












Advance praise for Japan Rising



“As usual, Ken Pyle has provided the most intellectually acute and policy-relevant assessment of recent adjustments in Japanese foreign and security policy and the domestic institutions that support them. He does so with exceptional judgment and clear prose that reflects a rare combination of emotional empathy and analytic detachment. This valuable and timely book reminds us that the ‘rise of China’ is not the only—or even necessarily the most important—development American officials must take into account in adapting U. S. policy to a rapidly changing Asia.”—Michael Armacost, former U.S. Ambassador to Japan


“Japan’s economy has recovered and its security policy has begun to move in new directions. Ken Pyle’s Japan Rising analyzes these recent shifts within a 150 year perspective. The book makes it clear just how much transformation has taken place and yet how much remains an outgrowth of long standing geo-strategic necessities. The clarity of his argument makes this an easily accessible and rewarding book that will be anxiously read by policy makers and academics alike.”—T. J. Pempel, Professor of Political Science, University of California Berkeley






“In this learned, comprehensive, and up-to-date book one of the world’s leading specialists on Japan sends a strong message. Kenneth Pyle argues that international structural changes in world politics and domestic generational changes in Japan are now beginning to affect a major reorientation in Japan’s foreign policy. Henceforth Japan’s traditional pursuit of economic realism will be enriched with a strong dose of political realism. The return of Japan to great power politics has been predicted many times—wrongly—in the last half century. This book may be more on target. In Japan Rising the realist argument has found an advocate with admirable skills and an unrivaled depth of understanding. At this historical juncture all serious students of Japan, East Asia and American foreign policy should heed this book’s message.”—Peter J. Katzenstein, Walter S. Carpenter Jr., Professor of International Studies, Cornell University


“In the most comprehensive history of Japan’s international relations to date, Kenneth Pyle chronicles the changing sense of national purpose underlying Japan’s integration into the world order. He tells the remarkable story of the rise and fall of the modern era’s first non-Western great power, postwar Japan’s equally ambitious economic expansion, and the nation’s precipitous loss of purpose in the 1990s. Most provocative, Pyle examines recent developments that may lead to a resurgent Japan in the present century.”—Sheldon Garon, Professor of History and East Asian Studies, Princeton University


“Ken Pyle’s excellent new book is just in time. Amidst changes in Northeast Asia that are reshaping the policy and political landscape, Japan has been the ‘quiet power.’ No more. Pyle explains the ‘puzzle’ of Japan’s past, its capacity to surprise, and how historically Japan’s rulers have sought security by shrewdly (and rapidly) adjusting to changes in the external international order. And it’s happening again—right now.”—Robert B. Zoellick, former U.S. Trade representative and Deputy Secretary of State


“The land of the rising sun is poised to rise again as a regional, and even world, power. So holds noted Japan specialist Pyle.… An interesting thesis, backed by a strong historical narrative.”—Kirkus Reviews


“In Japan Rising, Kenneth Pyle marries the insights of a long dual career as a major historian of modern Japan and a shrewd analyst of Japan’s uneasy role in the contemporary world. Japan Rising is a grand, thematic, historical overview of the bedrock policy paradigm that lay behind the nation’s stunning roller-coaster rise as a powerful state—and how traditional conservative wisdom is finally undergoing fundamental change in response to the challenges of a new Asia and new global economy.”—John W. Dower, professor of history, MIT, and author of Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II


“Japan’s global role, as a political, military and economic bridge between East and West, has never been more vital. Kenneth Pyle’s Japan Rising gives us an insightful portrait of the ways in which Japan’s history and its present policies will shape the world.”—Thomas S. Foley, former United States Ambassador to Japan and former Speaker of the House


“Now, as in the last 150 years, except for a brief period in the 1980s, the world underestimates Japan. Kenneth Pyle is a rare combination—a senior scholar of Japan who is also a foreign policy analyst. He here wrestles with the big issues, how the deeper processes of history and national character are shaping the new Heisei generation and Japan’s role in the world.”—Ezra F. Vogel, Professor, Harvard University


“Kenneth Pyle’s writings were valuable to me during my term as U.S. ambassador in Tokyo. Japan Rising again demonstrates Pyle’s extraordinary ability to interpret Japan not only for policymakers but also for a wide audience interested in understanding our key ally.”—Walter Mondale, former U.S. Vice President


“Our alliance with Japan must be grounded in a deep understanding of Japanese history and culture. That is why I enthusiastically recommend the thoughtful analysis in Ken Pyle’s Japan Rising.”—George Shultz, former Secretary of State










KENNETH B. PYLE



             JAPAN
              RISING




THE RESURGENCE OF JAPANESE
 POWER AND PURPOSE




[image: logo]

















For Anne, my companion on the journey









Copyright © 2007 by The Century Foundation 


Published in the United States by PublicAffairs™, a member of the Perseus Books Group. 




All rights reserved.
 Printed in the United States of America. 




No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address PublicAffairs, 250 West 57th Street, Suite 1321, New York, NY 10107.




PublicAffairs books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, call (617) 252-5298, or email special.markets@perseusbooks.com. 




BOOK DESIGN AND COMPOSITION BY JENNY DOSSIN
 Set in 11.5 point Garamond MT 




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 




Pyle, Kenneth B.
    Japan rising : the resurgence of Japanese power and purpose / Kenneth B. Pyle.
       p. cm.
    “A Century Foundation Book”
    Includes bibliographical references and index.
    ISBN-13: 978-1-58648-417-0 (hardcover : alk. paper)
    eBook ISBN: 9780786732029
    ISBN-10: 1-58648-417-6 (hardcover : alk. paper) 1. Japan—Foreign relations—1945- 2. Japan—Politics and government—1945- I. Title.
    DS889.5.P95 2007
    327.52—dc22


2006035616


First Edition
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1














THE CENTURY FOUNDATION



The Century Foundation sponsors and supervises timely analyses of economic policy, foreign affairs, and domestic political issues. Not-for-profit and nonpartisan, it was founded in 1919 and endowed by Edward A. Filene.


Board of Trustees of The Century Foundation












	H. Brandt Ayers

	Richard C. Leone






 	Peter A. A. Berle

 	Jessica Tuchman Mathews






 	Alan Brinkley, Chairman


 	Alicia H. Munnell






 	Joseph A. Califano, Jt.

 	P. Michael Pitfield






 	Alexander Morgan Capron

 	John Podesta






 	Hodding Carter III

 	Richard Ravitch






 	Edward E. David, Jr.

 	Alan Sagner






 	Brewster C Denny

 	Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.






 	Christopher Edley, Jr.

 	Harvey I. Sloane, M.D.






 	Charles V. Hamilton

 	Theodore C. Sorensen






 	Marina S. Horner

 	Kathleen M. Sullivan






 	Lewis B. Kaden

 	Shirley Williams






 	James A. Leach

 	William Julius Wilson







Richard C. Leone, President













FOREWORD



The end of the Cold War was cause for rejoicing and, as it turns out, for a series of erroneous conclusions about the “new world order.” In the West, there was a widespread expectation that the demise of the Soviet Union heralded the beginning of an era of peaceful economic competition and U.S. military predominance. The global triumph of democratic capitalism seemed assured. History was over. Walls between nations and cultures would fall, and security would be largely a problem for local police forces. Pundits wrote glowingly and certainly that past differences among the peoples of the world would fade away as humanity slowly blended into a common international race of consumers and voters. For the foreseeable future, Americans could do what they liked best: go about their business without concerning themselves about the rest of the world.


The nagging cloud on that rosy horizon was the emerging economic power of two former adversaries that had now become staunch U.S. allies: Japan and Germany. Of the two, the true powerhouse clearly was the same Asian island nation that had stunned the world in the twentieth century by its rapid industrialization and outsized ambitions. By 1990, Japan, in fact, seemed well on its way to creating a “Greater East Asia Coprosperity Sphere,” without a strong military at all.


Now, a decade and a half later, new dangers are at large in the world, and past concerns about industrial competition seem greatly overblown. So, too, do the expectations of relentless Japanese economic progress. That nation’s growth has turned remarkably sluggish despite several significant government programs designed to reenergize it. Today, Japan’s continued economic significance is obscured, to some extent, by the phenomenal growth of other Asian economies and, especially, the spectacular emergence of China as a global power. Not surprisingly, basic questions about Japan—present and future—are being asked.


In this context, The Century Foundation seized the opportunity to work with Kenneth B. Pyle, the Henry M. Jackson Professor of History and Asian Studies at the University of Washington, on an in-depth study of Japan, with a special emphasis on Japanese-American relations. Pyle writes from a long life of deep understanding of and sympathy for Japan. His book is thorough, filled with insights about Japanese history and current politics, and he deftly places his subject in the larger context of international relations, past and present.


This volume is the latest in a long history of studies of East Asia sponsored by The Century Foundation. In 1968, we published Gunnar Myrdal’s landmark study Asian Drama: An Inquiry into the Poverty of Nations. More recently, we have supported a number of works looking specifically at U.S. policy in the region, including Morton Abramowitz and Stephen Bosworth’s Chasing the Sun: Rethinking East Asian Policy; Selig Harrison’s Korean Endgame: A Strategy for Reunification and U.S. Disengagement; and Patrick Tyler’s A Great Wall: Six Presidents and China.


Looking back, Kenneth Pyle reminds us of the miracle of Japan’s astonishingly swift industrialization—an achievement that created the impression of modernity for a culture that was in many ways still quasi-feudal. However, as Pyle points out, “To achieve national power the Meiji leaders were willing to swallow cultural pride, even risk their national identity, to borrow massively from an alien civilization.”


Even today, the scale and pace of that accomplishment is unmatched. Japan’s modernization put in place a foundation that even the ravages of World War II could not erase. Arising from the ashes of total defeat of the past regime’s fervent, aggressive, and militarized nationalism, Japan ascended to near the top of the world economy, a tribute to its single-minded public policy, and a reward for its rejection of rearmament. To be sure, in many areas the ruthless necessities of global market capitalism have clashed with the traditional obligations and mores of Japanese culture. But in most respects, the priority given to economic strength has persisted.


In one area, however, Japan remains somewhat outside the Western consensus. As Pyle notes, “Democracy is not an indigenous phenomenon that Japan has ever sought to export. The Japanese have not achieved a democratic revolution on their own; it is not in their life’s blood. These were not values the Japanese themselves had struggled for and made their own.” Indeed, Japan is still essentially a one-party state. And yet, it generally satisfies the definition of a democracy despite the lack of consistent and effective party competition.


Pyle reviews the many current foreign policy challenges facing Japan. He offers a succinct and insightful review of the major issues, including one of the persistent threats to regional tranquillity, North Korea. Pyle suggests that the debate over nuclear weapons is only the symptom of a deeper condition. Moreover, he argues that Korea may prove the “catalytic event [to] trigger the emergence of a new international order,” perhaps precipitating a major U.S. force draw-down from the region.


While Washington geostrategists are fixated on China, Pyle describes how there is a new Japan emerging, a “Heisei” generation that has come of age since the accession of the current emperor. Pyle writes:




The Heisei generation, which emerged after Japan was widely recognized as having caught up with the West, is more at home in the world than any earlier generation in modern Japan.… Typically, having studied and traveled abroad, they are less constrained by traditional practices and mores. Instead, they are attuned to the lifestyle changes brought on by globalization and technological change.


They constitute the first generation whose entire schooling has been under the democratic principles mandated by the Fundamental Law of Education of 1947, which the Occupation drafted.





