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Foreword

Japan is back. After several years in which the people of Japan were 
focused on internal challenges, on recovery from the deep recession of 

2008 and the 3/11 earthquake, the nation has begun acting more assertively 
on the world stage. Japan’s economy in 2013 was 7.5 percent larger than 
in 2009, with the “Abenomics” policies of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
receiving much of the credit for the recent improvement.

In the past eight months the Prime Minister has turned his attention 
increasingly to international affairs and history issues, with important 
implications for the U.S.-Japan alliance and for Japan’s relations with its 
neighbors. Eager to counter China’s growing military power and stake 
out a new approach for Japan in the Asia-Pacific region, Abe released 
a comprehensive national security strategy in December 2013. He also 
appointed a well-known advocate of constitutional reinterpretation to 
the Cabinet Legislative Bureau, and on July 1, 2014 announced a rein-
terpretation of Article 9 to allow Japan to exercise collective self-defense. 
The United States has long sought such a reinterpretation, since it would 
allow the Japanese military to work more seamlessly with the Americans 
to maintain the peace and stability of the region, but China and Korea 
have been nervous that this step signals a newly aggressive turn in Japan’s 
security policy. In December 2013, Abe visited Yasukuni Shrine, put-
ting the nation’s relations with Korea on a rocky path. His chief cabinet 
secretary then further roiled the waters with the announcement that a 
cabinet task force would review the process of drafting the 1993 Kono 
Statement expressing Japan’s “sincere apologies and remorse” for former 
“comfort women.” That statement accepted that the Japanese army was 
complicit in establishing facilities and recruiting women who were forced 
to provide sex to wartime Japanese troops. And although Tokyo took 
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pains to affirm its support for the Kono Statement when the review was 
completed on June 20, 2014, that did little to assuage Seoul’s concern that 
the review itself implicitly cast doubt on the reliability of the testimony 
of Korean women that was the basis for the statement. 

These events, combined with the United States’ “rebalance” to Asia, serve 
as the backdrop for the diverse set of essays prepared by the scholars of the 
U.S.-Japan Network for the Future that make up this volume. About half of 
them deal in one way or another with the currently fraught relations between 
Japan and its neighbors, aggravated by disputes over history and territory. 
Annika Culver writes about how the past “haunts” Japan’s relations with 
China and Korea. She argues that historians like herself have an important 
role to play by offering “a more objective resource to foreign policymakers 
in examining unresolved historical questions of great concern”—such as 
the system of “military sexual slavery practices in wartime by the Imperial 
Japanese Army through Japan’s empire and occupied areas.”

Mary McCarthy is less confident that establishing historical facts will help 
resolve these disputes. On the contrary, she points out, efforts by one side 
to marshal historical evidence to dispute the account offered by the other 
side have served to aggravate the conflict. Instead of lecturing each other, 
she argues, the two sides need to engage in dialogue that is designed so 
that each side has a chance to listen to the other and learn how the social 
context in which Korean and Japanese individuals live shapes the way 
they perceive and speak about history. “It is time to move beyond the 
isolation of historical truths formed in one specific social and political 
context,” she writes, “and instead to delve into the full complexity of the 
issue across multiple frames of reference.” She sees the current disputes 
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over memorials to comfort women erected in New Jersey and California 
as providing a venue for such a dialogue “precisely because they are in 
the U.S., not in South Korea or Japan.”

Celeste Arrington is similarly optimistic about the power of dialogue, even 
in the context of legal disputes, to improve Japanese-Korean relations. 
She writes about how Korean plaintiffs in cases seeking compensation 
in Japanese courts for forced labor during the war and the treatment of 
Korean leprosy patients were struck by the support they received from 
Japanese lawyers and supporters of their cause. “Person-to-person inter-
actions with Japanese lawyers, scholars, reporters, and supporters,” she 
writes, “often promote more healing for victims than the litigation itself.”

While McCarthy and Arrington have hope that words spoken and heard 
between the two sides can bring about healing and reconciliation, Emma 
Chanlett-Avery suggests that it will take some bold actions to overcome the 
legacy of distrust that has roots in events as long ago as one hundred years. 
She argues that Japan should give up its claim to the Takeshima/Dokdo 
islets—which have been occupied by Korea for some time—in exchange for 
a truce on the comfort women, forced labor, and history textbook issues.

Another set of papers in the volume deal with regional relations and the 
way they intersect with the U.S.-Japan security arrangement. Weston 
Konishi focuses on how the two militaries worked together to offer 
relief in the Philippines after Typhoon Haiyan. He sees in this episode 
opportunities for the two nations to emphasize how the alliance can 
serve as a “first aid package” offering tangible relief in times of difficulty, 
rather than just the traditional “sword and shield.” As Konishi puts it, the 
U.S.-Japan alliance can make a real difference “…for the neediest corners 
of the world.” Meanwhile, Jeffrey Hornung and Andrew Oros catalogue 
the many changes taking place in the U.S.-Japan alliance as Japan reacts 
to the rise of China by seeking to expand the range of roles it can carry 
out in joint operations. They tease out the meaning behind Japan’s new 
commitment to be “a proactive contributor to peace,” and look ahead to 
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imagine how the formal U.S.-Japan Guidelines for Defense Cooperation 
are likely to be amended to adapt to a security environment that has 
changed substantially since 1997, the last time the guidelines were revised.

While the papers above are explicitly about Japan’s relations with the 
world, several of the essays focus more on current issues in Japanese 
society and politics, including the growth in the number of immigrants 
(Erin Chung); the changing role of women in the workplace (Linda 
Hasanuma); developments in information and communications technol-
ogy (Kenji Kushida); constitutional revision (Kenneth Mori McElwain); 
the role of First Lady Akie Abe (Dyron Dabney); and tax policy (Gene 
Park). These papers illuminate issues with the potential to transform 
contemporary Japan, and include practical policy recommendations 
designed to help Japan adapt to changing demographic, technological, and 
political circumstances. They touch on issues of “soft power” where Japan 
has unrealized potential, as well as on hard economic realities requiring 
innovative solutions. David Janes pulls together many themes from the 
volume with an essay emphasizing the importance of continuing to invest 
in educational exchange and outreach to enrich understanding of Japan 
and Asia in the curriculum of American schools.

The Network for the Future program helped stimulate the ideas in each 
of these contributions by bringing young scholars into conversation with 
policymakers in Washington, Tokyo, and Okinawa over the course of two 
years. We can only hope that the experience will continue to keep their 
ears tuned to opportunities to contribute further to improve relations 
between the two countries and their neighbors over the decades to come.

Len Schoppa
Professor of Politics
University of Virginia
Member, U.S.-Japan Network for the Future Advisory Committee

July 2014
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Japan-South Korea Relations  
and Litigation

Celeste Arrington

Relations between America’s two key allies in East Asia—Japan and 
South Korea (the Republic of Korea, ROK)—have been especially 

fraught recently. The two countries are engaged in a rancorous territorial 
dispute over the islets of Dokdo/Takeshima, and Japan’s perceived inability 
to address its past violence continues to roil relations. In particular, Koreans 
are angered by Japanese political elites’ denials of the claims of World War 
II “comfort women” and by the Japanese government’s history textbook 
guidelines that allegedly whitewash history. Since ROK President Park 
Geun-hye’s election in 2012, she has openly criticized Japan’s stance toward 
its dark past. Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzō, meanwhile, has done 
little since resuming the premiership in late 2012 to dispel perceptions 
that he is a right-wing revisionist. The demise of the Japan-Korea General 
Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) in 2012, the 
Korean ban on imports of Japanese fish products from near the stricken 
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear complex in 2013, and the lack of a bilateral 
summit are just a few indicators of the depth of tensions. Such dissension 
is not in the interest of either Tokyo or Seoul and undermines U.S. interests 
in East Asia, especially as China flexes its economic and military muscles 
and North Korea continues to destabilize the region. 
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Ongoing behind the latest headline-grabbing barbs exchanged by Japan 
and Korea are numerous lawsuits that aim to hold Japan accountable for 
alleged atrocities it committed during the first half of the twentieth century. 
Claimants include Koreans drafted to work in Japanese factories, Korean 
women recruited into sexual slavery for Japanese troops during World War 
II (the “comfort women”), Korean survivors of the U.S. atomic bombings 
(hibakusha), leprosy patients mistreated during Japanese colonial rule over 
the Korean peninsula (1910-1945), and former Korean laborers sent to 
Sakhalin Island in the North Pacific and abandoned there at the end of 
World War II. They and a supporting cast of lawyers, scholars, activists, 
and concerned citizens from Korea and Japan have turned litigation and 
related activism into transnational movements for wartime compensation. 

On one hand, these legal battles concern the very historical questions 
that roil bilateral relations. As a result, court rulings, whether favorable or 
not, and claimants’ activism surrounding these cases periodically attract 
publicity and inflame bilateral distrust. At the same time, these legal battles 
have provided surprising opportunities for cooperation and trust-building 
among Korean and Japanese citizens, irrespective of whether plaintiffs 
win their suits or (as has been more common) not. Such interactions 
have the potential to help build a base for better bilateral relations in the 
future. This paper briefly outlines some of the positive but overlooked 
outcomes of these transnational legal campaigns and identifies several 
ways in which the U.S. government has contributed to them.

Suing for Redress from Japan
During the past two decades, Korean survivors of Japanese atrocities have 
increasingly tried to leverage the courts in Japan, Korea, and the United 
States to compel Japan to redress past violence. This is surprising, because 
suing private entities, let alone a state, is notoriously costly, time-consuming, 
and difficult, especially for first-timers.1 Moreover, Korean and Japanese 
citizens historically faced substantial cultural and structural impediments 
to litigation. Some scholars argue that Japanese norms of social harmony 
and Korean Confucian ideas of social hierarchy discouraged litigation, 
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especially against the authorities.2 Other scholars contend that the legal 
institutions the state created deterred citizens from taking legal recourse.3 
In both Korea and Japan, quotas on the number of private attorneys limited 
citizens’ access to legal representation, damages were capped, and court 
proceedings often faced delays. In the past two decades, political changes 
and legal reforms in both countries have lowered some of these hurdles to 
litigation. Growing numbers of lawyers, more adversarial and timely court 
proceedings, and landmark rulings have contributed to rising numbers of 
lawsuits in both countries. Between 1993 and 2010, the number of new 
administrative suits doubled in Japan and tripled in Korea, while civil 
suits have also grown in number in both countries. Still, deciding to sue 
the state, especially when it is not one’s own, is daunting. 

Naming past suffering, blaming an entity for it, and claiming compensa-
tion is also particularly challenging for Korean survivors of Japanese 
atrocities.4 The social stigma associated with their past deterred many 
from revealing their past suffering. Former comfort women and atomic 
bomb survivors and their families had difficulty marrying due to prejudice, 
which compounded the poverty many endured. In addition, victims of 
Japan’s past violence often lacked the contacts with other victims that 
might have helped them organize to seek redress.5 Wartime migration and 
dislocation afterward had broken up families and social networks. South 
Korea’s authoritarian governments also curtailed freedoms of association 
and press and discouraged individual claims for compensation from Japan. 
Korea’s democratization in 1987, as well as the death of Japan’s Shōwa 
emperor in 1989, created new opportunities for colonial-era victims to 
recognize their right to redress and act on this new rights consciousness. 
But the international norm of state sovereignty and victims’ advanced 
age frustrated their efforts.

Despite such challenges, survivors of colonial-era atrocities have filed 
numerous individual and collective lawsuits (shūdan soshō in Japanese/ 
jipdan sosong in Korean) against Japan or Japanese firms. In 1991, for 
example, Kim Hak-Sun became the first former comfort woman to file 
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a suit in Japanese courts. Koreans and Chinese forced laborers began 
suing Japanese companies in the same year. Facing resistance in Japanese 
courts, Korean comfort women and forced laborers started filing claims 
in South Korean courts in the 2000s. Since the 1970s and most recently in 
2009, Sakhalin Koreans have tried to claim compensation and pensions 
from Japan and citizenship from South Korea. Former comfort women 
also unsuccessfully sought damages and an apology from Japan by filing 
a lawsuit in the United States under the Alien Tort Claims Act. For space 
reasons, I am unable to describe the growing number of lawsuits here. 

Most of these suits have not resulted in favorable rulings for the plain-
tiffs. Japanese courts have rejected most victims’ claims on the basis of 
a twenty-year statute of limitations on the right to claim compensation 
or plaintiffs’ lack of documentation proving their suffering. Japan also 
contends that its 1965 Basic Treaty to normalize relations with the ROK 
settled Japanese liabilities for the colonial period, though Tokyo insisted at 
the time that the $800 million economic aid package it provided to South 
Korea did not constitute reparations. In 2005, however, the disclosure of 
documents related to this treaty revealed that the comfort women and 
atomic bomb victims were not included in discussions about wartime 
claims. This encouraged a spate of lawsuits in Japan and Korea, and it 
became a driver of burgeoning efforts to seek the release of pertinent 
documents in Korea, Japan, and the United States, even if victims’ claims 
are dismissed. 

These legal campaigns are gradually increasing Japan’s accountability 
for past violence, albeit piecemeal. For instance, Korean atomic bomb 
survivors’ lawsuits forced Japan to grant recognition and medical care 
to foreign hibakusha from 2003 onward. In addition, Korean survivors 
of Japan’s harsh colonial-era leprosy control policies won compensation 
in 2006, after an unsuccessful administrative lawsuit prompted public 
pressure on the Diet to revise legislation concerning compensation for 
leprosy survivors. To date, nearly six hundred elderly Korean leprosy 
survivors have received about $80,000 each from Japan. In 2012, the ROK 
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Supreme Court reversed a lower court’s decision by ruling that people 
forced to work in Japanese factories during World War II could claim 
compensation from Japanese companies, opening up Korean courts to 
victims’ suits. Furthermore, Japanese courts have at times acknowledged 
Japan’s past violence even while ruling against plaintiffs, as the Supreme 
Court did in 2007 concerning comfort women’s and Chinese forced 
laborers’ claims. Wartime claimants still face considerable evidentiary 
and procedural hurdles, but these lawsuits and associated activism have 
drawn attention to Japan’s past violence. 

Transnational Cooperation Surrounding  
the Lawsuits
Surrounding the plaintiffs in such wartime compensation lawsuits are 
coalitions of activists, lawyers, scholars, and journalists. They form “sup-
port structures” and supply the legal expertise, organization, and funding 
considered necessary to mobilize the law.6 As they seek to redress past 
injustice and violence, they promote reconciliation at a personal level and 
form networks that span national borders and transcend bilateral tensions.

Korean claimants who file suit in Japanese courts are represented by teams 
of Japanese lawyers, many of whom sense an obligation to personally atone 
for past Japanese atrocities. Although they are elites with indispensable 
legal expertise, these lawyers usually have progressive leanings and have 
developed a model of legal mobilization that prioritizes plaintiffs. The 
lawyers strive to “earn victims’ trust by personally taking depositions 
and communicating with plaintiffs throughout the lawsuit.”7 One elderly 
Korean plaintiff in the leprosy lawsuit told me how impressed she was 
that “Japanese lawyers were willing to work on her behalf against their 
own government.”8 Sometimes numbering dozens, these lawyers partner 
with Korean lawyers to mobilize Korean claimants and collect evidence 
in Korea. In the process, they exchange ideas about leveraging litigation 
to achieve policy change and the role of lawyers in social movements. 
Leprosy-related litigation, for example, resulted in the diffusion to 
Korea of a new organizational form—the supra-partisan, issue-specific, 
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and plaintiff-centered lawyers’ group (bengodan in Japanese).9 Personal 
networks among Japanese and Korean lawyers also facilitate mobilization 
in future transnational activism. 

Wartime compensation lawsuits filed in Japanese courts routinely attract 
support from ordinary Japanese citizens. Some such supporters belong 
to the grassroots network of anti-nuclear and peace activist groups 
across Japan. Others take up Korean claimants’ causes for personal 
reasons, including knowing a Korean or being moved by victims’ stories. 
Epitomizing Japan’s “citizen participation-style” activist tradition, they 
form support groups (shien dantai) for particular sets of plaintiffs.10 In 
2005, for example, Japanese citizens helped drive elderly Korean leprosy 
survivors to court hearings in Tokyo, collect signatures to petition Tokyo 
to grant compensation, and so packed the courtroom that the lawyers 
established a system of rotation for gallery seats.11 

Japanese and Korean scholars have also played important roles in these 
transnational legal campaigns. For instance, evidence discovered by a 
Japanese historian pushed the Japanese government to acknowledge 
the comfort station system in 1993 and create the controversial Asian 
Women’s Fund in 1995. A leftist Japanese historian also first alerted 
Japanese lawyers to the suffering Korean leprosy patients had endured 
under colonial rule, including medical experimentation on patients, 
forced labor, and vasectomies as punishment for disobedient patients.12 
And Japanese historians and citizens formed the Network for Research 
on Forced Labor Mobilization in 2005 to support former forced laborers’ 
claims for compensation.13 Members of such networks’ grassroots chapters 
are often active in other reconciliation efforts and help counterbalance 
revisionist Japanese perspectives that downplay past violence. 

Additionally, wartime compensation lawsuits and related activism provide 
reporters opportunities to move beyond official voices in bilateral relations. 
Plaintiffs’ lawyers arrange press conferences to give Japanese reporters a 
chance to hear (and hopefully report) Korean claimants’ stories of suffering. 
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Korean journalists covering these cases also witness the support claimants 
receive from Japanese lawyers, scholars, and concerned ordinary citizens. 

Person-to-person interactions with Japanese lawyers, scholars, reporters, 
and supporters often promote more healing for victims than litigation 
can. A recent study of Chinese lawsuits against Japan cites one former 
forced laborer as saying, “What is healing my deep wounds from the 
torturous wartime experiences is the truly conscientious and heartfelt 
support that I have received over the past two decades from my Japanese 
friends.”14 Such positive interactions are unlikely to outweigh the well-
publicized acrimony and mutual distrust between Korea and Japan, but 
they do highlight how much more complex relations are between these 
two countries and their people.

The U.S. Role in Wartime Compensation Lawsuits
U.S. officials’ comments, U.S. legislation, state or local governments’ deci-
sions, and the release of U.S. documents can help or hinder transnational 
activism surrounding such wartime compensation lawsuits. Therefore, 
U.S. decision-makers should carefully consider the precedent they set 
with actions that concern historical disputes in East Asia.

As a result of vibrant transnational activism concerning Japan’s past 
atrocities, however, the United States is becoming less and less of a neutral 
arbiter between Seoul and Tokyo. Washington, for example, expressed 
“disappointment” over Prime Minister Abe’s December 2013 visit to 
Yasukuni Shrine. Although the shrine honors millions of Japanese war 
dead, it has also become a symbol of revisionism because the souls of 
fourteen war criminals have been enshrined there since the 1970s and its 
museum whitewashes Japan’s aggression in the first half of the twentieth 
century.15 Early in 2014, President Obama also signed a spending bill that 
included a call for the State Department to exert more pressure on Japan 
to acknowledge and apologize for the “comfort women,” adding to H.R. 
121 from 2007 and former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s decision 
to use the term “sex slaves.” Statues commemorating the comfort women 
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have been erected in U.S. localities like Palisades Park, New Jersey and 
Glendale, California, drawing criticism from some Japanese politicians 
and the right-wingers they represent. Effective Korean-American and 
Korean lobbying, the maturation of the U.S.-ROK alliance, and frustra-
tion toward Japanese right-wingers among some U.S. policymakers have 
made it harder for Washington to remain aloof from Japan-ROK tensions. 

The U.S. government should continue to urge the Japanese government 
to incontrovertibly acknowledge and repudiate past violence. Ideally, this 
would entail a show of Japanese national contrition, with a unanimous 
Diet resolution and the absence of statements by political elites questioning 
the specifics of particular atrocities. Although potentially controversial, a 
visit by President Obama to Hiroshima and Nagasaki might set a powerful 
example for the Japanese government.16 

Not only would U.S. pressure help aging victims of Japan’s past violence 
obtain redress, it would also indirectly promote cooperation and trust-
building among Japanese and Koreans involved in transnational campaigns 
for redress. Although such citizen-to-citizen contacts are unlikely to offset 
the harmful effects of Japanese revisionism, they do broaden the base of 
the Japan-Korea relationship—a crucial component of U.S. strategy in 
East Asia.
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An Island Strategy for Japan

Emma Chanlett-Avery

Japan has an island problem. Geopolitics generally does not lend itself to 
neat package solutions, but perhaps Tokyo should consider its territorial 

conflicts with Seoul, Beijing, and Moscow in a more interconnected man-
ner by developing a comprehensive island strategy. The biggest dividend 
of employing such a strategy would likely be diplomatic credibility and 
increased support from the international community, including the 
United States. Japan currently has territorial disputes with Russia over 
the Kurile Islands, with South Korea over the Liancourt Rocks, and with 
China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islets. Of these three, the Senkaku/Diaoyu 
dispute is by far the most explosive and threatening to Japan’s security. 
Dealing constructively with the other two may convince other powers that 
Japan is willing to compromise in some areas and increase its leverage in 
dealing with China. If played correctly, an island strategy could enhance 
Japan’s overall security, demonstrate its diplomatic maturity, and fortify 
its relationship with the United States.

