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Information Control, This paper investigates the subtle erosion of democracy in Japan, arguing that
Government systemic non-statutory information secrecy functions as a key mechanism within
Transparency, the theoretical framework of Autocracy 2.0. The Autocracy 2.0 model posits that
Autocracy 2.0, democratic forms are outwardly maintained while their political substance is
Right to Know, strategically hollowed out. The study explores the structural and cultural
Citizen Engagement foundations of Japan’s administrative opacity, demonstrating that information

control extends far beyond statutory secrecy laws. It is institutionalised through
entrenched bureaucratic norms—including the notorious practice of “absence of
documents”™—as well as through the exploitation of legal loopholes and the
deployment of political tactics such as rhetorical framing and selective disclosure.
A comparative case analysis across four high-stakes policy domains—immigration,
nuclear power, public health, and COVID-19 vaccine policy—reveals recurring
patterns designed to manage public opinion formation and suppress dissent.
Collectively, these practices erode the citizenry’s right to know and undermine
popular sovereignty, contributing to an incremental drift toward a managed, semi-
authoritarian state. The government thereby preserves the facade of democratic
procedure while constraining its substantive operation. The analysis concludes by
proposing a three-pronged reform agenda—comprehensive legal revision,
Received December 25, 2025 institutionalisation of independent accountability mechanisms, and active civic
Revised May 18, 2026 empowerment—as essential measures for democratic revitalisation and the
Accepted June 27, 2026 :
restoration of transparency.

Introduction

The foundation of any modern democracy lies in the public’s right to know, a prerequisite for citizens
to participate meaningfully in decision-making and to monitor governmental power. This right
presupposes a transparent information environment in which citizens can freely access accurate and
reliable data held by public authorities. In Japan, however, administrative and political practices
have fostered a persistent regime of non-statutory secrecy—forms of information concealment that
extend beyond legally mandated confidentiality. Such practices exemplify a broader system of
information control (Guriev and Treisman, 2019), whereby the state strategically regulates the
circulation of knowledge and restricts public access to critical information. These mechanisms
correspond to the model of “Autocracy 2.0” (Yang, 2024), a form of governance in which democratic
institutions—elections, legislatures, and courts—are formally retained but their substantive
functions are hollowed out through subtle constraints on transparency, accountability, and civic
participation. Within this model, incumbents consolidate power not by abolishing democratic
institutions outright but by manipulating information flows, weakening oversight mechanisms, and
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marginalising citizens’ capacity for informed deliberation.

The societal consequences of this administrative opacity are profound. They reach to the core of
public trust, policy legitimacy, and governance accountability. While corporate information
concealment often provokes public condemnation, analogous practices within the state apparatus
exert far greater influence on democratic integrity. Moreover, these practices are frequently
reinforced through the cooperation—or at times the complicity—of mass media, which amplify
official narratives while marginalising dissenting perspectives. Hence, Japan’s information control
regime should not be viewed merely as an isolated bureaucratic defect but as a structural threat to
the very foundations of democratic governance. Against this background, this paper poses these
central research questions: How do informal, non-statutory practices of information secrecy within
Japan’s central government and political institutions operate? In what ways do they contribute to
the quiet erosion of democratic transparency and accountability? And how can these practices be
effectively reformed or improved?

Existing scholarly works have focused largely on statutory and institutional frameworks. Analyses of
the Act on Access to Information Held by Administrative Organs (1999) emphasise its extensive
exemptions and the broad discretion it grants administrative agencies, thereby limiting effective
transparency (Kadomatsu, 2018). Similarly, the Act on the Protection of Specially Designated Secrets
(2013), though officially justified on national security grounds, has been widely criticised for
constraining the public’s right to know, impeding journalistic inquiry, and falling short of
international human rights standards (Hofsommer and Halperin, 2014). In political science, the
literature on Autocracy 2.0 has primarily examined authoritarian regimes—most notably in China—
where governments employ advanced technologies and sophisticated governance strategies to
regulate information flows, manage public opinion, and sustain economic and international
legitimacy (Yang, 2024). Yet, this literature seldom addresses the informal, non-statutory
mechanisms of secrecy that are deeply embedded within the administrative routines, political
strategies, and media relations of formally democratic systems such as Japan (Suzuki, 1995;
Buchmeier, 2024).