Of course, those on the Right in Japan had sought, as early as the 1950s, to repeal the “renunciation of war” written into the Japanese constitution by the Americans, but public opinion for half a century was so intensely in favor of the renunciation that they could not touch it. Now, however, encouraged by U.S. policymakers who see Japan as a counterweight to China’s rise, a new generation without direct memories of war is more open to considering the use of military power.


Pyle reminds us that, while the Bush-Koizumi axis has bound the two countries closely together, the Japanese political elite has different goals in mind than Washington does. Japan is not making its determined drive for a permanent seat on the UN Security Council in order to be a rubber stamp for Washington.


Americans often have seen Japan as doing considerably less than it could well afford to do in international matters. Now, after fifteen years in the doldrums and deepening debt, Japan’s economy appears to be expanding. Pyle’s book is a timely reminder not to write Japan off based on that slump and the contraction of its population that is under way. As he aptly puts it, “Japan still seeks its place in the sun.… The way in which the constitution is revised, the reshaping of the party system and the political structure, and the reform of Japan’s economic institutions will be worked out, to a very considerable degree, by external developments that impact Japan’s national interest.”


Wise counsel, as is Japan Rising: The Resurgence of Japanese Power and Purpose  generally. On behalf of The Century Foundation trustees, I thank Kenneth Pyle for this important work.


RICHARD C. LEONE, President 


The Century Foundation


August 2006






















ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This book is the result of many years of study and reflection on the nature and meaning of modern Japanese history. An invitation to deliver the Edwin O. Reischauer Memorial Lecture at the International House of Japan in 1997 initially prodded me to gather my thoughts. A grant from the Century Foundation provided support to work my thoughts into this book. I would especially like to acknowledge former ambassador to Japan Walter Mondale, the late Michel Oksenberg, and Princeton professor emeritus Robert Gilpin for their early encouragement in this project.


A subsequent opportunity to develop my thinking came in a collaborative project on “how the great powers shape the world,” organized by Robert Pastor and published as A Century’s Journey (Basic Books, 1999). Further opportunities came in presentations at the Reischauer Institute at Harvard University and the Mansfield Freeman Memorial Lecture at Wesleyan University.


Sections of Chapters 9, 10, and 11 draw on research and writing that I undertook for the National Bureau of Asian Research (NBR) with former ambassador to Japan Michael Armacost. These studies, published by NBR, analyzed Japanese attitudes toward Korean unification and toward the rise of China. I thank Mike Armacost for permission to use material from our essays.


The chairman of NBR’s board of directors George Russell has been a constant source of encouragement for my work. I am also indebted for the long-time friendship and support of my colleague Rich Ellings, the president of NBR.


The book manuscript was read at different stages by valued friends Sheldon Garon, T. J. Pempel, Dick Samuels, and the late Jim Palais. At the Century Foundation, Beverly Goldberg made important suggestions. I am grateful to Peter Osnos, founder and editor-at-large of PublicAffairs, for the special interest he took in this project, and to Lindsay Jones for her careful editing of my manuscript.


I have been fortunate to be part of a vibrant program of Asian studies at the University of Washington. The opportunity to develop my thinking over many years with both students and colleagues, especially Don Hellmann and Kozo Yamamura, has been of great value.


My work has benefited from the generous support of the Henry M. Jackson Foundation. My own horizons were broadened by my five years of friendship and travel in Asia with Senator Jackson before his untimely death.


My greatest obligation is, as it always has been, to my wife Anne for her constant support, inspiration, and love that have sustained my work and being. This book is dedicated to her.






















INTRODUCTION
 THE JAPAN PUZZLE



One of the most demanding challenges for the historian of any country is to explain the underlying processes of history and national character, what the British historian A. J. P. Taylor referred to as “the profound forces,” that impel a nation along one course rather than another.1 Modern Japan’s history has been particularly difficult to explain and understand. Japan’s international behavior has fluctuated widely and wildly—from isolation to enthusiastic borrowing from foreign cultures, from emperor worship to democracy, from militarism to pacifism. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, when its leaders abruptly ended national isolation and undertook the reorganization of their institutions after the model of the West, Japan has been marked by its pendulum-like swings in national policy. None has been more dramatic than the 180-degree turn from a brutal imperialism to withdrawal from international politics and a sustained drive for commercial prowess after World War II. 


Japan’s role as a merchant nation brought astonishing results. Staying on the sidelines of the Cold War, it recovered rapidly from wartime devastation to become the world’s second-ranked economic power. Through its widely envied choice of avoiding the military spending and involvements that encumbered other nations, Japan was able to make the long-term investments in science, education, and technology that would speed its advancement. Japan’s financial markets garnered massive wealth and influence. Its mastery of the skills of organizing a modern industrial society provoked universal admiration as foreign observers grasped for superlatives to describe its achievement. In 1979, a Harvard sociologist ranked Japan simply “number one” in the world. Two years later, a popular French writer regarded it as “a model to all the world.”2


After 1990, however, the nation again surprised the world. Japan abruptly entered into a puzzling period of paralysis; its economic ascent stalled and its government ceased to function as effectively as it once had. Foreign observers were at a loss to explain Japan’s failure to take steps to revive its moribund economy. U.S. policymakers spared no opportunity to advise their slumping ally on the reforms required. The “Japanese economic miracle” was soon eclipsed by the rise of the neighboring colossus. The 1990s became Japan’s “lost decade,” and China’s emergence as an economic giant dimmed the memories of Japan’s achievement.


In retrospect, this period of stagnation may well be seen as a transition time. Early in the new century there are many indications that Japan is on the verge of another sea change in its international orientation. The belligerence of North Korea, the growing rivalry with a newly powerful China, and the uncertainties of an age of terrorism all have awakened Japanese security consciousness. A new generation of Japanese leaders is impatient with the low political profile that came with Japan’s role as a merchant nation. Japan is moving from a period of single-minded pursuit of economic power to a more orthodox international role in which it will be deeply engaged in political-military affairs. After more than half a century of national pacifism and isolationism, the nation is preparing to become a major player in the strategic struggles of the twenty-first century.


These recurrent wide swings in national policy raise persistent questions about the motivations of the Japanese in their national life. What are the common threads that bind together the divergent strategies of modern Japan? Japan’s national purpose and the perceived traits of its national character are subjects of scrutiny among its neighbors and can be sources of distrust. Japan’s imperialist depredations are still fresh in the minds of Chinese and Koreans. Memories of their bitter experience as victims of Japanese expansion are stoked by their rising nationalism. Signs that Japan might be abandoning its postwar pacifism are disturbing and cause for outcry.


For Americans, in contrast, the apparent readiness of Japan to adopt a more active security role is a welcome change and the fulfillment of a goal long pursued. The alliance with Japan, now extending more than half a century, has often frustrated U.S. leaders because it seemed to provide Japan with unfair economic advantage: While the United States provided security guarantees for Japan, Japan pursued economic growth, often in competition with U.S. interests. Preoccupied with the war on terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and at the same time aiming to maintain an effective balance with China, a rising power, the United States now seeks to rework the alliance with Japan to meet new conditions. Drawing Japan into a more active role in its global strategy is a major objective of U.S. policy.


Despite more than a century of alliance experience, American understanding of Japanese character, motivation, and purpose remains shaky. Japanese patterns of behavior have been a source of frequent puzzlement for Americans, whose history has been tightly intertwined with Japan but whose social values and national experience are utterly different. As Henry Kissinger pointed out, Japan’s unique civilization presents the United States with an ally possessing “intangibles of culture that America is ill-prepared to understand fully.”3 What are the driving forces that influence how Japan will act in the international system? Are there recurrent patterns in Japan’s modern experience that will help to explain how its leaders may respond to the emerging environment of world politics? These questions are relevant not only in looking back at Japan’s remarkable history but also in observing contemporary Japan and pondering its future at a critical time of change and uncertainty in Asia and the world. U.S. policymakers have been wrong about—or surprised by—Japan’s behavior many times in the past. As Japan returns to great-power politics and the alliance enters a new and problematic phase, a clear understanding of Japanese character and purpose and its new role takes on renewed importance.







HIGH EXPECTATIONS



When the Cold War came to an end, there was widespread expectation that Japan would assume international leadership in a world where economic and technological prowess, more than military strength, would be the decisive measures of power. At the beginning of the 1990s, Japan, in the judgment of a chorus of foreign observers, was the model of a nation with the kind of focused goals that would bring success in the twenty-first century. “The Cold War is over,” wrote more than one observer at the time, “and Japan has won.” One of the most influential academic theorists of international relations wrote: “Now Japan is ready to receive the mantle [of a new great power] if only it will reach for it.”4 Newsweek observed, “In boardrooms and government bureaus around the world, the uneasy question is whether Japan is about to become a superpower, supplanting America as the colossus of the Pacific and perhaps even the world’s No. 1 nation.”5


The Yale historian Paul Kennedy, in a best-selling work published in 1987 chronicling the rise and fall of the great powers over the previous 500 years, boldly suggested that Japan was about to emerge as the new world power. The book jacket showed a jaunty Japanese businessman carrying the Rising Sun, mounting the stage of world history, as a tired Uncle Sam followed an aged John Bull off the stage. Japan, according to Kennedy, possessed the combination of advantages required of the next great power. While Cold War powers had poured their resources into arms competition, Japan had husbanded its resources, making the shrewd, long-term investments in research, education, and development that would prepare it for a new industrial hegemony. “Just how powerful, economically, will Japan be in the early twenty-first century?” Kennedy asked. “Barring large-scale war, or ecological disaster, or a return to a 1930’s style world slump and protectionism, the consensus answer seems to be: much more powerful.”6


Americans were angry and worried. The Japanese were buying up trophy real estate, like the Pebble Beach Golf Course and Rockefeller Center. They were running mounting trade surpluses and outcompeting venerable U.S. companies. A majority of Americans, according to a 1989 Newsweek/ Gallup poll, believed that Japan represented a threat comparable to the Soviet Union.7 “Is Japan Out to Get Us?” the New York Times asked. A “great tide” of books analyzed the danger Japan posed.8 Michael Crichton dramatized the threat in his best-selling novel Rising Sun, a thriller (later made into a movie) depicting the intricate web of Japan’s evil conspiracy to take over the United States. The New York Times reviewer compared the novel to Uncle Tom’s Cabin for its similar ability to use popular fiction to awaken America’s consciousness to the dangers its society faced.


These forecasts of Japan’s impending dominance were extrapolated from a startling record of Japanese recovery from defeat and rapid acquisition of economic power and influence. When Japan went to war in 1937, it accounted for less than 4 percent of world manufacturing output. By the 1960s it had recovered to this level, and in the 1980s it became the world’s second-largest economy, with more than 15 percent of world product. By 1990, Japan had become the “greatest creditor nation the world has ever known” and the world’s leading donor of foreign aid.9 A study by the World Bank concluded that Japan had evolved a unique form of capital-ism that in its efficiency and focus would make it the model system for the future.10


The Japanese themselves reveled in these high expectations for their future. A majority of Japanese respondents polled in a highly regarded national survey in 1983 believed that they were superior to westerners.11 As for the United States, once the unfailing model, the Japanese regarded it as debt-ridden, bereft of its work ethic, and plagued by crime, declining productivity, and social malaise. “Watching the United States suddenly losing its magnificence,” wrote an Asahi editor in 1980, “is like watching a former lover’s beauty wither away. It makes me want to cover my eyes.”12 This exuberant self-assurance was the hallmark of the prime ministership of Nakasone Yasuhiro (1982–1987). The tide of history was now in Japan’s favor. “Having ‘caught up’ [with the Western nations],” the dynamic and colorful Nakasone said, “We must now expect others to try to catch up with us. We must seek out a new path for ourselves and open it for ourselves.”13


Nakasone had an impressive grand design to ready Japan for global leadership that called for reforming Japan’s institutions, restoring national pride in Japan’s history, and, above all, adopting an active role in strategic affairs. He aimed to replace the country’s politically passive policies with an activist foreign policy that envisioned a Japan engaged in international strategic issues, participating in its own defense, and possessing its own goals and values. In photo sessions at G-7 meetings, Nakasone pushed to the center and stood tall, chatting affably with Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. He struck up a first-name relationship with the American president. The “Ron-Yasu” era was a heady time, and the rest of the world was duly impressed.


