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Japan is an oddity in the Asia-Pacific, and indeed the world. While it is by far the
largest economy in Asia, and a top economic presence throughout the region,
its international posture has been unassuming and often inconsistent. Despite a
growing potential threat from China and at least the future possibility of U.S.
military withdrawal from post–cold war Asia, it has, ironically, made no serious
effort to develop an autonomous defense capability even though it now has the
world’s second most expensive armed forces. And although many observers
claim that the state played a key strategic role in the rapid growth of the postwar
economy, foreign economic policy appears generally to be uncoordinated and
only occasionally strategic.

An equally important puzzle is what effects Japan’s inertial tendencies have
on regional politics. Does Japan’s military constraint promote or corrode peace
and stability? Should we be reassured by the low profile of the Japanese state in
presenting itself as an economic leader, or should we be concerned that it is not
providing essential regional public goods?

In this chapter, I argue that the Japanese state does not produce a coordinated
and effective response to many of the actual or potential challenges of its inter-
national situation because it cannot. Effective foreign policy is constrained by a
set of institutions that reflect strategic and political issues of the past. While there
is a growing consensus among Japanese policymakers and people that policy



changes may be needed to confront a changing world situation, meaningful pol-
icy change is virtually impossible without changes in institutions—but by their
very nature, institutions usually change only incrementally, except in crises.

In analyzing the institutional bases of Japanese foreign policy behavior, I con-
centrate on three sets of institutions and organizations. For security issues, the ef-
fects of half a century of the “Peace Constitution” and the U.S.-Japan Mutual Se-
curity Treaty are apparent in a decisionmaking structure that almost automatically
disallows any serious movement toward autonomous strategic thinking. For most
economic issues, particularly trade and aid, the lack of coherence reflects the
problems of coordination among turf-conscious bureaucracies that are not subject
to centralized decisionmaking by the prime minister. One exceptional institu-
tional feature of Japanese foreign economic policymaking stands out, however—
the immense pool of capital (in the form of $350 billion dollars in foreign ex-
change reserves and well over $3 trillion worth of government trust funds) that
can be deployed rapidly in the face of perceived emergencies.

This institutional structure helps to define what responses are possible or im-
possible in the face of a given international challenge. In security matters,
nearly superhuman effort is needed to make any change to the low-profile status
quo. In most economic matters as well, Japanese policy is highly inertial. When
stakes are high enough (for example, in the pressures to liberalize rice imports
in the Uruguay Round), change may occur, but it will tend to be incremental.
Interestingly, however, Japan has been able to react decisively to certain specific
economic challenges—including, as I will demonstrate, the Asian Financial
Crisis. The reason is that the institutions of Japanese economic policy allow for
rapid mobilization of funds, but not for rapid adjudication of turf battles.

Thus, I argue, Japan’s foreign policy inertia is institutionalized. Of course,
institutions do change over time, and past and future institutional change is an
important focus of this chapter. In Japan, we have seen institutional evolution
as incremental policy changes have accumulated over time, but relatively little
intentional, forward-looking institutional transformation. To date, the inertia of
Japan’s policies has often served its interests well, keeping it out of regional arms
races and unwanted military engagements abroad, and helping it to insulate its
economy from external pressures for liberalization. Since institutional change
tends to lag behind change in the international environment, however, if that
international environment turns threatening, then Japan may be unable to re-
spond to that threat in an effective way. In this way, institutionalized inertia cre-
ates dangers as well for Japan.

Looking beyond Japan’s borders, the effects of its domestic institutions on for-
eign policies either reduce or excite friction, depending on the case. Its low pro-
file in security issues has been at least somewhat reassuring to its neighbors, and
has thus contributed to regional security. However, it has also created frictions
with its U.S. protectors, and in the long run could threaten the U.S.-Japan al-
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liance. Economic policy inertia has led to sometimes severe disagreements with
trading partners, and on occasion has inspired threatened or actual retaliation.

Serious efforts at institutional change in both security and economic man-
agement are ongoing, but even the most ambitious of these efforts have been
one step up and two steps back. (It is ironic that these have actually accelerated
somewhat in the last decade, even as the Japanese economy has stagnated.)
Looking ahead, the slow pace at which the institutions of Japanese foreign pol-
icy have been changing under pressure from the outside world may mean that it
will be unable to respond effectively to future crises. While Japan’s institution-
alized inertia in the security realm is useful to regional stability in the short
term, it raises the longer-term possibility of a dangerous power vacuum that
Japan may not be able to fill in time. Conversely, the short-term implications of
a more autonomous security policy would likely be destabilizing, even if it
proved to have positive effects in the longer term. Thus, whether Japan will be-
come more or less of a force for stability of international relations in the Asia-
Pacific depends at least partly on how its institutions of foreign policy evolve.

INTERNATIONAL FORCES, DOMESTIC

INSTITUTIONS, AND FOREIGN POLICY

Neither the argument presented in this chapter nor domestic institutions argu-
ments in general offer a “fundamental” explanation in the sense that realism or
liberalism does—in other words, making a causal argument about the motive
forces of state behavior. Rather, this approach seeks to explain why states do not
respond to such motive forces in the ways that more fundamental theories, par-
ticularly realism, suggest.1 I argue that domestic institutions can add to a realist
approach to provide the best explanation of Japan’s international behavior.

R E A L I S T P R E D I C T I O N S

One of the most common starting points for the scholarly study of Japan’s inter-
national role is that Japan has not met the predictions of realism, and particu-
larly of neorealism. On the security side, Japan has made only limited efforts to
balance against China and virtually none at all to break its dependence on U.S.
military protection.2 On the economic side, the movement toward an Asian
economic bloc headed by Japan that would rival U.S.-led and European blocs
has not come to pass, and if anything, we have seen a resurgence of globaliza-
tion rather than regionalization.3

Certainly, a rational, realist Japan would be wary of the security dilemma
that it could cause by increasing its military capabilities dramatically—the bil-
lions of dollars of spending that it would take to become a regional military su-
perpower could even purchase it lower levels of security than it has now. But we
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should expect that a realist Japan would seek to hedge its bets, by lowering its de-
pendence on the United States, and by gradually improving its capabilities in
ways that are not directly threatening to its neighbors. The latter would likely in-
clude an expansion of purely defensive capabilities and limited participation in
UN peacekeeping operations. On the economic side, an Asian economic bloc
would make no sense as long as the economies of North America and Europe
remain open; rather, a dual strategy of expanding Asian economic ties and seek-
ing to tie outside powers (especially the United States) to the region would ap-
pear to make the most sense. The evolution of Japan’s actual policies since the
late 1980s is at least broadly consistent with this more modest realist agenda, but
it has also been halting, apparently uncoordinated, and occasionally retrograde.