The disputed Kurile Islands (known in Japan as the Northern Territories) 
presents the ripest possible deal. Japan and Russia have never signed a 
World War II peace treaty, and the population of Japanese that left these 
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islands is dying out, making a breakthrough more meaningful and urgent 
to those remaining. A compromise appears within reach, and a deal may 
lend momentum to further energy trade, given Russia’s rich resources and 
Japan’s need to diversify and expand its energy suppliers. Strategically, a 
stronger Russia-Japan relationship could be seen as a counter to China’s 
rising influence in the region. One caveat to this approach, however: the 
crisis in the Ukraine and Russia’s provocative involvement is likely to taint 
Tokyo and Moscow’s improving relations, particularly if the United States 
leans heavily on Japan to impose economic sanctions to isolate Russia in 
the diplomatic world.

The dispute with South Korea over the Liancourt Rocks, also known as 
the Dokdo or Takeshima islets, represents a far more delicate situation, 
not in terms of physical security but because of the high stakes in the 
national-pride dynamic that animates the Japan-South Korea relationship. 
Because Seoul exercises administrative control over the rocks, Tokyo 
would give up little if it demonstrated a symbolic concession over the ter-
ritorial issue. Further, Japan could potentially use the islets as its opening 
to improve the badly damaged bilateral relationship, a problem that has 
raised concern among many U.S. officials. This approach would be bold 
and require Japan to sacrifice a degree of pride, a difficult move for any 
country, but it could help advance Japan and South Korea’s relationship 
beyond the zero-sum mentality that plagues it today. An overall leap 
forward would likely require arrangements on a range of issues, including 
the comfort women issue, forced labor lawsuits, and history textbook 
controversies. Japan should not compromise without extracting equally 
weighty concessions from South Korea. Although this sort of deal seems 
unlikely under the current administrations in power, the contours of a 
grand bargain appear achievable at the working level.

In facing the struggle over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islets, Tokyo must hold 
firm to its position of maintaining administrative control of the ter-
ritories, while avoiding an escalation into more direct military conflict. 
Despite the troubled relationship, Tokyo must make clear that diplomatic 
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channels are available to Beijing for dialogue in the case of an accidental 
confrontation—or a provocation initiated by a rogue operator. Unlike 
with Seoul, Japan does not have a large menu of options from which to 
choose in compromising; Japan and China are likely to be regional rivals 
for the foreseeable future. However, reducing tension over this set of islets 
would diffuse the most significant threat of an immediate confrontation 
that could leave all actors with a set of highly undesirable and destabilizing 
options. By demonstrating its ability to reach out to other countries in 
its territorial disputes, Japan will encourage Washington to reaffirm its 
security commitments to Japan. In shoring up trust in the alliance, Japan 
should also reassure the United States that it will not initiate actions that 
could provoke China without close consultation with its alliance partners.
Territorial issues are among the most complex disputes among nation states 
because of the complicated mix of historical grievances, national pride, 
and strategic concerns. A cool assessment of Japan’s range of conflicts with 
its three neighbors could lead its leaders to prioritize the Senkaku/Diaoyu 
conflict and adjust its position on the other two disputes while securing 
benefits from Moscow and Seoul. Doing so requires compromise and 
delicate diplomatic maneuvering, but this island strategy may provide the 
best way forward to preserve Japan’s sovereignty and maximize its security. 
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An East Asian Model of  
Immigrant Incorporation? 1 

Erin Aeran Chung

A common approach to analyzing immigration politics in Japan and 
South Korea (hereafter, “Korea”) is to start with the premise that recent 

immigration has posed serious challenges to social and political stability in 
otherwise ethnically homogeneous societies. In Japan, the foreign popula-
tion more than doubled from 850,000 in 1985 to over two million in 2012. 
Korea’s foreign population has grown more than four-fold in less than a 
decade, from approximately 210,000 in 2000 to almost one million in 2012. 
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Although Korea and Japan are projected to have declining working-age 
populations, both countries kept their borders closed to unskilled workers 
and met labor demands through de facto guest worker programs and 
preferential policies for co-ethnic immigrants from the mid-1980s to the 
early 2000s. Despite closed-door policies, the number of unauthorized 
foreigners rose, reaching a peak of over 300,000 in both countries, first in 
Japan in 1993 and later in Korea in 2002. In Japan, this number was reduced 
by half by the early 2000s in large part due to the institutionalization of 
strict border controls, severe penalties for employers knowingly hiring 
undocumented immigrants, and intensified crackdowns on undocumented 
workers. Korea also reduced the number of undocumented migrant 
workers from 90 percent to less than 20 percent of all immigrants by 
enacting similar, but not as severe, measures. 

Korea and Japan’s restrictive immigration policies overlapped until the mid-
2000s, but the ways that each society attempted to incorporate immigrant 
populations diverged significantly. In Korea, the arrival of migrant labor 
generated centralized rights-based movements and eventually national 
rights-based legislation. In 2004, Korea opened its borders to unskilled 
workers with the Employment Permit System (EPS) that gave foreign workers 
the same protections and rights as Korean workers. In 2006, Korea became 
the first Asian country to grant local voting rights to foreign residents, a 
measure that has been under debate in Japan for almost a decade. The 
Korean government launched the Korea Immigration Service (KIS) in 
2007 to consolidate the management of policies regarding immigration, 
naturalization, and immigrant integration and, between 2006 and 2010, 
Korea’s National Assembly passed a series of bills pertaining to non-citizen 
human rights, immigrant integration, and, most recently, dual nationality. 

None of these developments occurred in Japan. Instead, decentralized 
grassroots movements and partnerships between local governments 
and civil society organizations generated an assortment of local services 
and programs for foreign residents that ranged from Japanese language 
classes, multilingual information distribution, and cultural exchange 
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programs to consultation services, housing and employment assistance, 
and foreign resident assemblies. The first national-level attempt to establish 
a comprehensive framework for immigrant incorporation came in the 
form of a “multicultural coexistence promotion” plan announced by the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC) in 2006, which 
proposed to coordinate programs that local governments had already 
developed. Although few structural reforms followed the arrival of recent 
immigrants, social welfare provisions for foreign residents already settled 
within Japan were among the most generous of industrial democracies 
as early as the mid-1980s. 

Democratic Inclusion in Japan and Korea
How do we explain divergent policies for incorporating immigrants in 
Japan and Korea, given the similarities between each country’s immigra-
tion and citizenship policies marked by ethno-cultural homogeneity, 
their overlapping immigrant populations largely from neighboring Asian 
countries (with the exception of Latin American immigrants in Japan), 
and their common dilemmas of accommodating social diversity while 
adhering to liberal democratic principles? 

In my current book project, Immigrant Incorporation in East Asian 
Democracies (under contract at Cambridge University Press), I argue 
that immigrant incorporation patterns are the products of interaction 
between recent immigration and existing institutions for democratic 
inclusion in a given society. While Korea and Japan’s citizenship and 
immigration policies suggest convergence toward an exclusionary model, 
cross-national and intra-national variations in immigrant incorporation 
policies and practices highlight divergent patterns. Because Japan and 
Korea maintained highly restrictive immigration policies throughout the 
1980s and 1990s, immigrants within their borders were, for the most part, 
populations to be returned or expelled, not incorporated. 

Thus, patterns of immigrant incorporation were, until the early 2000s, 
not the products of deliberate decision-making by the Japanese or Korean 
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state to manage the permanent settlement of immigrants. Instead, civil 
society actors drew on existing strategies previously applied to incorporate 
historically marginalized groups in Japan and Korea to confront the chal-
lenges of immigrant incorporation in the absence of official immigrant 
incorporation programs at the national level. In Japan’s case, immigrant 
incorporation patterns began prior to the most recent wave of immigration 
starting in the late 1980s. Alien rights, labor market access for foreign 
residents, multicultural programs, and, perhaps most significantly, net-
works of pro-immigrant activists that came out of earlier movements by 
multigenerational Korean residents of Japan (known as zainichi Koreans) 
established pathways for the incorporation of later waves of immigrants. 
In Korea’s case, human rights activists, labor unions, and citizen groups 
that had played central roles in the earlier democratization movement 
applied tools used to incorporate labor, women, and the poor within 
Korean society to make claims for migrant worker rights. In both cases, 
the application of existing institutions and strategies provided immigrants 
with far more political capital than they would have otherwise had given 
their recent arrival and relatively small numbers. 

Implications for Immigrant Incorporation
Naturalization and permanent residency rates in Japan and Korea most 
visibly reflect their divergent approaches to immigrant incorporation. 
Naturalization rates in Japan remain among the lowest of all industrial 
democracies and have continually fallen behind those of Korea since 2002 
(see Figure 2). Although zainichi Korean residents are naturalizing at 
higher rates than ever before—at an annual average rate of about 10,000 
since 1995—overall, naturalization rates in Japan have not exceeded one 
percent of the total foreign population annually. In contrast, the number 
of naturalizations in Korea went up by more than twenty-four times in 
less than a decade, from fewer than 700 in 2000 to more than 17,000 in 
2010 (see Figure 2). In 2009, 26,756 individuals, or 3 percent of the total 
foreign resident population, naturalized in Korea, compared to 14,785, 
or 0.7 percent, in Japan.2 
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Low naturalization rates in Japan contrast strikingly with the rapid 
growth of permanent residents among registered foreign residents, from 
approximately 63,500 in 1995 to almost one million in 2010 (see Figure 
3). In 2012, permanent residents—including both “general permanent 
residents”(ippan eijūsha) and “special permanent residents” (tokubetsu 
eijūsha)3—accounted for almost half of the total foreign resident population 
in Japan. The remaining categories of registered foreign residents include 
some whose visas allow for unrestricted employment and multiple visa 
renewals, making them de facto permanent residents.4 When combined, 
permanent residents and “quasi-permanent residents” made up over 65 
percent of registered foreign residents in Japan in 2012.

In contrast, permanent foreign residents (with F-5 visas) in Korea made 
up less than 5 percent of all foreign residents in 2012. Even when com-
bined with other quasi-permanent resident categories that allow for 
multiple renewals and confer many of the same rights granted to Korean 
nationals—“marriage migrants” (or spouses of Korean nationals, includ-
ing those with F-2 resident visas), accompanying spouses (F-3 visa), 
and co-ethnic immigrants with Overseas Korean (F-4) visas—the total 
number of foreign residents with long-term or permanent visas made 
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up only 21 percent of the total foreign population in Korea in 2012 (see 
Figure 3). Consequently, immigrants with temporary visas that permit 
only a single two-year renewal make up the largest category of foreign 
residents in Korea by far.5 

Rates of naturalization and permanent residency registrations in Japan and 
Korea highlight divergent patterns of immigrant incorporation in each 
country as well as their potential problems. Korea’s policies are rapidly 
coming to resemble those of traditional countries of immigration where 
naturalization is seen as the final step of political incorporation. But because 
only a small, targeted group of immigrants qualify for naturalization, the 
gaps will remain wide between marriage migrants who are expected to 
assimilate culturally and politically, Overseas Koreans who already hold 
quasi-dual citizenship rights, and migrant workers who are expected to 
leave the country after their temporary contracts expire. When foreign 
residents no longer fit into their designated categories—because of divorce, 
injury, or visa expiration—they are likely to be excluded from targeted 
services as well as their group-specific rights. 
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In contrast, foreign permanent residency has become the norm in Japan 
despite closed-door immigration policies. Among a wide spectrum of 
immigrants and local officials alike, permanent residency is treated as the 
final step of immigrant settlement. Low rates of naturalization combined 
with high rates of permanent residency among both prewar and postwar 
immigrants indicate that, regardless of closed-door immigration policies, 
the foreign population in Japan will continue to grow and the problem of 
political incorporation will multiply, rather than decrease, with successive 
immigrant generations. 

Between Immigration Policies and  
Immigrant Political Behavior
Instead of a single East Asian model of immigrant incorporation, what 
we find in Japan and Korea are divergent approaches to immigrant incor-
poration that have emerged out of similarly restrictive immigration and 
citizenship policies. In the absence of national incorporation programs 
and policies for new immigrants, institutions previously employed to 
incorporate traditionally disadvantaged groups in each society became 
central to incorporating new immigrants. Because there was no direc-
tive from the national government, local communities and civil society 
actors used existing tools to confront the challenges faced by both new 
immigrants and the communities in which they lived. Intra-national 
gaps between exclusionary policies and inclusionary outcomes as well 
as cross-national variations between two seemingly similar systems, in 
turn, reflect the divergent ways that civil society actors apply the tools of 
democratic institutions and principles to demand democratic accountability. 

Further research is needed not only in explaining differences between 
national immigration and citizenship policies but also in the intervening 
variables between state policies and immigrant political behavior. Especially 
in Asian countries that link nationality with ethnocultural identity, we 
should not assume that foreign residents want to be incorporated into the 
existing political system and that structural or individual-level barriers 
stand in their way. By doing so, we overlook the possibility that noncitizens 
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may seek to change the existing political system or may be working toward 
goals that transcend the existing political system. I propose that we shift 
our lens of analysis from the dominant paradigm that treats immigrants 
as either victims of restrictive policies and discrimination or recipients of 
institutionalized rights and advocacy to one that views immigrants and 
their descendants as political actors in their own right.
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Studying the Legacy of WWII and Its 
Aftermath Through Interactive Digital 
Archives: A Proposal for Investigating 
“History Issues”

Annika A . Culver

As the sole historian in both cohorts of the U.S.-Japan Network for 
the Future, I propose an innovative response to the proliferation of 

what the media refers to in glib shorthand as “history issues.” I was initially 
attracted to this program with the prospect of offering my expertise in 
practical ways. At the beginning of their careers, historians should begin 
serving as public intellectuals by viewing historical interpretation as a 
public service on the same level as policymaking. We can support this 
initiative by creating digital archives, designing blogs with debate forums, 
and serving as consultants to policymakers on matters related to history.

A variety of contentious topics, with origins rooted in a past that is open 
to interpretation, have recently arisen to haunt Japan’s foreign relations 
with China and Korea. Along with such emotionally charged issues as 
military sexual slavery (the ianjo, or “comfort station” system) practiced 
in wartime by the Imperial Japanese Army throughout Japan’s empire and 
occupied areas, they include territorial issues enmeshed in patriotism and 
nationalist sentiment (the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands between Japan and 
China and Takeshima/Dokto between Japan and Korea). The U.S. takes 
no position on sovereignty, and wishes contestants to defer to UNCLOS 
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(United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea). But, through its 
U.S.-Japan Security Treaty responsibilities, it often gets drawn into these 
heated debates due to American interests in maintaining a stable situa-
tion in East Asia. Of course, were Japan to be attacked by a third nation, 
the United States is obligated to protect this nation hosting twenty-three 
American military bases. 

Because of the sensitive nature of these issues, historians should make 
themselves available as a more objective resource to foreign policymak-
ers in examining unresolved historical questions of great concern. Also, 
policymakers and others involved in these debates should be encouraged 
to consult historians. Why are historians not consulted more often in 
these matters? Pulitzer Prize-winning New York Times columnist Nicholas 
Kristof laments in a recent op-ed article in the Sunday Review: “Some 
of the smartest thinkers on problems at home and around the world are 
university professors, but most of them just don’t matter in today’s great 
debates.”1 If they muster the courage to speak up, could historians serve 
as a more objective voice in answering the questions of the past?

Not all academics in the history field remain ensconced in their respective 
ivory towers, mulling over obscurantist publications to expedite tenure. In 
late February 2014, Australia-based Japan historian Tessa Morris-Suzuki 
extended the following suggestions to respond to the Abe government’s 
possible revision of the 1993 Kono Statement on the euphemistically-termed 
“comfort women” system of Japan’s wartime military sexual slavery: 

First…friendly government(s) like the U.S. and Australia should 
be quietly trying their best to stop the Japanese government from 
going ahead with the folly of this ‘re-examination’; Second…as 
scholars of Japan we should be doing our best to create a space in the 
international media for the alternative Japanese voices…; Third…we 
should do more to take up the question of violence against women 
in war in a truly international way, which acknowledges that the 
U.S., Australia and other countries have also been guilty of serious 
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wrongs, while at the same time being clear and explicit about the 
scale and awfulness of the Japanese military’s ianjo system.2 

Last year, Morris-Suzuki and three other historians published East Asia 
Beyond the History Wars: Confronting the Ghosts of Violence, which focuses 
on East Asian approaches to reconciliation and public images of modern 
history.3 In 2005–2006, she co-edited with five Japanese historians an 
eight-volume history of the Asia-Pacific War published in Japanese by 
Iwanami Publishers.4 Clearly, her voice as an authority deserves to be 
heard more clearly, with her expertise potentially helpful in elucidating 
contentious issues. 

Obviously, we historians do what we know best, which is research and 
write books and hope that the “right” people read them. Few of us seek 
out controversy or actively engage with issues, and for the most part, we 
avoid politics and interacting with policymakers like our political science 
counterparts. Policymakers also fail to consult us due to our perceived 
lack of influence in their world.5 Intriguingly, as Morris-Suzuki suggests, 
if historians were asked, answers might arise that could be unpalatable to 
both sides of the debate. The information added by historians might fail 
to serve or benefit current political purposes, or it could implicate the 
mutual histories of three or more nations, so that the tangled net of “truth” 
or “blame” becomes one of degree. However, should this be a legitimate 
reason for excluding the voices of historians in these historical debates 
that now have such an influence on foreign relations in Asia? 

For example, even when I unpack the relatively less emotionally charged 
Senkaku/Diaoyutai issue for my students, I need to ask how far back in 
history we should examine the islands’ ownership. Moreover, this descent 
into the historical past reveals divergent notions of law and sovereignty, 
depending on whether Ming or Qing legal codes served as their founda-
tion, or even the Western legal codes adopted by Meiji Japan (1868–1912). 
These islands, currently under dispute between China and Japan, now 
fall within the Okinawan archipelago. However, prior to the 1868 Meiji 
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Restoration and Japan’s embarkation on internal expansion followed by 
external projections of imperialism, Okinawa was the Ryukyu Kingdom, an 
independent, though tributary state to Qing China (1644–1912), with the 
uninhabited islands now known as the Senkakus as its northern boundary. 
Humanist conceptions of Chinese law influenced by Confucianism dealt 
with relational conditions, with these islands having served as liminal 
space because they lacked a population. The Ryukyu Kingdom also paid 
tribute to the Satsuma Domain during the Tokugawa Period (1603–1868). 
In the late 1870s, imperial Japan invaded Okinawa and took it over, with 
the islands incorporated into the Japanese archipelago following its 1895 
victory in the Sino-Japanese War. During World War II, U.S. troops then 
invaded Okinawa as a precursor to the planned invasion of domestic Japan. 
Okinawa and the islands then remained under U.S. Occupation until 1972, 
a full two decades following the 1945–1952 occupation of Japan proper. 

A quick look at this contentious history shows over one hundred years 
of intimate interaction with China, Japan, and the U.S. at varying stages 
for these islands in the Okinawa chain. However, only recently have 
they acquired strategic importance due to oil reserves and fishing rights. 
Their greater prominence now seems rather as a pawn in the rhetorical 
war between Japan and China over who has control over this region 
where competing claims overlap, and as a “card” that China uses to test 
the very limits of Japanese and U.S. military responses to a number of 
provocations seemingly designed to gauge the parameters of the U.S.-Japan 
military alliance. Akira Katô, visiting scholar at the East-West Center in 
Washington, even believes that the Senkaku Islands are an immediate 
U.S. security concern, since the U.S. military has leased two of the islands 
as bombing ranges since 1972.6 I thus show my students via the lens of 
“territorial issues” how the United States also holds responsibility in the 
current framework of how the Pacific War was prosecuted, remembered, 
and ideologically “fought” in the cold war.

Along with historians speaking out about “history issues,” the digital 
humanities are opening up intriguing opportunities for collaboration 
between the disciplines in projects bringing together technology experts, 
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historians, government agencies, and, potentially, foreign policy makers. 
A digital presence also allows more historians to make their expertise 
available and accessible to all, along with those in the policy world.7 This 
includes open source scholarly communication in a blog in addition to 
digital archives or online projects examining historical questions. In 
Japan, for example, the Japan Center for Asian Historical Records in 
the National Archives of Japan (JACAR) has extended its web presence 
through open access digital archives since 2007, and even features a virtual 
tour of archival displays, though it shies away from examining politicized 
historical questions.8

In early January 2014, the Annual Meeting of the American Historical 
Association (AHA) held in Washington, D.C., featured a roundtable 
discussion on digital historiography and the archives, with its findings 
published in a blog.9 Even though digital scholarship arose nearly twenty 
years ago, the discipline has reached a critical mass, leading to debates 
on how to evaluate efforts of digital historians for tenure and promotion 
review. In other words, historians now experience assessment of the 
value of their efforts in new media, while academia has recognized the 
usefulness of digital archives and scholarship. These should also become 
important tools for policymakers to consult, along with the individuals 
expressing their scholarship and views there. 