These high expectations for Japan’s emergence as the world’s new leader were confounded. By the turn of the century, a decade after the Cold War had ended, and in defiance of the nearly universal anticipation of Japan’s emergence as an international leader, not only had Japan not assumed the mantle, it had sunk into economic and political doldrums. Japan was a puzzle.14 A country that for so long had been driven by the clear national purpose of catching up to the world’s major powers and overtaking them, and that seemingly had brought this goal within reach, had gone adrift and lost its way. Paul Kennedy, who had forecast that owing to American imperial overstretch the Pax Americana would be replaced by Japanese international leadership, observed in the Financial Times that instead of assuming its expected preeminence, Japan had “entered a puzzling era of economic malaise.”15 Mired in prolonged economic stagnation and political gridlock since the early 1990s, Japan suffered a precipitous loss of prestige and influence. What had happened to Japan?







A SYSTEMIC CRISIS



In the 1990s a veritable tide of troubles swept over Japan as the nation experienced the worst political and economic crisis since the end of World War II. The economic boom at the close of the 1980s proved to be a bubble. Alarmed by runaway stock prices and land values, the Bank of Japan raised the discount rate in 1990. Soon after, the Nikkei stock index began to plummet and the price of land, which had been the principal collateral for bank loans, followed suit. Nonperforming loans mounted to over $1 trillion and dozens of financial institutions were bankrupted. As the decade proceeded, the real growth of gross domestic product (GDP) hovered at 1 percent. Unemployment rose to new highs. Government policy vacillated between fiscal restraint and fiscal stimulation.


The economic slump produced mounting frustration as Japanese economic officials tried varying solutions to the nation’s problems. Finance officials tried to reignite the economy through massive deficit spending, but with no sustained effect. By 2002, Japan’s national debt as a proportion of GDP was approaching the highest level that any major industrialized country had faced in half a century. As the economy sank into the doldrums, Japan suffered a dramatic diminution of its international stature. Moody’s Investors Service in 2002 downgraded Japanese government bonds one grade below the African nation of Botswana. For the status-conscious Japanese to be rated below a country that was a recipient of Japanese aid provoked public outrage. “Half of the people of Botswana are AIDS patients,” fumed the Japanese trade minister. “It is outrageous the rating is lower than such a country.”16


Most of the media and scholarly attention was focused on the need to reform Japan’s closed economic institutions, but the problem was not simply the prolonged economic slump, the uncertain progress of deregulation, and the unresolved banking crisis. The economic crisis was only part of a much bigger problem. Japan faced a systemic crisis—a system-wide failure exacerbated by a paralysis of leadership in the face of the troubles at hand. The political system was in disarray. In 1993, when the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was overthrown after thirty-eight years of uninterrupted rule, a dizzying series of party realignments ensued. Politics drifted in a rudderless state. In the space of ten years, Japan had nine prime ministers. Although determined reformers came to power with soaring public support, they failed in their purpose. The bureaucracy, once revered as an incorruptible elite that guided Japan’s rise, became the source of a long string of scandals and major policy blunders, leading to an unprecedented loss of public confidence in it.


As the Japanese economy and political system suffered, the society lost its competitive vitality and was gripped by malaise. An aging society and a rapidly declining fertility rate presented a demographic dilemma of unusual proportions. After 2005, the nation’s population was forecast to begin a dramatic decline. A very sizable portion of young people began to drop out of the once well-ordered progression of social life. Known as “parasite singles,” they chose to remain unmarried, live with their parents, take only temporary jobs, and just enjoy life. The school system, once internationally acclaimed for its achievements, encountered a rampant breakdown of classroom order and discipline.


Foreign policy, too, was in disarray. In a succession of crises throughout the decade, the Japanese system and its leaders exhibited a peculiar pattern of passivity, indecisiveness, and incapacity to come to grips with the strategic issues facing the nation. In the Persian Gulf War of 1990–1991, in which a UN-sanctioned coalition of nations was assembled to counter Saddam Hussein’s aggression against Kuwait, the Japanese government became paralyzed, unable to muster coherent policy. Asked to contribute to the coalition and return stability to the Gulf on which it was dependent for its energy needs, the Japanese floundered. Chagrined, the government could only write checks to support the coalition, and even though these totaled $13 billion, Japan received little thanks and much derision.


Normally a proud, independent, spirited people, the Japanese continued to live under a foreign-imposed constitution, which they interpreted as denying them the ability to engage in collective defense—a right that the UN Charter extended to all nations. The Japanese remained reliant on the United States for its security, unable to agree on what steps to take to provide for many of the elemental needs of national security. Japanese leaders failed to lay to rest the burden of the nation’s militarist past, at great cost to Japan’s international standing and its own self-respect. Issues of acknowledging responsibility for Japanese atrocities of the World War II era—especially those associated with “comfort women,” germ-warfare experiments, and the Nanjing massacre—continued to fester and divide the Japanese people and to spark intense distrust and criticism abroad.


The country that had only recently seemed destined to become the new world leader entered the new century mired in immobilism and gridlock. What had happened to the motivation that drove this restless people? Why had Japan failed to make the reforms in its institutions that were widely recognized, both among Japanese and outside observers, as essential to restoring its historic drive for national power and influence? As the economist Edward Lincoln observed, “The fact that the malaise spawned calls for reform is encouraging. The continuing puzzle to many foreign observers has been the lack of vigor in that [reform] process.”17







JAPAN’S CAPACITY TO SURPRISE



This was by no means the first time Japan had confounded foreign observers, but a repeat of the many times Japan had baffled the world. Since the thirteenth century, when Marco Polo wrote a hearsay account of a mysterious “Zipangu,” as he called Japan, the Western world has found the Japanese and their behavior difficult to interpret. The first Western visitors to Japan who tried to understand its civilization were genuinely perplexed. As part of their proselytizing effort, Jesuit missionaries, who began arriving in Japan in 1549, made a genuine effort to understand Japanese manners and customs. One Jesuit, in exasperation, finally concluded of the Japanese:




They have rites and ceremonies so different from those of all the other nations that it seems like they deliberately try to be unlike any other people. The things which they do in this respect are beyond imagining and it may be truly said that Japan is a world the reverse of Europe; everything is so different and opposite that they are like us in practically nothing. . . . Now all this would not be surprising if they were like so many barbarians, but what astonishes me is that they behave as very prudent and cultured people in all these matters.18





Two centuries later Japan seemed no more comprehensible to European visitors. Rutherford Alcock, the first British minister to Japan (1859–1864), concluded that “Japan is essentially a country of paradoxes and anomalies, where all—even familiar things—put on new faces and are curiously reversed. Except that they do not walk on their head instead of their feet, there are few things in which they do not seem, by some occult law, to have been impelled in a perfectly opposite direction and a reversed order.”19


A century later, in 1961, President John F. Kennedy sent Edwin Reischauer, America’s leading academic expert on Japan, to Tokyo to try to open a strategic dialogue with the Japanese. After serving for five years as U.S. ambassador to Japan, Reischauer returned to academic life. Reflecting on his experience, he wrote of modern Japanese foreign policy: “It is a subject of bewildering complexity and also vagueness. . . . It is hard to come to grips with and almost impossible to pin down in fixed words. . . . It is like the exploration of the surface of the moon or some distant planet.” Rather than try to characterize it as a whole, he said, it was better, as in studying the moon’s surface, to make “a selection of pictures from diverse angles and different degrees of closeness” in order to get “a better concept of the lay of the land.”20


Observers at the turn of the twenty-first century wondered why Japan seemed so incapable of change and reform. It had not always been so. Quite the contrary. Japan astonished observers by its historic examples of rapid change. The achievements of the Meiji period (1868–1912) are still remarkable to historians. The massive cultural borrowing that the Japanese undertook in that era is without parallel in world history. And it is not just historians of Japan who make this claim; those who study other national histories find the Meiji transformation stunning. The late French historian at Princeton, R. R. Palmer, once wrote that the “Westernization of Japan” during the Meiji period “still stands as the most remarkable transformation ever undergone by any people in so short a time.”21 The British historian John Keegan described the Meiji reforms as “one of the most radical changes of national policy recorded in history.”22 The political scientist Michael Mandelbaum defined Japan’s achievement in sweeping terms:




The Meiji Restoration . . . transformed a traditional society . . . in the span of a few decades. This is the most remarkable accomplishment by any nation in modern history. Because it represented the first occasion on which a non-Western country mastered the techniques of modernity and so served as an example for many non-Western societies of the periphery, it is also arguably the most influential modern national accomplishment. Certainly it ranks with the emergence of the United States as the world’s most powerful country, and behind only the French and industrial revolutions themselves, as the most important events in history.23





U.S. policymakers have frequently misperceived and misjudged Japan’s behavior over the past century and a half, and the results have often been costly. One particularly notable example was the misjudgment of Stanley Hornbeck, the State Department’s principal architect of policy toward Japan for more than a decade prior to the Pacific War. In November 1941, contemptuous of the Japanese capacity to challenge U.S. strength, Hornbeck dismissed the fears of a young Foreign Service officer that Japan might initiate war out of desperation over the oil embargo imposed by the United States. “Tell me,” Hornbeck said, “of one case in history when a nation went to war out of desperation.”24 Then, ten days before Pearl Harbor, after drafting with Secretary of State Cordell Hull a hard-line memo laying down conditions for relaxation of the sanctions, Hornbeck wagered that Japan would relent and that war was not imminent. The note Hull sent the Japanese on November 26, 1941, said that Japan would have to withdraw from Southeast Asia and China before the United States would resume the oil shipments. Confident that his tough approach would cause Japan to back down, Hornbeck wrote in a memorandum the following day:




In the opinion of the undersigned, the Japanese Government does not desire or intend or expect to have forthwith armed conflict with the United States. . . . Were it a matter of placing bets, the undersigned would give odds of five to one that the United States and Japan will not be at “war” on or before December 15 . . . ; would wager three to one that the United States and Japan will not be at “war” on or before the 15th of January . . . ; would wager even money that the United States and Japan will not be at “war” on or before March 1 (a date more than 90 days from now, and after the period during which it has been estimated by our strategists that it would be to our advantage for us to have “time” for further preparation and disposals).25





Even as Hornbeck wrote this optimistic memorandum, the Kido Butai, the Pearl Harbor Striking Force, had already weighed anchor and was plowing across the north Pacific. Hornbeck later rued what he called his “wishful thinking and gratuitous predicting.”26 In fairness to Hornbeck, who has been derided by historians for this ill-founded wager, it should be said that he understood as well as any other U.S. policymaker the irreconcilable conflict between Japanese and U.S. interests. For more than a decade he had urged a policy of economic pressure on Japan. Had the United States heeded his recommendations much earlier, Japanese power would have been significantly weakened.27