This omission is consequential. Statutory secrecy frameworks alone cannot account for the
persistence of opacity. Informal practices, which are rooted in bureaucratic culture, political
manoeuvring, and organisational inertia, play a critical role in structuring the boundaries of public
discourse and determining what information is deemed legitimate for release. Through mechanisms
such as selective disclosure, rhetorical reframing, and suppression of inconvenient data, these
practices progressively narrow the informational basis of democratic deliberation. This study seeks
to fill that analytical gap by systematically examining non-statutory information secrecy within
Japan’s central government and political institutions. Employing a comparative case study across
four major policy domains—immigration, nuclear power, public health and safety, and the COVID-
19 vaccine rollout—the analysis identifies recurring patterns of information control and their
structural consequences. Each case illustrates a distinctive yet complementary facet of
administrative opacity: immigration policy exemplifies rhetorical framing used to delimit legitimate
debate; nuclear power demonstrates the technical management of information to sustain public
confidence; public health and safety expose paternalistic withholding of risk data; and COVID-19
vaccine policy reveals selective disclosure designed to shape public behaviour. Taken together, these
cases illuminate how informal practices, institutional loopholes, and bureaucratic norms coalesce to
weaken transparency, erode popular sovereignty, and transform governance into a managed
democracy that verges on semi-authoritarianism.

The objective of this paper is not only analytical but normative: to clarify the mechanisms of
informational opacity and articulate a pathway for democratic revitalisation. Legal and institutional
reforms—such as the comprehensive revision of the Information Disclosure Act and the
establishment of a robust public document management system—are indispensable. Yet reforms
must also encompass civic empowerment, enabling citizens to engage actively in governance and
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reclaim control over information. Only through such structural and participatory renewal can Japan
sustain the substantive values of liberal democracy.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, comparative case-study methodology, extending the theoretical
and analytical lineage established in The Rest 16(1): Autocracy 2.0 and the Informational Turn in
Democratic Backsliding (Sakurai, 2026). Anchored in the frameworks of Yang’s (2024) Autocracy
2.0 and Guriev and Treisman’s (2019) Informational Autocracy, this approach facilitates the
examination of how executive authority is consolidated within a formally democratic regime without
overt coercion. Whereas the preceding research offers a macro-level comparative analysis,
identifying Japan as a “least-likely” case for democratic backsliding and contrasting its technocratic
drift with Turkey’s populist deconsolidation, the present study undertakes a micro-level
investigation of the mechanisms underpinning that drift. The analytical focus thus shifts from
institutional architecture, such as statutory secrecy regimes, to non-statutory informational practices
that operationalise this transformation in everyday governance.

By investigating the informal routines through which information control is institutionalised—
bureaucratic norms, political strategies, and organisational habits—this study addresses a critical
lacuna in existing literature. These practices include selective disclosure, rhetorical framing, and
strategic suppression of data deemed politically inconvenient, all of which gradually erode
transparency and accountability. To operationalise this inquiry, the research adopts a nested
comparative design within a single-country context. Four distinct policy sectors—immigration,
nuclear power, public health and safety, and COVID-19 vaccine policy—are selected as analytical
cases. This design facilitates the triangulation of evidence across diverse bureaucratic and political
settings, revealing the recurrent logics of information management.

The immigration case demonstrates the use of rhetorical framing to constrain policy discourse and
depoliticize human rights concerns; the nuclear power case reveals technocratic information
management aimed at manufacturing and maintaining public confidence; the public health and
safety case highlights the paternalistic withholding of risk information justified under the guise of
“avoiding public confusion”; and the COVID-19 vaccine case exposes deliberate selective disclosure
used to shape behavioral compliance during crisis governance. Through this cross-sectoral
comparison, the study traces the convergence of informal practices, institutional loopholes, and
bureaucratic norms that collectively produce systemic opacity. The findings elucidate how
transparency is structurally weakened, how popular sovereignty is eroded, and how liberal
democracy risks transformation into a managed, semi-authoritarian state—a quintessential
manifestation of Autocracy 2.0 under democratic guise.

Motives and Mechanisms of Information Control in Japan

The concealment of politically or administratively significant information by Japan’s authorities is
not a passive by-product of bureaucratic inertia but a proactive and strategic process designed to
manage the information environment and preserve existing power hierarchies. This pervasive
practice is sustained through a structural symbiosis that combines political strategies to consolidate
authority with bureaucratic mechanisms deeply embedded in administrative culture. A detailed
examination of these two dimensions—political and bureaucratic—is essential to understanding the
quiet but systematic erosion of democratic accountability in contemporary Japan.