An alternative realist formulation is Heginbotham and Samuels’ argument
that Japan has followed a “mercantile realist” strategy that stresses relative gains
in technological prowess—the primary determinant of power in the long
term—rather than military power.4 In this formulation, Japanese policy is strate-
gic. They argue that “Japan has persistently acted as if its greatest vulnerabilities
have been economic and technological” and that “foreign penetration of Japa-
nese markets . . . has been perceived as a threat, whether that penetration was by
the firms of a military competitor or ally.” In terms of the tradeoff between eco-
nomic and military security, Japan has thus been able to “bandwagon with the
United States politically and balance against it economically.”5

While suggestive, the idea that Japan has practiced a coherent strategy of
“mercantile realism” is difficult to prove. Moreover, Japan’s mercantilism has
often concentrated on declining, nonstrategic sectors such as construction, dis-
tribution, and transportation, in ways that have advantaged some of the least ef-
ficient domestic producers. It is not clear how a strategically mercantile state
would be helped by maintaining protection of inefficient and strategically
unimportant industries—institutional inertia would seem to offer a more rea-
sonable explanation.6 For now, too many ambiguities persist both in theoretical
predictions and actual behavior to allow unequivocal judgments either for or
against mercantile realism as an explanation of Japan’s foreign policies. Thus, in
this chapter, I will address deviations from my more generic realist definition of
Japan’s interests.

I N S T I T U T I O N S A N D P O L I C Y

Before going into specifics about the role of Japan’s policymaking institutions in
responding to realist pressures, we must consider two questions at the theoreti-
cal level: how do domestic institutions shape foreign policy processes and out-
comes? And, how do international pressures shape domestic institutions?

The strength of the domestic institutions approach is its ability to add to the
realist paradigm by considering the formation of state interests and state capabil-
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ities, rather than simply assuming them based on a process of natural selection in
the anarchic international order. Realism expects states to act in a way that will
allow them to survive—for example, by balancing against stronger powers and
minimizing economic vulnerability. However, there are many policy choices
that have little or nothing to do with the survival of the state, or whose conse-
quences are unclear.7 Tempting though it may be to predict foreign policy from
a realist analysis of a state’s needs, in the end the task is essentially impossible.

If no set of priorities is preordained by system structure, then we must look in-
side states to understand how policies and priorities are actually determined.
While the domestic-institutions approach moves away from some of the core as-
sumptions of neorealist theory, it does not require a fundamental rethinking or
rejection of realism in the way that some versions of constructivism do.8 Domes-
tic institutions can be important whether states exist in a Hobbesian state of na-
ture, a liberal world of wealth maximizers, or some other construction altogether.
The fact that different types of institutions may lead to different types of world-
views may seem to make for a basically constructivist world.9 But it is perfectly
possible that states will be disciplined in the long run by an unforgiving interna-
tional system, no matter how their dominant beliefs or institutional arrange-
ments induce them to behave internationally—“realist theories are as much
about the consequences of behavior as about the determinants of behavior.”10

In discussing institutions at the abstract level, I will follow North’s terminol-
ogy: “Institutions are the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the
humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction.”11 Institutions can
be both formal (laws and legal systems) and informal (extensions of formal
rules).12 Institutions may or may not be embodied in or enforced by organiza-
tions, which are “groups of individuals bound by some common purpose to
achieve objectives.”13 In looking at Japanese foreign policy, an example of a for-
mal institution is the war-renouncing Article 9 of the Constitution in combina-
tion with its subsequent legal interpretations;14 an example of an informal insti-
tution is the “Yoshida doctrine” (discussed below); and organizations include
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Self-Defense Forces, and the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office.

Informal institutions of governance are usually buttressed by formal institu-
tions and organizations. When change in a domestic institution or organization
leads to discrepancies with related institutions or organizations, tension arises.
Over the long term, such tension should lead to reconvergence, either by a re-
versal of the original change or by an evolution of related institutions and orga-
nizations.15 Such changes can be triggered by crises, or in some cases can them-
selves trigger crises.

If policymaking institutions and processes are themselves a crucial determi-
nant of policy outcomes, then we should expect to see distinct patterns of policy
outcomes that change more slowly than the objective factors that surround the

Institutionalized Inertia 357



institutions.16 Domestic institutions approaches in political science have 
focused variously on the organizations of the state or society, cultural or histori-
cal legacies, or long-term coalitions. The usefulness of concentrating on a given
type of institution will generally depend on the issue being considered. In 
this chapter, I look at institutions more narrowly than do authors such as Risse-
Kappen and Milner, who focus on broad questions of state-society relations or
parliamentary vs. presidential systems.17 I do so because I am interested in insti-
tutional change as well as stasis—and the basic structure of the Japanese politi-
cal system is not on the verge of change.

D Y NA M I C S O F I N S T I T U T I O NA L C H A N G E

Large-scale political events can shape states’ policies for periods of years or de-
cades.18 In these enduring political compromises, long-term coalitions affect
both domestic and foreign policies by favoring some groups and excluding oth-
ers from the policy process. Over time, patterns of inclusion and exclusion are
actually institutionalized in state structures.19 State structures can also serve to
insulate the state from society more generally, and to strengthen its ability to
carry out policies that are either in officials’ own interests or in their interpreta-
tion of the national interest.20

International politics can also have reciprocal effects on domestic institu-
tions in some cases—the so-called “second image reversed” approach.21 This
may be particularly true of major trauma, such as when a state entered the mod-
ern state system or international economy, or of war.22 But state formation and
war are not the only points at which the international system can be an engine
for transforming state institutions. Changed international conditions can also
prompt less far-reaching internal changes, as leaders begin to realize the need to
deal with the outside world (if not necessarily domestic politics) with new tools.
A good example of this is the reestablishment of U.S. foreign policy institutions
at the outset of the cold war.23 Rather than abandoning wartime coordinative
and information-gathering agencies as had been standard after earlier large-
scale wars, U.S. authorities acted to give these agencies more permanent status
in order to deal more effectively with the rapidly developing cold war. The es-
tablishment of the National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency,
and other security agencies, along with the development of systems of clear-
ances, the “military-industrial complex,” etc., transformed the United States’
abilities both to coordinate foreign policy and to carry out theretofore impossi-
ble (if not necessarily always desirable) policies such as reconstruction in Eu-
rope and Japan, counter-revolution in Iran and Vietnam, and support of guer-
rilla movements in Latin America and Afghanistan.

There are opportunities for less dramatic changes as well. Even if imper-
fectly, states do attempt to be forward-looking, and to recognize inadequacies in
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their abilities to deal with foreseeable eventualities. The end of the cold war,
globalization, and events such as the Asian Financial Crisis have fundamentally
changed perceptions of likely eventualities, perhaps particularly in Asia. In par-
ticular, the decline in the cohesiveness of cold war–era political and economic
blocs should lead to changing relative valuations of economic and political ob-
jectives, the possibility of alternative security arrangements which cross the bor-
ders of the old alliances, and, in more concrete terms, the increased likelihood
of a future withdrawal of U.S. forces from Asia. Thus, despite the inertia that is
intrinsic to institutions, we should expect to see at least initial moves by Asian
states to improve their abilities to address the new challenges.

