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Foreword

What have the geographically and culturally so distant Italy and Japan in common
as regards respective politics and political culture, economic structures and
international relations? As it turns out and as the authors of this edited volume
explain, quite a bit. The editors Silvio Beretta, Axel Berkofsky and Fabio Rugge
have invited a group of well-known European, American and Japanese scholars to
examine how and to what extent post war and present Italian and Japanese politics,
economic and foreign and security policies are comparable and indeed similar.

Post war foreign policies and both countries’ international relations in the post
war world dominated by the East—West confrontation in particular come to mind
when thinking of similarities between and parallel developments in Italy and
Japan. Both Rome and Tokyo became staunch US allies after World War II and
Washington’s influence on domestic politics in both Italy and Japan was over the
decades profound indeed. While Tokyo became Washington’s ‘unsinkable aircraft
carrier’ and ally supporting US security and military strategies to keep Commu-
nism from spreading in East and Southeast Asia, Italy was firmly embedded into
the US-led Western alliance in Europe. After the end of the Cold War, both
countries were charged with the task of readjusting their respective regional and
global foreign and security policies. While Italy—above all through its NATO and
EU memberships—found it easier to adapt itself to a world without a potential
threat posed by the Soviet Union, Tokyo came close to having an ‘identity crisis’
after the end of the Cold War as Yuichi Hosoya explains in this book.

Italian and Japanese domestic politics and political cultures too are comparable
and indeed similar as both countries were essentially ruled by one political party
throughout the Cold War up until the early 1990s: by the Democrazia Cristiana
(DC) in Italy and by the Liberal-Democratic Party (LDP) in Japan. This political
setup came to an end in both countries in the early 1990s when Italy’s DC and
Japan’s LDP were voted out of power. However, while the DC’s collapse turned
out to be permanent, the LDP returned to power in Japan after only 11 months out
of power. Indeed, what looked like fundamental changes to Japanese political
culture and structures turned out to be a partial readjustment with domestic politics
returning back to ‘normal’ in less than one year. These days, both Italy and Japan,
as we can read in this book, are burdened by high public debt, the consequences of



vi Foreword

ageing societies and structural impediments continuing to stand in the way of
sustainable and solid economic growth.

All of this and (much) more is analysed in this book and the scholars writing on
Italian and Japanese politics and both countries’ past and present economic and
foreign policies make sure that this edited volume is a very good and indeed
fascinating read.

Corrado Molteni
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Introduction

Silvio Beretta, Axel Berkofsky and Fabio Rugge

The literature comparing political, social and economic systems between countries
has throughout history developed a vast range of approaches dealing with the
question of affiliation with various types of regimes, which systems associated
themselves with or were typically associated with.

Socialism versus capitalism and state versus market became the main points of
reference and consequently the fundamental options to choose from when deter-
mining the quality and nature of a system (Djankov et al. 2003). The nature of
systems, analysed in numerous disciplinary areas of research, in turn were defined
by the nature of their institutions, norms and functioning in the reality of idealistic
and/or ideological orientations, with which these structures were compatible.

When the distinction between socialism and capitalism was still relevant and
empirically identifiable, some authors developed criteria for comparison.
Accordingly, Grossman (1967) initially expands the range of alternative regimes
comparing the case of the American citizen—whose points of reference are private
actors—with the Russian citizen, whose points of reference are collective and non-
private actors; he then goes on to compare the US citizen with the citizen of
Yugoslavia, who is confronted with a mixed system of private and non-private and
collective actors. Finally, he compares the American citizen with large parts of the
global population, which lives in “self-sufficient” regimes without intermediaries.
According to Grossman, the criteria necessary to compare alternative regimes are
productive quantities, growth rates, economic stability, security, efficiency in all
shapes and forms, social justice, economic freedom, sovereignty as well as
immaterial factors.
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The diversity of outcomes resulting from the application of such criteria has
thus fairly little to do with the radical character of ‘isms’: more often that not this
resulted into a wide range of structures subject to comparison. The arguments
developed by Eckstein in his edited volume of 1971 are similar (Eckstein 1971).
Taking also into account the writings by Loucks and Weldon Hoot (1948), Eck-
stein re-introduces the concept of fondness to compare between economic systems
in the same way political systems and forms of government have traditionally been
subject to comparison.

When focusing on the mere description of institutions and not the in-depth
analysis of them, Eckstein too points out the importance typically assigned to
“isms” relevant for the comparison of economic systems. Consequently, the
economic systems in capitalist, socialist, but also communist, fascist and various
other forms of regimes become subject to comparison: the kind of comparison
which—due to the fact that it lays emphasis on the “type” as opposed to
“degree”—tends to compare the ‘isms’ with each other as opposed to stressing
elements of continuity.

Like Grossman, also Eckstein distances himself from merely distinguishing
between “isms” and also the approach of a ‘holistic’ comparison between systems,
favouring instead an analytical approach, which focuses on the comparison between
characteristics, institutions, outcomes and the functioning of systems subject to
comparison. Centralism and de-centralisation of decisions, results in terms of
productivity and efficiency beyond development and stability, modes of allocation
of resources, consequences of technological progress, and the role of bureaucracies
are elements relevant for the comparison between systems: from this approach,
freed from political and ideological baggage, the systems subject to comparison
emerge in the forms of ‘continuums’ as opposed to simplistic contrapositions.

It is along those lines that, starting from of the traditional triad of capitalism—
socialism—communism, there emerged an analytical scheme, introduced and
explained by Koopmans and Montias in the above-mentioned volume edited by
Eckstein. In their contribution Koopmans and Montias propose to “avoid prior
classification according to the grand “isms” and instead start from comparisons of
organizational arrangements for specific economic functions” (Koopmans and
Montias 1971, p 27)." A similar approach is applied e.g. by Donn (1978), who
compares economic systems using three distinctive criteria: informative structure,
decisionmaking structures and the system of incentives. The end of communism/
socialism as alternative systems has obviously changed the terminology used for
comparative work and studies, giving birth to a debate on ‘New Comparative
Economics’ versus ‘Old Comparative Economics’. The fact that the emergence of
the two approaches (‘old’ versus ‘new’) gave in turn birth to incongruent positions
(Brada 2009) further reinforces the tendency to collocate the differences within the

! In the above-mentioned introduction Eckstein also introduces additional definitions of
“economic systems” used by authors in the same edited volume, in particular by Koopmans and
Montias (1971), Kuznets (1971) and Grossman (Eckstein 1971, pp 3-4).
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“remaining” empirically identifiable systems. As it turns out they are all “capi-
talist” and distinguish themselves from each other by the “degree” and “quality”
of capitalism.

A final observation before presenting the contents of the chapters of this volume
dealing with Italy and Japan in a comparative perspective will seek to illustrate how
the economic systems of both Italy and Japan are dissimilar, regardless of the fact
that they are both capitalist countries. Against this background it is worth men-
tioning that the economic system, in interaction and interdependence with other
subsystems, constitute the social system, of which the economic system becomes an
essential part (Holesovsky (1977) who also refers to Max Weber and Talcott Par-
sons). In fact, it is in Holesovsky’s writings where one finds an important reference
to Japan as “laboratory” for interaction and integration between different cultural
and economic systems. In that context he cites the near-absence of the practice
within Japanese companies to remunerate managers based on the profits they
generate. Doing so would, as Hagen (1970) argues, lead to the difficulty—prevalent
in Japanese culture, not without repercussions for the economy, of causing
“embarrassment” for the individual exposing his or her deficiencies causing
damage to his or her public image. Individual faults and responsibilities, punish-
ment and incentives, on the other hand, are part of Western culture. Another
example pointing to the differences between Japanese and Western business
practices can be found in Dore’s writings, cited in Holesovsky (1977, pp 444-445).
Dore underlines that in the Japanese business world one finds practices and attitudes
(regarding strikes, job security, discipline as well as the preparedness to follow
orders) uncommon or indeed absent in other capitalist systems. Instead, they are
Japan-specific practices and values typically attributed to the concept of Japanese
paternalism, which is regulating family-centred relationships in Japanese society.
Citing a metaphor from Dore “The stirring and spicing and baking process of
industrialization may be the same in both cases, but if you start off with a different
cultural dough you end up with a different social cake” (Dore 1973, p. 375), one can
conclude that there are indeed different types of capitalism, as the interaction
between economic and cultural systems produces a plurality of results
(Esping-Andersen 1990; Dore 2000; Ebbinghaus and Manow 2001; on the issue of
“convergence” between systems see Berger and Dore 1996; Gilpin 2001).

Taking into account Hagen and Dore’s research and conclusions, the editors of
this volume have invited scholars from various scientific disciplines to analyse
Italy and Japan’s politics, economy, and international relations in a comparative
perspective. While both Italy and Japan are both ‘capitalist’ countries, their
respective political, economic and foreign policy subsystems turn out to be dif-
ferent as some of the authors of this volume conclude. Different not only because
they are geographically distant but also due to reasons related to ‘culture’.

Aware of the fact that demographics (supported by empirical evidence and data
presented by two authors in this volume) have a profound impact on the future and
prosperity of a society, we have commissioned three contributions to analyse
demographics and the phenomenon of ageing societies in both Italy and Japan.
Italy and Japan (together with Australia and Switzerland) are amongst the ‘oldest’
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countries in the world and the continuing ageing of both societies will continue to
have a profound impact on their respective economies and societies as Carla Ge
Rondi and Masayuki Tadokoro explain in this volume. The drastic transformation
of the population pyramid in Italy analysed by Carla Ge Rondi using the most
recent available data paint a grey future for Italy. Japanese demographics, analysed
by Masayuki Tadokoro, too are very unfavourable and earlier concerns about
overpopulation in Japan was followed by what Tadokoro calls “declinist” pessi-
mism. Vittorio Volpi emphasises that there is a direct connection between an
ageing society and economic prosperity in a post-industrial and advanced society
like Japan. Indeed, the ageing of Japan’s society, together with the absence of
anything resembling sustainable economic growth, have over the last 20 years
profoundly transformed Japanese society and its labour market. Sluggish economic
growth partly eroded Japan’s decade-old long life employment system and created
a generation of part-time employees without job security, social benefits and career
prospects. While other research and analysis (Thang 2011) on Japan’s demo-
graphic trends reach less pessimistic conclusions, there is a near-consensus
amongst experts that if demographic trends in Japan do not change drastically in
the years ahead, Japan’s population (currently 125 million) will shrink to well
under 100 million by 2050. Failed and still failing Japanese immigration policies
are responsible for the fact that the number of foreign residents living in Japan is—
compared with other industrialized countries—very low. Only roughly 2 % of
Japan’s population is foreign, far too low for a rapidly ageing society like Japan.
The language barrier, cultural barriers and arguably a latent mistrust towards non-
Japanese citizens amongst the population continue to make sure that immigration
into Japan is bound to remain low. There is a consensus amongst scholars
(arguably most of them non-Japanese) that the Japanese people and its policy-
makers need to overcome a near-obsession of wanting to remain a ‘homogeneous’
country with a ‘homogeneous’ population.