At Florida State University (FSU), the Institute for the Study of World War 
II and the Human Experience hosts many underutilized resources that 
we hope to extend to a broader public in a digital presence.10 Our history 
department offers a “War and Society” focus, with a majority of professors, 
including myself, publishing studies related to the Second World War.11 

One of the Institute’s missions that I support, along with Kurt Piehler, its 
director, is “democratizing” our archives to make our primary sources 
available to a K–12 audience in addition to scholars or undergraduate 
and graduate students. It would be wonderful if policymakers found the 
materials useful as well. We are now globalizing the study of WWII to 
feature the Pacific War and its aftermath, since the Institute is especially 
rich in Japan-related materials, but for many years lacked affiliated pro-
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fessors with language skills and historical knowledge to identify them.12 

Our department also boasts the Reichelt Oral History Program, which 
archives thousands of interviews with American Veterans, including a 
large collection from WWII and the Pacific conflict.13 

As FSU’s new East Asia historian, I am furthering the Institute’s online 
presence, with website links to our various archives.14 A team of graduate 
students is digitizing the Institute’s collections to create an index of avail-
able materials, while learning how to serve as public historians. Archived 
gems include a commemorative Yomiuri Shimbun photo album of the 
Pearl Harbor Attack and massive Japanese Navy binoculars. Future plans 
for the digital collection include a filmed walk through the archive, where 
visitors can click on items and receive information about the materials. 

We have also extended the parameters of the human experience of WWII 
to include the U.S. Occupation of a defeated Japan, since the Institute now 
houses the largest extant collection of color Occupation Era images in 
the United States, Japan, or elsewhere, composed of nearly one thousand 
slides of photographs taken between 1946–1950. I am currently curating 
this digital archive for the Oliver L. Austin Photographic Collection, which 
features “An American Ornithologist’s View of the U.S. Occupation of 
Japan” that will include K–12 curricular materials.15 Dr. Austin was as 
adept at watching people as capturing the plumage of birds in their natural 
habitat, and he was also close to the Japanese imperial family due to their 
interest in ornithology. The Austin Collection investigates the legacy of 
war in an elite, top-down operation where one emperor was replaced 
by another (General Douglas MacArthur), but it also shows ordinary 
people returning to their livelihoods in poignant city scenes as well as 
the countryside. Visual imagery serves as a “hook” in teaching where 
the digital history website draws learners into the history and narrative. 
With my students, I am designing this multi-media website to archive the 
images, which includes oral history narratives, filmed interviews of Dr. 
Austin’s son and granddaughter, and an interactive blog where viewers 
note their impressions of the images. The images can also be viewed in 
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Kamishibai performance by a Japanese war veteran in late 1940s Tokyo .

Austin family visit to the imperial stables with future Emperor Akihito in January 1950 .
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horizontal scrolls of special sections curated with text. The curriculum 
development materials will also feature links to articles and books on 
the U.S. Occupation. 

Research and teaching of the U.S. Occupation of Japan is important, since 
it deals with a moment when the U.S. interacts in a very close way with 
Japan in providing the foundations of its democratic postwar political 
structure and forming the basis of its economic success during the early 
Korean War. The U.S. Occupation was conducted in an atmosphere of 
rising distrust toward China, which fell into the Communist sphere after 
Chairman Mao’s 1949 victory. It also benefited from the first stage of the 
Korean War (1950–1953), when U.S. military procurements in Japan 
jumpstarted the reviving economy and resulted in what postwar prime 
minister Yoshida Shigeru (active 1946–1954) labeled “a gift from the gods.”

To return to my initial discussion and proposal, I believe that “History 
Issues” must first be delegated to historians, and that foreign policy 
makers at the forefront of these issues should consult us as a resource. 
Historians should also express an interest in making themselves available 
for consultation through forums like the U.S.-Japan Network for the 
Future, which promotes active engagement of academics in the political 
world. In addition, a joint U.S.-Japan-Korea-China “Legacies of War” 
interactive website and blog for historians and policymakers would allow 
an investigation of all sides of issues in an objective fashion where viewers 
can post comments in a blog with frequent updates.16 The possibilities 
of the digital humanities can easily make this project a transnational 
one, with a wealth of interdisciplinary resources potentially featured in 
a digital archive.17 
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Shadow Leaders:  
The Political Role of First Ladies  
in Contemporary Japan

Dyron K . Dabney

American citizens and observers abroad are surprised, if not a bit 
puzzled, by First Lady Michelle Obama’s appearances on popular 

television programs like Saturday Night Live or the Tonight Show. Mrs. 
Obama doesn’t take herself too seriously, but she takes the power and 
the prestige of the Office of the First Lady very seriously—and she uses 
it quite deftly to promote social policies that are important to her, and 
arguably important to the president and to many citizens of the United 
States. Mrs. Obama has been an impassioned, proactive agenda-setter on 
issues relating to childhood obesity, healthy eating and physical fitness. 
The “Let’s Move” campaign, the promotion of sustainable, healthy eat-
ing through gardening—a White House garden was a featured addition 
to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue—and support for new dietary guidance 
labelling on packaged foods are just a few areas of activism generated 
from the Office of the First Lady. Mrs. Obama’s issue advocacy “stamp” 
also supports the interests of U.S. veterans returning from tours of duty 
through her “Joining Forces” initiative. Unquestionably, Michelle Obama 
is leaving her mark on American history as an agent of social change. She 
is not, however, the greatest issue-advocacy pioneer among First Ladies. 
Many of her predecessors paved the way. For example, Nancy Reagan 



Dyron K. Dabney

46

inspired youth to “Just Say No” to drug use. Hillary Clinton reminded the 
nation that “It Takes a Village to Raise a Child.” Betty Ford encouraged 
the public to be open and honest about breast cancer and addiction. All of 
these inspired initiatives represent important contributions to American 
society, and they reinforced the value of the First Lady as an influential 
player in politics and a partner to the president. 

What’s so interesting about these initiatives is how the First Ladies came 
to select the issues they championed and the genius with which they were 
marketed. In most cases, they pursued issues that almost everyone could 
identify with and therefore get behind. The initiatives generally did not 
alienate any sectors of the population. In fact, they usually captured the 
interest of everyday citizens as promoting common sense. Thus, these 
First Ladies addressed social issues that simply appeared to make sense 
and that coincided with their convictions. Then, pains were taken to 
select initiatives that were independent of policymaking requirements, 
so neither legislators nor voting citizens felt imposed upon. Finally, they 
secured vocal support from well-known figures in popular culture, from 
entertainers to athletes to public intellectuals (politicians, in fact, played 
a lesser role in the legitimization of the social causes or issues), who 
facilitated the groundswell of public interest. 

Michelle Obama is arguably one of the most active and most ubiquitous 
soft power “policy agents” the White House has had in years. Mrs. Obama’s 
willingness to “go public” to promote issues of national interest, be it 
cameo appearances or comedic skits on national television (she has a 
record-setting number of television appearances among First Ladies) or 
to exercise challenges on the White House lawn and school gymnasiums, 
is tactically intelligent and it supercedes her predecessors. Her approach 
defines her not only as a relatable, accessible and free-spirited First Lady, 
but also as a stealth-issue campaigner who is consistently “on message” 
about her causes. Self-deprecating confidence seems to go a long way 
for Mrs. Obama toward getting the public to get excited about her issue 
interests and maintaining the public’s attention. She, like other clever 
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political spouses, understands the art of “selling” issue ideas without 
incurring too much political pushback.

I lead with First Lady Obama and her White House predecessors only to 
illustrate the soft power influence of the spouse of a head of government 
(or of virtually any level of government) and the under-explored measures 
by “first spouses” in other advanced democracies to retail their policy 
ideas and interests. 

Redefining the Role of the First Lady of Japan
Looking at Japan, First Lady Akie Abe is poised to redefine the traditional 
support role of the First Lady to Japan’s Prime Minister, Shinzo Abe. She 
is a political and social activist, personable, accessible and publically 
popular. If Facebook and Twitter are any measure of her popularity and 
public following, she certainly has a platform to be an opinion leader 
for Japan, especially in areas like the environment and agriculture, and 
on issues that matter to her a great deal such as local, organic farming, 
regionally produced goods and nutrition. Her social activism in these areas 
is well-documented in her Facebook posts and in the Japanese media. 
However, anyone who is not inclined to follow her on Facebook will miss 
all of her thematic personal pursuits—many of which are translatable to 
a social policy campaign. 

In some respects, Mrs. Abe and Mrs. Obama are like-minded in key areas, 
like nutrition and the quality compliance of consumable goods. Yet, Mrs. 
Obama acts within an institution that is more issue advocacy-friendly 
and encouraging than does Mrs. Abe. The residence and workplace of 
the Japanese Prime Minister (kantei), unlike the White House, is not 
institutionally arranged to support or legitimize the First Lady’s political 
and social interests. There is no Japanese equivalent of the Office of the 
First Lady located in the East Wing of the White House, nor is there a 
dedicated staff—one that at the White House has ranged from nine to 
twenty-four between 2008 and 2013—to assist the First Lady. Neither 
is there the equivalent of an official White House webpage designed 
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to communicate the First Lady’s program initiatives and projects.1 The 
1978 Congressional statute, Public Law 95–570, Section 105(e), which 
authorizes “assistance and services… to be provided to the spouse of 
the President… in connection with assistance provided by such spouse 
to the President in the discharge of the President’s duties and responsi-
bilities,” fully legitimized the First Lady as a political player not only in 
Washington but beyond the Beltway.2 In fact, only in recent years has the 
administrative staff for Japan’s Prime Minister Office expanded to address 
the political duties of the Prime Minister. This absence of a model from 
the top filters down to the lower levels of government with respect to how 
the spouse fits into public service and how women fit into everyday life 
in Japan. Yet, historically, none of these resources were available to the 
First Lady of the United States; they came only through opportunity, the 
convictions of First Ladies to redefine and reinvent their roles, and the 
endorsement of their partners and leaders of the nation. They did not 
wait for the public to privilege them with their roles. Rather, the public 
accepted their challenges to the status quo.

Traditionally, the role of the First Lady has been confined to wife, mother 
and hostess, but the modern First Lady, especially the First Lady of the 
United States, has accumulated more autonomy in defining her partnership 
with the head of government. Equally, the First Lady of Japan has not been 
expected to innovate public policy ideas, and consequently she has not taken 
significant steps toward proposing solutions to problems in Japanese society. 
Even Empress Michiko of Japan, arguably Japan’s more publicly-identifiable 
female state ambassador (in part due to her long tenure as Empress vis-à-vis 
the short term of Japan’s First Ladies), is not tasked with the duty to advance 
policy projects. However, traditional role expectations aside, opportunities 
for issue advocacy by Japan’s First Lady exist.

The opportunity resides within the economic growth strategy of current 
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) President and Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe. Mr. Abe was graced with a second chance to head the government 
of Japan. In Japan’s postwar history, only Shigeru Yoshida shares this 



Shadow Leaders: The Political Role of First Ladies in Contemporary Japan

49

distinction. Entrusted with another opportunity, Prime Minister Abe 
wasted little time redefining his political legacy when he returned to 
Japan’s head of government in December 2012, launching the economic 
recovery roadmap simply coined “Abenomics.” Neither should Mrs. Abe. 
She equally has another opportunity to use her position as First Lady to 
mobilize public support and to direct public attention towards issues 
of personal and national interest, especially if the mandate of the LDP 
remains secure and its members continue to back her husband as leader 
of the party. 

The First Lady and the “Third Arrow”
In truth, the First Lady already is the principal surrogate for the Prime 
Minister in the election district he represents, Yamaguchi prefecture’s 
fourth district. She, like many political spouses, is actively involved in the 
district-level election projects and programs of the politician she supports. 
At the local level she is that “transversal actor” who persuades voters to 
support her political partner’s policy agenda. Expanding Mrs. Abe’s role 
on a national stage is the next step. The First Lady openly articulated her 
desire to expand, if not redefine, her role in a 2013 Japan Times interview 
in which she stated “I would like to get rid of the stereotype that the wife 
of a politician has to behave in a certain way, and I hope that what I do 
will encourage people.”3 A similar viewpoint was offered on the role of the 
spouse during a personal interview with Mrs. Abe in December 2011. Four 
years removed from her initial experience as First Lady at the time, Mrs. 
Abe was reflective about the restrictive role she was expected to perform 
and her will to challenge it. Now Mrs. Abe has another opportunity to 
expand her role on the national level. Such a development would respect 
her capacity to serve beyond the district. But, like her husband, she needs 
a “hook” to sell her interest and mobilize greater public favor for her issues 
and projects. It’s the one missing ingredient in First Lady Abe’s activities 
and personal missions.

Prime Minister Abe can play an important role in repositioning the First 
Lady by inserting her into his economic model to advance the presence 
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of women in the workforce (the third “arrow” in the quiver of economic 
growth). Women are an acknowledged under-utilized resource in Japan, 
and the First Lady is an under-utilized resource at the disposal of the 
Office of the Prime Minister. Public resources used to further any action 
not vetted through the usual political process, however, may be viewed 
as an unnecessary luxury for a nation undergoing an economic squeeze, 
especially if it is at the expense of Japanese taxpayers. American taxpayers 
paid $650,000 in 2013 for Mrs. Obama’s nine person staff, which many 
would consider a small price to support the First Lady’s majoritarian 
political causes.4 Japan could profit from an investment in the First Lady 
to expand the nation’s presence in and contribution to transnational 
missions as a reminder to Japanese citizens and the world that it remains 
a relevant global player and great power. The current visibility and activ-
ism of First Lady Abe could make this an easy undertaking for the Prime 
Minister. Moreover, generational change may make Japanese society more 
open to the new role of the First Lady, especially if her activism serves as 
a positive beacon for women in Japan and bolsters the diversity of roles 
to be performed by women. At age 51, Mrs. Abe is among the youngest 
First Ladies in Japan’s postwar history. Her age relative to a number of the 
wives during the LDP’s long-run political dominance, and her outgoing, 
personally candid disposition makes her a relatable force in government 
for Japan’s youth, especially for young Japanese women seeking alternative 
models of leadership and different expressions of social and political power.

It is not too presumptuous to say that Mrs. Abe, or presumably the First 
Ladies to follow her, may desire a more formal, public responsibility, 
especially if institutional resources are provided to help her advance 
national policy goals. Since returning to the role as First Lady in December 
2012, Mrs. Abe has already been engaged in many international missions 
and domestic activities, which suggests a desire to identify and champion 
concerns relevant to the lives of everyday Japanese. Mrs. Abe for the most 
part has quietly focused her attention on mainstream issue advocacy, 
such as disaster relief awareness and domestic agricultural production 
and consumerism trends, where she has not been challenged by many 
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critics. Still, she is not shy about voicing her opinions on sensitive policy 
matters or acting in a manner independent of the Prime Minister. Mrs. 
Abe’s anti-nuclear advocacy at home and abroad in 2013, for example, 
was considered among observers in some political circles as a move 
to moderate political support for nuclear energy in Japan and around 
the world. Any reluctance on the First Lady’s part to take on a more 
prominent issue sponsorship role, such as on alternative energy, appears 
to be in deference to the Prime Minister, who still may not himself be 
comfortable about breaking with tradition and formally extending the 
advocacy platform to her.
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 “Womenomics” and Women’s Equality 
in Japan: Can Abe be the Women’s 
Prime Minister?

Linda Hasunuma

“Womenomics” 
Economic crisis and stagnation, a rapidly aging and shrinking society, 
and the aftermath of the 3/11 tragedy pose daunting challenges to the 
people and government of Japan. In December of 2012, Japanese voters 
expressed their frustrations with the Democratic Party of Japan for its 
mishandling of the response to the Fukushima nuclear disaster, and 
they returned the LDP-Komeito coalition to power. Shinzo Abe, who 
had been Prime Minister for a year in the shadow of his predecessor, the 
legendary Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi, made a comeback as the 
Prime Minister of the new government. With a renewed sense of purpose 
and a chance to reshape his legacy, Abe vowed to transform Japan with a 
bold new strategy of economic reforms based on his “Three Arrows.” The 
first arrow targets monetary policy; the second, deflation through fiscal 
policies; and the third promotes investment and growth by implement-
ing “structural reforms.” What has caught everyone’s attention about 
“Abenomics,” however, is one element of the third arrow: pledges to help 
women stay in the workforce and to promote gender equality.1 Abe even 
focused his address to the UN General Assembly in September of 2013 on 
the important role women play in a country’s overall economic growth.2 
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The Prime Minister is receiving international attention for promoting 
women’s equality at home and abroad, but have substantive changes 
followed the “womenomics” rhetoric?3 

The Evolution of Institutions Designed to 
Promote Gender Equality
The Occupation Era
Though Abe’s promotion of womenomics seems new and bold for Japan 
because of the recent global media attention, governmental bodies 
dedicated to women’s issues go as far back as the Occupation era.4 In 
1947, the Supreme Commander for the Allied Forces created a Bureau 
of Women and Minors (BWM), which primarily dealt with labor issues. 
It was housed in the Ministry of Labor and favored the interests of labor 
unions and employers over women because the Ministry did not have 
strong relationships with women’s groups. Women were often excluded 
from union protections, as they tended to fill temporary and part-time 
positions and left the workforce after becoming mothers. The BWM was 
one of the few offices in which women could be appointed as bureaucrats.5 
The expertise of women in the Bureau would help support the new Office 
of Women’s Affairs created in 1975 in response to Japan’s cooperation 
with the United Nations. 

International Norms, Conventions, and Pressures:  
Gender Gaiatsu? 1975
With respect to gender equality, 1975 was a pivotal year because of the UN 
International Women’s Year Conference, in which 2,200 Japanese women 
participated. It gave women’s groups all over Japan an opportunity to influ-
ence the domestic political agenda. The leaders of the BWM convinced 
then-Prime Minister Miki Takeo to implement the World Action Plan 
for a Gender-Equal Society in 1975.6 It forced the country to clarify its 
goals on women’s equality and report back to the United Nations. Because 
of these UN initiatives, the office of the Prime Minister created the new 
Office of Women’s Affairs and established a new Headquarters for the 
Planning and Promotion of Women’s Policies. The Prime Minister would 
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directly oversee the headquarters and appoint members to the Office of 
Women’s Affairs. Thus, international pressures and commitments on 
gender equality forced the government to create a new policymaking 
apparatus for this purpose. This policy centralization was reinforced after 
the electoral reform and Hashimoto’s administrative reforms.

After the Electoral Reform: Coalitions and Koizumi
The Japanese government signed on to the Convention for the Elimination 
of Discrimination Against Women in 1980 and then ratified it in 1985.7 

The Equal Employment Opportunity Law was passed in 1986, and the 
Childcare Leave Act in 1992. Both made formal and legal changes to 
promote women’s participation in the labor force, but neither has been 
very effective because of persistent cultural values about gender roles, 
gender segregation in the labor market, discriminatory practices in hir-
ing and promotion of women in managerial positions, a tax system that 
penalizes women who work full-time, inadequate childcare services, and 
long working hours.8  The end of the LDP-dominated government helped 
to put coalition governments in power, and they put gender equality and 
other reform processes, such as decentaralization, on the national agenda 
in the late 1990s.

In October of 1996, the LDP could not win a majority and had to govern 
with the Social Democratic Party and New Party Harbinger; both were 
headed by women—Doi Takako and Domoto Akiko—and pushed for 
gender equality in their coalition bargains with the LDP.9 In June of 1999, 
the non-LDP multiparty coalition government passed The Basic Law for 
the promotion of gender equality followed by the creation of the Gender 
Equality Bureau, the Council for Gender Equality, the Liaison Conference 
for the Promotion of Gender Equality, and the Regional Liaison Conferences 
in the following year.10 The Gender Equality Council was created in 2001 
inside the Cabinet Office and is chaired by the prime minister. The Gender 
Equality Bureau and Council for Gender Equality formulated many of 
the targets and policies of the Abe and previous administrations. 



Linda Hasunuma

56

During the Koizumi administration, special committees were formed 
in 2004 to address work-family balance issues, to monitor and handle 
complaints, and to carry out assessments. Many of the targets in Abe’s 
womenomics program are based on the work of the Gender Equality 
Bureau and its councils and committees from the Hashimoto and Koizumi 
years. For example, the law for the prevention of spousal violence and 
the protection of victims was created in 2004, and the current Abe 
administration is building on that work to create more education and 
awareness about domestic violence. Many of Abe’s plans and strate-
gies are based on these earlier proposals and targets put forth by the 
Gender Equality Bureau in the previous decade.11 Unfortunately, the 
pace of governmental efforts at addressing gender inequalities in Japan 
is moderated by powerful cultural attitudes and values about women’s 
roles, but these attitudes are changing.

