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How Power is exercised in Japan ?
by Karel Van Wolferen

Unlike what some people
have said or imagined, it is
never my intention to criti-
cize Japan. First of all I am
not talking about Japan or
Japanese people. I am talk- 8
ing about what I call the
administrators of Japan, top bureaucrats, top one-third of the
Jiminto, and top people in business federations and in the
large corporations. Secondly my criticism is towards the
White House, Reagan government for not having Japan policy.
I am only saying there are certain characteristics of the
Japanese power system that causes big problems, I think most
people in Japan do not think the problem exists.

I want to show you that the problem is on a political level.
It stopped being an economic problem long ago, although the
symbolism is still economic. What [ am saying is nothing to
do with Japanese culture. What I am talking about is a politi-
cal issue. We are talking about how power is exercised and
who has the right to exercise power.

We have a problem about who had the right to rule in the
Tokugawa period. Tokugawa political settlement is not based
on the system of laws that gives Tokugawa rulers actually the
right to rule officially. The emperor has to legitimize the sho-
gun’s rule. At the end of Tokugawa we have a restoration
movement and it is based on the idea that the shogun does not
have the right to exercise power. With the Meiji Restoration
we have a coalition. If there was a strong prime minister
chosen at that time, the coalition would have collapsed. So, we
get an oligarchy. When the oligarchy finally gets around to
writing a constitution, the constitution appears to turn Japan

into a constitutional monarchy with the emperor embodying
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sovereignty and everybody else in power exercising power in
the name of the imperial will. But the great lack in the con-
stitution is who has the right to actually exercise power. We
have groups of powerful people who claim to represent the
imperial will, but in fact they represent their own interests.
When those powerful people pass away, their successors are
pulling the country in different directions. There is no
mechanism to coordinate everything. So, we have a clear
problem of legitimacy. Under these conditions it becomes
quite easy to hijack the country. This is what happens in the
1930s. If there had been genuine leadership, I do not think
there would have been the Pacific War.

After the war we have a continuation of this situation.
Although the constitution provides for leadership, habits are
so strong that the constitution is not followed in essential
points. The prime minister or rather the cabinet who has the
right to exercise power does not in actual fact have this right.
If you do not believe me, just look at the experiences of Mr.
Nakasone. He has tried harder than any office of his postwar
predecessors to exercise power, and he has failed. Because we
do not have strong central power, we do not have accountabil-
ity in the center.

Because of that, we have problems with the external world.
The problem that we are running into with the outside world
is that the outside world, especially the United States, is
asking supposed leaders of Japan to be statesmen. They have
to do something to change the situation. They have to be
strong enough to be able to deliver on the promises they
make. But the people I mentioned in the beginning are not
equipped to play the role of statesmen.

The administrators have been very capable in nurturing a
high growth economy and in a few other things like social
control. Now they are asked to do something they cannot do,
but they have to explain what is going on. There are only two
possible explanations. One explanation is that they cannot cope
with the situation, and the other is Japan is surrounded by

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 8)
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That is

where you get the phrase “Japan bashing” coming
the way in

(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7)

enemies. Because they cannot say they are incompe-
tent, they say Japan is being victimized. That ex- {
planation fits in with an old Japanese idea that
Japan is the victim of uncontrollable outside forces. )
in. There must be anti-Japanese people in America §
in the same way that there are anti-American peo-
ple in Japan, and there may be some politicians in
America who like to exploit the situation for their

So, many people believe it quite easily.
own interests. But “Japan bashing,”

which it is used in Japanese publications and in the

REE)

(3%

ments are asking to do. I think it is highly irres-

words of Japanese officials, means what the govern-
ponsible and very dangerous to claim that the
American government or governments of other
countries are bashing Japan. They are not doing
that. They are trying to find a leader in Japan to
this is not what is happening. So, I think the situa-
tion is quite problematic and this is what I call the

/ talk with, a leader who can promise something and
“Japan problem.”

©  who has enough power so that he can deliver on his
X promises. That is what they are trying to do and
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