In the section of this volume dealing with politics some authors only analyse
one country while others deal with both Italy and Japan. Axel Berkofsky explains
how Japan’s post war constitution “imposed” by the United States onto Japan in
1947 came into being. He puts particular emphasis onto aspects such as Japan’s
disarmament, the role and status of the Japanese Emperor as those issues led to
controversies and disagreements within Japan as well as amongst US policymakers
in Washington at the time. Guido Legnante, Flavio Chiapponi and Cristina
Cremonesi analyse Italy’s post war party system, and the “stability” of that system
(until the early 1990s), which remained “stable” even when profound socio-
economic changes took place in Italy. The authors go on to analyse the stages
leading from the “First Republic” to the “Second Republic” and wonder whether
very recent changes in Italy’s political landscape (i.e. the changes after Italy’s
February 2013 general elections) will soon give birth to a “Third Republic”. Paolo
Segatti analyses the results of Italy’s February 2013 elections, which led to the
upheaval of Italy’s bipolar political structure predominant since 1994. Giovanni
Cordini analyses the origins, contents and structure of Italy’s post war constitution
and identifies some similarities between Japan and Italy’s constitutional post war
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legacies, determined by World War II defeat, the rise and fall of dictatorial
regimes and the interaction with the victorious powers. Takeshi Ito and Masako
Suginohara compare the phenomenon of “clientelism” in Italy and Japan, iden-
tifying similar but also different ways and instruments to gain electoral support and
consensus. In Italy, the authors conclude, clientelism is more organised taking
place within and supported by political parties, while it is more personalised in
Japan. Daniela Giannetti, Bernard Grofman and Steven R. Reed analyse electoral
reforms in both Italy and Japan in the 1990s, pointing out both similarities and
differences. The differences, Giannetti and her co-authors conclude, can be
explained with different post war histories and political cultures (Brosio and
Ferrero 1995).2

The section of this volume covering economics comprises three contributions.
Dealing with Italy’s economy over the last 50 years from 1961 to 2010, i.e. the
years from “economic miracle to decline”, Renata Targetti Lenti examines the
stages of development, starting with the period of export-led growth of the 1950s
and 1960s on to the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s during which competitiveness was
largely secured by currency devaluation. When that instrument became less
available, the weaknesses of Italy’s economic system—high levels of public debt,
industrial decline insufficient investments into R&D and persistent dualisms
between regions in Italy—became evident and were not countered and dealt with
by structural reforms. Italy and Japan’s economies, Martin Schulz points out, do
without doubt share some relevant characteristics: after having experienced rapid
economic growth for over three decades, both countries entered into a long phase
of economic regression, aggravated by ageing populations leading in turn to
exploding public debt, to a loss of productivity and competitiveness of both
countries’ productive systems. All of this—albeit to a different degree in Italy and
Japan—Ied to persistently depressed economic growth over the last two decades.
While small and medium-sized enterprises in Italy and Japan, analysed by Carlo
Filippini in this volume, have an important role in both countries, only those in
Japan profit from a favourable tax regime, a qualified and highly-skilled labour
force, solid state support and are better positioned in Japan’s economic and
industrial structure.

The concluding section of this volume deals with Italy and Japan’s international
relations: four out of six chapters analyse both countries’ international relations
from a comparative perspective. Marco Clementi analyses—with some references
to the quality and nature of Japanese foreign and security policies—Italian foreign
policy under the first Italian government led by Prime Minister Romano Prodi . He
stresses the fact that Italy today finds itself actively involved in international
politics, not least as it was—despite internal pressure and obstacles—able to make

2 A “nomenclature”, Brosio and Ferrero argue, exists when: 1. An electoral law favours the
governing party 2. The political system discriminates against ethnic-linguistic minorities and 3.
There is a political agreement based on a conventio ad excludendum. While the Japanese
nomenclature is the result of an electoral law favouring the governing party, the Italian one is the
result of the above-mentioned conventio ad excludendum.
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relevant contributions to international security during Prodi’s first tenure as Prime
Minister. Yuichi Hosoya (with some reference to the Italian case) elaborates on
what he calls a “Japanese identity crisis” when re-defining and adjusting the
country’s domestic as well as foreign policy after the end of the Cold War. While
the decade-old reign of Japan’s Liberal-Democratic Party (LDP)—albeit tempo-
rarily interrupted in the 1990s—Ilasted even longer than the reign of Italy’s
Democrazia Cristiana, Japan’s post war international relations were determined by
the so-called ‘Yoshida Doctrine’ with the security alliance with the United States
at its centre. That doctrine Hosoya explains, defined the “three basic principles” of
Japanese foreign policy: 1. The centrality of the United Nations, 2. The relations in
Asia, and 3. Japan’s cooperation with the free world led by the United States. The
end of the Cold War led to an increased Japanese involvement in international
missions sanctioned by the United Nations, increased cooperation in the field of
security with other Asian countries and to a redefinition of the bilateral security
ties with the United States, considered a public good contributing to peace and
stability in the Asia-Pacific. In Ilaria Poggiolini’s analysis World War II defeat, the
unconditional surrender accompanied by institutional continuity and the self-per-
ception of being defeated are elements which render Japan and Italy comparable
and have an influence on the role of both countries’ involvement in the post war
system of international relations. The complex negotiations on the admission of
Italy (1955) and Japan (1956) to the United Nations during the years when
numerous newly independent countries joined the UN are analysed by Marco
Mugnaini. Both Italy and Japan have over decades been hosting US military bases
on their respective territories. Matteo Dian analyses the motivations and objectives
of US military presence in both countries and explains which international
developments and events shaped and changed the quality of the presence of US
military troops in Italy and Japan. In this context Dian elaborates on the level of
acceptance US military bases enjoyed in both countries and concludes that, unlike
in Italy, US military presence was constantly and intensively contested in Japan.
Indeed, while the presence and burden of US military stationed on Japanese ter-
ritory has almost always been an issue on top of the country’s domestic policy
agenda, this was not the case in Italy where protests against US military bases were
rare and local. Donatello Osti reconstructs the decisive role the United States have
had over the decades in shaping Japan and Italy’s foreign and security policy as
what he calls “medium powers” in their respective regions. The Gulf War of 1991,
the Kosovo War of the mid-1990s and the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq of the
early 2000s have demonstrated the central role both Italy and Japan had supporting
US global military strategies. Japan’s support of US policies dealing with a rising
China, Osti explains, is bound to become more important in the years ahead.
Indeed, China’s rapid economic and military rise will make sure that Japan’s role
and involvement in US security and military strategies in East Asia will continue
to be crucial for Washington’s policymakers. The American ‘pivot to Asia’
announced by the Obama administration in 2012 is without doubt evidence that
Washington will continue to count on Japan as loyal ally in East Asia, helping to
contain Chinese hegemonic and territorial ambitions. China, for its part, considers
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Washington’s Asia pivot as the basis of a US containment strategy with Japan as
America’s close security alliance partner at the centre of that strategy. Hence, from
a Chinese perspective Japan is inevitably part of a US-driven containment policy
towards China. Japan, since December 2012 again ruled by the Liberal-Demo-
cratic Party (LDP),” is furthermore and currently expanding its own defence ties in
the region, amongst others with India and Australia.

While the in-depth analysis of Japanese and Italian demography, international
relations, domestic politics and respective economies can naturally be found in the
individual chapters, this introduction already allows for some broad and general
conclusions as regards differences and similarities in Italy and Japan. Analogies
co-exist with differences, which is inevitable when analysing two capitalist
countries with distinctive social, political and economic systems.

Against this background the so-called “syndrome of ageing”, dealt with by
Volpi but also (in a more positive light) by Thang (2011, pp 183-185) must be
mentioned, not least as concerns about a rapidly ageing society resulted in Japan in
the adoption of the Elderly Employment Stabilization Law in 2006. As regards the
analysis of international relations, comparing the ‘medium powers’ Italy and
Japan’s relations and interactions with the US is probably relevant only within
limits. This is due to the fact that Japan is—above all against the background of a
militarily rising China—strategically more important to the US than Italy is. As
regards domestic politics, the obvious analogies between the two countries (dic-
tatorial regimes, the decade-long rule of one political party and political cliente-
lism) must be analysed together with the differences between Italian and Japanese
politics as Takeshi Ito and Masako Suginohara and Daniela Giannetti with her
co-authors Bernard Grofman and Steven R. Reed do in this volume. When
speaking of political clientelism within a dominant party, the collapse of Italy’s
DC in the early 1990s has led to the dissolution of the network of the party’s
clients, and was aggravated by economic crisis and stagnation, as well as by the
reduction of available resources. The evolution of the Liberal-Democratic Party
(LDP) in Japan has been somewhat different. The LDP has been voted out of
power in the early 1990s not because it has lost the support of its electorate but
because an influential inner-party faction split from the party and supported a non-
confidence vote against the LDP. When the LDP was voted out of power Japan’s
general elections in 1993 after a non-confidence motion submitted by the oppo-
sition, it remained by far the largest party but lost its absolute majority in the
Lower House. Throughout the 11 months that followed, Japan was ruled by a
fragile coalition government, which included eight relatively small parties and
excluded the LDP. Less than one year later, however, the LDP (unlike the DC in
Italy) returned to power and continued to rule in Japan uninterruptedly until 2009.
While the DC in Italy disintegrated for good in the early 1990s, Japan’s LDP
survived the country’s political ‘mini-revolution’ and returned to governing power.
Japan’s second ‘political earthquake’ took place in 2009 when the LDP for the first

3 The party stayed out of power for 3 years after the general elections in September 2009.
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time actually lost general elections. The 2009 defeat was crushing as the LDP lost
almost 60 % of its seats in the Lower House and had to make way for the
Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), which would govern the country until December
2012. Other authors (Leheny 2011) point to the re-emergence of nationalistic
impulses in Japanese politics over recent years. These are directed not only against
China but also against the United States. Indeed, as Berkofsky argues in this
volume, the LDP’s return to power in 2012 under the nationalist and revisionist
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe led to a re-emergence of the nationalist and revisionist
elites’ efforts to revise the country’s war-renouncing Article 9 of Japan’s consti-
tution in order to regain—as the country’s nationalist elites and the Prime Minister
Abe himself puts it—“full sovereignty”. Article 9 has been a thorn in the thumb of
Japan’s nationalist and ultra-conservative elites for decades and even if political
and technical obstacles continue to stand in the way of constitutional revision any
time soon, revisionist groups and forces in Japan have gained ground and influ-
ence, also because the country’s Prime Minister is clearly ‘one of them’.

As regards the state of both countries’ economies, Martin Schulz analyzes
parallel developments in Italy and Japan such as the accumulation of enormously
public debt and low economic growth. Schulz argues that neither Italy nor Japan
seem to be aware of the fact that in mature economies “debt crisis” are in reality
“growth crisis”, which cannot be resolved through policies protecting the wealth
and vested interests of an ageing population at the expense of the younger gener-
ations. In Italy, the loss of monetary sovereignty (analysed by Renata Targetti Lenti
in this volume) has resulted in the strategy of “dumping” the baggage of protec-
tionist policies onto public debt and fiscal pressure (both of which are still
increasing in Italy), while in Japan the same protectionist policies led to an
increasing public debt and depressed economic growth. Only very recently, Martin
Schulz points out, has Japan resumed monetary policies—in essence massive
quantitative easing—to re-launch economic growth. Indeed, quantitative easing
adopted by the Bank of Japan (BOJ)—one ‘arrow’ of Prime Minister Abe’s so-
called ‘three arrows’ strategy to revive Japan’s economy (the other two ‘arrows’
being a sharp increase of public spending and structural reforms)—has over the last
18 months led to a return to seemingly solid economic growth. However, it remains
yet to be seen whether Japan’s government will in the months ahead be able to
adopt the announced structural reforms, the precondition for sustainable as opposed
to only temporary economic growth created by massive quantitative easing.