Although the Americans had broken the Japanese code and therefore were already alerted to the likelihood of expanded Japanese hostilities, and although Ambassador Joseph Grew had earlier in 1941 reported rumors of a planned Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the United States was somehow brought up short by the bold Japanese attack. U.S. policymakers misperceived the Japanese reaction to the embargo. As President Franklin D. Roosevelt conceived it, the United States would “slip the noose around Japan’s neck and give it a jerk now and then.”28 Assistant Secretary of State Dean Acheson felt certain that this policy would not lead to war because “no rational Japanese could believe that an attack on us could result in anything but disaster for his country.”29


On December 8, the day after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, New York Congressman Hamilton Fish, who had been an ardent isolationist, expressed a reaction common among members of Congress supporting the declaration of war: “The Japanese have gone stark, raving mad, and have, by their unprovoked attack committed military, naval, and national suicide.” Winston Churchill likewise observed that Tokyo’s decision to attack a country of vastly greater military potential “was difficult to reconcile with . . . prudence, or even sanity.”30


Pearl Harbor is the most dramatic and memorable example of unexpected Japanese behavior, but there had been many earlier examples and there would be many more both during and after the war. Americans have been repeatedly caught off guard by the major changes of Japanese course. As a consequence, Americans began to regard Japan as inherently unstable. Educated Americans familiar with Japan, the sociologist Nathan Glazer once observed, “have the sense that Japan might very rapidly become something very different—and much more uncomfortable to live with.”31 Ruth Benedict’s The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, published in 1946, attempted to account for Japan’s surprising postsurrender “embrace of defeat” and openness to sweeping change and reform by defining radical paradoxes of Japanese national character. The Japanese, she wrote, were “unprecedentedly polite,” but also “insolent and over bearing”; “incomparably rigid in their behavior,” but also able to “adapt themselves to extreme innovations.” They show a “passion [for] Western learning,” she said, but also “fervid conservatism.”32


As Japan’s economic power grew in the 1970s, foreign observers anticipated that Japan might once again undergo abrupt change. A proud and nationalistic people, the Japanese might rearm, they theorized, and even exercise the nuclear option. Zbigniew Brzezinski, President Jimmy Carter’s national security adviser, believed the instability of Japanese behavior defined the national character:




What is striking about these shifts is the suddenness with which they come. . . . As a result of this predilection for abrupt change after considerable gestation, Japanese society can be said to be characterized by a kind of metastability, that is to say, a stability that appears to be extremely solid until all of a sudden a highly destabilizing chain reaction is set in motion by an unexpected input. . . . Once instability is set in motion, insecurity tends to intensify the instability.33





George Ball, undersecretary of state in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, described the Japanese as repeatedly unpredictable and irrational. In the midst of the Nixon administration’s rough treatment of the Japanese in 1971, when it administered the twin shocks of a surprise opening to China and trade sanctions designed to force revaluation of the yen, Ball cautioned indelicately: “You never know when the Japanese are going to go ape.” He described the Japanese as a people motivated by “pride, nationalism, and often downright irrationality.” Ball perceived a pattern in Japanese history of sudden, careening changes of national course: “Japanese history has never been charted by the same kind of wavering curve that has marked the progress of other countries; instead it resembles more a succession of straight lines, broken periodically by sharp angles as the whole nation, moving full speed, has suddenly wheeled like a well-drilled army corps to follow a new course. There is nothing in all human experience to match it.”


The historic, lightning-like changes of Japanese national policy that baffled Ball included the way it had suddenly reversed its closed-country policy of rejecting foreign contacts in the mid-nineteenth century and embarked on a course of unrestrained westernization. He was also reacting to the way in which in the twentieth century, after a period of rabid militarist expansion, Japan had suddenly become a pacifist nation, unwilling even to provide a minimal defense for its own security. Ball was convinced that the Japanese were at heart a dangerously unpredictable people.34


Yet Ball, like so many others who anticipated that Japan might revert to assertive nationalist policies during the post–World War II period, was mistaken. He expected that Japan’s pacifist stance might at any time give way to an activist policy that would redeem Japanese nationalist pride. But throughout the last half of the twentieth century, Japan avoided involvement in international political strategic affairs and shunned controversial issues in foreign relations. During this time, Japan single-mindedly pursued its own commercial interests. Its behavior often seemed more appropriate to an international trading firm than to a nation-state. Foreign observers ordinarily interpreted Japan’s passivity as a result of wartime trauma, unconditional surrender, popular pacifism, the nuclear allergy, and the restraints of an imposed peace constitution. To an extent, this understanding is accurate. These factors clearly established the parameters within which postwar Japanese political leadership had to operate.


However, Japan’s fundamental orientation toward economic growth and political passivity was also the product of a carefully constructed and brilliantly implemented foreign policy. It took U.S. policymakers a long time to recognize this. Belatedly, they realized that Japan’s purpose in the postwar world was the result of an opportunistic adaptation to the conditions in which the Japanese leadership found their nation and a shrewd pursuit of a sharply defined national interest within the constraints that the postwar international order placed upon them.







THE EDUCATION OF HENRY KISSINGER



The U.S.-Japan alliance has been a peculiar relationship, repeatedly marked by American misperception of Japanese purpose and motivation. Despite more than half a century duration, the alliance has rarely produced close personal relations between its leaders. The Reagan-Nakasone friendship and the recent friendship of George W. Bush and Koizumi Junichirō may have been exceptions, although those relationships no doubt have been exaggerated by media hype and probably have not been as close as has been portrayed. In terms of cultural connection and affinity, Japan is alone in the world. Among the world’s great civilizations, it is sui generis. As Samuel P. Huntington put it: “Japan is a civilization that is a state.”35 It cannot count on another country for automatic backing in the way that Britain and America rely on each other. Genuine communication between the leaders of Japan and other countries remains difficult. The Japanese have historically been poor communicators, and few U.S. leaders have had the interest, much less the background, to understand the intricacies of Japanese culture. Japanese leaders abroad tend to be stiff and formal.36 Ill at ease and resigned about ever making themselves understood, they often appear dull and lifeless to boisterous and informal Americans. The nuances and subtleties of Japanese expression are usually lost in this cultural mismatch. Although their modern histories have been deeply intertwined, no two societies are more different in their fundamental mores than the United States and Japan. Little wonder, then, that the alliance often has lacked genuine understanding. During the Nixon administration, the strains latent in this peculiar relationship were striking.


Henry Kissinger, who served as chief foreign policy architect in the Nixon and Ford administrations, was, like many U.S. policymakers, slow to appreciate the Japanese strategy and purpose. “When I first came to office,” Kissinger later confessed, “there was no major country I understood less than Japan.… I did not grasp Japan’s unique character.”37 In his memoirs, Kissinger recalled: “Neither I nor my colleagues possessed a very subtle grasp of Japanese culture or psychology.”38 Nor did he have the time or the inclination to try to understand them. Japan seemed of limited importance in the great-power calculus. During his tenure as national security adviser and as secretary of state, he gave short shrift to Japan.39 Privately, Kissinger derided the Japanese as “little Sony salesmen,” or “small and petty bookkeepers” whose diplomatic documents were nothing more than trading ledgers. Their leaders were so inarticulate that he deemed them unworthy of his attention.40 Because they seemed to him not a part of the international power calculus, he was said to have disdained them as “prosaic, obtuse, unworthy of his sustained attention.” His contempt was scarcely concealed. He detested invitations to the Japanese embassy in Washington because, he said, they always served him Wiener schnitzel.41


With his realist fascination with the politics of the traditional power balance, Kissinger had no patience for the intricacies of Japan’s “opaque” decisionmaking. Kissinger’s indifference was reflected in the Nixon administration’s brusque treatment of Japan, its principal Asian ally, when it undertook the surprise opening to China in 1971 without advance notice to the Japanese prime minister. Subsequently, in his many visits to Beijing, Kissinger had little time for Tokyo, stopping there only briefly. The alliance that had been forced on Japan as the price of its independence was now taken for granted. Japan’s lack of military and political power gave Kissinger confidence that it could be slighted.42


Even Mao Zedong, in a remarkable exchange shortly after Kissinger opened relations with Beijing, lectured Kissinger on his slighting attitude toward the Japanese. “When you pass through Japan, you should perhaps talk a bit more with them. You only talked with them for one day [on your last visit] and that is not good for their face.”43 Unlike Kissinger, Mao was not disposed to underrate the Japanese. Having spent many years as a guerrilla fighter against the Japanese invaders, Mao had learned an unforgettable lesson. Japan was not to be taken lightly. He wanted the Americans to pay close attention to Japanese intentions. Kissinger recalled that on his subsequent visit to Beijing, Mao “applauded my decision to spend a few days in Tokyo on my way home. Japan [Mao continued] must not feel neglected by the United States; Japan was inherently insecure and sensitive.”44


Kissinger’s failure to understand Japanese motivating principles is particularly ironic because he was the unswerving proponent of founding foreign policy on the principles of realism, and yet he failed to notice that these very principles were deeply embedded in postwar Japanese foreign policy. The reason for his obliviousness was that Japanese postwar foreign policy was characterized by economic realism, and Kissinger had little interest in economics as a source of power. National Security Council staff members under Kissinger observed that he had a “profound lack of knowledge and interest in economics” and that discussing economic issues with him was akin to discussing military strategy with the pope. He perceived Japanese diplomats as “not conceptual” in their thinking, lacking long-term vision, and making decisions only by consensus.45 “The Japanese do not yet think in strategic terms,” he told Deng Xiaoping in 1974. “They think in commercial terms.”46 The implication was that pursuing economic advantage was not a means of strategic pursuit of power. Kissinger was no less insightful than most other U.S. leaders in his failure to see that Japanese economic policy was profoundly rooted in strategic thought.


After Kissinger’s term as secretary of state ended and Japan’s economic power and influence grew so dramatically, he came to see how deeply he had underrated Japanese power and purpose. When he wrote his memoirs many years later, Kissinger professed to have gained an understanding and appreciation of Japanese political leaders and their unique, culturally rooted patterns of decisionmaking:




The Japanese system has not been easy for Americans to comprehend. It took me a long time to grasp how decisions are made.… One of the features of the Japanese system is its opaqueness to outsiders.… A foreigner underestimates the Japanese at his peril. It is true that they are not as conceptually adept as, say, the Chinese, as articulate as most Europeans, or as boisterously open and forthcoming as Americans. [Japanese leaders] have not been selected for any of these qualities. They gather intelligence about foreigners; they do not seek to persuade them with words. They chart future actions for their society; they do not need to articulate its purposes in rhetoric.47





Belatedly, Kissinger came to see that Japan had as clear a foreign policy strategy as any other power. Indeed, he recorded, “in my view Japanese decisions have been the most farsighted and intelligent of any major nation of the postwar era even while the Japanese have acted with the understated, anonymous style characteristic of their culture.”48


Kissinger’s new understanding of Japan was an important realization. Contrary to what American policymakers have often thought, Japan is no more “unpredictable” and “irrational” than any other country. To understand Japan’s international behavior we must grasp the profound forces of history, geography, and culture that have shaped the country’s approach to the outside world. Far from being erratic, Japan demonstrates recurrent patterns that give a consistency to its foreign policy and make it intelligible.







WHITHER JAPAN?


In the post–Cold War period, when Japan’s leadership abruptly lost its sense of purpose and sank into a protracted malaise, U.S. policymakers were stunned. The Armitage Report, a bipartisan study authored by leading U.S. officials and informed academics in 2000 that aimed to energize the U.S.-Japan alliance and to press Japan to reform its slumping economy, observed that “the Japanese tend to be averse to radical change except in circumstances where no other options exist.” The authors expressed frustration with Japan’s “risk-averse political leadership” and with “a national character resistant to abrupt shifts in established practices.”49 U.S. policymakers in the post–Cold War period quickly grew impatient with Japan’s resistance to change in the face of massive policy failures. This was ironic in light of the fact that in earlier decades U.S. officials had been puzzled by Japan’s instability and proclivity for abrupt and sudden change.