I N S T I T U T I O N S V S.  C U LT U R E

Policy institutions are not the same as culture, preferences, or beliefs. In the lat-
ter vein, Berger and Katzenstein have argued that such factors as total defeat in
World War II, the resulting revulsion toward the militarism of Japan’s wartime
regime, and the economic successes of a nonmilitarized Japan in the postwar
period have combined to institutionalize a “culture of antimilitarism.”24 For
them, the changes in societal norms in turn constrain state actions.

It is hard not to accept that Japanese norms concerning international behav-
ior have changed in generally the ways that these authors describe. My argu-
ment differs from theirs in the importance assigned to state institutions and in
my assessment of Japan’s potential responsiveness to changes in the interna-
tional environment. If the concept of culture is to have any meaning indepen-
dent of the political institutions that may reflect it, then it should be that norms
and perceptions change more slowly in response to environmental change than
those institutions that exist explicitly to deal with the external environment.
While I argue that political institutions will produce more inertia in Japan’s in-
ternational behavior than a purely realist analysis would prescribe, I also predict
that those institutions will change more rapidly and more predictably than cul-
tural institutions, and that changes in objective conditions will be more impor-
tant in driving change than policy discourse. This is the major predictive differ-
ence between the two approaches.25

MAKING POLICY IN JAPAN: STRUCTURES,

PROCESSES, AND OUTCOMES

Japan’s postwar foreign policy can for the most part be delineated by three
themes: (1) alliance with the United States, (2) avoidance of confrontation,
and (3) concentration on economic issues. These themes have operated both
on the level of actual foreign policy, and on the shaping of the policymaking
institutions.
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The most singular feature of Japanese foreign policy, especially in traditional
“high politics” areas, has been the centrality of the alliance with the United
States. Japan’s fidelity to its U.S. partner can be seen in a variety of actions
which were unpopular at home and/or appeared on their face not to be in its na-
tional interest, such as its support of the U.S. position in the Vietnam War and
its nonrecognition of the People’s Republic of China prior to Nixon’s historic
visit there in 1971. Followership has not been absolute, as seen particularly in
the drive to expand autonomous weapons development and production, but in
the end usually trumps other foreign policy interests.26

Avoiding confrontation with neighbors has been a second hallmark of Japa-
nese foreign policy.27 Perhaps the most important manifestation of conflict
avoidance has been in the military realm. Japan has chosen not to procure
equipment such as bombers, aircraft carriers, and landing craft; also, its joint
military exercises with the United States and Korea have not had Japanese
forces involved in landings.28 Avoidance has also extended considerably into the
political and economic realms. Japan has proved to be quite sensitive in partic-
ular to charges of neocolonialism or atavism by Asian countries. In its foreign
economic policy as well, Japan has been careful not to appear to interfere in the
affairs of other Asian states—in particular, it has been reluctant to attach policy
conditions to its development aid.

The third theme has been an emphasis on foreign economic policy aims
over “high politics.” This theme emerged perhaps most clearly in the 1970s,
when Japanese leaders realized that U.S. protection alone would not guarantee
access to essential raw materials. Japan’s foreign policy began to stray from com-
plete identification with U.S. global politics in the direction which came to be
known as “comprehensive security.”29 Comprehensive security particularly em-
braced resource-rich states that were geographically close, such as Indonesia,
while strengthening ties with Middle Eastern states that were not always in U.S.
favor. While comprehensive security was the most explicit statement of the em-
phasis on foreign economic policy, other examples abound, particularly in trade
negotiations. Even Japan’s dealings in traditional areas of diplomacy and secu-
rity have had an economic tinge, from the negotiations for the reversion of Oki-
nawa (partially in exchange for a deal on Japanese textile export restraints) to co-
development of the FS-X fighter aircraft (shaped by U.S. fears of losing the
aircraft industry to Japan).30

E N V I RO N M E N TA L C H A N G E S

As in many areas of the world, the cold war in Asia created a strong inertia in
terms of international incentives. Japan was an ally of the United States, situ-
ated in one of the most potentially dangerous of the cold war neighborhoods,
and had no good alternatives to U.S. protection. Moreover, neighboring states
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have remained highly suspicious of Japan’s intentions regarding rearmament. 
In such circumstances, a low-profile, economically oriented policy stance
throughout the postwar period seems entirely rational.

Key variables have changed, however. The most obvious of these are the end
of the cold war and the decline of the potential threat from the Russian Far East.
These events should have reduced the need for U.S. protection, and for reflexive
deference to U.S. policy objectives. One might argue that the rise of China in re-
cent and future years should continue to tie Japan to the United States. However,
for the moment, China’s power projection capabilities remain weak, particularly
in naval terms.31 Given the long-term uncertainties as to Chinese intentions and
U.S. commitment, it may be better to see the current situation as an opportunity
for a realist Japan to start hedging its bets and preparing for the long-term worst
case scenario of U.S. disengagement and Chinese aggressiveness.

Over a longer perspective, the transformation of Japan from war-torn basket
case to economic superpower (indeed, one which has the world’s second high-
est military spending, despite maintaining the total at around 1 percent of GDP)
and the rise of China are the sorts of power shifts that usually alert us to major
changes in world political configurations. Japan has not yet sought to take ad-
vantage of that potential power. To better understand this reluctance, we must
turn to institutions.

The persistence of cold war–era trends in Japanese foreign policy in the face
of major changes in objective conditions suggests that policy preferences have
in some way become institutionalized in Japan’s political and economic struc-
tures. To a remarkable degree, the institutions of Japanese foreign policy mak-
ing have served to limit flexibility, and to maintain the continuity of policy in
terms of the trends I have already identified. I will concentrate here on two key
sets of formal and informal institutions, which are associated with the “Yoshida
Doctrine” on the one hand and with Japan’s economic focus on the other.

I N S T I T U T I O N S O F S E C U R I T Y P O L I C Y

The Yoshida Doctrine is named after Shigeru Yoshida, who served as 
Prime Minister for most of the Occupation period as well as the first two and a
half years after Occupation. Yoshida’s policies were marked by strong anti-
communism and a resistance to military buildup, both made possible by heavy
reliance on the United States to ensure Japanese security.32 Their purpose was
to keep Japan as far removed as possible from actual involvement in the cold
war, paradoxically by relying on one of its two main protagonists.