Like politics* also the economies of Italy and Japan are analysed in a com-
parative perspective by a number of authors (Boltho et al. 2011). When comparing
economic and industrial structures it is typically pointed out that Japan’s big
multinational companies and conglomerates have been the main engine of Japan’s
export industry, while in Italy small and medium-sized enterprises were over
decades the backbone of Italy’s industry. Furthermore, it is pointed out that

* For an excellent analysis on the similarities of domestic and foreign politics in Italy and Japan
see also Richard Samuels’ book “Machiavelli’s Children” published in 2003 (Samuels 2003).
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Japanese exports of goods have largely been of capital-intensive nature, while
Italy’s exports have largely been of labour-intensive nature, profiting from Italy’s
comparative advantages in line with the country’s industrial structure (Boltho
2011). Finally, the comparative literature points to the persistence of a “family-
centred capitalism” in Italy, with families as opposed to “outsiders” or share-
holders controlling companies, in contrast with the “managerial capitalism” in
Japan (Barca et al. 2011). Boltho (2013, pp 129-130) reaches a fundamentally
different conclusion when comparing the economies of Italy, Germany and Japan
arguing that “More important are three...differences: (1) administrative ineffi-
ciencies, (2) the continuing underdevelopment of the Mezzogiorno, and (3) the
near-permanent state of conflict in industrial relations...Behind these differences
lies a further one with much older roots: the comparative incapacity of the Italian
state to efficiently run a modern economy”.

These differences, however, have their origins also in dissimilarities dating back
to the post war reconstruction period as Boltho (2013, p. 111) is pointing out. He
argues that “The reconstruction period may...have opened an institutional gap
between Italy on the one hand and Germany and Japan on the other. The latter two
countries, whether of their own volition or under American pressure, adopted some
fairly radical reforms that paved the way for a subsequent degree of consensus that
had not existed before the war. Italy’s reforms were less far-reaching and the
country reverted to the non-consensual pre-Fascist liberal order. Had Italian
reformers been more audacious, or had the United States been more influential or
assertive, subsequent developments in the country might well have been more
favorable”.

The chapters of this volume together with the cited literature allow us to
conclude that while Italy and Japan are within certain limits comparable, they must
be analysed using different standards and references when attempting to predict the
future of both countries’ politics and economies. The chapters dealing with Tokyo
and Rome’s foreign policies and international relations suggest that the same
conclusion can be drawn when comparing both countries’ positions and posi-
tioning in international politics and security.
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Italy’s Population: A Portrait

Carla Ge Rondi

Abstract Italy is demographically one of the oldest countries in the world. There
are 20.4 % of over 65-year-olds in the total population, as there are in Germany,
and this is second only to Japan with its 22.7 %. This ageing has occurred because
longer life has pushed up the age pyramid and reduced the birth rate. Conse-
quently, fertility has narrowed the base of the said pyramid. The total fertility level
in Italy in the 1950s of the twentieth century was about 2.3 children per woman. It
rose to a maximum of 2.7 in 1964—1965 and went down to mere replacement level
in 1976. It fell below that level from 1977 onwards. The unabated decreasing
tendency reduced the level to 1.2 in the 1990s, to then later rise again to 1.4
children per woman. This chapter examines the factors causing reduced fertility
and considers changes in the family patterns and in reproductive behaviour. The
analysis of the improvements in survival will then seek to explain why Italy has
become one of the four countries in the world with the highest longevity (life
expectancy is 81.37 years). As a result of that, this chapter concludes, Italian
society will in the future become even older.

1 Demographic Ageing

According to the UN estimates of 2012," Italy is one of the demographically oldest
countries in the world. There are 20.4 % of over 65-year-olds in the total popu-
lation, as there are in Germany, and this is second only to Japan with its 22.7 %. It
must be emphasised, however, that there are relatively more really ‘old folks’
(80-year-olds and upwards) among Italian oldies: 28.8 % against 28 % in Japan

! http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/index.htm
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and 25 % in Germany (5.9 % against 5.1 % of total population). Italy comes
second again after Japan in its reduced presence of young people (under 25-year-
olds)—only 24 % of the population’s total. Hence, in Italy the ratio of old to under
25s is 8.5 to 10—approaching parity, parity that is largely exceeded if we consider
only the youngest (under 15-year-olds): 14.5 to 10. Furthermore, there are 37 over
65-year-olds for every 100 of working age (25—64-year-olds) resulting in the fact
that the index of dependence (young people under 25 and older ones over 65) rises
to 80 %. ‘Young’ is used for those under 25, instead of the usual 0—14 bracket, in
order to take a more realistic account of the real age of starting work in this
country, and also to include most of the generations born after the decline in total
fertility (otherwise known as the average number of children per woman) below
the mere replacement level of 2.1 children, datable from 1977.2

Comparing the population pyramid of 1951, when only 8 % of the population
was at least 65 years old, with that of 2011 (Fig. 1), it becomes very evident that
the process of ageing among the Italian population has substantively intensified.
Population total has passed from 47.5 to 59.4 million, an annual growth rate of 3.7
per thousand as against an increase in the older population of 20 per thousand (five
times more). It is particularly noteworthy that the solid pyramid base of 1951
turned into a solid vertical in 2011. We should also note that the older generations
are those born before the Second World War-those who were consequently over
ten years old in 1951. It is also very evident that there is a throttling back of 33-37-
year-olds, due to the reduced birth rate during the First World War, just as the
2011 pyramid shows an age bulge corresponding to the mid-1960s baby boom. In
old age this will transform into an even greater strengthening of the pyramid’s
vertical, as will be discussed further below.

When dealing with demographic ageing Golini (2007) affirmed that “it is known that
ageing is the positive result of two victories that humanity has sought to achieve for
centuries: the victory over unwanted births and that over premature death”. Indeed, it is
inevitable that the process of demographic transition, the passage from high birthrates and
mortality to low levels of both, will generate rapid or less rapid ageing according to the
experience of individual countries. At the census of 1961, on the eve of the phenomenon
known as the baby boom, children under 15 were one quarter of the population, while the
65-year-olds and over constituted less than one tenth. Thirty years later, in 1991,
the weight of these two component parts was about equal, at around 15 %. Hence the
reduction in importance weight of young people, during that period, was more significant
than the increase of old people. However, in the subsequent twenty years, the young
people’s presence has remained at about 14 %, whereas that of old folks has increased
rapidly to up to 20 %. The fight Golini defined as “over unwanted births” resulted in
victory during the 1980s, just as the fight was won “over premature death”. It should be
added, however, that if premature death has been beaten—that is death in infancy—the
battle for prolonging life is yet far from won. This thus increases the verticality of the
population pyramid, whilst the victory over unwanted births is turning into a defeat:
reduced reproduction at too low levels is continually narrowing the pyramid’s base and, in
the long or medium term, can lead to a decline in population. A closer look at the
dynamics of fertility and survival, however, becomes necessary.

2 The UN itself also calculates a dependence index it considers the lowest age of adulthood: 25.
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Fig. 1 Population pyramids (1951 and 2011). Source ISTAT, Censimenti della popolazione.
Anni 1951 e 2011

2 Fertility

The level of fertility in Italy during the 1950s of was about 2.3 children per
woman. It rose to a maximum of 2.7 in 1964-1965 and then went down to mere
replacement level in 1976. It fell below that from 1977 onwards. The unabated
decreasing tendency reduced the level to 1.2 in the 1990s, when Italy had the
world’s lowest fertility rate.” At the turn of the century there was a modest
resurgence so that today the fertility trend indicator amounts to about 1.4 children
per woman. We should underline that the drop in fertility could have been caused
by delaying childbearing and that the rise may in turn be attributable to a

3 The absolutely lowest point was in 1995: 1.19. A figure lower than 1.3 is recognised as ‘lowest-
low fertility’.
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Table 1 Main indicators of Fertility. Italy 2010

Births outside marriage (% total live births) 23.6
Total fertility rate 1.40
Mean age of mothers at childbirth 313
Total fertility rate of Italian women 1.29
Mean age of Italian mothers at childbirth 31.8
Total fertility rate of foreign women 2.13
Mean age of foreign mothers at childbirth 28.9

Source ISTAT, Natalita e fecondita della popolazione residente. Anni 2009 e 2010, Rome,
September (2011)

subsequent recovery: “The (slight) increase in fertility between 2000 and 2009
may be partly due to a catching-up process, following the postponement of the
decision to have children. When women began giving birth later in life, the total
fertility rate first decreases, then recovers” (EUROSTAT 2010). As can be seen in
Table 1 for 2010, the average age for maternity is 31.2, about a year and a half
more than in 1995 (when it was 29.8). For Italian citizen mothers, this figure goes
up to 31.8 years of age (ISTAT 2011). Thus Italian fertility is not only low, but
indeed has been stuck for at least a quarter of a century around 1.2—1.4 children per
woman.

However, “all enquiries into fertility, even the most recent ones, highlight that
the number of children desired is clearly higher than the quantity produced and
tends to hover round generation replacement levels”, Sabbadini writes (Sabbadini
2005). What are the reasons for the differences in desire and realisation? According
to Tanturri (2010) “it may be concluded that both working women and those who
do not have jobs end up by producing few children. The latter category has plenty of
available time to spend with their children but does not have the economic means to
maintain children. The former have adequate means for bringing up children but
lack time, rending it very difficult to consolidate work and child-care. In both cases,
failed policies play a role. In the first case, policies are lacking to maintain the living
standards of a single-income family; in the second case, the conciliation services
offered by the state or available in the market place are inadequate.” The same
writer also specifies that “keeping up with work outside the home is another reason
why Italian women do not want more than one child, and this is particularly
adduced by first-time mothers... But at the same time, we must not forget, again for
single-child parents, concern for the responsibility of caring and not being able to
count on the constant help of parents and/or friends to look after the children”. It is
worth quoting a report on conciliating motherhood with living time (Sabbadini
2005), written some years ago at the request of the Equal Opportunities Ministry,
where we read that “ISTAT surveys prove there is an unfavourable social climate
for paternity and maternity in our country. This is the result of Italy’s late
involvement in the subject of conciliation between maternity and living time. To
remove this social climate continual long-term intervention in support of mother-
hood and fatherhood is required. The division of roles within the family is still rigid.
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Table 2 Households by type

(a) Households Year 1998 Years 2009-2010
Thousand % Households Thousand % Households

Non-family households 4,116 20.7 7,443 30.4

of which One-person households 3,832 19.3 7,001 28.6

of which One-person not widowed 2,204 4,157

One-family households 15,510 78.0 16,731 68.4

Two or more-family households 247 1.2 290 1.2

Total households 19,873 100.0 24,464 100.0

One-person not widowed (% one person) 57.5 59.4

(b) Nuclear families

Thousand % Families Thousand % Families

Couples 14,048 89.2 14,617 85.9
Cohabiting couples 340 2.2 881 5.2
Married couples 13,708 87.0 13,736 80.7
Single Parents 1.461 9.3 2,115 12.4
Total nuclear families 15,757 100.0 17,021 100.0
Married couples (% nuclear families) 69.0 56.1
Cohabiting couples (% couples) 2.4 6.0

Source Personal elaboration of data gathered by ISTAT, Come cambiano le forme familiari.
Anno (2009). www.istat.it/it/files/2011/09/forme-familiari2009.pdf

Although men collaborate more than in the past at home, their contributions to
family tasks is still very limited compared with that of women. This creates a
notable overburdening for women in general and working women in particular; the
social services network, especially for early infancy, is deficient, less than what
working women need. It is also costly”.

But let us return to the recovery of fertility we have observed in recent years and
see how small a role the growing presence of immigrant women plays in it. Their
fertility is admittedly much higher than that of Italian women (2.2 against 1.3) but
their importance is still not such as to significantly modify the indicator value
(ISTAT 2011). It should be added that births to at least one foreign parent are
about 19 % of the total and the births where both parents are not Italian count for
only about 14 %.