Political Motives and Strategies

The political impetus for information control in Japan is fundamentally twofold. It serves both to
shape the boundaries of public discourse and to consolidate the power of entrenched elites.
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From “Avoiding Chaos” to “Managing Public Will Formation”

Political actors frequently justify secrecy through a paternalistic discourse that emphasises the need
to “avoid social confusion” or prevent “unwarranted public anxiety” that might hinder smooth policy
implementation. This justification presupposes a citizenry incapable of responsibly processing
complex or sensitive information. However, this seemingly protective rationale often conceals a far
more strategic objective: the active management of public will formation. By selectively withholding
inconvenient statistical data, expert reports, or internal deliberations, particularly in politically
sensitive fields such as immigration reform, nuclear energy, or pandemic response, political leaders
effectively reduce the likelihood of organised resistance to controversial policies.

The practice of selective disclosure is central to this strategy. By revealing only partial information
at critical junctures, policymakers can steer public debate toward a predetermined interpretive frame
and present major policy changes as routine, technical, or administrative necessities. This
informational asymmetry fundamentally weakens the quality of democratic deliberation, as citizens
are deprived of the factual foundation required to form independent and well-informed judgments.
In this sense, information control becomes an essential tool for sustaining a technocratic mode of
governance that privileges bureaucratic and political elites while marginalising public participation.

From Special Interest Inducement to the Centralisation of Political Power

A second major motive for political secrecy lies in the protection of special interests and the
consequent centralisation of political power. Information relating to public works, procurement
processes, regulatory reforms, and major administrative programs carries immense political and
economic value. By restricting public access to such information while selectively sharing it with
favoured corporations, allied politicians, or key organisational stakeholders, political leaders
reinforce clientelist networks and patronage systems. These selective disclosure practices sustain
reciprocal exchanges of political loyalty, administrative compliance, and financial benefits.

The deliberate concealment of politically sensitive information also shields elites from public
scrutiny and suppresses potential rivalries within the political system. It effectively prevents citizens
and opposition parties from identifying instances of favouritism, cronyism, or corruption, thereby
obstructing democratic oversight. Over time, this systematic opacity transforms governance into a
structure oriented less toward the collective public good than toward the preservation of elite
interests. The cumulative effect is a subtle but persistent hollowing of democratic governance, in
which procedural democracy endures yet substantive accountability is steadily eroded.

Bureaucratic Mechanisms and Administrative Culture

While political motives drive the demand for secrecy, bureaucratic structures and norms supply the
institutional and cultural mechanisms through which secrecy is sustained. Two dimensions are
particularly critical: the legal and procedural loopholes in Japan’s transparency framework, and the
deep-rooted administrative culture of risk avoidance and conformity.

The Limits of the Information Disclosure Act and the “Absence of Public Documents”

Information control within the bureaucracy is facilitated by both the structural weaknesses and the
interpretive elasticity of Japan’s transparency legislation. The Information Disclosure Act of 1999,
while ostensibly designed to ensure governmental openness, contains broad and ambiguously
defined exemptions—most notably for “information concerning the process of will formation”
(Article 5, paragraph (v)). This provision grants bureaucrats wide discretion to withhold documents
pertaining to policy deliberation, effectively rendering the policymaking process opaque. Even more
problematic is the Act’s vague definition of what constitutes an “administrative document.” By
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exploiting this ambiguity, bureaucrats can circumvent disclosure obligations altogether through
non-creation or non-preservation of records, a practice that undermines the very spirit of
transparency law.

The Moritomo Gakuen scandal (2017-2018) (Repeta 2017; SNA 2021) starkly exposed this systemic
vulnerability. The scandal, involving the deeply discounted sale of state-owned land to a nationalist
school operator with alleged ties to political figures, revealed how bureaucratic manipulation of
records can be weaponised to obscure accountability. Officials within the Ministry of Finance altered
and deleted key sections of official documents to remove references to senior politicians, effectively
erasing evidence of political involvement. While civil litigation confirmed the illegality of the
tampering and established state responsibility, criminal accountability for senior officials was never
pursued. This outcome underscored the limitations of Japan’s institutional mechanisms for
enforcing transparency and demonstrated how intentional bureaucratic non-disclosure can be
employed to shield both administrative and political elites from scrutiny.

Bureaucratic Culture and Control by “Atmosphere”

Beyond legal and procedural deficiencies, Japan’s administrative opacity is reinforced by deeply
entrenched bureaucratic norms and an overarching culture of risk avoidance. Practices such as
failing to create records, neglecting to preserve them, or claiming that documents “do not exist”
reflect not isolated acts of negligence but a coherent institutional logic aimed at minimising personal
and organisational accountability. Within Japan’s hierarchical and harmony-oriented bureaucracy,
lower-level officials are implicitly discouraged from compiling or presenting information that might
be politically inconvenient or critical of policy direction. Consequently, dissenting or alternative
viewpoints are often suppressed before they are ever formalised in written form.

