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Research Paper

The Relationships within the ‘Iron Triangle’ and the Causes of

Corruption in Japan in 1990s

Warangkana Korkietpitak*
Watunyu Jaiborisudhi

Institute of East Asian Studies, Thammasat University

Abstract

The main purpose of this paper is to examine ways in which the relationships within
the ‘Iron Triangle’ in the 1990s Japan affected the workings of the system of patronage that
existed between the state and capitalists, with a particular emphasis on the form of relationships
within ‘Iron Triangle’ that was the cause of corruption in Japan political system. The study
was based on documentary research and in-depth interviews utilizing descriptive analysis. The
data was analyzed under the conceptual framework of ‘corruption’ and the ‘Iron Triangle’.

The study found that the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which governed Japan during
nearly four decades of uninterrupted power (1955-1993), had formulated a way of working
closely with business groups and government officials. This relationship took the form of the
so-called ‘Iron Triangle’. This was a system which involved the stage providing patronage
to certain capitalist organisations. The main big business group involved was Keidanren (the
Federation of Economic Organizations), which would be awarded government contracts and
enjoy the benefits of the government’s support. At the same time, the state sector, in the form
of the ruling political party and politicians, would receive finance from the capitalist sector
to support its political activities. For government officials, they sometimes took bribery and
higher positions in the state bureaucracy. This system of patronage, which took the form of
reciprocal relationships between the political party, the bureaucracy and the capitalists, was

the root of the corruption in the Japanese political system.

Keywords: iron triangle, causes, corruption, patronage system

* Corresponding author e-mail: warangkana.k@ gmail.com
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