Leaving aside that this entirely insufficient rise in fertility is still very far from
replacement level, it should be noted that in this short period of the twenty-first
century, Italy is showing a family model decisively different from what could be
observed until the end of the twentieth century. First of all we should note that an
increasing number of births are taking place outside of marriage (Table 1): the
percentage of births for non-married parents was 24 % in 2010, whereas it was
only 8 % in 1995. There is also an increase in cohabitation: in 2009 unmarried
couples were 6 % of the total number of couples, as against 2 % in 1998 (Table 2).
And finally there is a growth in the number of broken marriages too: the ISTAT
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(2009) estimates that in 1995 for every 1,000 registered marriages there were 158
separations and 80 divorces; in 2009 the figures went up to 297 separations and
181 divorces. The amount of increase is striking, although it should be noted that
the figures for the relationship may be somewhat misleading because of the dif-
ference in trend of weddings and separations or divorces, the former decreasing
and the latter increasing. If marriage break-up frequency could be estimated for the
marriage cohorts, we would probably get lower relationship figures. The ISTAT
(2009) also underlined that “to interpret the data correctly, it must be considered
that the separations registered in any given calendar year relate to different lengths
of marriage, resulting from the behaviour of couples wedded in different years
(marriage cohorts). They should consequently be considered in relation to the
initial total of each marriage cohort. To understand how the tendency to dissolve a
union relates to the length of marriage, we must analyse back from the break-up
year to the start of the union and consider how many marriages lasted for different
lengths for marriage cohorts. For those celebrated in 1972, 963.8 out of every
1,000 marriages lasted more than 10 years; for those which began in 2000, 877.5
per 1,000 lasted that long. In other words, separations have more than tripled in
that period, passing from 36.2 per thousand in 1972 to 122.5 per thousand in
2000”. There has also been a significant increase in the average age for first
marriages. In the 1970s and early 1980s it was consistently around 27 for men and
about 24 for women. In 2009 the age was 33 years for men and 30 years for
women. Daughters therefore are getting married on average about six years later
than their mothers. We therefore can conclude that due to such changes, three
quarters of children are being born within a conjugal relationship and that the
reproductive life of Italian women (usually between 15 and 49 years of age) has
been reduced by a good six years in the course of three decades. In the 1970s, over
one third of children (36 %) were born to mothers under 25 and less than 9 % to
mothers between the ages of 35 and 39; in the first decade of this century, over a
fifth of births were given by women aged between 35 and 39 years old. In short,
in a country where almost all marriages were celebrated according to the rites of
the Catholic Church and where marriages also have civilian validity, it is
becoming increasingly more common that couples choose to be contracted in
marriage solely in the Municipal Registry Office. In recent years this choice has
been made by one third of all couples. This may certainly partly depend on the
increase in second and subsequent marriages: now about an eighth of the total
compared with just over 6 % in the 1970s.

We pointed out above that cohabitation outside of marriage has increased. The
married couple, however, still remains the dominant family model but much less so
than in the past (in 1998 they were 69 % of families, today they are 56 %). In fact,
the typology identified as the nuclear family (couples with or without children and
parents with children) has decreased in face of a considerable increase in singles,
who have risen by nearly 90 %. It is therefore interesting to analyse the charac-
teristics of this one-eighth of the Italian population living alone. From a profile
drawn up a few years ago (Ge Rondi 2006a) it emerges that four out of ten are at
least 70-year-olds, six out of ten are women, almost half of them (46.5 %)
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widowed, and more than one third (37.2 %) are single or unmarried. There are more
women of advanced age living alone than there are elderly men (57 % as against
21 %) also because the ‘isolated’ status is predominantly conditioned by widow-
hood. In fact, bachelors count for only 53 % of men and not more than 28 % of
women living alone are unmarried. In short, those who live alone, therefore, are
normally no longer young (the mean age is 66 and the modal 73) and are women.

“Typical of our Mediterranean situation is... an aspect whose size is unknown
in other occidental countries: the increasingly massive, lengthy presence of adult
children within the family” (De Sandre et al. 1997, 24-25). Even in 2007 the
children still living with their families were 60 % of those non-married between
the ages of 18 and 34. “Between 1983 and 2009 the amount of young people
between 25 and 29 staying on in the family doubled (from 34.5 to 59.2 %) and
those between 30 and 34 tripled (from 11.8 to 28.9 %)” (Ferrara et al. 2011). It
should be noted, however, that these figures are considerably reduced if we con-
sider that a number of unmarried children actually live on their own, far from the
parental home, for a good part of the week, for reasons of study or work (Ge Rondi
2006a): when taking into account only of those offspring who habitually continue
living with their parents, the figure falls to under 40 %.

An enquiry of the reasons for this prolonged living with the family reveals that
“nowadays economic reasons are the primary ones indicated by 18-34-year-olds,
followed by the need to continue their studies. Only third in the list do young
people declare it is their personal wish to stay in the family (“I’m fine like that, I
can still have my freedom”). In 2003, however, the ‘choice’ of living with their
parents and yet having a large measure of autonomy was one of the most common
reasons given in a relational context that was not limited as in the past to strictly
hierarchical father-children relationships (Ferrara et al. 2011).

3 Survival

According to UN figures covering the period from 2005 to 2010, the population of
Italy is the fourth longest-lived in the world, preceded by Japan, Switzerland and
Australia. Life expectancy at birth (both sexes taken together) is 81.37 years (in
the classification of life expectancy among males Italy comes sixth with
78.58 years and among females it comes fourth with 83.98).

In the mid-twentieth century Italy was nineteenth with an average life span of
66.32 years. Italians have therefore gained a total of 15 more years of life in a
period of just over half a century. The drastic reduction in infant mortality from 60
per thousand to 4 per thousand is an important indicator explaining why Italians
live longer. Having once overcome premature deaths, the biggest gain comes from
gradually increasing age of longevity. The probability of reaching one’s 65th

4 http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/index.htm. Hong Kong and the Channel Islands were omitted in
drawing up the classification.
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Table 3 Lengthening of life in Italy

Life expectancy

€0 €65 €30
1950-1953 65.5 13.2 5.3
1970-1972 71.9 14.9 6.4
1992 77.0 17.0 7.3
2008 81.4 19.7 8.8
Survival ratios
Po.65 Po.so
1950-1953 68.6 27.5
1970-1972 77.1 38.0
1992 84.4 51.4
2008 90.0 64.8

Source ISTAT, Tavole di mortalita, anni vari

birthday, for a newborn baby subject to the mortality rate of the 1950s was less
than 69 %; for a newborn subject to today’s mortality rate, the chances are 90 %
(Table 3). Put differently, 30 out of a 100 children would back then not have
reached the age usually considered ‘old’; today, that number decreased to only 10
in every hundred. The probability calculated for a newborn to reach 80 years of
age has risen from 27.5 to 65 % (56.3 % for men and 73.9 % for women). In other
words, the chances have multiplied two and a half times.

There is still an increasing difference in survival rates between the sexes: in the
1950s, a woman’s life expectancy at birth was 3.5 years more than a man’s (67.24
and 63.71 respectively); in 2008 the difference in favour of the woman rose to
5 years (84.07 and 78.81). In the 1950s, 80-year-old men could hope to live
another 4.99 years and women additional 5.48 years; now the figures are 7.86 and
9.72 respectively. At 65 an Italian woman still has (on average) 21.55 years of life
left and a man has 17.92 years in front of him. The probability of reaching the
expected age is 54 % for women and slightly over 50 % for men. In other words,
more than half of 65-year-olds could reach 86 years of age and more than half of
their contemporaries could reach 83.

A recent essay (Caselli and Egidi 2011) points out that as well as longer survival
rates, “the quality of life in the extra years is clearly improving”. Nevertheless,
Caselli and Egidi write, “the woman’s better performance in terms of survival
hides a disadvantage regarding health. This emerges regardless of which mea-
surement indicator is used, and it concerns all old people, especially the oldest.
Disability is one of the main problems reducing quality of life for old people: 76 %
of women can hope to reach 60 years of age with complete autonomy, as compared
with 78 % of men. In addition it is the women who suffer the most severe dis-
abilities: at that same age 3 % are already seriously limited in their personal
autonomy and depend on someone else to perform the basic life functions, and
another 17 % complain of partial limitations as regards health and autonomy. For
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men these proportions are respectively 1 and 11.11 %. For those between 60 and
79 years of age these differentials increase and only 57 % of the 18 average years of
a woman’s extra life at this age range can be lived in complete autonomy (as against
67 % of a man’s average 17 years). Among the over 80 s health differentials
between the sexes are at their greatest, also as a result of the increased ageing of the
female population over this age: only 15 % of the average 10 extra years lived by
women are spent in complete autonomy, as against 24 % of the man’s extra average
8 years”.

“Women grow old alone, men grow old in a couple” is the title of an article on
old people’s living conditions (people of 75 and over) in nine countries of the
European Union (Delbes et al. 2006): Italy, where the proportion of over seventy-
five-year-olds in institutions is lower than elsewhere (2 % of men and 4 % of
women), is no exception. Almost 7 in ten men living with their families still have
their wives, but less than a third of women still have husbands, while about half of
them live alone and about one in ten live with their unmarried offspring. Then
again, it is evident that widowhood is a condition typical for the female population,
since, as we have seen, men enjoy shorter life expectancy. However, men usually
tend either to marry women younger than themselves or to enter into another union
more easily if widowed or divorced.

Are the increasing numbers of old men and women living alone isolated from
their families? Drawing attention to those who have children, it emerged (Ge
Rondi 2006b) that almost 40 % of those with children live in the same block and
77 % live in the same municipality. When there are two offsprings, 45 % live in
the same municipality as their parents and in 84 % of cases the old people live
with at least one of the children. The probability rises even further, obviously, that
one of the offspring will live in the same municipality as the mother or father, if
there are more than two children. Hence, Italian children are leaving home late and
even after they do so, they still live near to their parents. It has been emphasised on
this subject (Tomassini and Lamura 2011) how “the closeness of parents living
near children is the result of a family strategy that is applied when the offspring
gets married. In fact, parental economic help when their offspring buys a house
plays a fundamental part in generations subsequently living near each other” and
“choosing a residence for the children...is provided to facilitate other types of
intergenerational transfer, like contacts with or help for grandchildren or old folks
in difficulty”.

4 Conclusions

As mentioned above, Italy is one of the oldest countries in the world. In the future,
since ageing begets further ageing, reducing the flow of new generations, Italian
society is bound to become even older. Those who will become old in the next
decade have obviously already been born, so their number will depend solely on
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the conditions for their survival. The UN predicts’ that by 2050 life expectancy at
birth will rise by 4 years, both for men and for women; the population of 65-year-
olds and over is expected to exceed 19 million and those over 80 years old are
estimated to reach 7.7 million (presently there are 12.3 million and 3.5 million
respectively). The most likely hypothesis is that they will weigh on the total
population with an average variation of 32 and 13 % respectively. As a conse-
quence of this considerable increase of individuals of senile age, especially those
of ‘great age’ who will double in quantity, there will be a diminution of young
people under 25 years of age (from 14.6 million now to 14.0 million). They will be
born after 2025 and will decrease in number, although the average number of
children per woman should go up to 1.7 and reach 1.88 in 2050.
Italy’s demographic future, it seems, looks pretty grey.
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Changed Discourses on Demography
in Japan

Masayuki Tadokoro

Abstract Japan is the precursor as a country with aging and declining population.
While the Japan’s demographic profile is widely viewed as a source of fatalistic
declinism about its future, it was, for long, overpopulation that obsessed
the Japanese people. This chapter tries to elucidate the dynamism as well as lags
behind the shift of the attitudes by tracing Japanese discourses on demography.

1 Introduction

Since the 1990s, Japan’s future image has been dominated by declinist discourses.
One of the main factors often referred to as a reason for the presumed decline of
Japan is its demographic trends, namely an shoshikoreika or aging popula-
tion combined with the dimishing number of children. Contrasting views, how-
ever, have been put forward regarding political implications of population profiles
of a nation. On one hand, there is a mercantilist view, which sees populations as a
source of national power. Morgenthau, for example, argues in his book on inter-
national politics:

Without a large population it is impossible to establish and keep going the industrial plant
necessary for the successful conduct of modern war; to put into the field the large number
of combat groups to fight on land, on the sea, and in the air; and, finally, to fill the cadres
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of the troops, considerably more numerous than the combat troops, which must supply the
latter with food, means of transportation and communication, ammunition, and weapons.
It is for this reason that imperialistic countries stimulate population growth with all kinds
of incentives, as did Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, and then use that growth as an
ideological pretext for imperialistic expansion (Morgenthau 1978, pp. 130-131).