Culture and Institutions
Powerful and enduring cultural expectations about women’s roles as 
mothers; hiring and employment practices that require long working 
hours and segregate women into mostly part-time labor; and tax poli-
cies that penalize families with working mothers have created perverse 
incentives for women to stay out of the workforce once they get married 
and have a child. Faced with this stark choice, many women have opted 
out.12  Compared to other industrialized countries of comparable education 
and income levels, it is troubling that Japan consistently ranks very low 
in gender equality in international indices put together by the OECD and 
World Economic Forum. The 2012 report by the World Economic Forum 
ranks Japan 104 out of 135 countries for gender equality, and the most 
recent Inter-Parliamentary Union website rankings place Japan 123 out of 
189 for its very low level of women’s representation in the government.13 

The government has long been aware of the impending demographic 
crisis, which explains the prioritizing of gender equality and the creation 
of the Bureau and Council in the 2000s as part of its long-term economic 
reform strategies. Previous solutions included public relations campaigns 
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and financial incentives to increase the birthrate, but those types of policies 
fail to address the core structural and cultural constraints that force many 
women to leave the workforce. To see meaningful changes, policies designed 
to support women need to be multifaceted. More firms must be proactive 
in bringing women into leadership positions, reducing work hours, and 
identifying informal and unofficial barriers to women’s continued labor 
and advancement in their work. It will not happen overnight, and Japan 
scholars claim that it is Japanese society and culture that make it so hard 
to change the system. But political institutions can impact cultures, too, 
and help change attitudes about gender roles. In the 1990s, the traditional 
political and economic model proved to be unsustainable, and so have 
the gender roles and social structures that supported them, such as the 
male provider centered salary man and housewife.

Abe’s Womenomics: Targets and Budgets
In Japan’s case, institutions in the form of tax laws, employment practices, 
the media, education, and culture have helped to perpetuate Japan’s gen-
dered economy, society, and political system. There are very few women 
in elected office and in the ministries, so it is not surprising that gender 
issues have not been a priority. What Abe and the Gender Equality Bureau 
are doing through the Basic Plans (there have been three so far), is trying 
to (1) create awareness and education about the work-family balance, 
gender equality, and barriers; (2) set targets to increase the presence of 
women in the national and local levels of government (elected offices, 
civil service, committees, and councils), law, higher education, science and 
industry, business, and the media; and (3) develop policies on domestic 
violence, people with disabilities, youth, and women’s health issues related 
to pregnancy, HIV, cervical cancer, smoking, drinking, and infertility.14 

There is a budget to promote these programs and create centers for these 
purposes at the national and prefectural/local levels, and the Abe government 
has focused more specifically on women’s health issues. An evaluation of 
government budgets from 2008 to 2012 shows the increases in the budget 
for gender equality measures under Abe.15  The 2012 budgets show resources 
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for these efforts at the national and local levels.16  Regional, prefectural, and 
local governments have been mobilized to carry out these goals, but funds 
for women’s centers and programs may be vulnerable to overall social welfare 
spending cuts at the national level, so it is important to set aside funds to 
make sure these women’s centers and facilities remain open.

Gender Equality and Local Governments
This raises the question of how many local governments have offices and 
divisions for gender equality and why there is variation in local and regional 
efforts to comply with these measures. More resources have also been set 
aside for special status and designated cities in the budget for the promotion 
of gender equality, and they tend to have more women in these larger, urban 
areas. How all of this plays out in rural as opposed to urban areas is important 
because local governments vary in the resources they have for facilities and 
publications. The number, size, and fiscal resources of local governments 
changed because of decentralization, including the municipal mergers, which 
abolished many laws related to women during the mergers.17  

The nature of the party composition of local governments and the varia-
tion in the percentage of women in local assemblies can be studied to 
see which areas are doing more for women’s equality. They can also serve 
as experiments to test various hypotheses about how descriptive and 
substantive representation work. If there are more women in committees, 
councils, and elected office at the local levels than before, do substantive 
policy changes follow, and do they increase pressure on national offices 
with respect to women’s issues? This is a promising area of research on 
gender and politics in Japan, because it can give us insights as to how 
women actually impact politics at the local level and change policies 
from the bottom up, rather than having local governments and actors 
implementing directives from the national government. 

What Has Abe Actually Done So Far?
Abe is setting targets for increased representation or descriptive representa-
tion. He hopes companies will place more women in leadership positions 



“Womenomics” and Women’s Equality in Japan

59

in various fields, but he is also trying to promote more women going into 
higher education in male dominated fields, so that there will be more 
women in the pipeline. In the bureaucracy, for example, the numbers have 
not changed much, and there have only been slight improvements (1–2 
percent changes) in meeting the targets. These figures cannot really change 
until more women take the competitive exams required to enter the civil 
service. These changes were not happening organically, so international 
and institutional intervention seems to be necessary, but the supply of 
women is still very limited. Employers, universities, political parties, heads 
of television and news companies, and all the relevant gatekeepers need to 
reduce barriers to their entry and to promote policies to retain the number 
of women in the pool if the goal is to increase women’s representation 
in all these areas. Japan will probably have to move the goal posts a bit 
before it can achieve the intended 30 percent representation by 2020, but 
meeting numerical targets does not necessarily guarantee better condi-
tions for women nor assure substantive policy improvements for them. 

Abe can prove that he is indeed a bold leader and reformer by doing more 
than encouraging the voluntary adoption of such measures. With respect 
to foreign relations, his legacy is likely to be mixed, but if he continues to 
take the lead, he can indeed be remembered for his leadership on women’s 
equality. Abe will need to implement policies that will require the advance-
ment of gender equality well after the LDP-Komeito government leaves 
office, and to build in laws that will continue to promote women’s rights 
because keeping Japanese women in the workforce is critical to the overall 
long term economic stability of the country. Abe has the resources, person-
nel, budgets, and institutions to make substantive policy changes, and the 
domestic and international media’s focus on his targets and the outcomes 
of his “womenomics” is critical to sustaining momentum in this policy area. 

Furthermore, more and more women are becoming politically engaged 
through organizations, nonprofit organizations, and activism over the 
Fukushima disaster. Japanese civil society has been revitalized because of 
3/11, and many women who were not political before have been activated 
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into political participation, especially with strong existing movements that 
oppose nuclear energy. Women are becoming more and more vocal and 
visible. Reforms to business and hiring practices should be the priority. 
They will be controversial, but it is the prime minister’s prerogative to 
push for these difficult, but urgent reforms using the tools he has available 
to influence the policy debate and process, especially through the media. 
Compared to the DPJ, the LDP under Koizumi and Abe’s leadership has 
done much more to promote gender equality, but in conjunction with the 
LDP’s greater economic reform strategies. One area that deserves greater 
study is the role of the LDP’s junior partner, the Komeito, in pushing 
pro-woman policies in exchange for its cooperation with the LDP in high 
stakes policy areas, such as defense and security, for example. 

The media can play an important role by continuing to put pressure on 
Abe and focusing on women’s issues, but the media itself lacks women 
behind the cameras as editors, producers, and managers; perhaps more 
diversity and inclusion of women producers and executives in the 
industry will help keep gender issues in the spotlight long term. The 
media and the government’s public relations on gender equality can help 
create more awareness about what the government is doing and hold 
the government accountable for its successes and failures to address 
gender inequalities. To make lasting changes, Abe must coordinate 
among many different sectors so that gender equality goes beyond 
formal targets and descriptive representation, leading to meaningful 
policy changes that motivate women to work and stay in the workforce 
because surveys do show that both men and women want women to 
be able to work more. Targeting women in high school and college to 
enter traditionally male dominated professions, and retaining them in 
those careers beyond motherhood, will help expand the pool of women 
in all the targeted areas (law, the civil service, medicine, the sciences, 
business, technology, and other fields) so that there is a steady stream 
of women in the pipeline for advancement for years to come. We just 
don’t have enough women in the pool right now. 
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NPOs and other groups have been training women to run for office long 
before Abe’s womenomics, and more and more of these NPOs are headed 
by women in business, who provide networking and mentoring oppor-
tunities. These NPOs are growing and will continue to play an important 
role in bringing about the descriptive and substantive changes Abe wants 
to see. Expanding such mentoring opportunities to younger women in 
high school and college is key because fewer women pursue four year 
and advanced degrees than men. Incorporating leadership programs in 
schools for girls may also help increase the pool for successive generations 
as they help to change cultural attitudes about career possibilities for 
women. At least Abe’s focus on women has stimulated nationwide and 
international debate about the cultural and institutional bases of these gaps 
in participation in Japan’s economy and political system. Let’s hope this 
discussion gains momentum and is a priority for successive governments 
and prime ministers, who now have greater institutional resources and 
leverage than ever before to push through meaningful policy changes. 
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Enhancing U.S.-Japan Defense 
Cooperation: New Strategies  
and the Challenges Ahead

Jeffrey W . Hornung and Andrew L . Oros

The United States is currently pursuing a strategy of “rebalancing” 
its attention to the Asia-Pacific region—a region seen as central 

to future American economic growth and also to global security. This 
strategy consists of interconnected efforts in three broad areas: diplomatic, 
economic, and military. Because of the importance the United States is 
placing on the region today, America’s allies in the region will take on 
greater importance in U.S. strategy. Nowhere is this truer than Japan, a 
country that maintains one of the region’s most modern militaries1 and 
hosts approximately forty thousand U.S. forces in military bases across 
the country, including the U.S. Navy’s Seventh Fleet and the only nuclear-
powered U.S. aircraft carrier home-ported outside the United States, the 
U.S.S. George Washington. 

Although Japan is more widely known for its diplomatic initiatives 
throughout international institutions and its global contributions as the 
world’s third largest economy, Japan’s military capabilities and its long-
standing military alliance with the United States make it a central partner 
to the U.S. rebalance strategy. It is therefore particularly fortuitous that 
Japan announced a new national security strategy in December 2013 that 
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dovetails well with the U.S rebalance strategy, placing an emphasis on a 
more proactive contribution to security in the Asia-Pacific region. With 
the two allies currently negotiating changes to their formal “guidelines” 
for defense cooperation, they are presented with a unique opportunity 
to design a stronger alliance relationship to reinforce their new security 
strategies. At the same time, much depends on avoiding potential chal-
lenges that could prevent closer security cooperation.

Realizing Synergies between U.S. and Japanese 
Security Strategies
Both the United States and Japan have developed new strategies to respond 
to evolving security threats in the region. The U.S. rebalance strategy was 
initially outlined in fall of 2011.2 Japan released its first-ever comprehensive 
national security strategy in December 2013, the first formal update to 
its national security strategy since the 1950s.3 These new strategies show 
many potential synergies for U.S.-Japan alliance-based defense cooperation 
that can enhance the national security of both states.

The U.S. rebalance strategy reflects a new approach to the Asia-Pacific 
region in the diplomatic, economic, and military spheres. The diplomatic 
and economic spheres promise to see an increased U.S. presence in regional 
groupings such as the ASEAN Regional Forum and East Asian Summit 
and closer regional trading ties via the Trans-Pacific Partnership and other 
economic initiatives. Cooperation with Japan in both of these spheres will 
be critical to a successful U.S. implementation of the rebalance strategy, 
given Japan’s substantial economic power and diplomatic clout. Less well 
understood is the importance of Japan to the military dimension of the 
U.S. rebalance strategy.

The East Asian region’s increasingly complex security challenges require the 
United States to manage these challenges through its sizable forces based 
in Japan, as well as by working with Japan’s highly capable military forces, 
called the Self-Defense Forces (SDF). As such, the military dimension of 
the rebalance has become a focal point in U.S.-Japan relations—leading,  
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for the first time since 1996, to negotiations currently underway to update 
formal guidelines for defense cooperation in the event of a military 
contingency. 

The military dimension of the U.S. rebalance strategy consists of four 
components:

• Shift defense priorities to the Asia-Pacific region by moving a higher 
proportion of military assets to the Pacific theater. This component 
includes allocating a higher proportion of investments into platforms 
and capabilities with direct applicability to the maritime nature of the 
region as well as updating and developing operational concepts to 
enable these platforms and capabilities to work together (i.e., Air-Sea 
Battle, Joint Operational Access Concept).

• Revitalize the five long-standing U.S. alliances in the region by building 
a U.S. regional force posture that is politically sustainable, geographi-
cally distributed, and operationally resilient. 

• Develop a broadly distributed presence that is quickly deployable, but 
not by creating new U.S. bases in the region; rather, the United States 
seeks to deploy its military forces on temporary assignments in new 
countries for joint exercises, training, and operations.4 

• Reach out to new partners with whom the United States has not 
traditionally had close military ties, seeking to nurture partnerships 
for the sake of tackling transnational challenges facing the region.

Japan’s new national security strategy also reflects a new approach to the 
Asia-Pacific region. It argues that with continuing globalization, there is 
a need for Japan to play an even greater role as a “proactive contributor 
to peace” in order to foster peace, stability and prosperity in the inter-
national community. In the security realm, this leads to a new emphasis 
being placed on:

• Strengthening Japan’s indigenous defense capabilities and the foundation 
for exercising those capabilities. This includes the deterrence neces-
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sary for maintaining its peace and security as well as the capabilities 
to defeat a threat, should it reach Japan, and minimizing any damage.

• Elevating the effectiveness of, and realizing a more multifaceted, 
U.S.-Japan alliance. This is to be done by strengthening security and 
defense cooperation in a wide range of areas and ensuring the stable 
presence of U.S. forces.

• Expanding and deepening Japan’s cooperative relationships with other 
countries, with the U.S.-Japan alliance as the cornerstone. These include 
new and deeper military ties with South Korea, Australia, the countries 
of ASEAN, and India.

Because the United States seeks to revitalize its alliances and shift more of 
its assets to the Asia-Pacific region, Japan’s interest in strengthening the 
alliance and fostering new regional defense partnerships is fortuitous. U.S 
officials consistently refer to Japan playing an integral role in the rebalance, 
calling it the cornerstone of peace and stability in the region. As such, 
Washington welcomes a Japan that wishes to play a more proactive role 
in regional affairs, both on its own and in tandem with the United States. 
Additionally, both countries want to reach out to new partners, which in 
many cases overlap, such as the two states’ increasing trilateral cooperation 
with India and with Australia. This means there is considerable latitude for 
both the United States and Japan to seize the current opportunity to not 
only strengthen the U.S.-Japan alliance, but also to raise the profile of the 
alliance in Asia-Pacific affairs. One notable example of such profile-raising 
is the coordinated disaster relief efforts of the two allies after Typhoon 
Haiyan struck the Philippines in November 2013.5 

The United States and Japan already have taken actions that demonstrate 
how both countries benefit from mutually supporting broader security 
strategies. In the October 2013 statement of the Security Consultative 
Committee held in Tokyo (the so-called “2+2” talks that bring together 
the U.S. Secretaries of State and Defense with the Japanese Ministers of 
Foreign Affairs and Defense), Japan welcomed U.S. deployment to Japan of 



Enhancing U.S.-Japan Defense Cooperation

67

a second X-Band radar system and more advanced U.S. assets that include 
MV-22 Osprey aircraft, P-8 maritime patrol aircraft, F-35B fighter jets, 
and the Global Hawk unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV). In agreeing to this, 
the United States secures an in-region home for its newer military assets, 
Japan strengthens its own defenses, and the allies together strengthen 
their defense cooperation. 

Reconsidering the U.S.-Japan Guidelines for 
Defense Cooperation: Issues for 2014
The formal U.S.-Japan Guidelines for Defense Cooperation specify roles 
and missions for the two countries’ militaries in the event of a military 
contingency in the region. These guidelines allow the two partners to 
discuss in advance of a crisis how they will respond and work together. 
They signed the first Defense Guidelines in 1978, clarifying the division 
of labor between the U.S. and Japan in the event of the need to jointly 
defend Japanese territory. After the end of the cold war and declining 
threat of a Soviet invasion of Japan, together with rising threats from 
North Korea and a potential China-Taiwan crisis, the allies determined 
that the guidelines needed to be updated—in particular, to address the 
lack of a framework for Japanese forces to support U.S. forces in opera-
tions near Japan. Among the changes to the revised guidelines adopted 
in 1997 was an expansion of the scope of defense cooperation beyond 
the defense of Japan to include situations in the rather vaguely worded 
“areas surrounding Japan.” In the years that followed, this expansion of 
roles for Japan’s SDF enabled security cooperation with the United States 
as far away as the Indian Ocean.

The regional security environment has once again changed substantially 
since the last guidelines were published. North Korea now possesses 
nuclear weapons and, at times, appears provocatively unpredictable. 
China has become a global economic juggernaut, which, in turn, fuels a 
dramatic military resurgence that challenges both Japan and the United 
States. And while the tensions over China-Taiwan have calmed, new 
concerns over Chinese encroachments into Japanese territorial waters and 
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airspace have ratcheted up tensions in the East China Sea. Although both 
states have developed new security strategies individually to respond to 
these changes, the formal bilateral guidelines for defense cooperation in 
the event of a regional security contingency have not been revised since 
1997. What is necessary for the United States and Japan to strengthen 
their alliance and enable it to play a larger role in regional affairs is the 
revision of these guidelines—an effort currently underway, with a stated 
goal for completion by December 2014. 

There are many broader initiatives the United States and Japan can take 
to address these new challenges outside the scope of the guidelines’ revi-
sions, such as strengthening cooperative efforts with both existing and 
new partners, working through multilateral institutions, and continuing 
to emphasize the importance of the global legal architecture related to 
maritime activity. When it comes to revising the U.S.-Japan Guidelines 
for Defense Cooperation, however, three specific areas should be pursued 
based on changes in the security environment since 1997:

(1) Increasing “Jointness” between the Two Militaries
The most important area that needs to be addressed is to increase the level 
of “jointness” in the alliance—meaning the ability of the two militaries to 
work together seamlessly through joint operations that utilize technology 
and military hardware that is “interoperable” between the two forces.6 Such 
increased jointness requires the establishment of a permanent coordina-
tion mechanism between the two militaries due to the changing nature 
of anticipated security contingencies, in particular the rise of so-called 
“gray-zone” challenges discussed in numerous recent Japanese security 
planning documents. 

Security threats in the region are no longer clearly dichotomized 
between peacetime and wartime; instead, “gray-zone” challenges have 
arisen—threats to peace that do not rise to the threat of an outright 
invasion or act of war. When the guidelines were revised in 1997, the 
objective of the allies was to bolster the alliance so as to deter armed 
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attacks by North Korea and China. Today, while North Korean missiles 
still pose a traditional security challenge, concerns of a regime implosion 
in Pyongyang or the increasing number of activities in the East China 
Sea by Chinese maritime entities pose security challenges different 
from a traditional military threat. This matters to the alliance because, 
under the current guidelines, there is no joint command and control 
(C2) structure. If an armed attack occurs, a Bilateral Coordination 
Mechanism (BCM) must be activated, but U.S. and Japanese forces still 
operate under separate commands. Because gray zone challenges will, by 
their nature, not represent a clear break between wartime and peacetime 
behavior, however, there is a risk that the allies will not activate a BCM 
in time to respond to this sort of new security challenge. 

To meet the rise of gray-zone challenges, the allies should either revise 
the guidelines to create a unified and integrated C2 for operations or 
accelerate efforts to compensate for the lack of a C2 to include more joint/
shared use of facilities, joint training and exercises, and joint intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) activities. Both countries already 
are adding “jointness” in parallel concepts under their evolving security 
strategies: the U.S. Air-Sea Battle and Joint Operational Access, and Japan’s 
dynamic joint defense forces. Because the demands of today’s security 
requirements will require greater jointness and interoperability across 
services in both countries and between countries, the two countries 
should integrate these concepts into the new guidelines under negotiation.

(2) Adapting to Japan’s Changed Security Posture
Japan’s indigenous security posture also has changed greatly since 1997. 
Until 2010, Japan’s posture was defined as a “basic defense force” that 
focused on cold war-era concerns of a northern invasion from the Soviet 
Union and was rooted in passive deterrence. But in the 2010 National 
Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG), Japan shifted to a more proactive 
“dynamic defense force,” characterized by “readiness, mobility, flexibility, 
sustainability, and versatility.” Importantly, Japan reoriented its security 
concerns away from the north to protection of its southwestern islands 
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from Chinese provocations. In 2013, Japan revised its NDPG once again, 
placing more of an emphasis on “jointness” among its own forces by re-
crafting the “dynamic defense force” concept to a “dynamic joint defense 
force.” The result of these changes to Japan’s security posture is an increase 
of resources into new platforms and assets to respond to new challenges. 
This includes newer and more advanced anti-submarine warfare capabilities 
and ISR capabilities, developing amphibious capabilities, and enhancing 
the lethality of weapons in each of the SDF’s branches. 

Because the SDF is a much more capable force today compared to 1997, 
there are more roles and missions Japan is capable of performing, thereby 
freeing up U.S. assets for other missions. As such, the United States and 
Japan need to agree on new roles and missions in the new guidelines 
currently under discussion. This will mean taking advantage of assets 
Japan has, or is developing, to avoid duplication of effort and identifying 
those areas where there are gaps despite Japan’s enhancements and the 
deployment of new U.S. assets to Japan. 