The Yoshida Doctrine was confirmed in several formal arrangements, in-
cluding Article 9 of the Constitution and the U.S.-Japan Mutual Security
Treaty. Interpretations of Article 9 have expanded far beyond what most would
have imagined possible in 1946, as various Cabinets have stated officially that
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Article 9 allows for not only limited self-defense, but also forward self-defense
(defense of sea-lanes of communication) and overseas dispatch of peacekeeping
troops.33 As for the Security Treaty, it provides for U.S. basing rights in Japan,
but is justified constitutionally on the basis that it only involves Japan in its own
self-defense, not collective self-defense. However, the ambiguous use of the
term “Far East” in the Treaty itself (Articles 4 and 6) opens up considerable
room for interpretation. Indeed, the 1997 revision of the “Guidelines for U.S.-
Japan Defense Cooperation” states that “The two Governments will take appro-
priate measures, to include preventing further deterioration of situations, in re-
sponse to situations in areas surrounding Japan.”34

The principles of the Constitution and Security Treaty have been reaffirmed
more informally as well. In particular, the Japanese government has publicly es-
poused (though not legally instated) restrictions on the state’s military capabili-
ties, including the Three Non-Nuclear Principles, bans on export of military
goods or technology, and the so-called 1 percent limit on military spending.35

Perhaps more importantly, legal interpretations of Article 9 have consistently
denied the possibility of participation in collective self-defense, or any action
that could engage SDF troops in fighting outside of Japan. In general, the Self-
Defense Forces have been most visible in a disaster relief role. The result has
been that, even as Japan has become one of the highest spending militaries in
the world, the basic consensus against militarization has been confirmed and
institutionalized.36

More importantly, the principles are embodied in the organizations of secu-
rity policy. The Defense Agency remains just an agency, while a number of its
officials—including key personnel in procurement and budgeting—come from
powerful outside ministries. Moreover, under the Security Treaty, interoperabil-
ity of equipment and integration of tasks and missions between U.S. and Japa-
nese forces is the basis of Japanese defense planning and doctrine, and this com-
plementarity is nurtured by constant high-level coordination and regular joint
exercises.37 Recent developments have actually pulled Japanese forces into a
tighter integration—the extreme case of this would be Theater Missile Defense
if it is ever developed, since a TMD system would require seamless, real-time
cooperation in the form of unified command.

The anti-military consensus and institutions have been weakened somewhat,
especially in the last fifteen to twenty years. Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone
deliberately violated the 1 percent limit in 1987 and worked to follow up on his
predecessor Zenko Suzuki’s 1981 pledge to protect sea-lines of communication
out to 1,000 miles; Japanese minesweepers were dispatched to the Persian Gulf
in 1991 after hostilities had ended between Iraq and the United States; in 1992
the Diet passed a law allowing overseas dispatch of SDF forces in noncombat
roles in U.N. peacekeeping operations (the “PKO Law”), and also in 1992 SDF
forces were dispatched to Cambodia under the command of the United Na-
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tions.38 Perhaps even more importantly, Japanese military spending has in-
creased apace with its postwar economic growth, leaving it with military capa-
bilities that could not have been foreseen in Yoshida’s time.39

The core of the institutions has remained, however. The Defense Agency
still lacks ministry status and a strong power base among politicians. The high
levels of military spending reflect the high salaries necessary to attract and retain
personnel, as well as the high costs of development and short production runs of
high-tech weapons made by Japanese firms. In short, it can hardly be said that
the second most expensive military in the world is the second most capable.
Moreover, Japan’s force structure is still designed primarily to be complemen-
tary to U.S. forces in Japan and the Pacific. All of these points reinforce the con-
tinuing dependence on the United States for Japan’s security, as well as the rel-
atively low regard in which the importance of military readiness is held. Thus,
despite erosion, the basic principles of the Yoshida Doctrine remain embedded
in Japanese government institutions: reliance on the United States, and limited
military capabilities that do not pose an credible autonomous threat to any
neighbors.

I N S T I T U T I O N S O F F O R E I G N E C O N O M I C P O L I C Y

An emphasis on economic over military aims has similarly been institutional-
ized in Japan, as a result of the Yoshida Doctrine’s success in escaping from the
tradeoff of economic growth versus security by trading foreign policy autonomy
for U.S. protection. The tradeoffs embodied in the Yoshida Doctrine were rein-
forced early on by the existing bureaucratic structure of the Occupation. The
Army and Navy, once dominant in foreign policy, were eliminated, and domes-
tically powerful bureaucracies such as the Home Ministry were broken up and
many of their leaders purged along with many influential politicians and zai-
batsu leaders. Into the breach stepped the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA),
and the economic ministries, most notably the Ministry of Commerce and In-
dustry (now the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry, or METI) and the
Ministry of Finance (MOF).40 Many of the tools or policies that would become
central to Japanese foreign economic policy (such as the foreign exchange
budget) operated either through negotiations between line ministries and Oc-
cupation officials, or independently even of the Americans. This way of doing
business reinforced the principle of line ministries negotiating within their own
areas of jurisdiction.

Today as well, one of the most immediately evident characteristics of Japa-
nese foreign economic policy is its distinct separation from the diplomatic es-
tablishment, and its fragmentation along functional lines.41 This separation has
been enshrined in the institutions of economic policy and the practice of inter-
national negotiations: trade negotiations are carried out by METI officials,
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those over ports and air routes by the Ministry of Transportation, and so on. This
is, of course, not unusual. However, there is no obvious venue in the Japanese
state apparatus for coordination of economic and diplomatic aims—not only
are the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Defense Agency (JDA) left largely
out of the loop in foreign economic policy matters, but also the absence of an ef-
fective coordinative body at the cabinet level means that different ministries are
largely left to their own devices. Even foreign aid—usually seen as a tool of for-
eign policy—lies largely outside the control of MOFA. Although it is officially
decided in consultation among MOFA, METI, MOF, and the former Eco-
nomic Planning Agency, MOF and METI have often taken the lead role, de-
spite the program’s origins in war reparations agreements.42

MOFA and the JDA, with little in the way of political resources, are thus
highly circumscribed in their abilities to affect international economic negotia-
tions. The primary places where coordination might be expected to occur are in
the Prime Minister’s office and in the various advisory councils attached to it.
However, each of these suffers from the same weaknesses described above—in
particular, turf battles and lack of clear coordinating principles. For example,
the Prime Minister is advised by five top-level aides on important international
and economic matters. Rather than improving coordination, however, this sys-
tem has actually perpetuated turf battles—among the five aides, there is one
each from MOFA, MOF, METI, and the National Police Agency. All return to
their respective bureaucracies after their tours of duty in the Prime Minister’s of-
fice, thus reinforcing the tendency toward protecting turf. As for advisory coun-
cils, even those attached to the Prime Minister’s office have relied on ministries
to provide staff and information. As the best recent work on Japanese advisory
councils argues, “The Prime Minister’s Office �Cabinet Office as of 2001�
houses a welter of unrelated, extraministerial bodies over which the premier ex-
ercises little control.”43

In theory there is no particular reason why a determined ruling party could
not act to coordinate economics and “high politics,” but clearly this pattern has
not been institutionalized to any meaningful degree. (And in any event, party
structures—even of the long-dominant Liberal Democratic Party—have been
far too balkanized to provide a sufficient base of support for a prime minister
with ambitious or original foreign policy goals.) Thus, the apparent consensus
among leaders and the public in favor of the Yoshida Doctrine has been rein-
forced by the organizational structure that it helped to put into place.