This type of view has been widely accepted by students of a strain of international
politics that focuses on competitive relations among states. In particular, in an age
when there was little reliable economic data, such as GDP, the size of population
was a convenient yardstick to measure relative power between nations. The fear of
depopulation, therefore, actually was an issue vividly discussed in some countries
in the context of national power. For example, in France, following defeat in the
Franco-Prussian War in 1871 the low level of population growth alarmed many
French publicists as it was regarded as indicating declining national power. “In
France alarmist prophecy and warning became the order of the day, and French
writers predicated almost with one voice that France’s slow demographic growth
relative to that of Germany, Russia, and England would give these countries a
cumulative military and political preponderance over France” (Spengler 1979,
pp. 121-122).

It is obviously no longer appropriate to measure national power by the total
number of soldiers, and accordingly the total size of population is no longer
commonly accepted as a valid measure of power. However, even today the total
size of productivity is often still linked to the total size of population. If the most
important factor of production can be assumed to be labour, particularly intel-
lectual labour, then population size can be regarded as the most decisive element
in determining national economic power. The Japanese scholar Akihiko Tanaka,
for example, argues that when the impact of industrial revolution eventually
spreads all around the world, relative power among states will be decided by
relative size of population.

“When technology to improve productivity of an individual goes around the world, the
ultimate determinant of GDP of the land will be decided by the size of population. At the
end of the day, modern history seems to be closing its cycle. The West suddenly became
so powerful because it developed a ‘magic wand’ or modern technology, but sooner or
later it can be acquired by everybody. Once everybody has gained the same ‘magic wand’
it ceases to be so terribly special” (Tanaka 2009, p. 92).

On the other hand, economics has a strong tradition to regard population as a
serious problem. Thomas Robert Malthus, in his famous work of 1798, An Essay
on the Principle of Population, argued that population pressure is the primary
source of poverty, since population increases by geometric series whereas food
production can increase only by arithmetic series (Multhus 1996). In fact, even
today, in the context of economic development, the agenda is dominated by
attempts to avoid and contain overpopulation. The major problem in this context is
how to limit population growth and escape from the ‘Malthusian trap’, in which
the fruit of economic growth is consumed by an expanding population thereby
perpetuating poverty.
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Today’s Malthusian arguments can be found in abundance within environmentalist
discourses. They emphasize the growing population of the world as placing increasing
pressure on limited supplies of natural resources, such as energy and food, which
threaten to produce major socio-political disorder. In addition, there is common ref-
erence to a ‘population explosion’ potentially resulting in socio-political instability
through excessive urbanization. Internationally, this condition is interpreted as causing
global environmental problems and prompting unregulated international migration.1

Many have argued that population growth has been one of the conditions of
political disorder though the link between the two may not be directly traceable. It
is argued that in modern Europe, surplus population overflowing from agricultural
communities into urban areas formed a hotbed for political radicalism, which
prepared many active political movements, such as the French Revolution and
other nationalist uprisings, not to mention communist movements. Discontent in
the agricultural villages was related to one of the most dramatic events that
affected European history.

“The life of Gavrilo Princip, whose pistol shot triggered the conflict [World War I], was
aptly paradigmatic. Born in a poor village of Bosnia, he was one of nine children, of whom
six died in infancy. As second son, Gavrilo had to seek his fortune away from home, and
his half-hearted pursuit of formal qualification for state employment by attending sec-
ondary schools eventually provoked a break with his family. Instead of finding a place
within the hierarchy of an extended family, as his ancestors had done, Princip joined a
floating population of revolutionaries who espoused the ideal of South Slav brotherhood—
a brotherhood (very imperfectly) approximated by the café life-style the youthful revo-
lutionaries formed for themselves” (McNeill 1990, p. 20).

Perhaps radical student political movements and anti-establishment cultural trends,
which swept throughout the free world in the late 1960s were related to over-
crowding in which the generation of baby boomers grew up. What is the source of
these contrasting views on the political implications of population? While the
mercantilist school, assuming the inevitability of competition among states in the
anarchical environment of international politics, emphasizes the inherent inter-
national competitiveness of national capability, liberals, including Malthus, tend to
focus on the welfare of nations or individuals in discussing population problems.
In other words, this can be viewed as the difference between relative versus
absolute gains. If so, contrasting visions such as ‘vigorous and proud power’ and
‘prosperous and happy society’ represent disparate world views rather than merely
analytical disagreements.

In the early twenty-firstcentury, however, it is widely assumed that Japan’s
demographic trends will cause serious problems, even within the domain of
absolute prosperity. Generally, students of international politics use the term
‘national power’, as is typical for the above-mentioned Morgenthau, to capture the
opportunity to win when competiting with other states. In contrast, for example,
the National Institute for Research Advancement (NIRA), a government-supported

! For this type of view, see, for example Homer-Dixson (1991); Choucri (1984).
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think tank, analysed the implications of the decline of the Japanese population in
one of its reports, by employing an original concept of ‘comprehensive national
power’ consisting of three elements: capability to improve civil life, capability to
create economic value, and capability to adjust to international environments. This
report, viewing the declining population of Japan as a national crisis, warns
“unless depopulation stops, Japan may be recorded by future historians as the 8th
known civilization which has disappeared in global history” (Kobayashi and
Komine 2004, p. 7).

Nevertheless, counterarguments are still far from negligible. Tadao Umesao, an
influential ecologist has argued “the optimal population of Japan is around 100
million and there is nothing wrong in declining population to that level” (Kobayashi
and Komine 2004, p. 119). Or Yuichi Shionoya, an economist who at one point
headed the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research, says,
“Aging population combined with the diminishing number of children is a result of
historical achievement” (Kobayashi and Komine 2004, p. 122).

This chapter, while tracing modern Japanese discourse on population problems
discusses how wildly differently the problems have been regarded and analysed by
the Japanese people, and attempts to shed some light across how dominant dis-
courses over the future have been formed. Japanese have been constantly aware of
population problems as a major social agenda item since modernization com-
menced in the mid 19th century. The predominant discourse until World War II
was that Japan was overpopulated and that the country’s surplus population which
this small land could not support should emigrate. But in 1939, to bolster man-
power for waging looming warfare, umeyo huyaseyo or (‘give birth to a lot of
children and increase population’) briefly became a national slogan. After Japan’s
World War II defeat overpopulation was again viewed as a problem and since
doors appeared tightly shut for Japanese emigrants, effective birth control became
the agenda to suppress births that cannot be supported by these narrow islands. In
the 1960s, there was some concern about under-population or labour shortages, but
in the 1970s, the limited voices were completely overwhelmed by concerns about
global population explosion and the limits of natural resources. Some experts
rightly foresaw Japanese demographic trends but interestingly, a declining birth
rate was accepted as an emblem of advanced nations. The 1980s, as its demo-
graphic trends emerged, provided an ideal timing for the Japanese public to
squarely discuss their demographic destiny. Unfortunately, the opportunity was
missed perhaps because of overconfidence in Japan’s socio-economic system, only
returning in 1989 when Japan’s fertility rate dipped as low as 1.57, then referred to
as the ‘1.57 shock’. Since the 1990s, it has become widely perceived that the
demographic problem in Japan is an aging population combined with the dimin-
ishing number of children. Predominant policy agenda issues have since then
become focused on social environments where mothers can more easily give birth
and raise children to avoid economic difficulties caused by a rising dependent
population and a dwindling working population. In addition, there has have been
serious discussions on how to deal with and accomodate a large-scale migrant-
worker influx.
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2 Demographic Issues in Modern Japan

There is no doubt that it was overpopulation that was regarded as the main pop-
ulation problem from the early Meiji period until World War II. Although the
problem was intensively perceived and clearly formulated, actual population
growth had never been effectively controlled. Japan had the same difficulties in
controlling the total size of population as many developing countries have today
for several reasons. First, means and knowledge for contraception were limited.
Second, in agricultural villages, which represented a major part of Japanese
society, the contribution of child labour to individual households was highly
valued. It should be also added that the influence of Social Darwinism was also felt
in the late 19th century when Japan began its modernization under the constant
pressure from Western imperialist powers (Fukuzawa 1896). In this highly com-
petitive and racist international environment, a tiny, non-Western and non-white
Japan could be considered “a loser of the on-going global survival race” if its
population stopped growing (Okuma 1910). This idea maintained some influence
along with the main discourses cursing overpopulation. While overpopulation was
clearly a problem on the macro level, marginal gains were perceived by an
increase in population on the micro level such as for individual households and
military institutions.

In the 1920s, having been somehow recognized as an equal sovereign state by
Western powers, Japan enjoyed a fairly liberal politico-social environment under
“Taisho Democracy”. Urbanization of Japanese society coupled with industriali-
zation shifted Japan’s sociological profile, which made Japanese society sensitive
to Western ideas, including socialism and feminism. Birth control and eugenics
also became a part of Japanese discourse around this time. It was in this context
that Margaret Higgins Sanger, an American birth control activist, visited Japan in
1922. Although Japanese authorities tried to prevent her visit, she was welcomed
by supporters in Japan (Hayami and Kojima 2004, pp. 221-224). It is difficult,
however, to know how much impact the birth control movements had upon Japan’s
demography. While it is argued that Japan’s demographic transition was starting
around that time, it seems to be more closely related to the sociological trans-
formations in Japan such as urbanization, spread of education, and the tendency to
marry later.” There were also strong counter-arguments to birth control based
along traditionalist views that emphasized the importance of reproducing family
lines as well as objections from the Christian community whose intellectual impact
was far from negligible. Whatever the impact of contemporary birth control
movements upon birth-rates, it was not until after World War II that such
movements were popularised. From the late 19th century the Japanese population
constantly grew at nearly one million per annum, totalling over 70 million by
1936, an increase from 43 million in 1900 (Fig. 1).

2 See, for example Hayami et al. (2001, pp. 78-83).
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The main source of headaches for those concerned with Japanese demography
was whether there would not be sufficient economic resources, including food
supply and natural resources, to maintain a growing population in Japan. Japan’s
victory over Russia in 1905 might have allowed Japan to rank with the world’s
‘First Class Powers’ but there was no doubt that Japan’s fundamental power bases
were highly fragile.

Overpopulation started attracting attention among general intellectuals fol-
lowing the komesodou (a rice riot caused by inflation during World War I) in 1918.
The seriousness of the problem was even more strongly felt during the global
economic slump of the 1930s and the consequent protectionism among Western
powers which locked-out Japanese products from vital export markets. In Japanese
villages, young girls from poor peasant families were literally sold into prostitu-
tion. This was undoubtedly one of the factors contributing to Japanese military
expansionism into Manchuria. The Japanese government attempted to control
population increases by establishing the ‘Committee on Population and Food
Problems’ in 1927 and the subsequent ‘Committee on Population Problems’ in
1933, reorganized into the ‘Institute on Population Problems’, the central official
institution examining issues related to population issues.

One way out of the difficulties was a large-scale emigration such as that of
joining ‘the white races’ which was still ongoing in the second half of the 19th
century. One of the earliest attempts at Japanese emigration was about 150 Jap-
anese who sailed to Hawaii in 1868 at the request of Kamehameha V, the inde-
pendent island kingdom’s ruler. From 1885, when the Japan-Hawaii emigrant
treaty was concluded, there was a constant outflow of Japanese emigrants to
Hawaii.

