто-
логічного матеріалу дає підстави стверджувати, що головною причиною неремстиво-по-
кірного виконання партією Ріккенмінсей-то урядового наказу про самоліквідацію була її 
електоральна опора на не готовий до безкомпромісного протистояння з владою “середній 
клас”. Крім того, колишні керівники Конституційно-демократичної партії в нових умовах 
однопартійної політичної системи обійняли важливі державні посади, що цілком задоволь-
нило їхні особисті політичні амбіції.

Ключові слова: Вакацукі Рейджіро; Конституційно-демократична партія (Ріккенмінсей-
то); політична історія; Хамаґучі Осачі; Японія
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