P R A C T I C A L E F F E C T S

The Yoshida Doctrine institutions have served to keep the Japanese military
under a tight rein, even as it has grown to be one of the world’s most expen-
sive—and in terms of naval and air forces, one of Asia’s most capable—
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armed forces. In addition to reinforcing Yoshida’s original political and eco-
nomic aims, they have had the side benefit of tempering the anxieties of
Japan’s neighbors. At the same time, they have reduced the state’s flexibility
to act in what has often appeared to be its own self-interest. Japan’s inability
to send even noncombatant SDF personnel and equipment to the Persian
Gulf in 1990 and 1991 until after hostilities had ended created considerable
ill-will in the United States.44 Similarly, the lack of coordination at a central
level has made it difficult to respond with a coherent voice to a variety of
situations.

The most obvious of these is in economic negotiations with the United
States and other trade partners. Although foreign policy goals generally trump
in the end if disputes become too antagonistic, the lack of coordination has reg-
ularly led to contentious relations that end with bad feelings on both sides. This
has been a common result in negotiations with the United States.45 Lack of in-
ternal coordination in Japan not only slowed down the completion of the
Uruguay Round, but also helped to scuttle the 1998 APEC Early Voluntary Sec-
toral Liberalization negotiations, as agriculture exercised its traditional veto over
trade liberalization.

In regard to Japan’s second most important bilateral relationship, its for-
eign policy institutions have had mixed effects. China policy has been a prior-
ity in many ways, as demonstrated by the size of aid and investment flows and
by the profound sensitivity of Japan to Chinese criticisms of atavistic textbooks
and statements by political leaders.46 Nevertheless, the domination of China
policy by economic interests has impeded serious long-term thinking about
the security implications of Chinese economic growth or consideration of the
question of whether Japan should be withholding certain technologies. Only
since the mid-1990s has Japan even begun to move “from commercial liberal-
ism to reluctant realism” in viewing China.47 Lack of coordination has also
stymied the Japanese government’s ability to respond strongly to disturbing
Chinese actions such as the 1995 nuclear tests. In that case, as in the Tianan-
men Square incident and the 1998 nuclear tests by India and Pakistan, the ex-
tent of the reaction was official protest and a partial (and temporary) freeze on
grant aid.48 Ironically, the limited reactions in those cases probably helped to
smooth bilateral relations—an example of the potential benefits of Japan’s in-
stitutionalized inertia.

As a final point, as already noted, aid policymaking has been hobbled by
the difficulty of gaining cooperation among four agencies with often differ-
ent agendas. This occasionally affects the apportionment of aid among re-
cipient countries, in which cases broader foreign policy aims (and thus
MOFA) generally win.49 More often, it leads to disputes over how the money
is to be used, with METI particularly pushing for uses that benefit Japanese
corporations.50
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T H E A S I A N F I NA N C I A L C R I S I S

The most dramatic international economic crisis faced by Japan in the
post–cold war era was clearly the Asian Financial Crisis.51 The crisis naturally
posed a severe challenge for Japanese policymakers. However, the Japanese
state is far better equipped to deal with international economic crises than with
security or political dilemmas. In fact Japan was impressively responsive to the
Asian crisis.52 Not only were officials of the International Finance Bureau of the
Ministry of Finance working by early July 1997 to put together a package for
Thailand (well before U.S. officials evinced major concern), but in that fall, Fi-
nance Minister Mitsuzuka announced a plan to assemble a $100 billion Asian
Monetary Fund to handle short-term liquidity problems of Asian economies.
Japan offered to put up the bulk of the capital. In addition, Japan was by far the
largest single-country donor to each of the IMF-brokered bailouts, pledging $4
billion to Thailand, $5 billion to Indonesia, and $10 billion to Korea.

Japan also responded to the problem of declining Japanese commercial bank
lending to the crisis-affected Asian economies. After the fall of 1997, the Japa-
nese government reversed its earlier budgetary commitment to reduce its aid
spending. It also stepped up official nonconcessional loans, particularly to pro-
vide trade credits and to allow the completion of partially completed projects.53

The original ad hoc efforts were expanded in the 1998 announcement of the $30
billion New Miyazawa Plan, which has provided both substantial short-term
support for currencies facing attacks (through a special facility in the Asian De-
velopment Bank) and longer-term support for restructuring and development
(through direct lending and guarantees for sovereign borrowing).54 The
amounts did not by any means fully make up for the pullback by private lenders,
but they have addressed specific problems caused by the crisis.

In other words, regardless of whether rapid bailouts would have been the
best response to the crisis (as I believe), the Japanese government has been a
central, credible, and decisive actor in international efforts to address that crisis.
That decisiveness stands in stark contrast to Japan’s efforts to respond effectively
to security-related crises such as the Iraq-Kuwait crisis and the North Korean
nuclear crisis. (A partial exception can be seen in its attempts to broker a peace
in Cambodia. There, although the outcome has not been unambiguously suc-
cessful, the outcome was surely as positive as anyone could have expected.)

Japan’s domestic problems clearly contributed to the emergence of the Asian
crisis by reducing Japan’s demands for imports and reducing the amount of lend-
ing and investment available for troubled economies, but these are the result pri-
marily of domestic problems which are both economically and politically diffi-
cult to handle.55 The only way Japan could have been much more aggressive in
dealing with problems at the international level would have been more assertive
domestic actions. Japan’s domestic economic policy problems have been a result
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of the same dynamic that hampers most decisionmaking in foreign economic
policy—namely the sectionalism and clientelism that has been institutionalized
over time in a sort of unmediated balance of power among bureaucracies. Only
when it comes to deploying discretionary funds does the Japanese foreign eco-
nomic policy apparatus look like a well-oiled machine.

E L E C T O R A L P O L I T I C S

Electoral politics provides a less compelling explanation for much of Japan’s
postwar foreign policy framework. Despite what might appear to be strongly
held views on some aspects of foreign policy, as evidenced in demonstrations
against the Security Treaty and the Vietnam War and in regular expressions of
outrage concerning the Self-Defense Forces and U.S. policies in the Persian
Gulf, the Japanese people have been consistent in not emphasizing those views
at the ballot box. Similarly, it is striking how careful the conservative Liberal
Democratic Party has generally been about keeping foreign policy and security
issues off the public agenda. The main exception has been the voice of the pri-
vate sector in foreign economic policy over the years. Insofar as that voice has
been whispered to policymakers rather than shouted to the winds, it reminds us
that institutions regularly include some interests at the expense of others, and
that the business of the postwar Japanese state has been business. Only in the
late 1990s did politicians again begin to take charge of the policies related to for-
eign policies, and they have done so through struggles over institutions and state
organization.

THE END OF THE COLD WAR: HOW WILL 

STATE STRUCTURES RESPOND?

The end of the cold war carries innumerable implications for the foreign poli-
cies of the Asian countries. Depending on one’s analytical proclivities, one
might concentrate on the end of the bipolar system, the almost-universal ac-
ceptance of capitalism and markets as the means of organizing economies, the
spread of democracy, or the globalization of the world economy.56 What I
would like to do in this section is to ask not how these forces will directly shape
the international relations of the region, but how state policymaking institutions
that were developed in the context of the cold war might or might not change in
response to the international environment. More speculatively, I will make
some tentative predictions about how these changes may affect Japan’s foreign
policies, and thus the dynamics of international relations in the Asia-Pacific.