An important part of the effort to realize greater jointness between 
the two forces will be Japan’s ability to change its interpretation of its 
constitution to be able to exercise “collective self-defense.” Currently, 
Japan’s military commitment to the alliance is limited to defending U.S. 
forces in Japan and providing rear area support for U.S. forces acting to 
defend Japan. Japanese forces cannot protect U.S. forces in contingencies 
in areas surrounding Japan because the Japanese government has held 
that exercising the right of all sovereign states to collective self-defense 
would violate Article 9 of Japan’s postwar constitution.7 It is imperative 
for this interpretation to change for Japan to not only take on greater 
roles and missions commensurate with enhanced military capabilities 
and its interest in playing a more proactive role in the region, but to 
enable Japan to defend U.S. forces in the event of a regional contingen-
cies—building on the synergies of jointness among the forces that also 
are being strengthened.
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New coordination challenges also have emerged between the United States 
and Japan related to Japan’s recently adopted ballistic missile defense 
systems. Although the United States and Japan started consultations on 
ballistic missile defense (BMD) in the early-1990s, it was not until 2003 
that Japan decided to introduce a BMD system. Subsequently, this has 
led to increasingly deeper cooperation with the United States on BMD, 
including joint development of BMD assets and deployment of U.S. BMD 
assets to Japan. Because Japan has deployed these BMD systems both on 
its territory and on its naval ships, information sharing with the United 
States across space and platforms has become necessary. BMD deployment 
also raises additional issues related to the collective self-defense issue 
noted above. Thus, it is critical for BMD operational cooperation to be 
included in forthcoming revised guidelines.8 

(3) Responding to New Types of Security Challenges  
in Outer Space and Cyberspace
In addition to the emergence of “gray-zones” noted above, other new types 
of security threats also have emerged since the guidelines were last revised 
in 1997—including those related to outer space and cyberspace.9 While 
security threats in these areas existed in the 1990s, they have spread and 
become more serious over the last decade, involving not only concerns 
over military applications but the serious risks to the utilization of and 
free access to the global commons. States today utilize both space and 
cyber to communicate and gather information, making them increasingly 
vulnerable if attacked in these realms. Both the United States and Japan 
have developed domestic strategies and norms in both areas, but to avoid 
divergence, the two allies need to develop and codify uniform approaches 
that they can apply domestically and promote internationally in discus-
sions about broader regime creation in both realms. In this final area, as 
with the others listed above, goals for revised guidelines overlap with the 
new national security strategies of both states to play a broader role in 
advocating for the creation and maintenance of rules-based regimes to 
manage regional security challenges.
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Political Challenges to Deepened  
Security Cooperation
Security policy managers in both states recognize the importance of 
addressing the three areas outlined above in the forthcoming revised 
Guidelines for Defense Cooperation as well as through deeper regional 
security cooperation more broadly. Still, a number of political obstacles 
pose challenges to the near-term path ahead.

Inside Japan, public opinion and competing political parties pose chal-
lenges to specific policy areas related to deepened security cooperation. 
In particular, there is domestic political resistance to the U.S. goal of 
relocating the Marine Corps Air Station Futenma in Okinawa, Japan to 
the less-populated Nago area and the Shinzo Abe administration’s goal 
of reinterpreting Japanese government policy regarding exercising the 
right of collective self-defense.. In the former case, local politics and 
public opposition in Okinawa have long posed a substantial obstacle to 
central government decisions related to U.S. bases. The Abe government 
has shown more resolve to address this long-standing issue than the past 
several Japanese administrations, but still more political capital must be 
expended to ensure that the current plan is implemented as negotiated 
and agreed. The planned relocation of U.S. forces illustrates a core goal 
of the U.S. rebalance—to create a regional force posture that is politically 
sustainable and operationally resilient. As for the Abe administration’s 
goal of reinterpreting the right of collective self-defense, the primary 
obstacle has been the coalition partner within Abe’s own government, the 
New Komei Party, although opposition exists within Abe’s own party as 
well. In this case as well, Abe must expend additional political capital in 
the coming months to persuade members of the ruling coalition of the 
importance of this decision for Japan’s security and alliance relationship 
with the United States, making clear the continued constitutional limits 
that will remain on Japan’s exercise of the use of force abroad.

Between the United States and Japan, a different sort of political chal-
lenge has emerged in the past year that poses an unexpected potential 
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barrier to deepened security cooperation that would facilitate the security 
strategies of both states. This new challenge is the growth of voices within 
Japan (including among supporters of the Abe government) that espouse 
revisionist historical interpretations that call into question the very 
underpinning of the U.S.-Japan alliance and the image of Japan’s post-
war military forces as contributors to peace and stability in the region 
and globally. Statements from the rightist fringe in Japan have long been 
exploited cynically by those who would seek to hinder Japan’s ambition to 
play a greater role both regionally and globally. In the past year, however, 
the Abe administration has lent credibility to concerns about Japanese 
government intentions to alter the long-standing understanding of Japan’s 
wartime transgressions and the repentant underpinning of its postwar 
military forces and posture. Tensions have risen markedly both with Beijing 
and Seoul over such “history issues”—exacerbating tensions in the East 
China Sea and leading to a consequential political stalemate with U.S. 
ally and potential Japanese security partner South Korea. This stalemate 
hinders both U.S. and Japanese strategic ambitions to coordinate security 
strategy among U.S. allies. Moreover, extreme revisionist statements and 
provocative actions could potentially deflate U.S. popular enthusiasm for 
deepening the U.S.-Japan alliance, including limiting the scope of revision 
of the U.S.-Japan Guidelines for Defense Cooperation.

The many common interests shared by the United States and Japan in 
terms of East Asian security as well as broader pursuits of prosperity and 
human development make the two states natural partners in the region. 
New security strategies recently adopted by both states demonstrate a 
considerable overlap in interests, thereby introducing many new potential 
areas for security cooperation. Leaders in both states should emphasize 
these common interests as well as potential synergies in their respective 
security strategies as they seek to revise the defense guidelines that 
structure the alliance and regional security cooperation more broadly.
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Pivoting Toward Asia in the Schools: 
Educational Outreach and the Future 
of the U.S.-Japan Alliance

David P . Janes*

The Obama administration’s “pivot” or “rebalance” toward Asia would 
be bolstered by an educational component that supports teachers 

and students at the K–12 level to study the region, including a strong 
focus on Japan, the United States’ most important ally in Asia. Both the 
U.S. Department of Education’s International Strategy1 and the Council 
on Foreign Relations report U.S. Education Reform and National Security2 
tie education to national security, but neither focuses explicitly on Asia 
or on the importance of content-rich teacher professional development 
programs targeting this region. If the U.S. is to have a successful shift to 
Asia, it must be a long-term commitment, and it will demand a generation 
of leaders and citizens who understand the region. 

Fortunately, the landscape of pre-college education programs on Japan 
and Northeast Asia is robust. However, there is evidence that this field is 
fading. Increased marginalization of university-based outreach to K–12 
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Chandra, Dr. Lucien Ellington, Mr. John Frank, Ms. Miriam Kazanjian, Dr. Dennis Lubeck, Dr. 
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Anne Prescott, Ms. Paula Roberts, Ms. Susan Schmidt, and Dr. Sheila Smith for their assistance in 
compiling this report. This report reflects the personal opinion of its author and not that of the United 
States-Japan Foundation or any of the individuals mentioned above.
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teachers focused on Japan combined with taking such work for granted 
could decimate this field. Should this trend continue, it would pose serious 
long-term consequences for U.S.-Japan relations. Based on an analysis of 
teacher professional development programs focused on Japan, this report 
provides an overview of the state of the field and highlights the relevance 
of K–12 education to the U.S.-Japan relationship.

Pre-college Education and U.S.-Japan Relations
State-to-state relations are only as strong as they are deep;3 if American 
knowledge about Japan is limited, then the long-term relationship 
between the U.S. and Japan is placed at risk. A lack of broad public 
education about Japan and U.S.-Japan relations can lead to public 
misunderstanding and reduce support for the relationship. Additionally, 
Japan expertise often begins with a spark fostered by a passionate teacher 
in the pre-collegiate years; without this, fewer students may pursue 
advanced Japan related studies. 

Forty years ago, former U.S. Ambassador to Japan Edwin O. Reischauer 
argued about the importance of pre-college education in regard to 
America’s engagements. In his book Toward the 21st Century: Education 
for a Changing World, he states, “The child entering first grade this year 
will not be a member of the voting public for well over a decade. He is not 
likely to have gotten well started on his career for two decades or more. 
His most important period as a leader or a molder of opinion […] lies 
roughly three to six decades ahead. During the intervening years he will 
no doubt still be learning, but his basic attitudes are likely to have been 
strongly conditioned, if not completely shaped, by the perceptions and 
prejudices he is absorbing now.”4 Japan and the rest of Northeast Asia 
have become increasingly important to the U.S. since Reischauer’s time, 
making K–12 studies of the region even more important today. 

While multiple methods exist for educating young Americans about Japan, 
including language courses, this report focuses on teacher professional 
development programs. It is teachers, not textbooks, who determine 



Pivoting Toward Asia in the S chools

77

what is taught in classrooms and impact millions of students annually. 
The new Common Core State Standards adopted by forty-five U.S. states 
and the District of Columbia provide guidance on skills to be covered 
in classrooms.5 This increased focus on skill building means that much 
content is at teachers’ discretion.6 Furthermore, while history and social 
studies classes may require only limited coverage of Japan, teachers who 
have developed an interest in and knowledge of Japan can integrate it into 
their courses across other content areas, such as language arts, science, 
and geography. However, this can be accomplished only if teachers have 
access to quality professional development programs.

Quality programs offer significantly more than occasional one-day work-
shops that repeat cultural essentialisms; rather, they provide teachers with 
a rich understanding of Japan that can be integrated into their classrooms, 
enabling students to develop a critical appreciation of Japanese society. 
Research suggests that optimal programs work with teachers over time, 
engage them in active learning about Japan, and provide scholarly and 
pedagogical expertise.7

Expertise for the Next Generation:  
The State of Outreach
In the U.S. there exists a rich landscape of professionals who have dedicated 
their careers to training K–12 teachers about Japan. Many of them work 
at university-based National Resource Centers (NRCs) for East Asian 
studies that began with U.S. government support from Title VI of what 
is now the amended Higher Education Act of 1965.8 In the late 1970s 
outreach to the K–12 community was added to the mission of the NRCs.9 
Today there are twenty-one National Resource Centers that focus on East 
Asia and all of them are mandated to engage in community outreach.10 
Outreach counts for twenty out of 160 points during the NRC grant 
review process, and National Resource Centers are one of the few areas 
in the academy that help teachers improve their global competence.11 In 
the 2011–2012 academic year, such centers reached over 207,132 teachers 
through outreach activities.12 
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In the 1980s and ’90s, the United States-Japan Foundation, the Japan 
Foundation Center for Global Partnership, and the Freeman Foundation 
further supported K–12 outreach on Japan. This support developed a 
field into which entered educators dedicated to providing students and 
teachers with in-depth understanding of Japan, Asia, and U.S. ties with 
the region. Their efforts have trained thousands of teachers to incorporate 
the subject of Japan into their classes. 

Leading centers for teacher professional development focused on Japan 
include University of Pennsylvania’s Center for East Asian Studies, 
Columbia University’s Asia for Educators program, the Five College Center 
for East Asian Studies at Smith College, the East Asia Resource Center at 
the University of Washington, Michigan State University’s Asian Studies 
Center, the Program for Teaching East Asia at the University of Colorado at 
Boulder, the East Asian Studies Center at Indiana University, the Stanford 
Program on International and Cross-Cultural Education, the non-profit 
Primary Source, and MIT’s Visualizing Cultures program. These centers 
serve as important bridges between academics conducting scholarly 
research and K–12 teachers. Primary and secondary school teachers need 
access to high-quality cutting-edge material but have neither the time nor 
the expertise necessary to discern what is available or how to access it. 
University-based scholars possess first-rate knowledge of Japan but are 
often unaware of how to make that material relevant for K–12 teachers. 
This makes the outreach work of these centers all the more important. 

Each center has different methodologies for training teachers. University 
of Colorado at Boulder offers annual intensive summer institutes for 
secondary teachers from throughout the United States. Top Japan scholars 
conduct lectures about Japan and pedagogical experts help teachers 
incorporate the content they learn into their curriculum. The University of 
Pennsylvania has trained nearly two hundred teachers in the Philadelphia 
area through intensive year-long programs that have impacted over thirty 
thousand students.13 The Pennsylvania program annually selects a small 
cohort of teachers and engages them in lectures and readings about 
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Japan as well as a three-week study of Japan tour led by scholars, and 
then mentors the teachers as they develop lesson plans. Michigan State 
University connects teachers and students in both the U.S. and Japan 
through a program focused on environmental issues, which leads not 
only to increased knowledge but also to friendships between American 
and Japanese educators and youth. 

Leaders of these outreach programs have developed networks, such 
as the National Consortium for Teaching About Asia,14 that allow, often 
through satellite university centers, for the training of teachers in nearly 
every state in the U.S. In addition, Asian studies outreach leaders who 
are members of the Association for Asian Studies (AAS) have managed 
to develop and institutionalize four initiatives that focus upon K–12 and 
undergraduate teaching: the Committee for Teaching About Asia; the 
teaching journal, Education About Asia, which offers articles on how to 
incorporate Asia into middle, high school, and undergraduate classes; 
the Key Issues in Asian Studies booklets for honors high school and first 
year university survey courses; and the annual Franklin Buchanan Prize 
for outstanding K-16 curriculum materials. 

The long-term impact of these programs has led to sophisticated teaching 
about Japan in U.S. classrooms and to U.S.-Japan sister school partnerships. 
Numerous winners of the Elgin Heinz Outstanding Teacher Award sponsored 
by the United States-Japan Foundation began incorporating Japan into 
their curriculum due to engagement in such programs. Most importantly, 
such programs have encouraged students to develop an interest in Japan, 
which may translate into advanced study of, and study abroad to, Japan.

To prepare U.S. students for what Hillary Clinton called “America’s Pacific 
Century,”15 K–12 outreach programs on Asia need to expand. However, 
structural and financial challenges facing outreach work has placed it on 
a path toward decline. For this report, I interviewed nine leaders in the 
field, which revealed that they perceive their field as being in a state of 
crisis due to three primary factors. First, the K–12 outreach programs are 
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often marginalized in the higher education environment in which most 
operate and in the K–12 curriculum. Universities frequently do not see 
K–12 outreach as a priority, and most K–12 schools do not see education 
about Asia or Japan as their priority. Bridging higher education and K–12 
is nobody’s central mission, a finding supported by research conducted 
by the Social Science Research Council.16 

Second, financial support for teacher professional development programs 
focused on Japan has decreased and is unpredictable. Funding for the 
Fulbright-Hays Group Projects Abroad as well as Title VI funding from 
the Higher Education Act has been significantly reduced and has severely 
impacted outreach work.17 Funding for Title VI in FY 2013 constant dollars 
was at a historic high in 2003 at $120.4 million, while today it is at $65.10 
million in current dollars. Average National Resource Center grants went 
from $402,946 in FY 2013 constant dollars in 1967 to $266,000 in current 
dollars in 2010, and then to $142,000 in 2013,18 with only a small percentage 
going to K–12 outreach. An Ohio State University report indicates that 
only 5 percent of their NRC funding went to outreach, which translated 
to $0.01 annually for each K–12 student in Ohio.19 

Private foundation support has been one of the most important factors 
in sustaining outreach programs, but endowment declines and changing 
priorities have led to less certainty over future support. States have also cut 
back on support to universities resulting in less support to centers deemed 
peripheral. This shrinking and unreliable funding hinders the ability of 
outreach professionals to conduct programs today and is crippling them for 
tomorrow. Many of today’s leaders are poised to retire, and next generation 
leaders are taking positions elsewhere due to the uncertainty ahead. 

Third, there is a lack of understanding of the sophisticated nature of the 
work these centers perform in order to engage teachers in opportunities 
to learn about Japan. The ability to make scholarship on Japan useful for 
K–12 teachers, who must teach a range of subjects that meet local, state, 
and national standards, requires in-depth knowledge of not only Japan 
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but also of the field of pre-college education. It requires understanding of 
developing lesson plans, knowing what can and cannot fit into classrooms, 
and what methods might make the content appealing to students. 

Policy Recommendations 
Increasing and improving Japan-focused outreach programs to K–12 teachers 
is a key way to extend America’s “pivot” toward Asia into the schools, but 
significant challenges stand in the way as highlighted in this report. The 
government, foundations, states and universities have built up significant 
infrastructure over the past thirty years to support such programs; budget 
reductions may result in the elimination of many of these gains. To improve 
the situation, the issue needs leaders who understand the important role 
that K–12 education plays in America’s relations with Japan and the rest 
of Asia. Such leaders from both higher and K–12 education should work 
in concert with local, state and national leaders to develop a strategy on 
rebalancing U.S. education to include a robust focus on Asia as a way to 
encourage more private and public support for such work. An important 
opportunity to show leadership in the area exists this year, when the Higher 
Education Act is up for renewal. Funding for Title VI should be significantly 
increased, and the Department of Education should work to dedicate more 
grant funds for K–12 outreach focused on Asia. It is also critical for those 
interested in the role of K–12 education in the U.S.-Japan relationship to 
support long-term impact studies of outreach to identify the best models for 
success. America’s long-term relationship with Japan and the rest of Asia will 
be determined, in part, by how much today’s youth learn about the region. 
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The Sword, the Shield and the  
First Aid Package: Toward Enhanced 
Cooperation in the U.S.-Japan 
Alliance*

Weston S . Konishi

The U.S.-Japan security arrangement has traditionally been likened to 
a “sword and shield,” with the United States playing the offensive role 

as the sword and Japan playing the behind-the-frontlines defensive role as 
the shield. Yet, as the two allies embark on what they call their new “global 
partnership,” they have adopted another, less lethal tool of late: the first 
aid package. In an announcement made during Vice President Joe Biden’s 
visit to Tokyo in December 2013, both sides agreed to work together to 
advance human security and economic prosperity through, among other 
things, renewed bilateral cooperation on international development and 
humanitarian assistance/disaster relief (HA/DR) initiatives.1 

In some ways, this cooperation is nothing new. Previous U.S. administra-
tions launched similar bilateral initiatives emphasizing development and 
joint humanitarian operations, beginning with President Bill Clinton’s 
“Global Agenda” and President George W. Bush’s “Strategic Development 
Alliance.” More operationally, both allies have worked together in the 
field, from the tsunami relief effort in Aceh in 2004 to the response to 
Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines this past November. 

* The views expressed in this paper are those of the author, and do not necessarily reflect those of  
Peace Winds America. 
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Arguably, what is new about the Obama administration’s initiative with 
Japan, however, is the higher profile both governments are now devoting 
to joint HA/DR and development cooperation. Both sides launched an 
inaugural “Senior-Level U.S.-Japan Development Dialogue” this February, 
aimed at outlining avenues for enhanced cooperation across a broad range 
of projects. As the State Department reports:

During this first meeting of the Development Dialogue, the United 
States and Japan discussed deepening our bilateral development 
assistance cooperation on a wide range of development challenges, 
including women’s economic empowerment and security, disaster 
risk reduction, and regional cooperation in Southeast Asia and the 
Pacific. Both sides agreed to further coordinate policy priorities, pursue 
concrete proposals for cooperation, and continue bilateral discussion 
of future engagement opportunities in a variety of fora. This dialogue 
will help in shaping new and better ideas for our joint collaboration, 
and help us to identify how to best utilize our collective commitment 
and capabilities to deliver development results for our partners.2 

This enhanced cooperation holds great promise for the bilateral alli-
ance and for the neediest corners of the world. According to the State 
Department, both countries already account for a combined 40 percent of 
financial overseas aid. If better coordinated, this contribution, along with 
other resources, could have a multiplier effect on aid-related initiatives 
throughout the world.

As a recent policy forum on U.S.-Japan HA/DR cooperation organized 
by Peace Winds America and the Mansfield Foundation highlighted, 
much work remains to be done. Although the February round of the 
“Development Dialogue” emphasized civilian-led initiatives, military-
to-military cooperation on the HA/DR front is critical to relief work and 
deserves further attention as well. Though both allies have cooperated 
in the past, more could be done to coordinate operations, resources and 
planning in the field. Indeed, following the 2011 triple disaster in Japan, 
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both the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) and U.S. military worked closely 
under the auspices of Operation Tomodachi to deliver much-needed relief 
operations to effected areas in Tohoku. Following Operation Tomodachi, 
officials in both governments extolled the virtues of this extraordinary 
joint effort and the possibilities of building on it in response to future 
natural disasters in the region and beyond.

A test case of this joint effort may have been the relief operations in response 
to Typhoon Haiyan. Though both allies responded rapidly to the disaster, 
with U.S. military units deploying mere hours after the typhoon hit and 
Japan sending its largest Self-Defense Force contingency to date for such 
an operation (some one thousand personnel), the joint aspect of their 
operations was relatively modest and mostly symbolic. For instance, in 
an impressive show of joint coordination, a Marine Corps MV-22 Osprey 
landed on the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force helicopter carrier Ise 
for the first time ever. But this display was of limited value to the overall 
relief operation. 

That is not to say that these modest steps are entirely inconsequential, 
especially if they are seen as the first steps toward more robust bilateral 
cooperation in the future. Nor is this an easy process. Numerous complexi-
ties abound. Ideally, joint HA/DR deployments would be coordinated in 
such a way that maximizes resources, reduces redundancies, and accurately 
meets the needs of on-the-ground emergency scenarios. 