Nevertheless, after a decade of indecisiveness, at the beginning of the new century, Japan began to change in quiet, almost imperceptible ways. The country took small steps toward what could be a major reorientation of the nation in ways that may once again surprise outsiders. Adjusting and reshaping its institutions to new conditions in the international economy, Japan turned the corner in its economic recovery. Policy innovations restored healthy growth. In the face of more insecure regional politics and the specter of terrorism, the government steadily abandoned many of the prohibitions on a proactive military that were in place throughout the Cold War. Japanese Self-Defense Forces were deployed abroad, even to combat areas in the Middle East. The ability to project power abroad was broached.


The changes received popular support. A distinct majority of Japanese favored revision of the pacifist constitution. The greater assertiveness was most evident in a new generation of Japanese political leaders with a view less constrained than that of their elders by memories of defeat and occupation. In the midst of flux and upheaval in the political system, they worked to loosen the hold of past practice and to reform institutions to meet the new conditions of globalization and insecurity.


No one can be sure how these changes will play out. That will depend upon the course of events in the coming years. What does seem clear is that after more than half a century of withdrawal from international politics, Japan is revising its domestic institutions and preparing to become a major player in the strategic struggles of the twenty-first century.






















CHAPTER ONE
 NEW INTERNATIONAL ORDERS



An island nation with its own distinctive civilization, modern Japan is frequently characterized as introverted and parochial. Nothing stirs greater exasperation among foreign observers, even those who have devoted their lives to explaining Japanese culture, than Japanese ethnocentrism. The literary critic Edward Seidensticker in his last column for the Yomiuri newspaper in 1962 concluded that “they are not like other people. They are infinitely more clannish, insular, parochial, and one owes it to one’s self-respect to preserve a feeling of outrage at the insularity.” The late Edwin Reischauer, the leading interpreter of Japan in his day, wrote in 1978 that the Japanese people “must overcome their sense of separateness and, to put it bluntly, show a greater readiness to join the human race.” These were the observations of scholars who deeply admired Japanese civilization. In the era of globalization in the twenty-first century, Japan still remains notable for its insularity, as evident, for example, in its reluctance to accept foreign workers, political refugees, or even foreign investment. 




However, though it is true that Japanese society often seems closed, it is also true that Japan has experienced periods of astonishing receptivity to foreign culture, foreign ideas, and foreign advisers. This paradox lies at the heart of all the puzzling aspects of this country’s behavior. Despite its ethnocentrism, Japan at certain times has been extraordinarily open to the outside world. Over the past century and a half, Japan has almost always taken its cues from the international system, set its priorities, even formed its self-identity, in relation to the international order. At such periods of openness,in the well-known observation of G. B. Sansom, “the power and prestige of a foreign culture seem as if they would overwhelm and transform Japan, but always there is a hard non-absorbent core of individual character, which resists and in its turn works upon the invading influence.”1 Periods of remarkable receptivity to the outside world contrast greatly with other times of equally remarkable resistance to foreign influence.


The key to understanding modern Japan’s abrupt changes and wide swings of international behavior lies in two major factors: the nature of the external order, and the distinctive strategy and style of Japan’s ruling elite for dealing with that order. The interactivity of these two factors has heavily determined the course that Japan has taken since the beginning of its modern history in the middle of the nineteenth century. The outside-in influence of the international system on any nation is strong, but because of the extraordinary responsiveness of Japan’s leaders to its external setting, that influence was especially strong. The conservative elite developed a strategy that had deep roots in Japan’s culture and history. Japan’s leaders are sensitive to the configuration of power in the international system and its implications for Japan’s interests. Major changes in the balance of power engage their intense concern. When fundamental changes have taken place in the international environment, they have often proved skillful at adapting their policies to these changes and using them opportunistically to further the nation’s interests and ambitions. Whenever the system has changed, Japan has also changed: Japan’s leaders adjusted their foreign policy and refashioned their domestic institutions to fit the new circumstance. Therefore, an understanding of Japan’s international behavior must begin with the influence of the international environment.







THE OUTSIDE-IN INFLUENCE



Japan has sometimes been described as a reactive country. In this view, it simply responds to events in its external environment—such as the arrival of the U.S. Commodore Matthew Perry, who demanded Japan end its seclusion, or the onset of the Great Depression, or the outbreak of world war in Europe, and so on. Japanese government policy in the 1980s was often seen as reactive to outside pressure (gaiatsu), as when the United States used the leverage of its market access or security guarantee to bring about a change in Japanese policy.2


There is, however, a more fundamental and persistent external pressure for change. In the modern world, the outside-in influence of the international system is inexorable. Because of its unforgiving, competitive nature, it has the power to shape the behavior of an individual state. The competition of states seeking wealth and power requires each to look to its own security and integrity. The international system is “a self-help system… in which those who do not help themselves, or who do so less effectively than others, will fail to prosper, will lay themselves open to dangers, will suffer.”3 Those states that do not heed the cues of the international system, that ignore the distribution of power in the world and do not take the necessary steps to adopt the institutions and techniques of the strong states, will suffer harm and may lose their independence as a result. The fundamental parameters of a nation’s foreign policy are established by its relative power within the international system. Hence Thucydides’s well-known dictum, “The strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.”


The way in which the strong states organize and structure order in the world inevitably impacts the other, weaker states. Structure influences behavior. It socializes states, “rewarding some types of behavior and punishing others,” as the political theorist Robert Gilpin put it. Gilpin added, “Through socialization of the actors and through competition among them, structure channels the behavior of actors in a system.”4 The core domestic institutions of the most successful nations are emulated by other nations.


The influence of the international system is found not only in a nation’s struggle for security but also in the drive to enhance the productive capacity upon which national power depends. Along with the international state system, the international economy exerts great force in shaping domestic institutions. The interaction between economics and strategy became especially close in the nineteenth century with the rise of industrial civilization in Europe. Industrial civilization conferred great power on a few states and established a steep gradient of power and hierarchy of prestige that underwrote the rise of Western imperialism. States keenly recognized the need to be both rich and strong, to enhance their wealth and power, and to use their productive economic resources as efficiently as possible.


The Industrial Revolution in England altered the international environment of all other countries. A gap of wealth and power opened between the early industrializers, on the one side, and all other countries, on the other, which transformed the external setting of these other countries, challenging them to bridge the gap and overcome their backwardness. The world was divided between advanced and “follower” societies. The disparity stimulated a competitive struggle for survival by the follower states that impelled them to emulate the institutions of the great powers. They scrutinized the developments that had increased the political and economic strengths of competing states and that could be emulated to better their position in a setting of international struggles. In the economically backward states, perceptive leaders grasped the advantage in borrowing from the very states by which they felt threatened.


Moreover, to catch up, to come up from behind and close the gap, they looked for shortcuts by which they could develop more rapidly than the advanced states had.5 Follower states introduced the most modern, capital-intensive technology in order to close the gap as rapidly as possible.6 Leaders of economically backward societies sought the benefits of an industrial society, but they wanted to achieve them by a speedier and less costly transition than that which had occurred in the pioneering industrial societies. In the ensuing international struggles, there were even some advantages for follower states. The advanced countries not only became models of the economic and political techniques up for adoption, they also provided examples of mistakes made, warning of problems that the first industrializers had encountered and that the follower societies could seek to avoid or mitigate.7 The Industrial Revolution and the consequent realization that economic power mattered as much as military strength further bolstered the outside-in influence on the modern state.


The international system provides incentives and constraints for all modern nations, but the course of modern Japan has been influenced and shaped to an unusually large degree by the international system and by the changes through which that system has passed since the middle of the nineteenth century. Few countries in modern history have been as subject—and as sensitive, responsive, and adaptive—as Japan to the forces of the international environment. The international system has had a powerful effect on Japan’s foreign policy, and it has exercised an extraordinary role in shaping Japan’s domestic institutions. Repeatedly, Japan has sweepingly revised its domestic order to meet the needs of new configurations of the international order.







JAPANESE ELITES AND THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER



From the beginning of its modern history, Japan’s external setting exercised a decisive influence on the course of the nation. Nevertheless, there was never anything inevitable or determinist about the result. Japan’s international behavior emerged from the choices its leaders made.8 And no matter how constraining the international system might have been, Japan did have choices to make in dealing with its position.


The structure of the international system, however powerful in its pulls and constraints, does not alone determine a state’s behavior. The perceptions and abilities of decisionmakers drive foreign policy choices. States occupying similar positions in the international system often react differently to its challenges. Even where the influence of the external environment is the strongest, a considerable margin of choice remains.


In different countries, statesmen react differently to the same environment. Even during the foreign occupation of their country after World War II, the most constraining impact that the international system could conceivably exert, the Japanese made critical choices. Since there was always more than one way to respond to the external environment, elite politics often revolved around competing responses. Japanese leaders had to assess the workings of the external order. They had to determine how best to adapt. Making choices was often contentious and the source of heated debate in Japanese political life.


States vary in their skills, attitudes, and perceptions toward international affairs. Some states are more responsive and sensitive to the workings of the international system and what will serve their national interest than are others. Some states ignore external threats; others may hide from them by taking refuge in their inherited institutions and by reaffirming and strengthening tradition. The choices that states make depend on domestic politics, especially their leadership, their perceptions, and the strength of their institutions. To succeed in the international system, states must respect the sources of power and must perceive impending shifts in power in the world.


The realism with which leaders perceive and act upon the constraints and opportunities of the international environment is a critical determinant of state behavior. As the political writer Fareed Zakaria put it, “Statesmen, not states, are the primary actors in international affairs, and their perception of shifts in power, rather than objective measures, are critical.”9 The international system shaped modern Japan not only because of its inherently powerful outside-in influence, but also because modern Japanese leadership was sensitive to the system. Japan made it a matter of strategy to act in accord with the movements of the international system, designing policies and institutions to take advantage of its conditions.


Conservative elites have ruled Japan for its entire modern history. These elites possessed extraordinary latitude to manage the nation’s course in the world. Although the makeup of this elite leadership has changed from one era to another, reflecting the needs of the times, and it has recruited new talent into its midst, it has managed to preserve its dominance over society and has remained consistent in its fundamental approach to the international system. The resilience of this conservative elite was never clearer than in the days after World War II, when it clung to power even though it was utterly discredited by the catastrophic defeat, and America, the occupying power, sought to displace it.


Americans are not accustomed to a political system that allows so much latitude to an elite in managing foreign policy, setting strategic priorities, committing national resources, and determining the workings of the political system. By dividing powers between the branches of government, the American system is, in Edwin Corwin’s famous phrase, “an invitation to struggle.”10 The founders sought to avoid the abuse of power by dispersing it and creating checks and balances. Although this safeguards domestic democracy, it complicates the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. Tocqueville’s well-known judgment followed that “especially in their conduct of foreign relations, democracies appear to me decidedly inferior to other governments.”11


In contrast, the Japanese values of hierarchy, status, and the sanctity of the authority held by central governing institutions ensured steady support for a strong state. The impact of opinion outside of government was muted. Articulate opinion contributed to the structuring of debates among the elite, and the mass mood set the parameters for debate. But it was the elites who set Japanese policy. Their traditions of realism, with its respect for power, its opportunism, and its pursuit of status and autonomy, persisted through the century and a half of Japan’s modern history.