This informal mechanism, often described as “control by atmosphere”, operates through tacit
pressure and internalised conformity rather than explicit orders. Bureaucrats learn to intuit and
reproduce the preferences of their superiors, avoiding actions that might disrupt administrative
harmony. The result is a pervasive culture of anticipatory self-censorship, in which potentially
disruptive information is neutralised at the stage of production. Secrecy, therefore, is maintained not
only through legal loopholes or administrative design but also through organisational psychology
and collective professional norms. In this way, Japan’s bureaucratic culture itself becomes a
mechanism of information control that perpetuates executive dominance while insulating public
institutions from accountability.

The Interdependence of Political and Bureaucratic Secrecy

The mechanisms employed by political leaders and bureaucrats, though distinct in their rationales
and techniques, are mutually reinforcing and structurally interdependent. Political executives
benefit from bureaucratic practices of non-documentation, selective disclosure, and administrative
discretion, which provide convenient, non-attributable means of concealing sensitive information or
deflecting public controversy. Bureaucrats, in turn, derive institutional protection and legitimacy
from political narratives that rationalise secrecy as a necessity for national stability, administrative
efficiency, or the avoidance of “social chaos.”

This symbiotic relationship produces a self-sustaining cycle: political actors set the strategic
imperatives for opacity, while bureaucrats operationalise them through procedural manipulation
and cultural conformity. The result is a systemic culture of non-disclosure, embedded within both
political decision-making and administrative practice. Together, these intertwined mechanisms
severely constrain transparency, weaken democratic oversight, and normalise secrecy as a functional
component of governance. The convergence of political motives and bureaucratic mechanisms thus
represents one of the most significant structural factors underpinning Japan’s quiet democratic
erosion, transforming what appears to be a rule-based democracy into a managed polity sustained

278



The Quiet Erosion of Democracy: Non-Statutory Information Secrecy in Japan

the rest | volume 16 | number 2 | 2026

by information asymmetry and institutionalised opacity. The concealment of important information
by Japan’s administrative and political authorities is not merely a passive or accidental outcome of
bureaucratic inertia; rather, it represents a proactive and strategic effort to manage the information
environment and secure existing power structures. This pervasive practice is sustained through a
structural symbiosis, combining distinct political strategies aimed at consolidating authority with
bureaucratic mechanisms deeply embedded in Japan’s administrative culture. A detailed
examination of these two dimensions is crucial for understanding the quiet erosion of democratic
accountability.

Case Study of Information Control in Key Policy Areas

This section examines how information control manifests across four major policy domains—
immigration, nuclear power, public health and safety, and the COVID-19 vaccine rollout—to identify
the shared structural features that reveal a systemic challenge to democratic governance in Japan.
Unlike ordinary corporate or administrative opacity, these patterns of control are rooted in the state’s
institutional power to shape public discourse and sustained through the cooperation, or at times
complicity, of mass media institutions. The following analysis demonstrates how political and
bureaucratic motives converge to produce strategic opacity in policy areas that directly affect the
nation’s welfare and the lives of citizens.

Immigration: Information Control Through the “Absence of Debate”

Japan’s approach to labour migration policy exemplifies a form of political information control
achieved through strategic rhetorical framing and deliberate depoliticisation. Despite severe
demographic decline and growing economic dependence on foreign workers, successive
administrations—especially under Prime Minister Shinzo Abe—repeatedly avoided the politically
sensitive term “immigration policy.” Instead, they substituted more technocratic and seemingly
neutral expressions such as “policy on foreign nationals” or “utilisation of foreign human resources.”
This linguistic reframing, disseminated through major media outlets including NHK, served to
obscure the fundamentally transformative nature of these policies.

Abe’s frequent insistence that “the government has no intention to promote a so-called immigration
policy” achieved a dual strategic function: it placated nationalist and conservative constituencies
wary of social change while also minimising potential public resistance that a forthright
acknowledgement of immigration would have provoked. As a result, substantive reforms—such as
the expansion of the Technical Intern Training Program and the introduction of new visa
categories—were presented as minor administrative adjustments rather than as structural shifts with
lasting societal impact. This strategy successfully generated what scholars have termed an “absence
of debate” (Higuchi et al., 2024), effectively depriving the public of opportunities to scrutinise or
contest policy decisions.