This is difficult enough to do on a unilateral basis, as virtually every 
donor country struggles with the complexities of achieving a “whole-of-
government” approach—that is, marshaling disparate resources across 
multiple agencies. Yet these challenges are multiplied when combining 
the assets and resources of two different governments with vastly dif-
ferent institutional structures, mandates and administrative cultures. 
Indeed, despite many advances in jointness made over the years by both 
allies, Tokyo and Washington are still far from achieving an ideal state 
of “whole-of-alliance” cooperation anytime soon.3 
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 Despite these complexities, bilateral cooperation on development and 
HA/DR makes a lot of sense, as there is greater parity between the two 
allies than in more traditional security areas where the U.S. enjoys an 
overwhelming superiority of expertise, resources and capabilities. Indeed, 
human security—one of the main pillars of this new bilateral initiative—has 
long been emphasized in Japanese foreign and security policy and Japan 
has much to share with its U.S. partner in this particular field. 

Further, a focus on human security helps Japan navigate around the 
strict constitutional constraints that normally impede its contributions 
in the traditional security arena. In other words, Japan has far more flex-
ibility to contribute to new bilateral initiatives with a human security or 
development angle, thus helping to reinvigorate the U.S.-Japan alliance 
along new areas of cooperation.

The timing of this joint initiative also comes at an important moment, as 
regional tensions are on the rise and as Japan grapples with its neighbors 
over historical and territorial disputes. An emphasis on development and 
HA/DR issues can help soften Japan’s image around the region, and work-
ing in tandem with the United States on this front can send a reassuring 
signal of both allies’ commitment to the greater good. 

Indeed, in extensive research throughout Northeast and Southeast Asia 
conducted last year, I found widespread acceptance—and in some places, 
a strong desire for—enhanced U.S.-Japan cooperation in HA/DR and inter-
national aid operations throughout both regions. Many ASEAN countries, 
in particular, are worried that the traditional “sword and shield” paradigm 
in the U.S.-Japan alliance may unnecessarily antagonize Beijing and force 
member states to choose sides in a growing geopolitical rivalry with China. 

By contrast, by emphasizing such areas as humanitarian operations, the 
United States and Japan can prove to the region that their alliance is 
about more than just deterring potential security threats; it is also about 
reassuring others that it can respond with much-needed resources and 
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aid in times of crisis. Further, this type of engagement can pave the way 
for potential HA/DR efforts and other such confidence-building measures 
with China over the mid- to long- term. 

All this is not to say that the “sword and shield” paradigm is a thing of 
the past and that some form of it should not be maintained for the sake 
of regional security. But adding the first aid package to the tool chest of 
bilateral cooperation is a smart way to enhance the credibility and useful-
ness of the U.S.-Japan “global partnership” as it evolves into the future.

Chapter Endnotes

1. See “Fact Sheet on United States-Japan Global Cooperation: Meeting Modern 
Challenges,” The White House, Office of the Vice President. December 3, 2013.

2. For more on the bilateral Development Dialogue, see: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/
prs/ps/2014/02/221852.htm.

3. For more on the concept of “whole-of-alliance” cooperation, particularly in the 
peacebuilding realm, see “U.S.-Japan Peacebuilding Cooperation: Roles and 
Recommendations toward a Whole-of-Alliance Approach,” Co-edited by Hoshino 
Toshiya and Weston S. Konishi. IFPA: 2012.
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Escape from “Galapagos”:  
Japan’s Challenge to Move  
Beyond a Leader without  
Followers in a Global, Digital World

Kenji E . Kushida

Japan’s recent experience of becoming a leader without followers in 
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) provides valuable 

lessons for policymakers, business leaders, and scholars. The following 
sections bring together several pieces of relevant scholarship to set up 
several policy implications and recommendations for innovation and 
economic growth policy. 

Japan as a “Leader Without Followers” in ICT
In many areas of ICT, Japan has repeatedly experienced the phenomenon 
of being a leader without followers (Kushida 2011). Particularly in mobile 
communications, Japan’s domestic market was far more advanced than its 
European or American counterparts for most of the late 1990s and 2000s. 
Internet access, downloadable apps, and a robust content ecosystem were 
available for almost a decade before the advent of the Apple iPhone and 
Google Android. Japan has also enjoyed the fastest and cheapest broad-
band services in the world since 2002; rarely have Japanese consumers 
enjoyed the lowest worldwide prices for anything, particularly services 
(Kushida 2012). 
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Yet, despite having a sophisticated domestic mobile industry and having 
enjoyed global broadband leadership, Japan continues to experience two 
major challenges: (1) harnessing domestic ICT development to succeed 
in global ICT markets—its failure popularly labeled the “Galapagos 
syndrome,” (referencing the Pacific islands in which geographic isolation 
led to a distinctive ecosystem) and; (2) taking advantage of its broadband 
services to drive productivity gains in promising areas such as medical 
services, agriculture, transportation, and education (Kushida and Zysman 
2009). As Japan ages and its population shrinks, the challenge of attaining 
greater productivity to ensure economic growth is paramount. ICT provides 
real potential. A specific understanding of the ICT revolution currently 
underway, combined with an understanding of how Japan became a 
leader without followers, leads to several concrete policy implications that 
should be raised in a wide range of policy discussions moving forward. 

Harnessing the ICT Revolution as Critical for 
Growth, Productivity
ICT is not only one of the largest sectors in most advanced industrial 
countries, but it is a critical driver of economic and productivity growth. 
It continues to transform activities, and has altered how we use, store, 
generate, and transmit information—the very basis of civilization itself. 
It is useful to separate three critical conceptual components of the ICT 
revolution we are currently experiencing: the ICT revolution; the ICT-
enabled services transformation enabled by the algorithmic revolution; 
and the advent of cloud computing. 

The ICT Revolution that we have lived through in the past couple of 
decades has not only amplified productivity in each of the lead sectors 
of semiconductors, computers, and communications, but it has given all 
economic sectors new “tools.” These new tools opened new possibilities 
for economic organization, changing what can be done and how it can 
be done across a very wide range of industries. In essence, the current 
technological revolution is making “tools for thought.” (Cohen, DeLong 
et al. 2000). What began as essentially large calculators were adopted by 
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large corporations—lead users—to reduce costs. These corporations in 
industries such as finance, airlines, and logistics, faced intense competi-
tion, and, beginning in the 1970s, the most innovative of them discovered 
new uses for computers, transforming the large calculators into “what-if ” 
machines. The ICT revolution was therefore not a story about technology 
on its own but rather a story of large innovative lead users employing 
the new technology in new ways. It is the modern day analogue to the 
electric motor, which took almost seventy-five years to reap productivity 
gains over traditional steam-powered production, since factories had to 
be reconfigured to the logic of production process optimization rather 
than the logic of belts connected to the central steam engine (Cohen, 
DeLong et al. 2000). 

For contemporary advanced industrial economies, service sectors (broadly 
defined as non-manufacturing) are critical for growth. The latest develop-
ments with the ICT Revolution entail fundamental transformation of 
services activities—what we call the ICT-Enabled Services Transformation 
(Zysman, Feldman et al. 2013). Services were once considered a sinkhole 
of the economy, immune to significant technological or organizational 
productivity increases. Now, they are widely recognized as a source of 
productivity growth and dynamism in the economy, as they change the 
structure of employment, the division of labor, and the character of work 
and its location. This transformation, central to the growth of productivity 
and competition in the economy, poses basic policy and business choices. 

The core story of the services transformation is not about the growth in 
quantity or value of the activities labeled services, the conventional emphasis 
of much of the writing about services. Nor is it about the revolution in 
digital technology. Rather, it is about how the application of rule-based 
information technology tools to service activities transforms the services 
component of the economy, altering how activities are conducted and 
how value is created. When activities are formalized and codified, they 
become computable. Processes with clearly defined rules for their execu-
tion can be unbundled, recombined, and automated. The codification of 
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service activities allows the rapid replication, analysis, re-configuration, 
customization, and creation of new services. We call this the Algorithmic 
Revolution. Traditional business models can be made more productive, 
extended with ICT tools. And entirely new business models can be created, 
offering services previously impossible at any price. 

The ICT-enabled transformation of services is being accelerated by the 
advent of cloud computing as the new computing platform (Kushida, Murray 
et al. 2012). Cloud computing is a radically new way of delivering computing 
resources. While the label “cloud computing” is overused for marketing 
purposes, it is not simply anything on the web, nor does it automatically 
imply social networks such as Twitter or Facebook. In its essence, cloud 
computing delivers computing services—data storage, computation and 
networking—to users at the time and location and in the quantity they 
wish to consume, with costs based only on the amount of resource used. 
The advent of global-scale cloud computing, which can act simultaneously 
as a production platform, innovation ecosystem, and global marketplace, 
has transformed the world from one of computing resource scarcity to one 
of abundance. Until this past decade, computing software and hardware 
were optimized to utilize scarce computing resources. Considerable effort 
was expended to minimize the use of processing and computing resources, 
affecting the flexibility and range of functions that could be delegated to 
algorithmic processing. Now, however, processing, storage, and network 
capacities are so cheap that computing capabilities can be “wasted” in the 
pursuit of greater flexibility for core IT systems. Ambitious computing 
resource intensive tasks can be attempted with little risk, and computing 
power can be used to support the logic of strategic management rather 
than constraining organizational structures to conform to the limitations 
of computing resource-saving systems. Moore’s Law, which posits that 
processing power will roughly double every two years, has been the key 
driver of the computing of abundance. 

The advent of cloud computing will accelerate the services transformation, 
and provide the potential for the next wave of productivity gains and 
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innovations when adopted by large corporate lead users facing serious 
competition. 

Japan’s Position in the ICT Revolution:  
Leading without Followers
What is Japan’s position in these global ICT developments? On the one 
hand, Japan has experienced remarkable success in developing ICT 
networks and services. On the other hand, it has discovered serious 
challenges in taking advantage of those ICT networks and services to 
dramatically enhance productivity, as well as to transform domestic 
industry sophistication into global competitiveness. 

Advanced industrialized countries around the world—both governments 
and firms—have been engaged in a race to deploy high-speed broadband 
and wireless networks since the late 1990s. The assumption was that 
successfully deploying “ubiquitous” broadband networks would unleash 
waves of innovation in the new “information era”; those left behind would 
struggle to add value in an increasingly global, digital world. 

Japan won the race. It started with virtually no broadband in 1999, and it 
deeply invested in an obsolete but costly network (ISDN). By 2002, however, 
it had not only the fastest but the cheapest consumer broadband services. 
In mobile, Japanese firms succeeded where European and American 
firms failed, creating commercially viable mobile Internet platforms since 
the late 1990s. Moreover, Japan successfully deployed high speed third 
generation (3G) mobile networks beginning in 2001, several years ahead 
of its European and American counterparts. In the new “information 
era,” Japan seemed perfectly poised to unlock the waves of innovation 
and global disruptions enabled by its fast networks. However, the global 
economy was not disrupted by Japanese information technology firms 
nor overridden by services that took advantage of Japan’s domestic ICT 
networks. While a robust mobile content ecosystem did develop, it was 
isolated within Japan, since the platforms were not available elsewhere. 
Services requiring extremely high speed Internet connections offered 



Kenji E.  Kushida

94

within Japan could not be offered abroad, since the same levels of con-
nectivity were not available. More fundamentally, even within Japan, a 
variety of areas that observers both inside and outside Japan expected 
to be revolutionized by ubiquitous high speed ICT networks—such as 
healthcare, education, transportation, agriculture, and energy—were 
slow to implement and experiment. Put simply, the innovations in using 
the ICT infrastructure did not occur in the places that seemed the most 
amenable to their adoption. Why was this the case? 

There were three main barriers—discoveries that Japan experienced first as 
a first mover disadvantage. First, fostering the market dynamics that led to 
the rapid development of broadband and a sophisticated mobile ecosystem 
was far easier than facilitating their use, because the locus of policymaking 
was highly decentralized for potential user industries. The Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC) was primarily responsible 
for network policy, with support from the Ministry of Economy, Trade 
and Industry, which was interested in pro-competitive policies for IT firms 
under its jurisdiction. However, the application of ICT technologies in 
areas such as healthcare, agriculture, education and transportation required 
policy changes by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 
Science and Technology, and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport 
and Tourism, respectively. None of these ministries was highly incentivized 
to aggressively promote the use of ICT, particularly when that could entail 
a disruption or weakening of the industry under their jurisdiction, such 
as the highly fragmented medical care delivery industry, with politically 
powerful doctors and nurses associations. 

Second, large potential corporate lead users in these areas did not face 
major competition. The areas in the economy with the most potential 
efficiency and productivity gains from ICT were often the very sectors 
that had been long protected from global competition. The salience of 
pro-competition policy was overwhelmed by the strong vested interests 
to limit competition and maintain employment in its current form. As 
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a result, lead users that could aggressively implement ICT tools and 
discover new users, thereby driving innovation and productivity gains, 
were missing from the Japanese experience. Japan is therefore in an odd 
position. Its industrial policies undoubtedly contributed to the spectacular 
success in fostering high-speed, nationwide broadband networks—both 
landline and wireless—for consumers. Yet, large Japanese enterprises are 
not positioned to become sophisticated lead users of ICT that can drive 
innovation and productivity gains. 

Third, the relevance of entrepreneurial small firms, which require a par-
ticular policy and institutional environment, became more pronounced 
than ever before. New firms creating new ways to disrupt pre-existing 
business models, to which large incumbents must adapt—subsequently 
altering the dynamics of competition by competing in new ways, or 
becoming displaced by entrepreneurial new firms—grows out of a very 
different context than the requirements for cultivating ICT networks. 
To date, the U.S. Silicon Valley has been the most adept worldwide at 
fostering such entrepreneurial dynamism, heralding major changes in 
global corporate strategy and driving commoditization in a wide range of 
previously distinct sectors worldwide. Overall, Japan recognizes the need 
for new entrepreneurial dynamism, and a wide range of corporate legal 
reforms have been undertaken since the late 1990s to address some of the 
regulatory barriers to entry. While there is a limit to what governments 
can do, it is clear that industry architectures are shaped by regulatory 
factors, which can promote new entrants and protect them from the 
market power of incumbents (Kushida 2012). 

It would be useful for such discussions to appreciate the U.S. context—the 
major role of the U.S. government’s “implicit” industrial policy, through 
massive government funding of basic science and technology through 
organizations such as the National Institute of Health, the National Science 
Foundation, NASA, and the military in fostering the basic research and 
technologies commercialized by venture capital-financed entrepreneurs 
(Lazonick 2011). 
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Recommendations in  
Reconsidering Industrial Policy
With this understanding of the ICT revolution, the services transfor-
mation, the potential of cloud computing, and Japan’s experience of 
leading without followers, the following points should be raised in 
policy discussions. 

• Facilitate lead users: Liberalization (which includes both deregulation 
and reregulation) should be encouraged to enable greater competition 
for major potential users of ICT. 

• Government as lead user of ICT: The demonstration effect of the 
government as a lead user can be effective. The adoption of the 
Salesforce.com platform for the entire customer database of Japan 
Post led to greater confidence for other adopters. As an example of 
what not to do, the U.S. government’s adoption of a web interface 
for the new healthcare initiative should have included a contractor 
awarding process that included bids from firms with experience 
building mass public-facing services. 

• Cultivate skills to internationalize services: In an era of services trans-
formation, with potential growth from services, it should be noted that 
internationalizing services is often more difficult than selling goods, 
since local rules, regulations, and business structures matter. Actively 
cultivating people with international skills to sell hybrid services and 
systems abroad will be important. 

 – In internationalizing education, the issue of inviting foreign professors 
often gets attention, but raising the internationalization of university 
staff to interface between different education systems is also critical. 

• Invest heavily in world-class basic science: Strengthen global-standard 
international peer review processes for allocating resources. 

• Invest in capacities to cultivate and harvest Silicon Valley innovations: 
Governments around the world have attempted and largely failed to 
reproduce the ecosystems of Silicon Valley entrepreneurship. The chal-
lenge for Japan is to create capabilities to take advantage of the ecosystem. 
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• Avoid the “Galapagos Syndrome” of leading without followers: Particularly 
in specific areas of potential strength that Japan is about to build out 
(such as smart grids, smart transportation), avoid isolating Japanese 
firms, despite an advanced market—a dynamic we have called “Leading 
without Followers.” 

 – To avoid Galapagos Syndrome, pay attention to standards and busi-
ness ecosystems at a very early stage of development, along with 
close partnerships with global-scale firms operating in competi-
tive markets, such as Toyota and Nissan. This is likely to be more 
favorable than home-grown systems or heavy reliance on primarily 
domestic-focused firms. 
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Whose Historical Truth?  
How to Promote Dialogue Amid  
the Political and Social Complexities 
of Public Memory

Mary M . McCarthy

Since Prime Minister Shinzo Abe came to office at the end of 2012, 
issues of historical revisionism have come to dominate much of 

Japan’s foreign relations, eclipsing even Abenomics and the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership. Besides visiting the Yasukuni Shrine upon the anniversary 
of his first year in office, the prime minister has made controversial 
remarks with regard to history textbook revision, the Allied war crimes 
tribunal, whether or not Japan was the aggressor in World War II, and 
the government’s role in establishing “comfort stations” where women 
were held as sexual slaves for the Imperial Army. 

Stirring the pot on these historical issues by Abe and other conserva-
tive nationalists in Japan has caused a series of difficulties for U.S. 
policymakers and U.S.-Japan alliance managers. As the South Korean 
leadership has balked at revisionist and nationalistic rhetoric and 
actions of some Japanese politicians, U.S.-Japan-South Korea trilateral 
cooperation, a major component of the U.S. security plan for the Korean 
peninsula and the region, has faced serious challenges. In addition, 
such revisionism has the potential to negatively impact U.S. public 
and congressional support for the U.S.-Japan alliance as a whole.1 This 
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has already begun to be seen in arguments about contradictory value 
systems in the two countries.

The response in Japan to increasingly critical public statements from the 
U.S. government with regard to historical revisionism is to “explain” (or 
justify) the actions. The rationale behind this seems to be that, if the U.S. 
government really understood the issues, it would accept the actions and 
rhetoric of nationalists in Japan. One example is the oft-repeated remark 
that Japanese political leaders visiting the Yasukuni shrine is synonymous 
with U.S. leaders visiting Arlington National Cemetery.
 
Here the premise itself is faulty. Japanese officials cannot change U.S. 
comprehension of the issues by “explaining” them. It is not lack of 
understanding that puts the U.S. and Japan at odds on these issues; it is 
different conceptualizations and interpretations of the same events. These 
are not superficial differences. They are deeply rooted in their respective 
social and political contexts.

Therefore, not only does this approach (of “explaining” actions) fail to 
achieve a resolution, it actually exacerbates the problem. In doing so, it 
highlights one of the main causes of the conflict—namely, the failure to 
recognize that multiple frames of references exist with regard to these 
issues and that that is the basis for competing historical truths. 

This goes to the very nature of what historical truths are—political and 
social constructions that are molded not only by the reality of individual 
experiences but by the post-event experiences of both the individual and 
the nation, as well as the imperatives of the state. So-called “history issues” 
are no longer just about history (or even mainly about history) but about 
the meaning that collective memories of that history hold for us today, 
in both the social and political arenas.

The idea that historical public memory is a construct in no way suggests 
that it can be dismissed as “mere” political and social construction. Part 
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of its very strength comes from its being interwoven with the threads of 
present-day politics and society and from its having taken on a contem-
porary meaning. What such awareness does do is to help us to arrive at 
solutions—approaches to deal effectively with this seemingly intractable 
problem of history issues and competing historical truths. 

The “comfort women” memorials that began to be erected in the United 
States in 2010 are an appropriate case to illustrate the utility of this analytical 
approach for policymakers. Contemporary understandings of the comfort 
women issue were born and evolved in specific political and social contexts, 
both domestically and internationally, for all the countries involved. The 
remainder of this policy paper will highlight how effective dialogue can be 
achieved with regard to the specific issue of comfort women memorials in 
the U.S., using an educative approach that offers a way to tackle history issues 
more broadly. Such an approach also conveys the importance of addressing 
these issues from the perspective of the meanings that events or objects 
or concepts hold, rather than from the perspective of establishing facts.

Erecting “Comfort Women” Memorials
The first comfort women memorial on public land in the U.S. was erected 
in Palisades Park, New Jersey, in 2010. Since then there have been memori-
als dedicated in Hackensack, New Jersey, Eisenhower Park in New York, 
and Glendale, California. Additional memorials are reportedly being 
considered in other areas of New Jersey, New York and California, as well 
as in Texas, Michigan, and Georgia.

Although many of these initiatives were spearheaded by Korean–American 
organizations, all required the support (and, often, vote) of local politi-
cians. Many of the local politicians who are in favor of the monuments 
argue that their rationale is based on not only honoring those women who 
suffered but on educating people about a little-known episode in history 
in order to make sure that such things never happen again. Given this 
sentiment, it is no surprise that a number of Holocaust survivors have 
come out in support of the memorials. 
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Exploring the Japanese Response
Elements of the Japanese government and society have reacted to these 
memorials by seeking to have them removed. In 2012, two diplomatic 
delegations from Japan visited Palisades Park with attempts to secure 
such removal. The first delegation pointed to the actions that Japan has 
already taken, in particular noting the 1993 Kono Statement and a 2001 
apology by then Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi. The second delega-
tion disputed that the women were abducted by the Japanese military, 
emphasizing that they were paid prostitutes. They called the monument 
factually inaccurate.