As we have seen, Japan was profoundly affected by the cold war, and its for-
eign policy establishment is in many ways a relic of that long confrontation.
Japan’s response was a state structure in which foreign policy was predicated on
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cooperation with the United States, and in which virtually all of what we might
call the state’s “discretionary” foreign policy making was carried out by domesti-
cally oriented bureaucracies.

In the face of the profound changes that have taken place in Japan’s external
environment, changes in the state’s foreign policies have so far remained mar-
ginal. It has not staked out clearly independent positions either in its bilateral
relations or in international organizations.57 Meanwhile, it has continued to
hold the U.S.-Japan alliance as the centerpiece of its security arrangements.
And despite a few forays into more political aspects of diplomacy, such as its
leading role in the negotiations leading to Cambodian elections in the early
1990s, Japan’s diplomatic profile is still largely focused on economic matters.

Theory suggests that institutions, which tend to embody the goals and politi-
cal equilibria of the past, will continue to channel policy outcomes in the usual
directions even where the external situation has changed considerably. This cer-
tainly appears to be the case in Japan, where career diplomats still complain
about being left outside the loop, and foreign economic policy is still marked by
vertical cleavages among ministries.58 As it stands today, and despite the large-
scale reorganization of ministries in January 2001, the institutional structure is
not very different in these regards from thirty years ago; if anything, the weak-
ness of the various coalition cabinets since 1993 has meant that there is even less
coordination among the state’s various foreign policy activities.

There are times when such a muddle has served Japan well, as in its inability
to respond to the 1996 Taiwan Straits crisis until tensions had blown over. How-
ever, in other cases, such as Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the structure of indecision
and inaction did not lead to a very positive outcome for Japan. One can only
imagine the problems that would ensue if that structure were to lead to ineffec-
tive management of a military crisis on the Korean peninsula, or to nonsupport
of U.S. forces involved in combat near Japan.59

The exception to this picture is in foreign economic policy, particularly cri-
sis management.60 In terms of crisis management, the Japanese is—perhaps
more than any other state—organized in a way that allows it to move money
abroad rapidly and strategically, due to institutions originally focused on do-
mestic policy (trust funds) or as part of a defensive strategy against imports
(Japan’s massive foreign exchange reserves). When absolutely necessary, we also
see decisive action in Japan’s foreign economic policy more broadly. In interna-
tional monetary policy, in the 1985 Plaza Agreement the government overrode
the objections of exporters and decades of implicit support for a weak yen to
support a radical increase in the value of the yen.61 Turning to trade, while
Japan’s stance in negotiations has on many occasions ruffled feathers, it is clear
that the state has been able to suppress even important domestic interests in ex-
treme cases, when larger questions of national interest were at stake. Examples
include the ultimate decision to tariffize rice imports in order to complete the
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Uruguay Round, and the government’s ability to compromise over joint design
and building of the FS-X fighter-bomber once it became clear that the U.S.-
Japan alliance might be jeopardized.

I N S T I T U T I O NA L C H A N G E I N JA PA N

The logic of the second-image-reversed argument is that such a situation is
bound to change. The question is how. Japan is being forced to confront nu-
merous unfamiliar challenges in the post–cold war world, some of them the re-
sult of the end of the cold war, and others the result of Japan’s increasingly
global economic scope. These include:

1. The long-term prospect of a diminishing U.S. military presence in Japan.
While the 1997 Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) revision and establish-
ment of new defense guidelines have confirmed a continuing relationship
based on the Security Treaty, the end of the cold war and the eventual likeli-
hood of Korean reunification mean that the rationale for a permanent troop
presence is declining. This means that Japan must consider the possibility
that it may at some point need to ensure its security through its own efforts, a
looser alliance with the United States, some sort of regional security arrange-
ment, or a combination of all three.

2. The economic rise of China.62 China presents a special challenge for
Japan for several reasons. One is the long-term possibility that a stronger
China might also seek to be a hegemonic China, perhaps someday threaten-
ing Japan’s autonomy of action. Second, Japanese business has been very in-
terested in China’s markets and productive capacities, and the Japanese gov-
ernment has generally taken a more conciliatory stance than the United
States. Thus, not only are there potential long-term tradeoffs in terms of
Japan’s own interests with regard to China, but Japanese officials must also
worry about antagonizing the United States, their most likely ally should
China become belligerent.

3. The postwar economic rise of Japan. Despite economic stagnation since
the early 1990s, by virtue of its immense wealth and reserves Japan is posi-
tioned to be a major player in many international organizations, and to be
courted by individual states as well. At the same time that it has potentially
greater capabilities, its far-flung commercial interests offer it greater incentive
to get involved in shaping the international system.

4. Japan’s role as an economic leader in Asia. In terms of aid, investment,
private and official lending, and trade, Japan has had the largest role of any in-
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dustrialized state in the regional economy of East and Southeast Asia. It has
not, however, taken on an explicit role as hegemon or leader.63 The Asian Fi-
nancial Crisis thus challenged Japan not only to do something in the short
term, but also to establish a more long-term framework for leadership.

In each case, Japan is confronted with new opportunities and new vulnera-
bilities, but the existing policymaking system is ill-equipped to handle them.
Thus, over time, we should expect to see key changes in that system, whether in
response to policy failures or in anticipation of such failures. In particular, we
should see better coordination of the various areas of foreign policy (particularly
vis-à-vis the potentially delicate relations with China and the United States),
and development of intelligence and military capabilities that might now ap-
pear to be redundant with U.S.-provided services.64 While there does appear to
be some movement in those directions, there is no guarantee that they will be in
place if and when they are actually needed.

Even in the economic area, where Japan has shown impressive responsive-
ness to the Asian Financial Crisis—essentially taking on part of the function of
lender of last resort—it has been hard put to establish the institutions required
for long-term leadership, as seen in the failure of the 1997 AMF proposal. De-
bates about the internationalization of the yen remain mired in the internal pol-
itics of the Ministry of Finance,65 and Japan’s inability to serve as a market for
distressed regional exporters has weakened its leadership capabilities despite its
extension of swap lines throughout Asia and its immense regional aid program.
If Japan is to become an Asian power, it will need to further transform these in-
stitutions.

There have been a number of efforts to make changes over the last couple of
decades, although so far they have had only limited impact. One of the first of
these was Prime Minister Ohira’s establishment of the Study Group on Com-
prehensive National Security in the late 1970s, which sought primarily to coor-
dinate foreign aid and investment policies to favor development of strong rela-
tions with key suppliers of raw materials.66 The effort was well-thought-out, and
it had the backing of a number of influential politicians; but in the end it had
little effect on overall Japanese foreign policy making, at least partly because the
Prime Minister’s Office was unable to impose control over line ministries.