However, this rhetorical containment has begun to show limits. Immigration has gained increasing
visibility in digital and political spaces, particularly in the context of the July 2025 House of
Councillors election. In a notable press conference on July 30, 2025, Minister of Justice Keisuke
Suzuki projected that the number of foreign residents could exceed 10 per cent of Japan’s total
population—around ten million people—by 2040 (JNPC, 2025). This public acknowledgement of a
demographic trajectory previously downplayed by officials indicates a growing difficulty in
sustaining rhetorical avoidance. As Chiavacci (2025) observes, demographic and economic
imperatives are gradually overwhelming the government’s ability to unilaterally control discourse,
signalling a partial breakdown of the long-standing narrative management that has characterised
Japan’s immigration debate.
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Nuclear Power: Information Control to Sustain the “Safety Myth”

The governance of nuclear power in Japan has long been defined by an institutionalised regime of
information control orchestrated jointly by the state and the electric utility industry, particularly the
Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO). The central objective of this control has been to perpetuate
the “safety myth”—the belief that Japan’s nuclear facilities are fundamentally secure and risk-free.
Prior to the 2011 Fukushima Daiichi disaster, government agencies and energy corporations
routinely withheld critical technical reports and dissenting expert assessments that identified safety
deficiencies and seismic vulnerabilities. Such information was suppressed under the pretexts of
“national security” and “corporate confidentiality,” thereby concealing known risks from public and
legislative scrutiny.

In the aftermath of the disaster, similar patterns persisted. Both TEPCO and state authorities delayed
releasing essential data on radioactive contamination, long-term health risks, and evacuation
planning. The rationale was to prevent “public panic” and the destabilisation of political support for
nuclear energy. This deliberate withholding of information functioned as a crisis management
strategy aimed at preserving policy continuity rather than promoting accountability or reform.

Even after the disaster exposed the moral and institutional fragility of Japan’s nuclear governance,
judicial reluctance to enforce accountability has reinforced systemic opacity. Higher courts,
including the Supreme Court, have consistently refrained from issuing definitive rulings on the
criminal liability of TEPCO executives despite substantial evidence of neglected safety obligations.
This judicial restraint, rooted in the Court’s historical aversion to politically charged rulings (Satoh,
2008), has perpetuated a culture of impunity. As Higuchi (2025) notes, the TEPCO case illustrates
how information control serves both prospective and retrospective functions, preventing public
opposition to future policy while retroactively shielding elites from responsibility for past failures.

Public Health and Safety: Information Control Based on the Premise of “Public
Ignorance”

In the domain of public health and environmental safety, which encompasses areas such as the
regulation of food additives, carcinogenic substances, and genetically modified crops, Japan’s
administrative bureaucracy continues to display a deeply entrenched culture of secrecy. Scientific
risk assessments, advisory panel minutes, and expert deliberations are frequently withheld from
disclosure under the justification that they constitute part of the “process of will formation,” a legal
phrase invoked to exempt such materials from release under the Information Disclosure Act
(Kadomatsu, 2018).

This practice reveals a persistent paternalistic ideology premised upon the notion of “public
ignorance.” Bureaucrats often assume that ordinary citizens lack the technical literacy or analytical
capacity to interpret complex scientific information without misunderstanding or getting unduly
anxious about it. As a result, data that could generate public concern or criticism, such as the results
of toxicological studies, risk-model uncertainties, and dissenting expert opinions, are systematically
excluded from public access.

Such administrative opacity functions not only as a mechanism to “protect” the public from
confusion but also as a means to insulate both industrial and regulatory interests from democratic
scrutiny. Through the selective disclosure and control of scientific information, administrative
authorities reinforce an authoritarian epistemology in which the state claims exclusive prerogative
to define what constitutes “sound knowledge.” Critics contend that this entrenched practice
perpetuates a bureaucratic monopoly over the science—policy interface and marginalises
independent research, external expertise, and civil society participation (Yamada et al., 2023).
Ultimately, the continued withholding of information erodes democratic deliberation by depriving
citizens of the epistemic resources required to form reasoned judgments on issues of health and
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environmental risk.

Expert organisations, meanwhile, occupy multifaceted and adaptive roles in this governance
landscape—as knowledge brokers, standard setters, facilitators, and educators—particularly visible
during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Their involvement underscores both their
indispensable contributions to effective policy learning and the intrinsic challenges of ensuring
accountability and legitimacy (Ishigaki, 2022). It is therefore critical that bureaucratic institutions
mobilise such expert organisations not merely as instruments of administrative policy but as genuine
contributors to the public interest and democratic transparency.