For reasons found deep in their inherited strategic culture, Japan’s conservative elites gave priority to the challenges from the outside, keenly aware that Japan’s precarious position in the international system required it. Modern Japanese leaders have regarded the structure of the international system as an established condition to which they must respond as deftly as possible in order to pursue the nation’s interests. Their realist pursuit of national power, and their opportunistic adaptation to the configuration of power in the world, meant that concern with preserving the ideals of Japan’s cultural heritage generally took second place. Henry Kissinger aptly remarked that “it seemed as if Japan had a finely calibrated radar that enabled it to gauge the global balance of power and to adapt its institutions to its necessities, confident that no adaptation could disturb the essence of Japanese society.”12


This strategic style of modern Japan’s leadership is a legacy of premodern influences and the formative experience of the Meiji Restoration of 1868, Japan’s modern revolution that brought it into the international system. Japan’s long isolation and feudal experience implanted in its modern conservative leaders a bold realist approach to its international environment. Carried out from above by a party within the old Tokugawa samurai class, the Restoration bequeathed a pragmatic conservative tradition that has held sway over policymaking ever since. Emerging from the lower ranks of the samurai class, the Meiji leaders were galvanized by the encroaching dangers posed by the Western powers at the time of Commodore Perry’s arrival. They strongly felt the need to protect the security of the homeland in the face of the threat to the nation’s existence, and they gave priority to foreign policy above all else. Foreign policy was domestic policy. The Meiji leaders responded to the weight of outside influences with a full mobilization of internal organization.


Japan’s conservative revolutionaries in 1868 restored the emperor to the center of government as a symbol of a new national unity. Obsessed by the massive threat that Western imperialism posed to Japan’s sovereignty, they moved resolutely to replace the old feudal political organization of the state with new institutions modeled after the institutions of the Western imperialist powers. Intensely aware of their nation’s economic backwardness and strategic vulnerability, Japanese leaders determined to accept the external order as a given and to seek to advance their interests in a pragmatic and opportunistic fashion. Where other countries facing the challenges of imperialism resisted and reaffirmed their traditions, Japan chose to adapt. This realist approach was striking for the primacy it gave to foreign policy and to the acquisition of national power and for the readiness to abandon inherited ways even to the extent of risking Japanese identity.


The modern Japanese state therefore, to a great extent, had its origins in meeting the challenges of the external order. It was charted out of an opportunistic response to the external order and did not grow spontaneously and naturally out of domestic circumstance. And if that order changed, Japan would adapt its policies and internal organization to the changed order. For the full length of Japan’s modern history, the Meiji paradigm held sway: The demands of foreign policy set Japan’s course.


The reaction of Japanese leaders to the danger posed by Western encroachment had much in common with the reaction of nineteenth-century realists in the continental European tradition who were engaged in an intense struggle for survival. The geopolitical vulnerability of Prussia to the dangers posed by the rivalries and warfare of the European state system led advisers to the Prussian monarchy to counsel “the primacy of foreign policy” (der Primat der Aussenpolitik). Faced with the threat of being conquered, occupied, and made subservient, they asserted that all aspects of state policy must address the external challenges.


The historian Leopold von Ranke wrote in his famous 1833 essay on die grossen Mächte (“the great powers”) that the struggles among great European powers had become so intense that the domestic character of a state must be shaped above all to meet the constant challenges that these rivalries and wars posed. He stressed the determining force that foreign policy exercised in the life of states. The phrase der Primat der Aussenpolitik came out of Ranke’s view. Later, counseling the Prussian state, Ranke urged that it organize itself internally so as to succeed externally. Competing to survive in the international system, states must rely on themselves. “The world has been parceled out,” he said: “To be somebody you have to rise by your own efforts. You must achieve genuine independence. Your rights will not be voluntarily ceded to you. You must fight for them.” Domestic policy had to be subordinated to the exigencies of foreign affairs; the dangers of war and defeat required that foreign policy take precedence. “The position of a state in the world,” he wrote, “depends upon the degree of independence it has attained. It is obliged, therefore, to organize all its internal resources for the purpose of self-preservation. This is the supreme law of the state.”13


In the same vein, the famous social historian Otto Hintze, who counseled the German government early in the twentieth century, held that the state was less a reflection of the internal evolution of society than a creature of the external environment:




The state is by no means solely determined by society. For the state is not merely a government internally but a sovereign power externally. Throughout history power has been the main goal of the activities of the state; hence its structure depends at least as much on the conditions of its external power position as on the social-structural conditions of its internal governing activity. Since the state must adjust itself not only internally, but also externally to the conditions of its existence, the external setting must surely influence the internal social development.14





Hintze drew the grand conclusion that “throughout the ages pressure from without has been a determining influence on internal structure.” By this he meant that it was external threats more than internal social structure or class conflict that shaped the state: “If we want to find out about the relations between military organization and the organization of the state we must direct our attention particularly to two phenomena, which conditioned the real organization of the state. These are, first, the structure of social classes, and second, the external ordering of the states—their position relative to each other, and their overall position in the world. It is one-sided, exaggerated, and therefore false to consider class conflict the only driving force in history. Conflict between nations has been far more important; and throughout the ages pressure from without has been a determining influence on internal structure.”15


In counseling the German government, Hintze, like Ranke, argued that it was necessary for the state to organize itself internally so as to succeed externally. Like Ranke, he stressed that a strong military posture, political organization, and foreign policy are essential to the external security of the state, but he also maintained that the government should direct all activities, including education and especially economic activities, that could strengthen Germany against foreign powers.16 The exposed position of Germany in Central Europe required it to adapt all of its domestic institutions to the exigencies of constant military conflict.


Such realist thinking was also characteristic of the Meiji leaders in Japan. They came to the same conclusions by their own cultural path, but there can be no doubt that they shared common assumptions with their Prussian counterparts who also came out of a military and feudal background. It was no accident that Tokyo Imperial University, where the great majority of Japan’s modern mandarins were trained, invited one of Ranke’s disciples to come to Japan in 1887 and establish a history department. During his sixteen-year tenure, Ludwig Riess educated a generation of students in Ranke’s views.17


The trauma of Japan’s entry into the international system—that is, the forced opening of the country by Western gunboats—provoked Japan’s modern revolution and set a pattern whereby it would cast its internal structure to meet the demands of the outside order. Because the Restoration evoked the deeply embedded values of the Japanese in their struggle for the radical change that was required to preserve their national existence, it cast a long shadow over their subsequent history. The Meiji Restoration established a pattern of characteristic Japanese interaction with the international system.


Although the internal developments of Tokugawa society paved the way for change, domestic developments are an insufficient explanation for the form that the new Meiji state took. Long-term economic and social change had undermined the vitality of Bakufu rule. The rise of a market economy, the spread of education, social unrest, and new currents of thought all prepared the way for revolutionary change. The shogunate had become a weak and uncertain polity. The remarkable responsiveness of Japan to the Western challenge is thus to be understood in part as resulting from the gradual buildup of social and economic problems during the preceding century. Had Tokugawa rule not been characterized at this time by institutional incapacity, widespread social unrest, and anxious groping by political leaders for new reform measures, the Japanese response would have been more measured. However, without the foreign intrusion, the demonstration of new sources of power, the new examples of institutional capacity, and the competitive challenge, Japan’s leaders would have formulated a very different set of policies and constructed a very different set of institutions. The new Meiji state was by no means simply a reflection of Japanese society.


The nature of a nation’s modern revolution illuminates a great deal about the national character, the strategic principles, and the logic of a people. Just as 1776 tells Americans so much about themselves—the ideals and purposes that they have held central—so the Meiji Restoration reveals much about the nature and purpose of modern Japan. The Restoration was a nationalist revolution driven by the competitive demands of the international system and the determination to adapt the nation’s policies and institutions to succeed in that system. Japan’s entire domestic infrastructure was remodeled to respond to the challenges of the imperialist order.


The formative experience of Japan’s entry into the modern world established a pattern of extraordinary sensitivity to the workings of the international system, a readiness to accommodate to its changing demands, and an unusual degree of opportunism in the nation’s approach to its external environment. Repeatedly, through the course of the 150 years of its modern history, each time the structure of the international system underwent fundamental change, Japan adapted its foreign policies to that changed order and restructured its internal organization to take advantage of it.







THE NEW ORDERS IN EAST ASIA



An international order is dynamic. Nations rise and decline owing to their uneven rate of growth and to the technological and organizational breakthroughs that bring advantage to one state or another. Some states grow more rapidly than others. The strong states must constantly see to their sources of power lest they become wedded to the status quo and lose their vitality. Weaker states are motivated to improve their position in the system by emulating the sources of strength of the dominant powers. Eventually a newly risen power may find its interests unsatisfied by the existing order. It may seek to revise that order and even come to believe that its interests lie in contesting and overthrowing the order and its rules and institutions. If it succeeds in challenging the old order, typically through warfare that results in a new distribution of power among states, a fundamental change in the organization and governance of the international system occurs.


Few countries have revised their domestic orders so sweepingly to meet the needs of new configurations of international order as Japan. Since entering the modern world, Japan has experienced five fundamental changes in the international order:






	the collapse of the Sinocentric system and the establishment of the Western imperialist order in the mid-nineteenth century; 


	the end of the imperialist system after World War I and the beginning of a new American-inspired system based on several treaties negotiated at the Washington Conference in 1921–1922; 


	the disintegration of this U.S.-led system and the anarchy of the 1930s, which enticed Japan into attempting to create its own East Asian order; 


	the crushing defeat of Japan’s new order and the establishment of a new U.S.-dominated liberal order after 1945 and the beginning of the Cold War; 


	the end of this Cold War bipolar system with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989.




Each of the first four transitions in the international system resulted in fundamental and profound changes in Japan’s foreign policy as well as in its domestic institutions. The fifth transition in the external order, which came with the end of the Cold War, set in motion great changes in the international system that have yet to produce a settled new international order in East Asia and the world. But Japan is already responding to the flux by moving steadily away from the policies that guided it during the Cold War and initiating a major restructuring of its domestic institutions, including revision of its constitution.


Each of the successive new international orders in East Asia that Japan confronted had its own distinct characteristics, its own configuration of power, and its own legitimating norms and values. Each was in a sense a regional extension of the prevailing international system. In each case, the dominant powers constructed a framework of rules and practices to secure their interests. The rules of the system covered the conduct of diplomacy and political relations as well as economic and trade relations, and the values and interests of the dominant states were woven into an ideology that served to legitimate the authority they exercised. Reflecting the balance of power, a clear hierarchy of prestige prevailed, and the weaker states in the system were compelled to play by the rules of the game established by the dominant powers.


On particular issues, domestic circumstance in Japanese foreign policy decisionmaking might prevail, but in the long run and in the bigger picture of calculating strategy and shaping the society’s institutions, it was the paradigm of international order and its fundamental changes that influenced the deeper processes of modern Japan. The primacy of foreign policy did not mean that the appropriate course was immediately agreed upon by the elite leadership. Fundamental change in the international system often occasioned debate about the best strategy to adopt. But once consensus was achieved, Japan adapted in a fundamental and pervasive way to all aspects of the external order. It is particularly at the moments of change in the structure of international orders that Japanese adaptation is so telling. In these periods of transition lies the explanation for the wide swings in Japan’s international behavior that have baffled foreign observers.


Prior to the arrival of the Western imperialists, Japan had not been a part of an international system. In its island isolation, it was able to stand apart from the Sinocentric system that had held sway over much of Asia for centuries. With the arrival of Western power in the middle of the nineteenth century, the Sinocentric system collapsed. The first new order in modern East Asia, the imperialist system was the longest lasting of the succeeding orders. Owing to the huge preponderance of power that the Industrial Revolution gave to the Western powers and to the cooperative framework that they worked out among themselves, the system lasted nearly eighty years, from the Treaty of Nanjing of 1842, which ended the Opium War, to the end of World War I.


