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Welfare State and the Evolution
of Central-Local Relations in Japan

Yoshitaka ICHIKAWA*

Abstract

The development of the welfare state normally brings about so-called ‘new centralization’. However,
predominant ‘Remain Theory’, claiming the survival of the old Meiji-born centralized regime, hindered the
understanding of Japan’s new centralization process. This article shows ‘Metamorphosis Theory’, an
alternative interpretation, which argues that the old centralized regime changed during wartime and
occupation period. The change was brought about by the combination of two processes: (1)the end of the old
centralized regime (decentralization process) in occupation period and (2) ‘functional centralization’ in
wartime and occupation period. The Allied Occupation supported the formation of the new ‘functional
centralization regime’, by promoting the both two processes in its occupation reform programs. This new
regime was suitable for the postwar welfare state. The 2000 decentralization reforms, which abolished the
form of agency-assigned functions (kikan i’nin jimu), should be interpreted as an improvement of the Showa-
born ‘functional centralization regime’, instead of the dismantling of the old Meiji-born centralized regime.
What is needed for decentralization reforms in welfare states is searching for and finding out the best balance
between the two principles of (1) local self-decision as the requirement of local autonomy and (2) the
assurance of national minimum standard as the requirement of welfare state, for each specific function.

Keywords : decentralization reforms, agency-assigned functions (kikan i’nin jimu), public assistance,

occupation reforms, wartime administration
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