COVID-19 Vaccine: Information Control in the Name of “Avoiding Public Confusion”

The government’s management of vaccine-related information during the COVID-19 pandemic
revealed the full extent of Japan’s institutionalised control of public health data. Although
transparency was critical for maintaining public confidence, information regarding vaccine safety
and adverse reactions was subject to selective disclosure and delay.

Reports of post-vaccination adverse events were published in fragmented or incomplete form, with
statistical framing that downplayed possible causal relationships. Advisory committees convened by
the Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare of Japan often released only partial summaries of their
deliberations, and full minutes were delayed or withheld altogether. These practices obscured the
depth of expert disagreement and precluded independent verification of policy decisions.

Official justifications consistently appealed to the need to “avoid public confusion” and preserve
public trust in the vaccination campaign. However, as Makino et al. (2024) demonstrate, this
rationale functioned as a legitimising cover for administrative convenience and policy expediency.
The deliberate minimisation of risks in official communication not only constrained public
understanding but also eroded confidence in government institutions and scientific authorities. The
episode underscores how the paternalistic logic of information control can directly threaten
fundamental rights to health, safety, and informed consent when deployed in crisis governance.

Comparative Reflection

Across these four diverse domains—immigration, nuclear power, public health and safety, and
pandemic management—clear structural parallels emerge. First, in each case, secrecy is justified
through paternalistic rhetoric that assumes citizens’ cognitive or emotional incapacity to process
complex information. Whether framed as “avoiding chaos,” “preventing confusion,” or “protecting
public ignorance,” such narratives reassert a hierarchical relationship between state and citizen.

Second, strategic rhetorical framing and selective disclosure serve as central instruments for shaping
public perception. By controlling terminology and narrative emphasis, authorities manage the
contours of public debate without overt censorship, thereby exercising subtle but effective control
over “public will formation.” Third, institutional actors outside the executive—particularly the mass
media and the judiciary—play an enabling role. Through deference, complacency, or judicial
restraint, they help sustain an ecosystem of opacity that blurs lines of accountability and weakens
democratic oversight.

Collectively, these cases demonstrate that information control in Japan is neither episodic nor
circumstantial. It represents a persistent governance pattern that structurally limits transparency
and diminishes public participation in policymaking. By constraining citizens’ access to knowledge
and shaping the terms of political discourse, this system undermines the democratic ideal of
informed consent and weakens the normative foundations of popular sovereignty. The next section
examines how these systemic practices intersect with Japan’s constitutional principles and
established norms of political ethics, situating the issue of information control within the broader
trajectory of democratic accountability and institutional trust.
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Discussion on Challenges and Reforms

The evidence presented across the preceding case studies demonstrates that information control in
Japan constitutes a systemic feature of governance rather than an isolated administrative aberration.
This section analyses the implications of this finding within Japan’s political, ethical, and legal
contexts, and advances a set of structural and participatory reforms necessary to counteract the quiet
but sustained erosion of democratic governance.

Political, Ethical, and Legal Contexts

The persistence of information control reflects a deep-seated institutional preference for
organisational and strategic interests over the broader public good. This structural tendency is
historically and geopolitically conditioned. Historically, Japan’s legal and administrative traditions
have embodied a communitarian ethos that privileges collective harmony and procedural
uniformity. But the post-war ascendancy of American managerial pragmatism reoriented the
administrative state toward efficiency and outcome-oriented governance. This shift has entrenched
a technocratic logic that values administrative coherence and policy expediency over procedural
transparency and participatory legitimacy. The growing need to navigate complex international
alliances and respond to intensifying geopolitical tensions—especially between nationalist and
cosmopolitan forces—has further encouraged this centralisation of control. “National security” and
“public stability” have become potent, and often unexamined, justifications for secrecy in matters
deemed essential to the “national interest.”

From an ethical perspective, the deliberate concealment of information detrimental to public interest
constitutes a profound breach of the moral and constitutional duties of public office. Public officials,
as agents of the polity, bear an obligation of honesty and transparency to preserve the public trust
upon which democratic legitimacy rests. By strategically restricting access to information essential
for informed judgment, the state strengthens its own authority while constraining substantive public
critique and undermining democratic deliberation. In this sense, information control is not merely
an administrative practice but a structural instrument that transforms liberal democracy—grounded
in free expression, accountability, and public access to knowledge—into a managed democracy,
where elites regulate the circulation of knowledge to manufacture consent and pre-empt dissent.