The system of tributary relations by which imperial China had maintained its central place in regional relations could not cope with the raw military might that industrial civilization bestowed. Nor could the already declining Tokugawa regime in Japan, which was now finally delegitimized by its acquiescence in the demands of the imperialist system. Imperialism integrated East Asia into the world economy, subjected the regional states to Western dominance, and created the first truly international system. Japan entered the international system as a weak actor, a victim of the system, but never a passive actor. Despite its traditional isolation and aloofness from the Sinocentric system, Japan responded quickly and dramatically to the imperialist system, accepted its rules and norms, reformed all its domestic institutions, and so began an intense drive to reorganize every aspect of its core domestic institutions in order to meet the competitive demands of the international system into which Japan had been suddenly thrust.


It would be difficult to find a more profound example in world history of the Primat der Aussenpolitik than Meiji Japan. While other Asian states resisted the new international order that Western imperialism imposed, Japan alone responded through all-out emulation of the institutions of the great powers. Western law, banking systems, military organizations, scientific knowledge—all aspects of the imperial powers’ civilization became models for the rapid transformation of Japan. Playing by the rules of the game, within the space of a generation Japan became itself an active participant in the system. Ultimately, by the time of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905, Japan had achieved major power status with its own expanding empire.


World War I undermined the imperialist system in East Asia and led to the creation of the next new regional order. The United States emerged from the war as the new world power and asserted a new set of organizing principles that would revolutionize the system. Woodrow Wilson’s principles were intended to do away with the norms of imperialism, to end reliance on balance-of-power politics and secret treaties, and to replace them with ideals of international liberalism. Compared to the imperialist order, this new order, known as the Washington Treaty System, was weak and short-lived, lasting scarcely a decade. Nevertheless, Japan’s initial response was similar to its earlier one. Japan chose to accommodate to the demands of the new order. It accepted the prevailing rules of the Washington System even though its principles were designed to contain Japanese power and had no basis in Japanese experience. Japan’s conservative elite not only revised its foreign policies, it sanctioned a newly proclaimed democratic politics at home that would accord with the new international norms.


The Washington System, however, soon lost its credibility and authority. The Anglo-American powers failed to underwrite the new system. They themselves abandoned the principles upon which the system was based by retreating into isolationism and adopting protectionist measures. The Washington System crumbled under the impact of world economic depression. The resulting vacuum of power and anarchic regional environment opened the way for the next order.


Inspired by the emergence of regional blocs elsewhere in the world, Japan’s leaders declared their determination to create “a new East Asian Order.” Within the space of a decade, from 1932 to 1942, Japanese military power brought much of East and Southeast Asia under its hegemony and proclaimed ideals of pan-Asian solidarity and the end of Western colonial influence. Once again Japan reorganized its domestic institutions to support its foreign policy. Fascism appeared to represent the wave of the future, and Japan drew inspiration for reworking its domestic institutions from Germany. This abortive order asserted Japanese values of familial hierarchy, whereby each nation would find its own place in a Japanese-led system, but under wartime conditions the order relied on military control to maintain itself. Japan’s bid for regional hegemony ended in catastrophic defeat and the most extreme form of outside-in influence: a foreign occupation and the remaking of all of Japan’s domestic institutions in the image of the occupier.


The United States emerged from World War II with unprecedented power to remake the international order. The Americans set out again to create a system based on international liberalism, but one more resilient than the Washington system. They hoped that the new system would embrace the other victorious powers, including the Soviet Union. But the almost immediate collapse of agreements reached between Franklin D. Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin at Yalta in 1945 led to the beginning of the Cold War. The result was a bipolar system in the world and in Asia.


The Yalta Conference envisioned a regional order—the Yalta system—that would enshrine U.S.-Soviet cooperation in East Asia. The Chinese revolution and the Korean War doomed this vision. The United States responded by negotiating a series of alliances in Asia and confronted a Soviet–led East Asian group of states in a regional version of the Cold War system. U.S. leaders held together this network of bilateral alliances in Asia with security guarantees, massive aid, and access to the U.S. market. During this period, Japan formulated a unique response to the system, known as the Yoshida Doctrine. This strategy capitalized on a Cold War structure that allowed Japan to depend on U.S. security guarantees and concentrate exclusively on the rapid economic growth that would restore Japan’s standing in great-power competition. Japan’s domestic institutions were reworked to maximize its ability to exploit the free-trade regime sponsored by the Americans. This Yoshida strategy, named after the veteran diplomat who was the postwar prime minister and a great admirer of the Meiji paradigm of pragmatic adaptation to the international order, worked brilliantly until 1989, when the Cold War system came to an abrupt end with the implosion of the Soviet Union.


The post–Cold War order is still in the making. It is not yet clear what the new order in East Asia in the twenty-first century will look like and how Japan will fit with it. U.S. power was unchallenged after the Cold War, and the Americans proclaimed the victory of the principles of international liberalism, asserting their universal validity for a new order. In East Asia, remnants of the Cold War persisted in the divided Korea, the Taiwan issue, the absence of a Russo-Japanese peace treaty, and the continuation of America’s bilateral alliances throughout the region. But this “interregnum” will eventually give way to a very different structure of regional order. The rise of China and the rapid economic growth and political awakening of former colonies signals a proactive Asia. Japan, which has always gained its sense of purpose and the character of its domestic political-economic institutions through relating to its external environment, is moving cautiously in the uncertainty of this regional interregnum. Adjusting incrementally to the emerging trends, it began to move away from the Yoshida strategy in the 1990s and to rethink the organization of its domestic structure. But without a clear vision of what shape the new international order would take, Japan’s leaders have been cautious in implementing their characteristic strategy.


These successive changes in the structure and nature of order in East Asia are what have given direction to the course of modern Japan’s history. It is indeed ironic that a nation that had enjoyed a unique isolation and security for nearly all its history prior to the modern period should have been more responsive to its international environment than other countries whose cultures seemed more open and amenable to change. Yet it is the interplay of these two distinct historic forces—a relentless and dominant external influence and an opportunistic strategy of adapting skillfully to the outside influence—that explains so much about modern Japan’s behavior.






















CHAPTER TWO
JAPAN’S NATIONAL STYLE



Foreign policy,” it has been said, “is the face a nation wears to the world. The minimal motive is the same for all states—the protection of national integrity and interest. But the manner in which a state practices foreign policy is greatly affected by national peculiarities.”1 The behavior of nations, like that of individuals, is shaped by elements of heredity and environment, which through history respond to problems and experiences and in time build up relatively stable patterns of response. These patterns, although persistent, are by no means immutable; rather, they evolve as a people absorb new experiences and encounter changes in their environment. They may change gradually over time, but they are not erased. There is innovation in the patterns as new challenges are encountered, but there is great conservativeness too. These recurrent patterns of behavior constitute a distinctive set of national attitudes, habits, and principles that are brought to bear as a people approaches its problems. They show themselves in the nation’s foreign policy and in the interaction the nation has with its external environment. 




As the eminent French authority on international politics Raymond Aron observed, states acquire different “styles of being and behaving” that persist through time.2 A nation’s style springs in part from intrinsic factors of geography and the nation’s natural endowments. “A position on the map imposes upon the diplomacy or upon the strategy of a state,” Aron said, “certain orientations which are likely to be lasting, if not permanent.”3 Within that geographical setting, the centuries of experience are transformed over time into second nature, producing cultural traits that Montesquieu called “the spirit of a nation.” This esprit crucially influences a nation’s international behavior and, as Aron allowed, gives a “relative consistency in the ‘style’ of foreign policy,” but it must not be used as a sufficient explanation of any particular policy. As Aron wisely observed,




The “spirit of a nation” which Montesquieu speaks of is a notion as equivocal as that of national character, but perhaps preferable because it emphasizes the share of culture and the historical heritage.… The French nation was not born as it is now, it has become what it is as a result of the events which it has lived through, of the customs which have been slowly established and of the mode of government. A result more than an origin, the spirit of a nation renders a destiny intelligible as a particular act, but it must not constrain investigation; it helps understanding, but it must be explained.4





The wellsprings of modern Japan’s international behavior lie in the long years of isolation during Japan’s premodern history. Japan’s insular setting and geographic isolation ordained a distinctive culture, a keen sense of uniqueness and independence. Its civilization was built on the constricted islands largely in isolation from the outside world. Through most of its history prior to the nineteenth century, Japan did not participate in an international society that acted on it with great intensity. Japan is separated from the Eurasian continent by more than 100 miles, five times the distance that separates England across the Straits of Dover from the Continent. This distance across the Korean Straits is surpassed by the 450 miles of open seas that lie between Japan and China. Thus a distinctive strategic culture, shaped by Japan’s domestic political and social currents and its values, emerged from the long years of isolation.







SINOCENTRISM VERSUS JAPANESE INDEPENDENCE



In the premodern period, Japan occasionally participated in the Sinocentric system, and at times it had regular interactions with Korea and other states, but for the most part it held aloof from the external world. Geography allowed Japan to enjoy a largely self-sufficient isolation. In the thirteenth century, Khubilai Khan mounted the largest overseas expedition in world history prior to modern times, but the Kamakura feudal government (bakufu) rejected the messengers from the Mongols and their de-mand that the Japanese submit to a tributary relationship. The bakufu even ordered the execution of the messengers. The first Mongol invasion attempt, in 1274, was broken up by a great sea storm that was later celebrated as the kamikaze or “wind of the gods” shielding the divine homeland. The subsequent Mongol invasion, in 1281, composed of a massive force of 140,000 men, likewise was ultimately done in not by samurai forces defending the shores of Kyushu but again by a great storm. The Mongols are said to have lost 100,000 men.


Sometimes premodern Japan’s isolation and natural security are exaggerated. Historians of premodern Japan, according to Ronald Toby, are prone to overlook the way in which “changes in the strategic balance in continental East Asia have often affected Japan in significant ways.”5 Although geography afforded Japan free security through much of its premodern period, there were periodic security threats. Toby and several leading Japanese historians now argue that not only was premodern Japan affected by the strategic balance on the continent, but its sense of insecurity led it to import political institutions from the continent. Undoubtedly, in light of this new interpretation, the most surprising and significant way in which the strategic balance on the continent affected Japan was in the seventh century, when, as some historians now think, the rise of an expansive China spurred Japan to adopt Chinese institutions and create the first unified Japanese state.6


Until recently, historians described the influence of Chinese culture in the early centuries of Japanese history as arising simply through Japanese awe and admiration of China’s high cultural achievements. Describing the missions that Japan sent to China in the seventh and eighth centuries to bring back knowledge of its religion, art, architecture, and philosophy, Edwin O. Reischauer wrote that it was “the glory of China before their eyes” that led the Japanese to try “to create in Japan a small replica of China.”7 Similarly, Arnold Toynbee and even the eminent historian of Japan, Sir George Sansom, approached Japan’s cultural borrowing in this period of classic institutional development as evidence of a Japan “overwhelmed by the example of China and thus driven to imitation and emulation.”8


Undoubtedly, there was an awe that stimulated Japan’s borrowing and institution-building modeled on China, but more recent research suggests that Japan’s motivation in importing knowledge and institutions to establish a Chinese-style bureaucratic state during the seventh century was fundamentally driven by the Japanese perception of a strategic threat from the continent. During the 660s, an internally disunited Japan feared the specter of an expansive T’ang China empire that in alliance with Japan’s old enemy, the Korean kingdom of Silla, destroyed the other two Korean kingdoms of Paekche and Koguryo. Subsequently, beyond the specter of Chinese power on the Korean peninsula, Japanese leaders felt threatened—one can see parallels to the contemporary developments on the peninsula—by the possibility of a unified and hostile Korea. “In 672… an even more threatening situation emerged in Korea,” wrote one Japanese historian. “Silla, Japan’s old enemy, was breaking its ties with T’ang and moving to seize control of the entire Korean peninsula.” Painfully aware that Japan’s internal disunity made it vulnerable, Emperor Tenmu sought to unify and strengthen the state through adoption of Chinese central institutional models.9


If it is true that the period of great cultural borrowing from China in the early history of Japan was brought on by Japanese concerns over the threat in Japan’s external environment, then it would constitute a compelling precedent for the later Japanese reaction to the West. “In both cases,” wrote a prominent historian, “the Japanese felt threatened by foreign powers and responded by adopting an array of reforms needed to strengthen their state.”10 Although he emphasized the ambitions of domestic actors and their drives for power as the force behind the borrowing from China, the historian John Whitney Hall could not help wondering “whether Japan of the seventh century felt a sense of foreign crisis comparable to that which agitated the Japanese of the nineteenth century.”11 It seemed the external environment and domestic political struggles were inextricably linked. Cultural borrowing was motivated and legitimated by its strategic value and by the power it brought to the Japanese state and its leaders. In the short run, Japan then, as later, was willing to risk its cultural identity if it would strengthen national power.