In the early 1980s, the hawkish Prime Minister Nakasone tried to transform
the Japanese foreign policy establishment in two ways. One was his determined
effort to promote the military, albeit within the framework of the Security
Treaty. This effort was most clearly symbolized by his defiance of the “1 percent
barrier” in 1987, and his decision to allow the export of “dual-use” technology in
order to promote joint weapons development with the United States.67 Japan’s
increasing economic strength, pressures for burden-sharing, and the presence of
intermediate-range nuclear missiles in the Soviet Far East allowed these institu-
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tional taboos to be lifted. Once violated, spending limits lost their almost mysti-
cal significance. Nakasone also sought more generally to strengthen the office
of the Prime Minister. He made aggressive use of advisory councils in a variety
of issue areas to try to circumvent territorially minded bureaucrats and parlia-
mentary inertia. He also sought to improve his coordinative powers over foreign
(and, to a lesser extent, other) policy through a set of senior bureaucrats who
would work in the Prime Minister’s Office and report directly to him.68

A C C U M U L A T I N G I N C R E M E N TA L C H A N G E S

Few would argue that these efforts were very successful, but over time, even
such incremental changes can become important. In analyzing trends in mili-
tary capability, Berger concedes that “despite considerable resistance from the
media and the opposing parties, the LDP and its bureaucratic allies succeeded
in achieving important changes in Japanese security policy.”69 However, he
goes on to minimize the importance of those changes by pointing out that they
were incremental, and stayed within the Yoshida Doctrine consensus. But that
is precisely my point: a “process of low-key, graduated steps and the reinterpre-
tation of policy”70 is the standard way in which institutions and policies change.
Eventually, small quantitative changes can become large or qualitative changes
(or set the stage for such changes) as both organizational capabilities and public
acceptance ratchet upwards. Although the force of inertia has so far been pow-
erful enough to limit its effects, the second-image reversed dynamic is increas-
ingly noticeable in Japanese policymaking circles. Here I address two examples
of accumulating incremental changes, and three efforts at qualitative change in
Japan’s policy institutions.

To start with incremental changes, since the beginning of the 1980s there
have been slow but steady moves to improve the state’s intelligence appara-
tus—an essential part of strategic planning and action. These included the es-
tablishment of a security policy group in the MOFA Secretariat in 1980, fol-
lowed by its upgrade to the Security Policy Office in the Bureau of Information
and Research. Since MOFA’s 1993 reorganization, intelligence and analysis
functions have been promoted to a bureau (the largest subdivision in Japanese
ministries).71 In January 1997, the new Defense Intelligence Headquarters
brought together the previously separate intelligence analysis groups from the
Land, Air, and Maritime Self-Defense Forces, as well as those attached to the
Defense Agency itself and the Joint Staff Council.72 As yet, the DIH has in-
creased neither manpower nor intelligence gathering capabilities, but it does
offer the institutional grounding should the state decide to do so. Moreover,
the FY 1999 defense budget for the first time included funds to develop a
“multi-purpose” satellite to provide important regional security information.73

Launch is set for FY 2002.
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Beyond the move toward a more autonomous intelligence capability,  a vari-
ety of other procurement debates have raised questions about the purely defen-
sive nature of the Self-Defense Forces. In recent years, the Diet has authorized
the purchase of a landing craft, tanker aircraft, and even a destroyer that could
be retrofitted to act as an carrier for short take-off/vertical landing airplanes.74

Japanese policymakers have approved participation in joint research with the
United States on theater missile defense, and the implications of eventual de-
ployment are under debate.75 (Theater missile defense would presumably be as
effective against Chinese missiles as against North Korean ones.) Each of these
decisions, though of little strategic importance at the moment, breaks a former
taboo, and potentially prepares the Japanese military for power projection and
perhaps even autonomous defense. Roles and missions are also changing, as
seen especially in the 1997 Guidelines revision, which raises the likelihood of
Japanese forces being drawn into a regional conflict.

These changes in policy are important, because they lay the groundwork for
new ways in which Japan can address international threats. Certainly, they
have occurred within the confines of the U.S.-Japan security alliance. But in
meaningful ways, they constitute a hedge against future risks. If the alliance
weakens, for example, Japan will need to be prepared to expand its war-
fighting, intelligence, and crisis-management capabilities. The weapons and
defense systems now being procured under the aegis of cooperation with the
United States will contribute to the former goal. Increased practical experi-
ence for SDF troops in joint operations with the United States, South Korea,
and Australia have similarly served to improve their battle readiness, and expo-
sure to actual foreign combat (even in limited doses) in the form of peace-
keeping will do the same if it is ever permitted.76 Moreover, these accumulated
changes in capabilities and activities are likely to change public acceptance of
what is acceptable, as has already occurred in considerable measure over the
postwar period.77

QU A L I TA T I V E C H A N G E S

There have also been important qualitative changes in Japanese policy institu-
tions. The most striking so far has been the movement toward actually allowing
SDF troops to carry out overseas operations. The first stroke was the legal find-
ing and subsequent law in 1992 that allowed Japanese troops to participate in
UN peacekeeping operations. These decisions were highly controversial in
Japan, and a similar bill had already failed the year before.78 Despite strong anti-
military sentiment, however, both public opinion and leaders of the pacifist
Komeito (the swing vote in the Upper House) were persuaded that the chang-
ing international situation—particularly the need for Japan to act as a leader in
the Cambodian settlement—left little choice. Many analysts had long felt that
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the constitution prevented overseas dispatch of troops; the PKO Law represents
a partial lifting of that restraint.

The conservative coalition government that formed in December 1998 actu-
ally accelerated the discourse toward greater use of SDF forces abroad. The
coalition’s junior partner even tried to force the issue of allowing the SDF into
potential combat situations. Also, there were reports in February 1999 that poli-
cymakers were seriously considering the legality of preemptive strikes to head
off missile attacks (presumably from North Korea).79 The passage of the PKO
Law and related legal changes despite nationwide ambivalence and consider-
able outright opposition demonstrate the ability of the changing international
situation to force changes in long-standing institutions. Nonetheless, those in-
stitutions continue to exert a powerful inertial influence on foreign policy out-
comes—one would be hard-pressed to describe major changes in the ways in
which Japan has behaved toward its neighbors or the United States.

Looking at Japanese government institutions more broadly, the administra-
tive reform activities of 1996–2001 may in the long run have significant effects
on the ability of the political leadership to coordinate policies—both foreign
and otherwise—in a unified manner. These reforms most famously include a
reduction in the number of ministries, but more importantly include an ex-
panded role for politicians within ministries and an expansion of the size of the
Cabinet Office (formerly the Prime Minister’s Office) to improve centralized
policy coordination. Administrative reform and government restructuring have
not been primarily focused on foreign policy needs; rather, they seek to address
Japan’s economic failures of the 1990s and politicians’ frustration with their in-
ability to control the bureaucracy. Nonetheless, if the reforms are successful,
they will improve political control and coordination over key levers of foreign
economic policy. This would, for example, make it less likely that specific sec-
tors would have effective veto power over broad trade agreements, as occurred
with agriculture in the 1998 APEC Early Voluntary Sectoral Liberalization ne-
gotiations. We should probably be skeptical of the likely effectiveness of such re-
forms, but they do represent a conscious attempt to make the Japanese govern-
ment more effective in the face of global political-economic change.