Legally, this pervasive control undermines the normative core of constitutionalism. Japan’s modified
Westminster-style parliamentary system relies not only on constitutional text but also on informal
conventions and governance practices that sustain accountability. When information is
systematically concealed, these conventions are destabilised: parliamentary oversight is obstructed,
cabinet responsibility is weakened, and executive transparency is eroded. Thus, the issue extends
beyond statutory interpretation to encompass the unwritten administrative norms that silently
shape the real operation of democratic oversight.

Although the Japanese Constitution does not explicitly codify a “right to know,” the Supreme Court
has recognised its implicit importance in enabling public participation in governance. Systematic
information concealment renders this right effectively unenforceable, weakening the capacity of
citizens to monitor government actions. The principle of popular sovereignty enshrined in Article 1
of the Constitution of Japan presupposes an informed citizenry as the ultimate source of political
authority. When information vital to public judgment is withheld, sovereignty itself becomes hollow,
enabling the emergence of a “managed democracy” in which formal institutions persist but genuine
public consent is absent. This dynamic exemplifies the core mechanism of “Autocracy 2.0”—a hybrid
regime in which control is maintained not by overt coercion but through strategic manipulation of
information and perception.

This process has been especially visible since the administration of Shinzo Abe, which actively
consolidated executive power by eroding established norms of constitutionalism and subjugating the
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bureaucracy and media to political control. The methods pioneered during Abe’s tenure—centralised
decision-making, administrative intimidation, and message discipline—were inherited by
subsequent administrations under Suga and Kishida. The result has been a persistent form of strong
executive leadership that often disregards public opinion, marginalises critical voices, and leaves
major structural issues unresolved (Terada, 2019; Ichihara, 2021). The continuity of these practices
illustrates how information control, once normalised, becomes a defining logic of governance.

Addressing Apathy and Fostering Democratic Engagement

The normalisation of secrecy and opacity within governance inevitably engenders widespread
political apathy and disengagement, particularly among younger generations who perceive politics
as inaccessible, unresponsive, and predetermined. Counteracting these tendencies requires a
comprehensive approach that integrates institutional transparency reforms with proactive measures
to cultivate civic participation and political literacy.

One promising avenue lies in the establishment of multi-layered deliberative platforms, ranging
from local, digitally facilitated community discussions to structured national citizens’ assemblies
that address key policy issues. The theoretical foundation for such an approach derives from
deliberative democratic theory, which holds that the legitimacy of governance is proportional to the
inclusivity and quality of public reasoning. As Shigeki Tanaka (2004) argues, autonomous, voluntary
spaces for consensus-building are indispensable for revitalising civic autonomy and cultivating a
participatory political culture capable of resisting bureaucratic domination.

Technological innovation also offers tools for democratizing information and countering the state’s
paternalistic assumption of “public ignorance.” Artificial intelligence (AI) and digital platforms can
synthesise complex policy data, identify contested issues, and communicate policy choices in
accessible forms. If designed with safeguards against manipulation and bias, these technologies can
lower barriers to entry for political participation, expand inclusivity, and create channels of informed
deliberation that circumvent traditional state-controlled media environments. However, technology
must not be mistaken for a panacea. Without robust ethical standards and participatory institutions,
digital mechanisms risk replicating rather than dismantling existing hierarchies of control.

Thus, the revitalisation of Japanese democracy requires both structural transparency and active civic
empowerment. Only by creating spaces for deliberative participation and equipping citizens with the
means to scrutinise government actions can society resist the inertia of managed democracy.

Proposals for Reform

Building upon the preceding analysis of systemic information control and its deleterious effects on
democratic accountability, three key directions for reform can be identified:

Comprehensive Legal Reform for Transparency

Japan’s Information Disclosure Act must be fundamentally revised to narrow the scope of
discretionary exemptions, especially those pertaining to the “will-formation process” within
administrative decision-making. Legislative reforms should impose a clear legal duty to create,
maintain, and disclose records of all policy-relevant communications and deliberations. By closing
the loopholes that enable deliberate non-creation of records, these measures would curtail the
structural opacity that currently shields executive decision-making from scrutiny.

Institutionalisation of Independent Accountability

The establishment of permanent, independent bodies empowered to oversee governmental
information practices is essential. Such institutions, independent of the executive, should be
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authorised to audit, review, and challenge official claims of secrecy, enforce the preservation of public
records, and enhance parliamentary oversight. Embedding citizen representation within these
mechanisms would strengthen the principle of cabinet responsibility and ensure that the public
interest remains central to governance.