In 1891, Takeaki Enomoto established a section specializing in emigration
within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, soon after becoming Foreign Minister. The
move was based upon his belief that “emigration was the only option to secure
development of Japanese as a nation” (Ueno 1994, p. 23). Japan’s territory, which
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was already seemingly overpopulated, appeared to offer very little hope for
development for Japanese as a ‘great nation’. Thus, his ambition was to send
Japanese emigrants abroad to establish beachheads for future overseas colonies for
Japanese. Enomoto became involved in organizing the Colonial Association in
1896 and the later Geography Association from 1897 to promote basic research for
the overseas settlement of Japanese. He even suggested purchasing Borneo and
New Guinea and establishing a major Japanese settlement in Papua New Guinea
(Ueno 1994, p. 24).

But the Japanese came too late to find a convenient open space to deposit their
surplus population. For example, after the USA annexed Hawaii in 1900,
restrictions concerning Japanese business and emigration were imposed and then
strengthened. Actually, the tightening of restrictions imposed by the US govern-
ment over emigration from Japan, became constant sources of diplomatic friction
between the US and Japan. Boycotting Japanese immigrants in the US culminated
in the Immigration Act of 1924, which formally closed the door for Japanese
emigration to the US.

The places Enomoto dreamed of for Japanese settlements had been already
largely enclosed by European colonial powers and, after all, the tropical islands in
the south targeted did not seem able to sustain large populations. Australia,
maintaining its White Australia Policy until 1965 explicitly excluded Japanese
settlers for blatantly racial reasons. Some authors outside Japan were also paying
attention to the Japanese population growth. For example, Warren S. Thompson,
an influential American demographer, noting Japan’s overpopulation and rapid
increase of the already excessive population, argued that there were four theo-
retical ways out of the national dilemma. They were (1) to accept a lower standard
of living (2) to adopt birth control practices (3) to more intensively utilise the
current possessions of the Empire, and (4) to acquire new territories.

A docile submission by the Japanese to a lower standard of living and/or a
higher death rate would have been unthinkable as long as there were any viable
alternatives. Birth rates were expected to drop as in Western countries, but perhaps
they would take too long to be relied upon to have an immediately meaningful
effect upon the population pressure. Improvements in productivity both in Japan
and its colonies were being made but not enough to match the capability of the
British who were able to import food and raw materials due to their industrial
production capabilities. Thus, Thompson argued, the fourth relief, “granting to
Japan of new lands, with larger resources, seems to furnish the only reasonable
way out of its inevitable difficulties, thus to present the only real alternative to a
war for Japanese expansion” (Thompson 1929, p. 42). He added:

“...I have no intention of impugning the sincerity of Japanese statesmen when they say
that they have no designs on territory held by other nations and that they look to the
growth of industry to furnish the support for their increasing millions. As stated above, I
do not believe that Japanese industry can furnish their support, and hence I hold that
necessity for larger resources will within the next half-century force Japanese statesmen to
look for new outlets for settlement and new sources of materials needed in industry. The
need for Japan for expansion within the next few decades is not within the control of the
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government authorities. Forces beyond their power of curbing are being released by the
peculiar conjuncture now taking place in Japan, and they will have to be reckoned with. It
is the height of absurdity to suppose that as the Japanese people become conversant with
the actual situation as regards the utilization of land in different parts of the world, they
will not demand a share of that not now in use, on which they can settle and enjoy greater
comfort and prosperity than at home. Their statesmen of the future, even if they should
desire it, will not be able to confine the Japanese people to their present territory”
(Thompson 1929, pp. 47-48).

In the next year, Crocker, an Australian diplomat came to more or less the same
conclusion by closely examining Japanese demographic conditions (Crocker
1931).

“Within the next generation, then, some 15-20 million (or more) additional individuals
will have to fed and clothed. The Japanese economy is already embarrassed by the size of
the population it now supports. Can it be made to support an increase of this magnitude?”

But Japan’s industrial capacity, to say nothing of its agriculture, could not support
the increasing population.

“Can Japan win through by her efforts and without being forced to seek other lands for her
subsistence?...[T]he Japanese raise raw silk so as to export it in payment for imports of raw
cotton and by making up this war cotton into yarn and cloth they can re-export enough of it
to pay for the rice and other foods which they are now obliged to seek from foreigners. It is
a simply arrangement; depressingly simple. Can Japan multiply it ten times or more of its
present extent? Can she in the first place raise and sell so much more raw silk; and in the
second place buy so much more raw cotton with the proceeds of it, make it up, and sell it
abroad, as to purchase food for the additional 20 millions? To state the question is enough to
show the extreme unlikelihood of an affirmative answer” (p. 207).

The population pressure caused higher rates of unemployment even among college
graduates, who were now so to speak forming an ‘intellectual proletariat.’

“For an intellectual proletariat, armed with the weapons of socialist dialectic and socialist
emotion, and living in the midst of large crowds of disappointed workless labourers, will
be the a biggest threat to social tranquillity than even was the discontented aristocrat of the
ancient régime who set out to engineer the passion of a hungry mob” (p. 209).

Japan’s population pressure, Crocker writes, must be relieved by international
accommodation before it exploded in a violent form.

“It is difficult for the students to resist the conclusion that the Powers—if only in their
interest, for in any case they cannot ignore the international repercussions of Japan’s
domestic situation- should combine at the fitting time to place Borneo or/and New Guinea
and some Pacific Islands (in whole or in part) at her disposal. The British Empire and the
Netherlands, for example, might transfer Borneo (or some part of Borneo) the League of
Nations, which in turn might confer it on Japan as a Mandate” (p. 202).

The books of these two authors (above) were almost immediately translated into
Japanese, suggesting that many Japanese saw the issues through the same con-
ceptual lens. In fact, in the 1930s, when a poor Japan was confronted with suffered
further economic difficulty due to the trade blocks created to curb its export, the
idea to build its own economic zone even through force became ever more
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attractive. Although it is hard to see the direct connection between actual Japanese
imperial expansionism in the 1930s and the issue of domestic population pressure,
and also considering that the actual number of Japanese emigrants to both Korea
and Manchuria was very much limited, it remains true that the population pressure
was one of a number of background factors for Japan’s attempt to create its
autarkic imperium through military expansionism in the 1930s.

In 1939, however, Japan’s mainstream discourse on population experienced a
major shift. The Ministry of Health and Welfare, which was founded in the same
year at the strong request of the military, issued “10 lessons for good marriage,”
whose last article read “Give birth to many children and increase the population
for our country”. Partly due to the shock of a small number of births in the
previous year, the Japanese military, which had gained control of Japanese politics
by then wanted more babies for their future ranks of soldiers.

In the following year, both the “Wartime Population Measures and the National
Eugenic Law’ were both enacted by the government. These are believed to have
been formulated under the influence of Nazi eugenic policies in Germany con-
taining infamous measures to sterilize those with ‘inferior genes’ while severely
controlling sterilization and abortion for those with ‘sound genes’. While the
former point tends to attract more attention today, the emphasis of the whole
programs seem to have been on the latter, meaning encouraging births along the
line of the slogan “Give birth to many children and increase the population for our
country.” It, however, is far from clear whether the policy shift under the military
rule caused any tangible effects upon Japanese demography. More importantly,
this represented a short aberration from the main pre-war concerns in Japan. It was
after all overpopulation not underpopulation that generally concerned Japanese
before WW2.

3 Post war Poverty and Baby Boom: 1945-1950s

After Japan’s World War II defeat a new dimension was added to Japan’s popu-
lation problem. While Japan lost three million people, including 800,000 civilians
killed mostly by American carpet-bombing over almost all major cities and the
two atomic attacks, a devastated and impoverished Japan had to accommodate
more than six million Japanese overseas settlers and millitary personnels sta-
tioning abroad, expelled as a result of national defeat. In addition, as in many
countries, a baby boom started in Japan in the second half of the 1940s as a natural
consequence of the new peace.

These were both major concerns for the contemporary rulers of Japan, the
(mainly) American occupation authority usually referred to as General Head-
quarters (GHQ). Warren S. Thompson, who maintained intellectual influence over
GHQ, warned as early as October 1945 that the coming baby boom in Japan over
the next few years would have negative repercussions on Japanese demography. He
visited Japan at the request of US President Truman to advise GHQ, encouraged
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birth control by arguing that Japanese population growth would cause difficulties in
completing economic independence programs, which would consequently entail
the US maintaining significant economic assistance for Japan (Yanagisawa 2001,
p- 152). His warning seemed to be well grounded. Japan’s population, which was 72
million at the end of the war, reached 85 million by 1950. Japan’s economic future
seemed to be imperilled by this gloomy demographic trend.

The prevalent Japanese discourse echoed Thompson’s warning. In September
1945, a month after Japan’s surrender, a widely read column on the front page of
the Asahi Shimbun, an influential progressive newspaper, reflected Japan’s emi-
gration policy before the war. The column stated that Japan “is facing serious
difficulties, supporting as much as an 80 million population on this small land”.
Thus, it expressed its faith in emigration as before the war by saying “emigration
has acquired significance and additional importance as policy agenda.” An
interesting remark was its reference to the “quality of emigrants from Japan”. The
column argued that some of the previous Japanese emigrants were so adventurous
and risking-taking that their quality was not what they should have been. It con-
cluded by saying that “we should critically re-examine emigration policy and wait
for a chance for Japan to be able to send emigrants abroad to solve Japan’s
population problem as well as building a more international Japan™.’

However, many in Japan at the time were highly pessimistic about emigration
as Japan was discredited as a defeated power in war, and after all Japan was in no
position to launch such a new policy initiative as it was still under American
occupation. Thus, the only option for Japan to feed its growing population
appeared to rest with birth control. Japanese mass media were scattered with
warnings of overpopulation and the urgent need for population control. A counter-
argument, such as that excessive birth control might cause underpopulation from
which it would be exceedingly hard to recover, was overwhelmed by the view that
“even during the Tokugawa Shogunate regime when infanticide was widely
practiced despite occasional Government bans, population pressure was always
there”. Given widespread hunger and the destruction of much of Japanese eco-
nomic life after World War II overpopulation was among the overwhelming
concerns for the Japanese and Americans that were ruling the country.

It was with such a background that the ‘Eugenic Protection Law’ was revised to
allow abortion on economic grounds, making abortion accessible to almost
everybody. Some seriously argued against abortion because this might lead to
‘reverse selection’, that many Japanese with ‘good genes’ were killed during the
war and only those with ‘inferior genes’ would be reproduced if society were
provided with easy access to abortion. That was partly the reason why the initial
law in 1948 provided relatively tough screening for the abortion process but such
considerations were completely outweighed by concerns on overpopulation and
the perceived need for birth control in addition to countering the increasing

3 Asahi Shimbun, September 11, 1945.



Changed Discourses on Demography in Japan 33

number of unsafe abortions practiced on the black market (Yonemoto et al. 2000,
pp. 184-190).

Around this time there was widespread public discussion over the optimal
population size for Japan, given the country’s land size and ecological conditions.
For example, Shozo Toda, a revered hygienist who taught at Kyoto University,
concluded that Japan’s population must be somewhat less than 70 million by
calculating the food supply that Japan’s territory could produce in 1949 when
Japan’s population was above 80 million and approaching 90 million. He warned it
would be impossible for Japanese to enjoy “wholesome and cultured living”
provided by the post-war constitution.* His solution to the problem was to
encourage late marriages. If Japanese females delayed their marriage to 27 years
of age he estimated that the birth rate would drop by 30-50 %.

Likewise, Takashi Hayashi, an expert of cerebral physiology as well as a
novelist, argued in the Asahi Shimbun that while identifying two aspects in pop-
ulation problems, one being economic, the other eugenic, it was essential to reduce
Japan’s total population by 20 % from the then current 82 million. He added that
“just reducing to that level would not suffice to turn Japan cultured enough. It must
be reduced by at least another 20 %. Thus, the optimal population for Japan was
around 60 % of the present population and it is best for Japan’s future to rapidly
reduce it that level”.”