Similarly, in response to the most recent memorial, erected in Glendale, 
Japanese politicians delivered a petition to local government officials 
elucidating their opposition and calling for the memorial to be taken down. 
In addition, a school in Glendale’s sister city in Japan, Higashiosaka, has 
chosen not to send students this spring as part of an almost two-decades-
long exchange program. In explaining their decision, the school cited 
possible dangers the students may face.

Furthermore, petitions were started on the U.S. government’s “We the 
People” website (which allows anyone to start a petition with the assurance 
that the White House will give an official response to any petition with 
at least 100,000 signatories2) asking for the removal of the monuments. 
House of Representatives member Keiji Furuya was one of a group of 
Japanese politicians who encouraged their Japanese constituents to sign 
the petitions. The comments of those who responded positively to his blog 
post included a focus on the importance of teaching Japanese children 
to feel proud to be Japanese.

Conservative political and public circles in Japan see the memorials 
as subverting the promotion of national pride among Japanese youth. 
Initiatives such as the comfort women memorials in the U.S. have been 
described by nationalist groups in Japan, such as Japanese Women for 
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Justice and Peace, as spreading “lies” that besmirch Japan’s international 
reputation and hurt the Japanese people.3 For many Japanese, it is an issue 
not just of history, but also one of nationalism.

Uncovering Contemporary Meanings in the U.S.
However, it is not only Japanese actors who attach meaning to the comfort 
women issue, it is U.S. actors as well. This is even more pronounced in the 
aftermath of the Japanese response. The feeling that there was an attempt 
to silence them has made Korean–American communities in the U.S. even 
more active in erecting memorials and hosting commemorative events, 
such as the “Comfort Women Memorial Peace Marathon” held in Bergen 
County, New Jersey last September.

The coalition of those who support the memorials has also expanded. This 
is due to the greater publicity that the memorials have attracted, given the 
Japanese response, as well as the First Amendment4 and national identity 
issues that it has raised. Freedom of speech and freedom of expression have 
been championed as inalienable rights in the course of these discussions.

Some Americans also tend to view the memorials in the context of 
contemporary understandings of war, human rights, and violence against 
women. Speaking to this, Linda Constant, in her blog for the Huffington 
Post, argues that the Glendale memorial “serves as a borderless symbol 
against war and tragedy even if that war or tragedy wasn’t technically 
local to the monument itself.”5 

And one cannot forget that this is a story related to the immigrant expe-
rience in the U.S. as well. As immigrants create a home and rear a new 
generation in that home, they strive to incorporate two nations’ histories 
and memories into that experience. They seek pride of identity in the 
multitude of identities to which they adhere. That is the way one makes 
a place of residence a home. One tangible act is to erect monuments that 
are meaningful to one’s community and its collective memories.



Mary M. McCarthy

104

Implications: Why do we talk past each other?
The comfort women memorial issue in the U.S. is an opportunity for 
dialogue. The weakness of the Japanese response to date is that it seeks to 
forestall dialogue rather than promote it. Arguments based on international 
law or past apologies are pointless. This is not about international law; it 
is about people. The content of past apologies is irrelevant. No one argues 
that we should no longer commemorate or educate our children about 
the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II because the 
U.S. government has apologized, nor should they. A discussion of facts 
(“my facts against your facts”) is counterproductive. Given the contem-
porary meanings that the comfort women issue and the comfort women 
memorials hold for individuals and for communities, such exchanges 
create more conflict, not less. 

U.S. local governments, in collaboration with local public organizations, 
have made some attempts to promote dialogue. These attempts should 
be vastly expanded to formally include Japanese–American and Japanese 
groups. It is time to move beyond the isolation of historical truths formed 
in one specific social and political context, and, instead, to delve into the 
full complexity of the issue across multiple frames of reference. 

Policy Recommendations:  
How can we talk to each other?
In order to constructively respond to the implications raised above, local 
governments and schools in the U.S. and Japan should create a partnership 
of dialogue and education on the comfort women. 

Dialogue
The dialogue should be based on listening, not convincing. The goal 
should be to comprehend the social, political, and historical contexts 
in which contemporary understandings of the comfort women and the 
comfort women memorials have been formed in each society. Differences 
of opinion can exist and will exist. The goal is not to eliminate all points 
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of divergence. Accepting specific historical truths need not be, and 
should not be, a prerequisite for dialogue, nor should it be a goal of 
this type of dialogue. 

Education
Education, particularly of young people, has been mentioned as an argu-
ment both for and against the comfort women memorials in the U.S. For 
this reason, education must be part of the solution. This education should 
be grounded in the type of dialogue described above. Everyone, including 
children, needs to be made aware of the complexities of the issues and 
why it is so difficult to find common ground. This will be a lesson with 
far-reaching benefits as participants gain greater clarity with regard to 
why history issues seem so intractable. 

Comfort women memorials in the U.S. are the right issue with which 
to start precisely because they are in the U.S. and not in South Korea 
or Japan. Although the comfort women issue has become an American 
issue, it still does not have the depth of sensitivity that we see in either 
of the other countries. For this reason, it is an appropriate trial ground 
for dialogue and education focused on an exchange of meaning and not 
an exchange of facts.
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Whither Japan’s Constitution?

Kenneth Mori McElwain

Ratified in 1947, the Constitution of Japan (COJ) is the oldest unamended 
constitution in the world.1 This is not to say that it has had a tranquil 

life. The COJ has been the repeated target of formal revision by conservative 
critics, and its provisions have been reinterpreted incrementally by the 
government and the Supreme Court. In recent years, however, the COJ 
has experienced a sustained assault on its longevity. The ruling Liberal 
Democratic Party issued a proposal to replace the entire document in 
2012, and Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has made constitutional revision 
one of his key legislative priorities.2

Reformers have long criticized the COJ, which was drafted principally 
by U.S. Occupation officers, for lacking legitimacy and being out of step 
with international standards. It is no accident that three separate political 
parties announced new constitutional drafts on or around April 28th, 
2012, the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the Occupation. 

My research tackles three issues related to the content and viability of 
constitutional reform. First, how does the COJ currently compare with 
constitutions around the world? Using comparative constitutional data, 
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I show that the COJ stands out for its relatively specific enumeration of 
civil rights but vague stipulations of government operations. Second, how 
will recent reform proposals “fix” the Japanese Constitution? I draw a 
sharp difference between proposals from established conservative parties, 
which focus on traditional ideological issues, and those by new political 
entrants, particularly Toru Hashimoto’s Japan Restoration Party, which 
focuses on rebalancing central-local government relations. Third, what 
are the prospects for constitutional revision? While a bare majority of 
Japanese voters support reform, there is significant disagreement on how 
to revise the COJ, making amendment highly unlikely in the near future.

What’s Different about the Constitution of Japan?
Constitutional content is difficult to standardize and measure. Identical 
provisions may be interpreted or enforced differently (e.g., gender equal-
ity), and certain principles are too new to have been mentioned in older 
constitutions (e.g., the right to a clean environment). That said, the 
Comparative Constitutions Project (CCP), authored by Elkins, Ginsberg, 
and Melton (2009), offers one quantitative solution. Their dataset codes 
whether and how 760 discrete topics are discussed in 860 constitutions 
dating back to 1789. In my own research, I narrow the analysis to indica-
tors for sixty core civil rights and political institutions.3

The most striking aspect of the COJ is that it is uncommonly short. 
Counting from the preamble, it is a scant 4,986 words long, well below 
the median of 13,630 words among modern constitutions. There is a 
specific bias in what is included or excluded in the COJ. The Constitution 
is remarkably detailed in its enumeration of human rights, which was 
one of the top priorities of Occupation officers who wrote the document 
(Hellegers 2001).4 By contrast, its description of political institutions is 
sparse. For example, Article 48 says, “Electoral districts, method of voting, 
and other matters pertaining to the method of election of members of 
both Houses shall be fixed by law” (emphasis added). Similarly, Article 
92, which concerns the power of local governments, writes, “Regulations 
concerning organization and operations of local public entities shall be 
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fixed by law…” (emphasis added). In fact, if we compare the specificity 
with which thirty common political institutions are enumerated, Japan 
ranks 166th out of 185 modern constitutions. Its ranking on civil rights 
is a much more respectable 41st.5

An important implication of the Japanese Constitution’s vagueness is that 
many issues that are addressed in other constitutions are left to legislative 
statute, obviating the need for a formal amendment. When the electoral 
system was replaced in 1994, it was done by a simple majority vote in the 
Diet. Even the famous Article 9, which forbids Japan from having war 
potential, has been reinterpreted incrementally by the government to 
expand the definition of national self-defense. Put differently, the COJ’s 
textual flexibility has allowed it to survive without amendment, even as the 
nation’s social structure, economic priorities, political balances of power, 
and security needs have evolved in the seventy years after World War II.6

Why is the LDP Seeking to Amend the COJ?
One recurring criticism of the COJ is that it lacks political legitimacy, 
because it was drafted by progressive lawyers of the U.S. Occupation’s 
General Headquarters (GHQ). This claim cannot be dismissed, although 
reformers generally understate the GHQ’s attempts to solicit the input 
of Japanese lawmakers.7 A more pertinent issue, though, is how current 
reformers would like to revise the Constitution. The COJ is undeniably 
not “new,” although there are many older constitutions—including that 
of the United States—which continue to be venerated. Is there something 
“wrong” or “atypical” or “out of date” about the COJ?

Content analysis of amendment proposals by political parties from 2012 
show two contrasting visions for the COJ. The first, epitomized by the 
2012 LDP draft, centers on ideologically divisive topics that have long 
animated Japanese conservatives. The LDP version explicitly designates 
the Emperor as the “Head of State,” identifies the national anthem and 
flag, and seeks to revise Article 9 to permit participation in international 
peacekeeping operations. While Article 9 is an important topic, the 
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proposed change largely codifies what the Self-Defense Force already 
does, enabled by constitutional reinterpretation by the Cabinet Legislation 
Bureau. The national anthem and flag were already codified by law in 1999. 
And while Japan technically does not have a Head of State, the Emperor 
serves this function in practice, as he is charged with greeting foreign 
dignitaries and hosting state dinners. Indeed, “Head of State” does not 
automatically denote any legislative or executive powers, as evidenced by 
the largely symbolic roles of the presidents of Italy and Germany.8 The 
primary function of these ideological constitutional proposals is symbolic: 
they are red meat to the conservative base and serve to differentiate the 
conservative bona fides of the LDP vis-à-vis the progressive Democratic 
Party of Japan (DPJ).

The second vision of reform is more innovative. The 2012 proposal by the 
Osaka Restoration Association, led by controversial Osaka Mayor Tōru 
Hashimoto, focuses on altering the structure of Japanese governance.9 It 
seeks to replace the current prefectural system of local governance with 
larger, regional “States” with greater fiscal and regulatory autonomy. The 
draft also weakens bicameralism by allowing Lower House majorities 
(instead of the current two-thirds) to override Upper House vetoes, and 
it would have local governments select Upper House members (instead 
of electing them directly). In fact, Hashimoto has claimed no interest in 
ideological issues, stating that “the Constitution is no book about thought, 
but basically value neutral and a document to restrict the power of the 
ruler.” (Sankei Shimbun 2012).

While the LDP proposal amounts to old wine in new bottles, the Hashimoto 
draft fills the most distinctive lacuna in the COJ: the vague specification 
of political institutions. However, it is not clear whether problems with 
government operations require a constitutional solution, as they can mostly 
be fixed by law. There is nothing precluding the Diet from passing a law 
that replaces prefectures with more autonomous states. While divided 
government between the Lower and Upper Houses has produced legisla-
tive gridlock since the mid-2000s, this too can be remedied by holding 
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elections to both Houses on the same date or by replacing the Upper 
House electoral system with a first-past-the-post system (Cox 1997). The 
main purpose of the Hashimoto draft is to build public consensus in favor 
of political decentralization, whether this is achieved via constitutional 
amendment or the statutory process.

Is Constitution Reform Likely?
The short answer is “No.” A constitutional amendment bill must first be 
supported by two-thirds of the Lower and Upper Houses, after which it 
must be approved by a majority of voters in a national referendum. I should 
add that this legislative hurdle is not particularly daunting: among 185 
modern constitutions, ninety-seven (52%) require two-thirds or greater 
approval in parliament. Indeed, the German Basic Law, which shares the 
same two-thirds hurdle, has been amended more than fifty times. 

What makes reform prohibitive is the lukewarm attitude of the public. The 
Yomiuri Shimbun, Japan’s largest daily newspaper, has conducted annual 
surveys on the COJ since the early 1990s. In its 2013 poll, a bare majority 
of 51% supported constitutional reform, while 31% were opposed. Since 
a peak of 65% in 2004, support for amendment has surpassed 50% only 
four times. More damning is significant disagreement on how to amend 
the constitution. In the Yomiuri survey, 54% of respondents agreed that 
Article 9 should be changed, but there was an even split between those 
who wanted a formal amendment versus continuing adjustment through 
legal reinterpretation. Support for other issues is even more fragmented: 
when asked about constitutional priorities, only 27% listed a revision of 
central-local government relations, trailed by 14% for a change in the 
position and role of the emperor and 18% for restructuring bicameralism 
in the Diet.

In fact, there is a clear gap in the salience of constitutional reform for 
legislators versus voters. According to a poll preceding the 2012 Lower 
House election, conducted by Asahi Shimbun and Professor Masaki 
Taniguchi of the University of Tokyo, over 80% of LDP candidates sup-
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ported constitutional revision, as did a bare majority of DPJ candidates. 
However, the Asahi’s post-election exit polls found that only 12% of 
voters listed constitutional reform or foreign/security policy as their top 
priority, trailing economic growth and employment (35%), taxes and 
social welfare (30%), and energy policy (17%).10

Given the lack of a public mandate, the LDP has lowered its sights to 
reducing the amendment hurdle from two-thirds in both chambers to a 
simple majority, although the voter referendum provision will be retained. 
Opposition parties have attacked this as a stealth maneuver to facilitate 
future amendments, and they have a point: while it is very difficult to obtain 
a two-thirds supermajority in the proportional Upper House, the LDP-
Komeito coalition government (circa February 2014) already has a simple 
majority. Voters appear to agree. In the 2013 Yomiuri survey, only 16% of 
respondents supported only amending the pertinent Article 96, although 
an additional 26% were willing to consider it in conjunction with other 
issues. It should be further noted that only eleven modern constitutions 
permit the legislature to initiate an amendment with a simple majority. 

Prime Minister Abe has argued that it is unfair to allow a one-third majority 
in the Diet to block revisions that the nation needs and the public wants. 
Aside from his overestimation of public opinion, his statement contradicts 
centuries of constitutional thought dating back to the Federalist Papers. The 
very purpose of a constitution is to serve as an anti-majoritarian defense 
of core civil rights, national principles, and political institutions. At the 
same time, many of the proposed changes can already be achieved by 
legislative statute, whether it be reform of the Upper House or decentral-
izing government functions. Any substantial reform will face significant 
opposition not only from other parties in the Diet, but also from within 
the LDP. It is puzzling for the LDP to urge constitutional reform, when 
it is unable to enact the same change through the Diet. This reaffirms the 
argument that the proliferation of reform proposals in the last decade is 
motivated by symbolic or ideological goals, not a pragmatic response to 
recent events or the public’s desire to replace the Japanese Constitution.
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Chapter Endnotes

1. The next oldest are from Denmark (1953), Nauru (1968), St. Vincent (1979), and 
Antigua (1983). According to Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton (2009), the median 
lifespan of unamended constitutions is a paltry three years, compared to sixteen 
years for those that have been amended at least once.

2. The 2012 LDP draft updated an earlier 2005 proposal, which commemorated sixty 
years since the end of WWII but did not receive as strong a legislative push.

3. For more details about the method of analysis, as well as a longer discussion about 
the provenance and content of recent constitutional reform proposals, consult 
McElwain and Winkler (2014). This paper is available from the author upon request.

4. Some relatively uncommon rights encoded in the COJ are the right to one’s opinion 
(only in 52% of pre-1945 constitutions) and the right to unionize and bargain col-
lectively (only in 10% of pre-1945 constitutions).

5. The COJ guaranteed more human rights than any other constitution at the time of 
its ratification in 1947.

6. Compare the COJ to India’s 1950 Constitution, which is over 146,000 words long 
and has been amended more than 90 times.

7. For example, General Douglas MacArthur, the Supreme Commander of Allied Powers, 
originally pushed for a unicameral legislature, but eventually acceded to Japanese pressures 
to retain a bicameral system. He insisted, however, on replacing the unelected House of 
Peers with a democratic House of Councillors. Consult Hellegers (2001) for more details.
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8. Both countries are parliamentary in practice, governed by strong prime ministers.

9. Tōru Hashimoto first founded the Osaka Restoration Association (Osaka Ishin 
no Kai) in 2010 as a regional political party. As his popularity spread nationally, 
Hashimoto decided to expand the party’s base and established the Japan Restoration 
Party (Nippon Ishin no Kai) in September 2012. Leading up to the 2012 Lower House 
election, the JRP absorbed the Sunrise Party of Japan (Taiyō no Tō), led by Tokyo 
Governor Shintaro Ishihara. While Hashimoto is more closely associated with the 
Japan Restoration Party today, his constitutional ideas were proposed earlier by the 
Osaka Restoration Association. 

10. While only available in Japanese, the results of the Asahi’s exit polls can be found 
at: http://www.asahi.com/senkyo/sousenkyo46/news/TKY201212180634.html, 
accessed March 19, 2014.
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Sharing the Burden: Rethinking 
Japan’s Approach to Raising Revenue

Gene Park

Japan’s dire fiscal situation is no secret. Japan has the highest level of 
government debt in the industrialized world at 242% of GDP, far above 

Greece’s level of 174%. Put another way, on a per capita basis Japan’s public 
debt is nearly $100,000 for every person in the country.1 And the situation 
is not necessarily getting better. For the 2013 fiscal year, nearly half (46%) 
of the general account budget was financed by borrowing.
 
Despite these staggering numbers, one should bear in mind that Japan 
is not Greece; indeed, one should be highly skeptical of the doomsday 
analogies to the Mediterranean nation. Japan is a wealthy country with 
tremendous financial assets, and the country draws in income from 
abroad through its investments and trade. Consequently, the Japanese 
government has been able to finance its deficits relatively easily, even at 
historically low borrowing costs. This does not mean, however, that Japan 
can afford to continue on its current path. For starters, Japan no longer 
runs a trade deficit. This is partly due to higher imports of fossil fuels 
after Japan shuttered its nuclear plants. It remains to be seen whether 
and/or to what extent the government will restart nuclear power plants, 
but economists have been predicting that Japan’s trade surpluses would 
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turn to deficits for years even prior to the devastating events of the Great 
East Japan Earthquake of March 2011. Japan’s current account—net 
income from trade and overseas investments—is now negative. This 
means that over the longer term the Japanese government will have to 
finance a growing share of its deficits abroad, requiring it to be sensitive 
to the demands of foreign investors. Japan’s aging population will also 
strain the pension and healthcare system, and the shrinking workforce 
will squeeze the tax base.
 
Action is needed. Economic growth would certainly help. Growth can do 
wonders for tax revenue, but there are limits to how much the government 
can realistically expect. The Japanese economy is already mature and 
technologically advanced, and the population is shrinking. Fortunately 
for Japan, there is scope to raise revenue. Often overlooked is the fact 
that in aggregate Japan has low taxes. As of 2011, its tax revenue was only 
28.6% of GDP, well below the average (34.1%) of the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).2 

The government has not been complacent. First, the Noda administra-
tion (2011–12) took the politically risky step of passing legislation to 
raise the consumption tax in steps, from 5% to 10%. Then Abe’s second 
administration (from December 2012 to the present) chose to stick with 
the planned tax hike, giving the go-ahead for the first increase from 5% to 
8% effective April 2014. Despite these steps, more is needed. Economists 
have estimated that the consumption tax would have to rise to between 17 
and 31% to close the deficit.3 These seemingly high numbers would not 
be out of line with other industrialized countries. Indeed, many European 
nations have value-added taxes (VAT) above 20%. Some believe that Japan 
too must raise the consumption tax much higher. As Japan grapples with 
these hard choices, policymakers should pause to ask: Are consumption 
tax hikes in fact the way to go? There has been remarkably little discussion 
of this issue, and the virtues of the consumption tax hike are discussed 
as if they are self-evident in Japan. But does this approach make sense? 
This policy paper lays out a case for an alternative path—an expansion 
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of Japan’s progressive income tax—a course that is more equitable and 
compatible with Japan’s political economy.

The Consumption Tax: Why and Why Not
Advocates of the consumption tax have pointed to two main justifications 
for increasing the tax as the principal revenue-side strategy for restoring 
fiscal balance. First, by international standards, Japan’s consumption tax 
is very low, so there is latitude to raise the tax. Japan’s VAT of 5% was 
very low, and even with the tax hike to 10%, Japan will have a VAT below 
the OECD average of 18.9%. Second, the consumption tax is said to be 
consistent with greater inter-generational equity. Given Japan’s large and 
growing elderly population, the argument goes, the consumption tax will 
better collect revenue from the elderly, who have exited the workforce. Thus, 
a consumption tax will better distribute the burden across generations.
 