Active Civic and Technological Empowerment

Democratic renewal also requires investment in civic education, participatory infrastructure, and
technological tools that enhance access to information. Civil society and the state must collaborate
to create deliberative forums supported by Al-driven systems that make complex policy data
intelligible and accessible. These platforms should be designed to foster informed, inclusive debate
and counteract political disengagement by reaffirming the citizen’s role as the sovereign foundation
of democracy.

Only through the convergence of legal, institutional, and civic reforms can transparency and
accountability be meaningfully restored. Reasserting the public’s “right to know” is not merely a
procedural reform but a constitutional imperative to preserve the substance of popular sovereignty.
In this sense, Japan’s challenge is not simply to resist authoritarian tendencies but to actively
reconstruct a participatory democratic culture capable of withstanding the subtle, incremental drift
toward Autocracy 2.0.

Conclusion

This study has been guided by the central research questions: How do informal, non-statutory
practices of information secrecy within Japan’s central government and political institutions
operate? In what ways do they contribute to the quiet erosion of democratic transparency and
accountability? And how can these practices be effectively reformed or improved? The findings
reveal that such practices are not isolated administrative irregularities but rather constitute a deeply
entrenched structural phenomenon through which the state strategically regulates the flow of
information. This process, while subtle, fundamentally undermines the substantive quality of
democratic governance in Japan. The operation of this system reflects the convergence of two
mutually reinforcing dimensions: bureaucratic mechanisms and political strategies.

On the bureaucratic side, the persistence of secrecy is sustained by institutional and cultural factors
deeply embedded within Japan’s administrative structure. These include systemic limitations and
ambiguities in the Information Disclosure Act, deliberate vagueness in the management of public
documents that enables the practice of “non-documentation,” and a pervasive, risk-averse
bureaucratic ethos often described as “control through atmosphere.” This culture discourages
transparency by conflating discretion with administrative prudence, thereby perpetuating opacity as
a form of institutional self-protection.

Politically, strategies of information control serve to minimise controversy, preserve vested interests,
and manage public will formation. The comparative analysis of key policy domains—immigration,
nuclear energy, public health, and COVID-19 vaccine policy—illustrates the recurring use of
rhetorical framing and selective disclosure, frequently justified by the paternalistic pretext of
“avoiding public confusion.” These techniques reveal a deliberate pattern in which information is
curated not to inform but to shape public perception, ensuring that policy legitimacy derives from
managed consent rather than deliberative engagement.

Taken together, these bureaucratic and political mechanisms directly erode the public’s “right to
know” and weaken the institutional foundations of popular sovereignty. The resulting governance
structure retains the formal apparatuses of democracy—elections, parliament, and constitutional
guarantees—yet hollows out their substantive function through systematic restriction and
manipulation of information. This phenomenon exemplifies an incremental drift toward “Autocracy
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2.0,” in which state control operates through informational asymmetry rather than overt coercion
and public compliance is maintained through strategic management of visibility and knowledge.

The findings of this study should, however, be interpreted without losing sight of their
methodological limitations. The research has relied primarily on qualitative methods and a focused
set of domestic case studies, thus limiting the scope of generalisation. Future research could build
upon this foundation through mixed-method approaches that quantitatively assess the impact of
information control on policy outcomes, cross-national comparative analysis of similar
informational regimes within advanced democracies, and longitudinal investigations that trace the
evolution of informal secrecy practices in response to legal and institutional reforms. Such
extensions would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how democratic backsliding
through information management unfolds over time and across political systems.

Ultimately, the revitalisation of democracy in Japan requires both structural reform and cultural
transformation. As discussed in Section 5.3, three interdependent areas of reform are indispensable:
comprehensive legal reform to strengthen the Information Disclosure Act and eliminate loopholes
that permit non-documentation; institutionalisation of independent accountability through the
establishment of permanent citizen oversight bodies and strict document preservation mandates;
and active civic and technological empowerment to foster multi-layered deliberative forums and
improve public access to governmental information. These measures are not merely procedural
adjustments but constitutional imperatives essential to restoring the balance between state authority
and citizen sovereignty.

A resilient democratic polity depends on the free circulation of information, effective functioning of
accountability mechanisms, and genuine empowerment of citizens to participate in governance.
Without these conditions, the quiet normalisation of managed democracy will continue to erode the
foundations of popular sovereignty and entrench the informational asymmetries characteristic of
Autocracy 2.0. Reclaiming transparency, therefore, is not solely a matter of policy reform but a moral
and constitutional necessity to safeguard Japan’s democratic future.
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