The New Years Day issue of Asahi Shimbun in January 1948 featured “dreams
for Showa (the Japanese era from 1926) 100th”, hoping that Japan’s population in
2025 would be around 50 million. It was calculated by demographic trends in
Japan as well as those found in Western countries coupled with increases in labour
productivity that accompanied industrialization. It said, “with 50 million, we could
make an ideal country”.®

Overseas authors also shared the view that Japan was overpopulated. Steiner, an
American professor of sociology at the University of Washington, who had for-
merly taught English in Japan, also thought 50 million would be an appropriate
size for Japan in his article in The New York Times of October 1945.

“The nation would be fortunate indeed if it were able to maintain its customary standard of
living for a population of 50 million, whereas she now has approximately 20 million more
people than she is able to support”.

Now Japan’s colonies were lost and its industrial capacity devastated by American
bombing, what would be the most likely consequences for Japan’s surplus
population?

“[T]he old Malthusian law will operate and the population balance will tend to be restored
by rapidly increasing death rates. Those who are ill-housed and malnourished will become
easy prey to disease....

4 Asahi Shimbun (Osaka edition), April 5, 1949.
5 Asahi Shimbun, May 15, 1949.
6 Asahi Shimbun, January 1, 1948.
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This solution of their problem of overpopulation is too drastic to be accepted passively
by even the most docile members of Japan’s lower economic classes. When their situation
becomes desperate, they will rise up in revolt and seek redress through an overturn if their
aristocratic economic and political system. A day of reckoning must eventually come; and
the congested millions the militarists tried to use for their purposes may be at the means of
ushering in a democratic regime that will place first the welfare of the people (Dilemma
1945)”.

It is an interesting logical device whereby population pressure would bring a
democratic revolution even if one cannot help wondering how the new democratic
regime thus ushered into being would survive the same population pressure. But as
in the past, Japan’s population pressure was widely regarded as a catalyst for its
military expansionism rather than for democracy. That was why GHQ was keenly
interested in Japan’s demographic trends to prevent outflows of its population
beyond the contained home islands. It was a strong wish of the occupation
authority that the Japanese government rather than the American GHQ implement
stronger policies to control its population growth. In addition to the obvious
political agenda pursued by the Americans and the British, who seemed to have
been sensitive to the issue because of its fears regarding the defence of their ‘white
dominions’, also occasionally expressed concerns about the threat of an over-
populated ‘yellow’ Japan. The Times of London reported in 1950 that

“during the Tokugawa period (1603—1868), when Japan was isolated from the rest of the
world, the population was kept down by abortion and infanticide. Later the country’s
growing population was used as a weapon or a threat by the militarists. The time has now
come; it would seem, for the Government to decide whether to undertake by appropriate
methods of birth control a conscious and deliberate attempt to stabilize the population or
to face fresh disasters. There is an increasing tendency among allied observers to ask
whether the help given by the US should not be determined by Japanese willingness to
seek relief internally, instead of allowing increases in population to counteract gains in
production.””’

A more alarmist British view can be found in a newspaper article a couple of years
later. By claiming there are “too many Japs,” it implies the threat a populous
Japan could pose to the British Empire.

“Whether we feel bitter about Japan or whether we are indifferent we must agree that its
future is bound up in the future peace or war in the Pacific. We must admit that since 1945
we have squeezed it back into overcrowded homeland. And whether we like it or not a
problem does exist and it may become crucial in the next ten years.

By that time Japan will have probably a population of 100 millions [it actually took
17 years to reach that level—author’s note] a restored spirit of ambition and a howling
desire for elbow room.®”

Thus, while both Japanese and non-Japanese were obsessed by overpopulation,
Japan was mostly concerned by Malthusian constraints of resources, or more spe-
cifically the limited supply of food, and Anglo-American concerns were more about

7 Times, March 8, 1950.
8 Robin Stuart, “Too Many Japs,” Evening News, April 21, 1953.
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a revival of Japan’s expansionism out of population pressure. But Japan’s actual
demographic features were changing dramatically. In 1957, the total fertility rate in
Japan dropped to 2.04, below the 2.1 level assumed to be the minimum to maintain
total population stability. While some started to argue about potential future labour
shortages, the major demographic concerns remained unaltered. For example, the
White Paper on Health and Welfare of 1956 pointed out “pressure resulting from
overpopulation is fettering rapid recovery or improvement of the living standard of
the Japanese population” and continued, “a major part of recovered and increased
production was spent to support increased population”. It then warned, “we have to
prepare ourselves for the fact that pressure out of overpopulation would last for long
time to come and that it could become even severer”.” While this official document
also touched upon the possible distortion of age structures of the future national
population and even problems related to the aging of population, the immediately
visible policy agenda prompted by overpopulation prevented policymakers from re-
examining the ongoing policy to encourage birth control to alleviate possible future
problems caused by aging. The same tone was maintained by the Ministry of
Welfare Official History of 1960. It continued to stress the seriousness of problems
caused by overpopulation and although acknowledging ongoing demographic
transition their attention was on urgent problems such as “youth unemployment
caused by oversupply of the young labour force,” and “enlightenment on family
planning appropriate for intensive birth control” (Fig. 2).'°

° Kosei Hakusho Showa 31-nendo Ban (White Paper on Health and Welfare 1956), Tokyo:
Ministry of Health and Welfare, 1956, introduction. Available online at http://wwwhakusyo.
mhlw.go.jp/wp/index.htm (accessed October 12, 2012).

10 Editorial Committee of Koseisho 20nen Shi (ed), Koseisho 20nen Shi (Two Decades of the
Ministry of Health and Welfare), Tokyo: Research Group of Health and Welfare 1960, p. 526.
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With hindsight one can easily criticize that the Japanese obsession with overpop-
ulation ignored the demographic impact caused by socio-economic transformation of
Japan during the era of rapid economic growth from the late 1950s through to the
1960s. Rapid econonic growth was strongly facilitated by the cheap and ample supply
of young labour. Japan’s growing population had to rely more upon imports of foods
but due to its remarkable economic growth, Japan could gain enough foreign exchange
to purchase agricultural products. In parallel, while Japan could support its growing
population by successfully participating in the international division of labour, the
consequent economic transformation was rapidly reducing its birth rates. If Japan had
insisted upon self-sufficiency of food supply, it would have faced a bleak choice
between starving and ‘dumping’ its population abroad, or enforced reduction of
population as many authors immediately following WW?2 had actually thought.

4 Puzzled by Demographic Transition

In the 1960s, when Japanese economic growth was widely felt in society, there
was some shift of discourses. As robust economic growth increased the demand for
labour, some started arguing that Japanese problems in the future would be
dominated by labour shortages. As early as 1961, an Asahi Shimbun article con-
fidently asserted that increased population would be successfully absorbed by
economic growth and that Japan would be able to afford a population of 100
million. It even mentioned that Japan should be more concerned about “Western-
type depopulation,” and that “economic growth could be secured by a large
increase in population”.'" In the 1950s, the problem was typified by whether the
second and third sons of farmers would be able to find any job, but now, “even the
first sons go to the city and find a job there”.'? At the same time, there was some
sense of pride in joining the exclusive club of western advanced economies by
undergoing such a demographic transition.

Within official circles, possible labour shortage in the future started attracting
attention. In 1969, the Council on Population Problems under the Ministry of
Welfare expressed concerns about a decline of birth rates and future labour
shortages. Prime Minister Eisaku Sato called for the recovery of birth rates and an
early prevention of an aging population in his speech on national power of Japan in
the same year."> He repeated his vision of the future Japan based upon Japan’s
demographic trends.

""" Asahi Shimbun, April 20, 1961.
12" Asahi Shimbun, January 4, 1969.

'3 Prime Minister’s speech at National Editors’ Conference held by Japan Newspaper Publishers
and Editors Association, June 27, 1969. Available online at http://www.ioc.u-tokyo.ac.jp/
~ worldjpn/documents/texts/exdpm/19690627.S1J.html (accessed October 12, 2012).
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“According to the national census conducted in October last year, the Japanese total
population including those in Okinawa [this was still under American occupation then —
author’s note] was 104 million 650 thousands, which is twice as large as the census
conducted a half century ago. By grasping several notable features out of this demographic
profile, we should foresee the future of our state and nation and then start taking necessary
measures for future needs.

We have the structure of population in which productive generation meaning the age
group between 15 and 64 accounts for about 70 % of the total population, which is the
highest proportion than any other time of our history. From this point of view, in the
1970s, Japan will enjoy its most productive age, or will be in the prime of its life in its long
history. Therefore, it is my belief that we need to take advantage of the powerful national
energy in an effective way to make further progress and establish a rock-solid foundation
for 100 years to come to this nation. This, I think, is exactly the mission and responsibility
of our generation for the future of this nation.”'

In 1967, the government announced that Japan’s population had reached 100
million."” Since some concerns had been expressed on the future decline of
population, there was a greater sense of exhilaration and congratulation than of
concern. Masaaki Yasukawa, a demographic economist advised caution by
asserting that it would be certain for Japan to face future aging and labour
shortages, and therefore should make efforts to establish a social security system
and to secure an improved environment for quality of life while Japan was
enjoying high economic growth in the “Golden 60s.” He continued, “to associate
the 100 million population with the idea of small territory is clear evidence of our
being obsessed by the obsolete idea”.'® After nearly 100 years since moderniza-
tion had started, the Japanese people seemed to have finally been relieved from the
notion that they were crammed into a small and poor territory.

Nevertheless, the intellectual inertia that was acquired by (over) learning
throughout the previous century died hard. The idea of the small and overpopu-
lated Japan remained, strengthened by a slight increase in fertility rates in the
1960s after a dramatic drop in the 1950s. It is also important to note that Sato,
while recognizing the possible problems resulting from long-term demographic
trends, did not call for any measures to reverse existing demographic trends
(by e.g. encouraging births). His laid emphasis on increased investment in to
social capital while Japan was in its prime to counter existing problems.

Should the Japanese government have taken measures to reverse the decline of
the birth rate? Perhaps so. But it is important to note that the total Japanese pop-
ulation was still increasing and the contemporary everyday challenges were such
diametrically opposite problems as a shortage of housings, ultra-congested com-
muter trains, under-development of social infrastructure, such as roads, schools,

!4 Prime Minister’s policy speech in 65th Diet session, January 22, 1971. Available online at
http://www.ioc.u-tokyo.ac.jp/ ~worldjpn/ (accessed October 12, 2012).

15 According to the national census, which is more accurate, it was 1970 when Japan’s
population reached 100 million.

16" Asahi Shimbun, July 11, 1967.
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and sewage systems. While ongoing problems were being driven by congestion
caused by overpopulation, it is not surprising that only few people expected poli-
ticians to promote increasing birth rates for future generations. In the 1960s, while a
stream of discourse regarding under-population as a future problem began to
emerge, it did not develop into a major concern shared by the public.

5 The Return of Overpopulation Discourses

In the 1970s, the trend of discourse concerning population issues was reversed and
overpopulation regained salience in demographic discourses. One of the drivers for
the change was the women’s liberation movement in the 1960s. After all, it was
women who gave birth, and as their social participation increased naturally
women’s demands for the right to choose whether to have a child, or even an
abortion, became more vocal. Encouraging new births would have been regarded
as a reactionary attempt to reproduce male-dominant feudalistic family lines, in
which females were condemned to housekeeping and mothering roles.

More importantly, concerns about the natural environment and the limits of
natural resources garnered significant attention. The well-known report by the
Rome Club “The Limits to Growth” was published in 1972 (Meadows et al.
1972). It warned that unless population growth was controlled, a resulting “pop-
ulation explosion” would deplete global natural resources by the middle of the
21st century. The alarming scenario linking population increase with depletion of
natural resources gained credibility particularly during the oil crisis triggered by
the Yom Kippur War in 1973.