Despite these arguments, there is a major disadvantage of the consump-
tion tax: it is regressive. While the consumption tax rate is a flat rate, 
those with lower incomes tend to spend a higher share of their income 
on consumption. As a consequence, the consumption tax places a higher 
burden on the poor and middle class than the wealthy. Thus, while part 
of the rationale for the consumption tax is to increase intergenerational 
equity, it reduces what is known as “vertical” equity, i.e., the principle 
that those with higher incomes should bear a greater share of the burden.
 
Regressivity is not in and of itself a categorical case against the consumption 
tax. Consumption taxes have the benefit of generating large amounts of 
revenue, and economists often point out that they have less distortionary 
effects than many other taxes. Furthermore, if a consumption tax generates 
large amounts of revenue, the government can finance social programs that 
more than offset their regressive effects. This is the case in the generous 
welfare states of Scandinavia, where the consumption tax has become 
one of the revenue pillars that supports their generous social services. 
Indeed, this mix of regressive taxation and high levels of social spending 
can produce greater equity and sustain high levels of economic growth.
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Japan, however, is not Scandinavia, and advocates of the consumption tax 
should consider Japan’s very different context. The reality is that Japan’s 
system of social welfare is less generous and less redistributive, so there 
is less of a cushion against the regressive effects of the consumption tax. 
Moreover, despite decades of growth with relative equity, both income 
inequality and poverty are becoming serious issues in Japan. The Gini 
coefficient, a measure of inequality, has trended upwards since the 1980s, 
and now Japan is actually above the OECD average.4 One troubling sign 
is that Japan now has the fourth highest poverty rate in the OECD after 
Mexico, Turkey and the USA.5 Japanese citizens feel this growing insecurity, 
and the growing anxiety is reflected in the growing public concern over 
income “gaps” (kakusa). Furthermore, the economic merit of raising the 
consumption tax is somewhat dubious, given that Japan has suffered 
from weak consumption. As the government raises the consumption tax, 
that effectively means that the Japanese economy will have to rely more 
on foreign demand, but there are limits to this. Japan is the third largest 
economy, and, unlike small Northern European countries, cannot expect 
to drive its economy through export-led growth.

The Case for the Income Tax
The virtue of the income tax is that it is progressive and follows the 
principal that burden should be distributed by ability to pay. In the case 
of Japan, there are six marginal income tax rates at the national level 
that range from 5% to 40%. Given Japan’s lack of a strong redistributive 
social welfare and Japan’s growing problem with inequality and poverty, 
strengthening the progressive income tax makes sense.

The income tax can also help Japan close its revenue gap. Many politi-
cians and policy experts have highlighted Japan’s comparatively low level 
of taxation of consumption, but the reality is that Japan also has a weak 
personal income tax, a fact often conveniently glossed over. The revenue 
generated by Japan’s income tax is well below the OECD average. There 
are a number of reasons why this is the case. One of the most important 
is that the higher tax rates phase in at relatively high income levels. For 
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instance, those at 167% of the average wage pay significantly lower taxes 
than those at the same relative wage level in other countries. At that 
level, the average income tax (national and sub-national) paid is 11.8%; 
the comparable figure for the low-tax United States is 22.9%. Moving up 
the income scale, the threshold at which the highest marginal tax rate 
takes effect is 4.7 times the average wage, approximately the equivalent of 
$323,000. While this is significantly below the U.S. threshold, 8.4 times 
the average wage, many countries phase in the highest rate at much lower 
multiples of the average wage. Another contributing factor is tax evasion. 
While hard figures for the extent of tax evasion are difficult to come by, 
less debatable is Japan’s lack of a strong system of enforcement. While 
there has been discussion of this issue for decades, Japan still has no 
national identification system that can help stem tax evasion, although 
the government is now moving toward creating such a system.
 
Critics of the income tax may point to the problem of intergenerational 
inequality. This is a red herring. The main divide is not necessarily gen-
erational; there are wealthy elderly and then there are many more elderly 
who will be living on modest fixed incomes. Indeed, the latter are a highly 
vulnerable population that, if anything, needs greater protection, and 
scholars have in fact linked Japan’s growing inequality to population aging.6 
Similarly, there are wealthy and poor young people. Furthermore, while 
many elderly will exit the workforce, this does not mean that they will not 
pay income tax. Indeed, the wealthy elderly will continue to pay tax on their 
investment income, and the capital gains tax will generate revenue from 
sales of assets.7 To claim that the old have to pay their fair share only serves 
to create a generational divide where there need not be one, and indeed, 
the assumption that this is the most salient dimension of equity is suspect. 

Why Not the Corporate Income Tax?
If Japan should increase the tax burden on those with the ability to pay, 
why not increase taxes on big corporations? The reality is that corporate 
taxes are already comparatively very high in Japan. Japan’s statutory 
corporate tax rate (including national and sub-national taxes) is 37%, 
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making it the second highest in the OECD, and placing it far above the 
OECD average of 25.5%.8 High corporate taxation has two drawbacks. 
First, in a world of global competition, high corporate taxes can undermine 
competitiveness. Second, as recent research has shown, high corporate 
taxes are ultimately borne by workers. High corporate taxes can discourage 
domestic investment and lower real wages.9 

Policies for the Future
As the foregoing suggests, this paper advocates strengthening Japan’s 
personal income tax and putting the brake on consumption tax hikes. 
Specifically, policymakers should consider the following courses of action.

1. Strengthen the income tax. As described above, one of the basic problems 
with Japan’s current income tax is that the tax burden is too low, including 
for many with the ability to pay. One peculiarity is that the threshold at 
which the income tax kicks in is very high by international standards. 
After it kicks in, the tax rates increase, but relatively gradually, since the 
tax brackets are relatively large. To generate more revenue, the govern-
ment should lower the thresholds and shrink the size of the brackets. 

2. Maintain monetary stimulus to avoid deflation and promote mild infla-
tion. Japan’s central bank, the Bank of Japan, is now using an inflation 
target of 2%. The BOJ should maintain a policy of promoting moderate 
inflation. This in turn can help strengthen the income tax. Revenue 
from the income tax has stagnated in part due to deflation. Deflation 
pushes households into lower tax brackets, leading to “reverse bracket 
creep.” Conversely, mild inflation will push households into higher 
brackets, thus generating greater revenue. This can effectively lower the 
thresholds with no legal changes and therefore less political resistance.

3. Press ahead with the social security and tax system identification 
number (“My Number”) to reduce tax evasion. The law creating the 
identification system has been passed, and it is scheduled to be rolled 
out in 2016. Creating the system is a good first step, but to raise revenue 
will require the politically challenging step of using the system to clamp 
down on tax evasion. 
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4. Revisit the issue of the consumption tax in several years. The government 
should proceed with the hikes as scheduled, but after their implementa-
tion, the government should focus on strengthening the personal income 
tax. Ultimately, the government will likely have to consider further 
consumption tax increases; as it does so, it should consider expanding 
social programs or cash transfers that will offset its regressive effects. 

Implementing these policies will require strong and committed leader-
ship. Indeed, the income tax is so politically fraught that it is rarely even 
discussed—a silent third rail, so-to-speak. Over the years, the government 
and civil service have worked hard to try to get the public to accept the 
need for consumption tax hikes. Taking the long view, the government 
should focus similar energy on these policy initiatives in order to promote 
a more balanced approach to addressing Japan’s revenue shortage that is 
more consistent with the needs of its citizens. 
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Relations Working Group on the U.S.-Japan Alliance and the Mansfield 
Foundation Task Force on Creating a Contemporary U.S.-Japan Vision 
for Shared Progress and Prosperity. Ms. Chanlett-Avery received an MA 
from the School of International and Public Affairs at Columbia University 
and her BA from Amherst College.
 
Erin Aeran Chung
Associate Professor, Johns Hopkins University

Erin Chung is the Charles D. Miller associate professor of East Asian 
politics and co-director of the Racism, Immigration, and Citizenship 
Program in the department of political science at Johns Hopkins University. 
Since July 2013, she has also served as Director of East Asian Studies at 
Hopkins. She was an advanced research fellow at Harvard University’s 
Program on U.S.-Japan Relations, a Japan Foundation fellow at Saitama 
University in Urawa, Japan, and a visiting research fellow at the University 
of Tokyo and Korea University. In 2012–2013, she served on the Executive 
Committee of the newly established Migration and Citizenship section 
of the American Political Science Association. Her research interests 
include international migration, comparative ethnic and racial politics, 
citizenship, and civil society. Her first book, Immigration and Citizenship 
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in Japan, was published by Cambridge University Press in 2010 and 
translated into Japanese and published by Akashi Shoten in 2012. She 
is completing her second book project, Immigrant Incorporation in East 
Asian Democracies (under contract at Cambridge University Press), for 
which she was awarded an Abe Fellowship by the Social Science Research 
Council in 2009. Dr. Chung received her PhD in political science from 
Northwestern University.

Annika A. Culver
Assistant Professor, Florida State University  
Affiliate, Institute for World War II and the Human Experience

 Annika A. Culver serves as assistant professor of East Asian history at 
Florida State University (FSU), and is an expert on culture in Manchuria 
and Japanese-occupied northeast China (Manchukuo). Through FSU’s 
Institute for World War II and the Human Experience, she is also curating 
a digital website featuring the Oliver L. Austin Slide Collection of images 
of the U.S.-Occupation by the Harvard-trained ornithologist working on 
wildlife policies for SCAP (Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers). 
Another project features a monograph on advertising and consumption 
of westernized commodities (wine, cigarettes, and soap) in the Japanese 
empire. Culver has previously taught at the University of Chicago, Skidmore 
College, Beijing University, and the University of North Carolina at 
Pembroke (UNCP), with research and teaching interests in Japanese cultural 
imperialism, wartime Sino-Japanese cultural relations, and U.S.-Asian 
interactions since the mid-19th century. She has published articles, essays 
on teaching, and book reviews for History Compass, U.S.-Japan Women’s 
Journal (USJWJ), Stanford Journal of East Asian Affairs (SJEAA), Journal 
of the North Carolina Association of Historians (JNCAH), Association 
for Asian Studies Newsletter, and Perspectives (Overseas Young Chinese 
Forum). Her recent book, Glorify the Empire: Japanese Avant-Garde 
Propaganda in Manchukuo (Vancouver: University of British Columbia 
Press, 2013; Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014), explores how 
once anti-imperialist Japanese intellectuals produced modernist works 
celebrating the modernity of a fascist state—reflecting a complicated picture 
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of complicity with, and ambivalence towards, Japan’s utopian project. Her 
other recent publications include the following: “Constructing a Rural 
Utopia: Propaganda Images of Japanese Settlers in Northern Manchuria, 
1936–1943” in Robert Perrins and Norman Smith, eds. Interacting With 
the Environment: Explorations of Manchuria’s Environmental History 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2015); “Cultural 
Responses to War” in Kurt Piehler, ed., The Oxford Handbook of World 
War II (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); “Japanese Mothers and 
Rural Settlement in Wartime Manchukuo: Gendered Reflections of Labor 
and Productivity in Manshû gurafu [Manchuria Graph], 1936–1943,” in 
Dana Cooper and Claire Phelan, eds., Motherhood and War (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, July 2014); “Manchukuo and the Creation of a New 
Multi-Ethnic Literature: Kawabata Yasunari’s Promotion of ‘Manchurian’ 
Culture, 1941–42” in Richard King, Cody Poulton, Katsuhiko Endô et 
al., eds., Sino-Japanese Transculturation: Late 19th Century to the End of 
the Pacific War (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2012); and “Shiseidô’s 
Empire of Beauty: Marketing Japanese Imperial Modernity in Northeast 
Asia, 1931–1941.” Shashi—The Journal of Japanese Business and Company 
History. Vol. 2, No. 2, Issue 2, Autumn 2013. Dr. Culver received a BA from 
Vassar College and her MA in regional studies East Asia from Harvard 
University. She was a Fulbright Graduate Research Fellow at Waseda 
University and holds a PhD in modern Japanese intellectual history from 
the University of Chicago.

Dyron Dabney
Assistant Professor, Albion College

Dyron Dabney is an assistant professor in the department of political 
science at Albion College in Michigan. His research and teaching interests 
include campaigns and elections, political parties, political participation, 
and elite politics. While specializing in Japanese politics, Dr. Dabney’s 
research and teaching interests invite comparative analysis of East Asian 
politics and culture and American politics. Dr. Dabney’s present-day 
research is motivated and informed by interdisciplinary studies that bring 
into focus gendered differences in political participation and behavior. His 
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current research projects include an examination of spousal participation 
effects on election campaign outcomes in Japan and the U.S. and gender 
and election campaign corruption in Japan and the U.S.

Dr. Dabney holds a PhD in comparative politics from the University 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor. He is a former board of directors member of 
ASIANetwork, and former Resident Director for the Japan Study Program 
at Waseda University. Dr. Dabney currently serves as an advisory com-
mittee member for the Japan Study Program and he is Women & Gender 
Studies committee representative for the Great Lakes Colleges Association. 

Linda Hasunuma
Assistant Professor, Franklin and Marshall College

Linda Hasunuma is an assistant professor of government at Franklin and 
Marshall College. She teaches courses on comparative and international 
politics, gender and politics, and the domestic and international politics 
of East Asia. Dr. Hasunuma’s research interests include the politics of 
decentralization reform in Japan, Japan’s evolving relations with South 
Korea, and the development of institutions and policies designed to 
promote gender equality in Japan. She is currently working on projects 
related to the Gender Equality Bureau, women’s activism in post-Fukushima 
Japan, and a comparative study on women in politics in Japan and South 
Korea. Dr. Hasunuma received her BA and PhD from the University of 
California, Los Angeles with concentrations in comparative politics and 
international relations.

Jeffrey Hornung
Associate Professor, Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies

Jeffrey Hornung is an associate professor at the Asia-Pacific Center for 
Security Studies (APCSS) in Honolulu, Hawaii. He concurrently holds 
the position of Adjunct Fellow with the Office of the Japan Chair at the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in Washington, D.C. 
His area of expertise includes Northeast Asian security issues, primar-
ily those related to Japan and the U.S.-Japan alliance. He has authored 
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dozens of opinion pieces and small-length articles on Japan’s foreign and 
security policies, Northeast Asia relations, and the U.S.-Japan alliance. 
His current research projects focus on Japan’s security policies under the 
Shinzo Abe administration and views on the U.S.-Japan alliance from 
senior military officers in both countries. In addition to three years of 
teaching English in Japan, Dr. Hornung also worked for a member of 
the House of Representatives during the 2001 House of Councilors elec-
tion. Dr. Hornung earned degrees from George Washington University 
(PhD), the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International 
Studies (MA), and Marquette University (BA). He received a Fulbright 
Fellowship for his doctoral research at the University of Tokyo, where 
he was visiting scholar. He also studied at the University of Kent at 
Canterbury in Canterbury, England and the Inter-University Center for 
Japanese Language Studies in Yokohama, Japan.

David Janes
Director of Foundation Grants and Assistant to the President, 
United States–Japan Foundation 

David Janes is Director of Foundation Grants and Assistant to the President 
at the United States–Japan Foundation, where he directs the Education, 
Policy, and Communications grant portfolios. He is the founder of the 
Foundation’s Elgin Heinz Outstanding Teacher Awards. Mr. Janes is a 
Board Member of the Japan ICU Foundation, the LEX America Language 
Research Foundation and the Maureen & Mike Mansfield Center, and 
member of the Rutgers University Press Development Committee. He 
is a Fellow of the British-American Project and the United States–Japan 
Leadership Program.
 
Weston S. Konishi
Chief Operating Officer, Peace Winds America

Weston S. Konishi is Chief Operating Officer of Peace Winds America 
(PWA). A specialist in Asia and U.S.-Japan relations, he is the author 
and editor of numerous books and publications on Asia-Pacific security 
issues, and is a regular participant in various leadership forums and events. 
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Operating out of the Washington, DC-area, he is primarily responsible 
for leading the expansion of PWA’s activities with new partners and 
programs and advising the CEO on the strategic direction and internal 
operations of the organization. He is also an adjunct fellow at the Mansfield 
Foundation and a member of the U.S.-Japan Council. Mr. Konishi received 
both his BA and MA from the International Christian University (ICU) 
in Tokyo, Japan.

Kenji E. Kushida
Research Associate, Stanford University

Kenji Kushida is the Takahashi Research Associate in Japanese Studies 
at the Stanford University Walter H. Shorenstein Asia-Pacific Research 
Center. Dr. Kushida’s research interests are in comparative political 
economy, mainly on Japan with comparisons to Korea, China, and the 
United States. He has four streams of academic research and publication: 
(1) institutional and governance structures of Japan’s Fukushima nuclear 
disaster; (2) political economy issues surrounding information technology; 
(3) political strategies of foreign multinational corporations in Japan; 4) 
Japan’s political economic transformation since the 1990s. He has also 
written two books in Japanese entitled Biculturalism and the Japanese: 
Beyond English Linguistic Capabilities (2006) and International Schools, 
an Introduction (2008).

Dr. Kushida received his PhD in political science from the University of 
California Berkeley, where he was also a graduate researcher with the 
Berkeley Roundtable on the International Economy. He received a BA 
and MA in East Asian Studies from Stanford University.

Mary M. McCarthy
Associate Professor, Drake University

Mary M. McCarthy is an associate professor of politics and international 
relations at Drake University. She received her BA in East Asian studies 
and her PhD in political science from Columbia University. Dr. McCarthy 
specializes in Japan’s domestic and foreign policies. She has published 
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on topics including the Japanese media, and cooperation and conflict 
between Japan and China in the East China Sea. Her current research 
examines the historical legacies of the Asia-Pacific War on Japan-U.S., 
Japan-China, and Japan-Korea relations. 

Kenneth Mori McElwain
Assistant Professor, University of Michigan 

Kenneth Mori McElwain is Assistant Professor of Political Science at the 
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. His research focuses on the politics 
of institutional design, including the manipulation of electoral rules and 
the democratization of political parties. His current project examines the 
evolution and survival of national constitutions. He was born and raised 
in Tokyo, Japan, and received his PhD in Political Science from Stanford 
University and an A.B. in Public Policy and International Affairs from 
Princeton University. He is a coeditor of Political Change in Japan: Electoral 
Behavior, Party Realignment, and the Koizumi Reforms (Shorenstein 
Asia-Pacific Research Center, Stanford University), and his research has 
been published in the American Journal of Political Science, Journal of East 
Asian Studies, Journal of Social Science, and in numerous edited volumes.

Andrew Oros 
Associate Professor, Washington College

Andrew Oros is an associate professor of political science and international 
studies at Washington College. He is the author of Normalizing Japan: 
Politics, Identity, and the Evolution of Security Practice (Stanford University 
Press, 2008), co-author of Global Security Watch Japan (Praeger Press, 
2010, with Yuki Tatsumi), and over a dozen scholarly and mass media 
articles on topics related to East Asian security and Japanese domestic 
politics. He is currently completing a book manuscript on “Japan’s 
Security Renaissance” as a Visiting Adjunct Fellow at the East-West Center 
Washington, based on research funded in part by a Japan Foundation 
Abe Fellowship and an invited research fellowship at Japan’s National 
Institute for Defense Studies. Dr. Oros earned degrees from Columbia 
University (PhD, MPhil), the London School of Economics (MSc), and the 
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University of Southern California (BA). He has been a visiting researcher 
at the University of Tokyo, Keio University, and Peking University; and 
studied as an undergraduate at Osaka University of Foreign Studies and 
Nanzan University.

Gene Park
Assistant Professor, Loyola Marymount University

Gene Park is an assistant professor of political science at Loyola Marymount 
University (LMU). He specializes in comparative politics, international 
relations, and political economy. Dr. Park has written extensively on the 
politics of public finance in Japan including a book entitled Spending 
without Taxation: FILP and the Politics of Public Finance in Japan (Stanford 
University Press, 2011). He is currently working on a comparative study 
of taxation. Prior to arriving at LMU, he taught at Baruch College, City 
University of New York. Dr. Park has been a Japan Fellow at the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies and a Shorenstein Fellow at Stanford 
University’s Asia Pacific Research Center (APARC). He also spent two 
years as a visiting scholar at the Japanese Ministry of Finance’s Policy 
Research Institute. Dr. Park received his PhD in political science from 
the University of California, Berkeley. He is the recipient of a Fulbright 
Institute of International Education fellowship. He holds a BA in philoso-
phy from Swarthmore College and an MA in city and regional planning 
from Berkeley.
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The Maureen and Mike Mansfield Foundation is a 501(c)3 
organization that promotes understanding and cooperation 

in U.S.-Asia relations. The Foundation was established in 1983 to 
honor Mike Mansfield (1903–2001), a revered public servant, 
statesman and diplomat who played a pivotal role in many of 
the key domestic and international issues of the 20th century 
as U.S. congressman from Montana, Senate majority leader 
and finally as U.S. ambassador to Japan. Maureen and Mike 
Mansfield’s values, ideals and vision for U.S.-Asia relations 
continue through the Foundation’s exchanges, dialogues, 
research and educational programs, which create networks 
among U.S. and Asian leaders, explore the underlying issues 
influencing public policies, and increase awareness about 
the nations and peoples of Asia. The Foundation has offices 
in Washington, D.C.; Tokyo, Japan; and Missoula, Montana.