The most dramatic potential qualitative change would be constitutional re-
vision. Some of the first serious calls since the late 1950s for revision of Article 9
and other restraints on Japan being a “normal” nation began after the passage of
the PKO Law.80 So far, such calls have been unsuccessful, but the debate has
been heating up. By 1999, leaders of three of Japan’s largest political parties, in-
cluding the two largest (the Liberal Democratic Party and the Democratic
Party) were on record as favoring constitutional revision—particularly Article
9—and in May 2001 Japan’s new prime minister, Junichiro Koizumi, explicitly
called for revising Article 9 and for moving toward a more presidential system.
Most important, for the first time since the current constitution was approved in
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1946, the Diet has formed a combined Upper and Lower House Constitution
Research Committee, which is explicitly charged with proposing revisions to
the existing constitution; despite apparent popular support of Article 9, its revi-
sion remains one of the committee’s main focuses.81

Most of the current debate over revising or eliminating Article 9 can be split
into two (overlapping) streams. One of these argues that Japan must be better
able to fulfill its “international responsibilities”—for example, by being able to
participate in the peace maintenance functions of UN peacekeeping operations
rather than just providing logistical or engineering contributions. The interna-
tional contribution perspective is exemplified by Nobuyuki Hanashi, head of
the Liberal Democratic Party Constitution Research Committee, who has
stated that, “Article 51 of the United Nations Charter recognizes the right of col-
lective self-defense for member countries. It is self-evident that revision of Arti-
cle 9, paragraph 2 �of the Constitution� is necessary.”82 The other stream advo-
cates greater defense autonomy for Japan, albeit often obliquely. For example,
Democratic Party leader Hatoyama Yukio is on record as advocating both con-
stitutional revision and a pull-out of U.S. forces from Japan. While he argues
that the alliance will remain effective, and that Japan will not require a major
military buildup even in the absence of U.S. bases, the clear implication of his
position is greater security autonomy for Japan within a diminished alliance
with the United States.

The path of constitutional revision is unclear, although it is certain to be slow
and difficult. Nonetheless, a process is in motion for the first time in more than
fifty years—and in spite of apparently strong antimilitarist feelings on the part of
the population as shown in polling data, many of Japan’s most popular politi-
cians have called for revision of Article 9, with no obvious loss in popularity.

TENTATIVE CONCLUSIONS, 

OR LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

Japan’s international stance has been riddled with contradictions in the postwar
period. But while many observers have derided that policy as reactive,
unassertive, or uncoordinated,83 it has been remarkably successful in allowing
the state and economy to carry on their activities relatively unperturbed by pres-
sures from the outside world. Despite the apparent reactiveness or passivity im-
plied by its position, Japan’s position as Asian lynchpin of the U.S. global secu-
rity system in the cold war world was extremely effective in securing national
objectives of nonconfrontation with its neighbors (or its past), access to markets
and technology, and stable access to the raw materials without which the coun-
try would be helpless.

In looking at likely scenarios for the post–cold war world, Japan is particularly
interesting because of the degree to which its postwar foreign policy outside the
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economic realm has been held in escrow. It was almost uniquely dependent on
the United States as a result both of its geographical position in one of the most
potentially dangerous neighborhoods of the postwar world and of the histori-
cally based suspicions of its neighbors throughout Pacific Asia. With the end of
the cold war and the fading of colonial memories,84 Japan is increasingly open
to both new vulnerabilities and new opportunities.

The cold war severely constrained the policy choices of Japan and other U.S.
allies in Pacific Asia. Despite major changes in regional conditions, the foreign
policy institutions that were built up over those decades have continued to con-
dition post–cold war policies. This is particularly evident in Japan, where tradi-
tional areas of diplomacy have mimicked those of its senior partner, while for-
eign economic policy has generally been free of the constraints of larger foreign
policy aims.

The end of the cold war and changes in global economic power have pro-
found implications for all of Pacific Asia, but they are perhaps particularly pro-
found for Japan. While South Korea, for example, still faces the fundamental
problems of confrontation with the North and of a geopolitical position where it
is surrounded by great powers, its current position is less precarious than at any
point in the last hundred or more years. Japan, however, is potentially less de-
fined by its relationship with the United States and has itself developed substan-
tial international interests and capabilities. Nonetheless, it remains ill-prepared
to address those changes, as its halting and uncoordinated foreign policy efforts
to date demonstrate.

This is fundamentally a problem of inadequate institutions, and many Japa-
nese leaders are aware of that fact. While institutions remain inertial, as is their
wont, leaders have tried to grapple with questions of how they should change.
Despite the inertia, international pressures are slowly forcing Japan to change
its ways of making and implementing policy. The fact that change (or at least se-
rious debate about change) is ongoing in key areas such as military capabilities
and constitutional revision even in the face of a decade of economic stagnation
is striking in this regard. The prediction of this chapter is that Japan will con-
tinue to change in these directions, although many of the pathologies of the
present system will surely remain.

The other possibility is that some major cataclysm will force more rapid insti-
tutional change, in the way that World War II and the rapid onset of the cold war
did in the United States. It is impossible to predict just how institutions will
change in the face of crisis, but the above analysis does suggest some of the types
of crisis that might lead to drastic change. In general, the crises most likely to
force institutional change on Japan are security-related. The termination of its al-
liance with the United States (whether due to long-run imperial fatigue, the fail-
ure of cooperation in a regional conflict, the unification of Korea, or whatever)
would likely bring about significant changes in command and control and in
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rules of engagement for Japan, along with considerable military expansion and
perhaps even nuclear weapons development. Similarly, a much more threaten-
ing China (evidenced by, for example, an attack on Taiwan, or the use of an ex-
panded navy to blockade Taiwan or enforce disputed territorial claims in the
Spratly Islands) might create strong incentives to subordinate economic aims to
security aims, to rapidly increase military and intelligence capabilities, and/or to
upgrade its alliance with the United States or possibly even to form new ties with
South Korea. On the economic side, in the unlikely event that more exclusion-
ary economic blocs in Europe and the Americas were to come to pass, Japan
would need to rapidly integrate its various assets in the management of the Asian
regional economy, while also building new international institutions.85

Institutional changes resulting from threat or crisis are unpredictable, and
sometimes dangerous. One hopes for the sake of both Japan and the world that
Japan’s institutions change rapidly enough to head such a possibility off. The
slow pace of change and the long-term institutionalization of inertia allow only
guarded optimism, however. In the meantime, Japan’s inertial foreign policies
should remain generally reassuring to Japan’s neighbors on the security side,
while slowing regional economic integration. Whether that means a more sta-
ble Asia-Pacific remains to be seen.
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