In any case, threats from the continent did not succeed. Neither in the case of the T’ang foray into Korea and the specter of a unified Korea in the seventh century, nor in the memorable invasion attempts of Khubilai Khan in the thirteenth century, was the security of the Japanese state violated. By the time of these great Mongol invasions, the imperial bureaucratic state had declined and Japan had become a society ruled by samurai schooled in the tasks of warfare and strategy. On this occasion, there was less need for institutional innovation because the society was pervaded by institutions of warfare and defense. As one authority wrote, “The Mongol invasions were a meeting between a people with strong tendencies toward conquest and a society governed by warriors.”12


Japan therefore entered the modern period with an extraordinary sense of self-reliance, a fierce determination to maintain its independence, and an almost religious belief in its distinctive identity. It was virtually unique among East Asian countries in the degree of its fixed resistance to inclusion in the Chinese world order.13 The Japanese pragmatically drew from the continent the technology and institutions needed to develop the power of their government, but they were resolute in their refusal to defer to Chinese political claims. With rare exception, Japanese leaders refused to accept a subordinate position in the Chinese world order centered on the theory of the universal preeminence of the Chinese emperor. In contrast to the Westphalian concept that developed in Europe, whereby a number of independent nations were in theory considered equal, each with its own independent legitimacy and sovereignty, the Sinocentric concept dictated that the countries of East Asia were subsumed within the Chinese sphere of civilized society. Rulers of the various countries within this sphere were expected to present themselves to the Chinese emperor for investiture as “kings.” With rare exception, Japanese leaders refused to accept this subordinate position.


To have accepted such a position would not only have acknowledged China’s superior civilization but would have signified acquiescence to China’s claims to represent civilization itself. The Japanese saw their sovereignty, independence, and, most important, their way of life at stake. In the Sinocentric order, the Chinese emperor had to be acknowledged not only as the preeminent temporal power but also as a power of cosmic significance who mediated between heaven and earth. To have accepted tributary status would have required the Japanese emperor to be invested with his authority, to receive a seal symbolizing the authority granted, to date all memorials according to the Chinese calendar, and to make regular visits to the Chinese imperial court to reaffirm this subordination. On numerous occasions, however, Japanese leaders ostentatiously dispatched messages from the Japanese emperor to the Chinese emperor on the basis of equality. At the beginning of the seventh century, to take one example, Empress Suiko dispatched an official mission to the Sui court with a memorial that began, “The offspring of heaven in the land where the sun rises offers a letter to the offspring of heaven in the land where the sun sets.”


In only one relatively brief period during the premodern millennium did Japan acknowledge subordination to the Chinese emperor. In the fifteenth century, Japan’s feudal leader, the shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, accepted investiture by the Ming emperor, referring to himself as “Your subject, Minamoto King of Japan.” By entering into a subordinate relationship, Yoshimitsu thereby gained Chinese sanction for official trade, which proved immensely profitable. It should be noted that it was not the Japanese imperial court that accepted investiture. Yoshimitsu, who is generally thought to have been motivated by a desire for economic gain, was, in fact, criticized by the court nobility for accepting this subservient status.


Although most historians have emphasized the profit motive for this aberration from Japan’s customary aloofness, one prominent historian has offered an explanation that credits Japanese strategic concerns in the international system of the time. The Japanese historian Sasaki Ginya sees Yoshimitsu’s motivation as stemming partly from concern over Ming intentions and “the insecurity caused by fear of a Chinese invasion.”14 In fact, after Yoshimitsu’s death, when his son became shogun and discontinued diplomatic relations with the Ming, the Emperor Ch’eng-tsu contemplated sending troops to attack Japan. The next shogun restored relations with China, and the official trade continued for more than a century before ending in 1547. A half-century later, as Japanese central feudal power coalesced, the great general and unifier Toyotomi Hideyoshi launched an abortive invasion of the continent designed to extend his overlordship to the Sinocentric world. This was an instance of not only resisting the Chinese world order but actually contesting it.


Throughout the Tokugawa era (1600–1868), the Japanese tried to establish their own international system on a limited scale. Japan claimed a central position in the East Asian sphere and sought legitimacy by asserting that the Ryukyus, Korea, Siam, and other states were sending tribute to Japan. As Toby wrote, the Tokugawa shored up their own legitimacy at home by declaring that “Japan dealt only with ritual peers and inferiors, and was not subordinate to any other power.… Japan relied on no external agency, such as China, for its definition of itself or for its location in the cosmos, except insofar as these agencies either recognized the bakufu as a peer, as Korea seemed to do, or as a suzerain, as Ryukyu did.”


The spectacle of China’s fall to barbarian Manchu rule confirmed Japan’s pride in its ability to resist conquest. A leading Confucian scholar, Yamaga Sokō, asserted that China had thereby forfeited its claim to centrality. In contrast, Japan had not only defied barbarian control, it had never changed dynasties. China was merely another foreign country. Yamasaki Ansai, another prominent Confucian scholar, observed that every country must regard itself as “central” and other countries as “barbarian.” And in a famous anecdote that prefigures the pragmatic Japanese nationalism of the modern period, Yamasaki declared that if Japan were attacked by a Chinese army commanded by the sages that Japan revered, Confucius and Mencius, it would be the duty of a loyal Japanese Confucian to resist and to capture the sages and put them in the service of Japan.15







THE LEGACY OF FEUDALISM



Although these intermittent experiences with the external environment that upheld Japanese resistance to foreign authority became a part of the national political tradition and contributed to Japan’s strategic culture, for most of premodern history Japan was a closed system. The dynamics of change were largely lived out within the islands. Given the prevailing isolation, the most important legacy for modern strategic culture grew out of the long feudal experience that helped prepare Japan for the modern international system. Along with Europe, Japan is often regarded as one of “only two fully proven cases of feudalism” and even as “the classic case of feudalism.”16 The origins of Japanese feudalism are traced to the twelfth century, and its forms continued to characterize the political system until the Meiji Restoration in the nineteenth century.


The mechanisms of feudalism were excellent preparation for the international system.17 During Japan’s prolonged experience of anarchic conditions and weak central authority, feudal states competed with one another for both political and economic power. In its dynamics, Japan’s own internal political system was in many ways a miniature of the modern international state system. One historian described Japanese feudalism at its high point in the sixteenth century as a “society where each lord was the potential enemy of every other lord and every vassal a potential lord, power and its symbols, even more than money and its symbols in modern society, were the sources of almost all security and prestige. In the struggle between fiefs only the fittest survived, and those domains that did not actively attempt to increase their strength were eliminated by a military process of natural selection.”18 The six centuries during which feudalism persisted in Japan left this legacy of an overriding concern with the maximization of military power as a condition of survival.


In 1950, the political scientist John Herz introduced the concept of “the security dilemma” to describe the dynamics of nation-state competition in a condition of anarchy. The dilemma is created when states, seeking to ensure their security by taking measures to enhance their power, arouse the suspicion, distrust, and insecurity of their neighboring states, whose leaders, in turn, feel compelled to take corresponding measures, thereby stimulating an ongoing competition for power and security. Herz wrote that owing to the anarchic condition of international politics, states, “striving to attain security from… attack,… are driven to acquire more and more power in order to escape the impact of the power of others. This, in turn, renders the other more insecure and compels them to prepare for the worst. Since none can ever feel entirely secure in such a world of competing units, power competition ensues, and the vicious circle of security and power accumulation is on.”19 Herz concluded that this competition constituted a struggle for survival that was the inherent and inexorable condition of international relations. The logic of the security dilemma perfectly described the political experience of the Japanese feudal elite. This was especially so in the Warring States Period (1467–1568), when there was a complete breakdown of central authority, but even afterward, to the very eve of the modern period, this competitive dynamic persisted among the feudal domains.


During the final phase of Japanese feudalism, from 1600 to 1868, a peace was imposed on the system by a coalition of feudal lords. They froze the feudal structure in a complex equilibrium under the Tokugawa central administration, but the competition among the semiautonomous domains or feudal states persisted. Although the substance of feudalism was often less apparent than the form in this final phase, the military traditions were preserved and actually persisted strongly in the outlying domains that finally overthrew the Tokugawa. The competition was increasingly of an economic sort. Among the more powerful of the roughly 250 domains in the Tokugawa feudal system, for example, the concept of kokueki (state interest) became common. The major domains were continually concerned about maintaining and increasing their material capabilities in relation to other domains. They competed for wealth, power, and prestige. The Confucian scholar Kaiho Seiryō observed in 1813 how competition among domains had come to focus on trade in a zero-sum affair akin to warfare:




This is an age when one must not let his guard down toward other domains and must carefully cultivate his own country. One must be on guard not from his neighbor’s violent attack, but rather from loss of trade.… If a domain does not innovate to increase its land’s produce relative to its neighbors, the neighbor will grow rich and the domain will grow poor. And if the neighbor becomes prosperous and the domain is impoverished, gold and silver will flow to the prosperous land.20





Here we can find rudiments of modern Japan’s subsequent economic strategy in such practices as the retention of experts in new product development, import substitution, promotion through subsidies of crops and products for export (to other domains), mastery of the most advanced technologies, and so on. Mercantilist thought in the Tokugawa era, according to a study by historian Luke Roberts, “developed out of the internal dynamics of the miniature ‘international’ economic order within the Japanese islands.” When Perry arrived and the imperialists imposed the demands of trade and the restrictions of sovereignty of an international system on Japan, “many domains had much experience in ‘internationally’ organized commercial development, [and] their leaders and their merchants were better situated than the shogunate to appreciate and enact this new pattern of foreign relations. The strongly mercantilist concepts that were part of kokueki thought possessed numerous similarities to the economic nationalisms of the nineteenth century West.”21


The persistent fragmentation of political authority in the feudal structure accustomed the Japanese to dealing with competing political units and with the hard knowledge that survival depended on mastery of the sources of power. It is striking how often, even today, Japanese strategists will make analogies to the Japanese feudal period to explain events in the international system. It would be hard to think of better historical training for the modern international system and its competitive dynamics than Japan’s prolonged feudal experience. As Joseph Strayer wrote in his essay on Japanese feudalism in the Tokugawa period, “Feudalism was what distinguished Japan from its neighbors; feudalism best expressed the values which were peculiar to Japan.”22
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