The impact of the oil crisis was felt strongly as it created a serious panic in
Japan, which was highly dependent on overseas energy supply. Due to the pre-
vailing sense of crisis, the discourses warning of the perils of underpopulation,
which had become somewhat more influential since the 1960s, practically evap-
orated due to the prevailing oil crisis panic. Coupled with increasing environ-
mental concerns and the severe economic slowdown triggered by the oil crisis, the
traditional Malthusian view regained its dominant position within the Japanese
population discourse.

Reflecting the revival of the view that Japan was overpopulated, one newspaper
article of the day stated, “The ongoing Japan’s economic slump is due to the fact
there are too many inhabitants on this small land... In a place where at most 50
million could live at the level of welfare of advanced countries, as much as 110
million are crammed”."” While calling for implementing birth control measures,
the article warned that if individual couples are left to have as many children as
they wish, Japan’s eco-system would be like “chestnut trees eaten away by fall
webworms.” We can stand economic slump, but the lasting consequence is

7" Asahi Shimbun, January 11, 1977.
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unbearable.” The tone clearly reminds us of discussion on ‘the optimal population
size’ so predominant in Japan immediately following World War II.

There was also, however, an international context in Japan’s abrupt shift of
intellectual mood. In August 1974, the Third World Population Conference was
held by the United Nations in Bucharest, Romania, attended by representatives of
135 countries, including Japan. The conference adopted the ‘“World Population
Plan of Action’, which stated that countries with low population growth rates
should promote the welfare of their populations through a low level of birth and
death rates. The global concern for development and Japanese intellectual trends
converged at this point. It was obvious that with such a prevailing intellectual
mood concerns for future population decline were very much out of fashion.'®

The official attitude toward the population generally reflects the intellectual
mood as outlined above. The 1974 White Paper, which was the first White Paper
since 1959, prepared by the Council on Population Problems, while acknowl-
edging the continuing aging of the population and the consequent possible limited
labour force supply in the future, actually called for continuation of birth control to
achieve zero growth of Japan’s total population (Council on Population Problem
1974, p. 44). By doing so, it called for efforts to reduce the total population by
2011 (Council on Population Problem 1974, pp. 46-47). In the same year, the
Japan Population Conference, organized by a private association, was held in
Tokyo. Courting the participation of politicians, researchers, and overseas experts,
the three-day symposium issued a declaration which flatly rejected the assumption
that Japanese need not worry about a population increase and called for estab-
lishing limits on the number of children to two per couple.'® William Draper, a
former American military officer and high-ranking official involved in the
administration of both the German and Japanese occupations and participant in
the conference, referring to Japan’s very limited natural resources, supported the
two children limit.?

In 1974, Japan’s total fertility rate dropped to 2.05, below the replacement
level, and given the long-term trend Japan’s population agenda should no longer
be the one of overpopulation. But the fact remained that the actual population was
growing, while cities were congested, and unemployment rather than labour
shortage once again emerged as a major problem. The general Japanese attitude
toward its population around this time was to view declining birth rates positively,
or more precisely, that the ongoing trend should be accelerated rather than slowed,
let alone reversed. Various ingredients contributed to this intellectual mood, from
environmentalism, oil crisis, and economic recession, through to sociological
changes, including feminism, and concerns over international development issues
where a ‘population explosion’ was regarded as a nightmare scenario.

'® The World Population Plan of Action. http://www.population-security.org/27-APP1.html.
19 Asahi Shimbun, July 5, 1974.
20 Asahi Shimbun, July 3, 1974.
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6 Post-crisis and Underpopulation

Once Japan overcame a series of economic difficulties in the 1970s, it emerged as
an even more robust economic power. With growing confidence in its socio-
economic performances, the sense of crisis over population issues evaporated. In
reality, the aging of population was continuing as its birth rate declined and life
expectancy continued to increase. In 1980, the aged proportion of the population
(over 65) exceeded 9 % and the fertility rate dropped to 1.75 %, but it was not
commonly accepted that measures should be taken to increase fertility rates to
soften the impact of the changing demographic profile.

Contemporary Japanese views on demographic profiles were extremely diverse.
Some called for efforts to raise birth rates for future supply of labour and national
power, some aimed at the replacement level (2.1 %) to maintain the social security
system, while others hoped for a further decline of the total population for various
reasons, such as environmental, welcoming the pattern of existing trends. Yoichi
Okazaki, a demographer of the Institute of Population Problems, while acknowl-
edging the downward bias posed by the two children limit called for by the Japan
Population Conference in 1974, interestingly argued against efforts to raise birth
rates. “Such efforts would create even worse consequences. We have just started
descending and if we abruptly rev up the engine, our demographic balance would
be disrupted.” He instead suggested a “soft landing”. “The essence of Japan’s
Population Problem is still overpopulation. In a variety of ways, we still have too
much population”.?! His view was that the chronic problems of overpopulation
had already been resolved. Then why should we reverse the welcoming trends we
have been dreaming of for so long?

The ultimate shift of discourse took place only around 1990. One of the factors
that triggered the shift was when the fertility rate dropped as low as 1.57 in 1989.
Some also argued that it was as late as 1992 when the word shoshika (declining
birth-rate) was first coined and a variety of measures to reverse the trends started to
be discussed widely. This coincided with the period when problems related to the
Japanese post war politico-economic system first erupted. The end of the Cold War
complicated the regional international environment where Japan had hitherto
enjoyed unalloyed protection under the US aegis. The bursting of Japan’s financial
bubble damaged the Japanese financial system, previously regarded as the
unshakable basis of Japan’s economic success, and led to the long-term economic
slump from the mid-1990s onwards. The Japanese political system also underwent
a period of instability from 1993 when the Liberal-Democratic Party (LDP), which
had ruled Japan for almost four decades, lost power and was succeeded by a
procession of weak Prime Ministers through the revolving door of power there-
after. The state bureaucracy, while constantly bashed by Western media as
undemocratic mandarins, had its traditional credibility badly tarnished among
ordinary Japanese by cases of incompetence and dishonesty. The instability of

21 Asahi Shimbun, June 1, 1981.
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Japan’s politico-economic system coupled with rapid ageing made Japanese feel
more uncertain about employment stability, the sustainability of the pension
system, and medical and welfare services for the elderly. The low birth rate was
now understood in the context of a comprehensive failure of the post war Japanese
politico-economic system.

In 1994, the government launched a series of measures to improve the childcare
system hoping to raise birth rates but produced few tangible results. In the fol-
lowing year, a decline of the total productive-age population began, and the elderly
started to outnumber the younger population. In 2006, as was foreseen, Japan’s
total population began to shrink. Introducing large-scale migrant worker pro-
grammes were seriously discussed for the first time, such as the 2008 plan by a
group of LDP politicians to introduce approximately 10 million migrants over
50 years, aiming to create a multi-cultural Japan.”> Now it became a prevalent
view in the mass media and the discourse among intellectuals that the aging and
declining population was a significant cause for concern due to its negative
implications for Japan’s economic future.

Opposing positions, however, have not disappeared. Rather, opinion polls
conducted by the Institute of Population Problems (1990/1995) showed that the
percentage of Japanese who believed that Japan was overpopulated was 46.7 % in
1990 and 45.8 % in 1995, while those who found the declining population
desirable constituted 15.7 %, and undesirable 23.9 %, with 54.2 % answering
equivocally. While such figures are not easily interpreted, it seems that the public
appears somewhat suspicious about the dramatic shift of discourse in mass media.

In addition, views welcoming a decline of population are far from negligible.
According to such views, Japan can maintain its per-capita GDP if it abandons
existing discrimination against females and the elderly in its labour market. It also
tends to be sceptical towards constant economic growth goals. Takahiko Furuta, a
sociologist, suggested less production, less consumption, and less waste: “If total
population is declining, zero growth would be enough” (Furuta 2001, p. 119).
Nishikawa, a development economist is also optimistic about the aging and
shrinking of population arguing “aging of population could trigger liberation of
people from competitive societies or business companies.” He also suggested
Japanese should achieve “aqualitatively higher stage of society” where goals are
no longer quantitative expansion but more creative individual life styles
(Nishikawa 2008, pp. 59, 61). Kito, a leading historical demographer, is also
optimistic, with the declining population representing an inevitable long-term
structural trend, requiring to design a future for fewer and older citizens (Kito
2000, p. 273).

These views, however, are shared by a minority. The low birth rate coupled
with an ageing of population is widely regarded as a symbol of stagnation of the
Japanese economy as well as a symptom of the long-term decline in Japan’s fate as
a nation.

22 Asahi Shimbun, May 21, 2008.
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Fig. 3 Official projections and actual population in Japan

7 Conclusions

As discussed above, demographic discourses in Japan have been shifting dra-
matically from alarmist views on overpopulation to the declinist views on
depopulation. One can wonder how and why the Japanese were suddenly able to
become so pessimistic about their demographic profile given that in the past
overpopulation was their predominant national (and international) nightmarish
obsession.

One of the possible answers to this vexing question is our inability to predict the
future. Despite many newly developed scientific tools for analysis, we have been
constantly humbled by our inability to predict the end of the Cold War, the plight
of US-led operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the financial crises in Asia, the
US, and most recently Europe. When it comes to significantly longer-term pro-
jections, many uncertainties including technological innovations and sociological
transformation have made future forecasts closer to the world of imagination a la
Jules Verne. Demography is a relatively stable and useful variable for futurology,
but even here, demographic forecasts were far from accurate. Official projections
in Japan tended to understate population growth when overpopulation was a
pressing agenda item in the 1950s and 1960s whereas they overstated it from the
1960s when a rapid demographic transition was underway (Fig. 3).

But what have been changing more dramatically were the ways in which the
demographic trends and the future images they projected have been interpreted, or
more specifically the shifting notion of optimal population. After all, one could say
that Japanese had a rather accurate knowledge about their demographic profiles
and there was clear awareness regarding the general trends of Japanese demo-
graphic dynamics, though the speed and the timing of such trajectories were not
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accurately known. By the 1970s, it was widely known among Japanese that Japan
had completed the demographic transition and a population explosion was not to
be Japan’s problem in the 21st century.

What strongly conditioned Japanese discourses on demography were, however,
not the demographic profile projections for several decades but current, immediate
problems. While experts could predict that in the future Japan’s problem would be
aging and depopulation, actual population was growing and what contemporary
Japanese were facing were congestion, rapid urbanization, and unemployment.
Given the enormous lag between changing birth rates translating themselves into
an actual socio-economic agenda, it was not surprising that contemporary Japanese
attitudes were framed by current pressing problems rather than uncertain future
theoretical projections. It also is not limited to Japanese politics but all and any
democratic polities that lacks far-sightedness in dealing with future demographic
challenges.

If there were something particularly identifiable about Japan’s case, it would be
the speed of the challenges and specific contexts of the demographic challenge.
Since Japan’s economic growth and its accompanying sociological transformation
were so rapid and the means of ‘dumping’ or exporting surplus population (as
some Western countries successfully accomplished) so limited, both the scale and
speed of demographic transformation were so intense that coping with the
demographic dilemma became even more difficult.

In addition, Japanese contemporary discourses on overpopulation challenges
were highly conditioned by prevailing intellectual moods of the day, which in turn
reflected changing value orientations in society. In the 1950s, these were very
much framed by the limit of food supply and fears about the possible revival of
Japan’s imperial expansionism. In the 1970s, they were very much conditioned by
the rise of environmentalism and the limit of natural resources coupled with the
rise of the feminist movement demanding equal rights Since the 1990s, low birth
rates and ageing have been interpreted as another symbol of Japan’s stagnation and
perceived decline rather than a great achievement of the past efforts for promoting
longer lives and the liberation of females from social pressure to marry and bear
children to sustain family lines. By contrast the main Japanese concern is the
quality of individual life and sustainability of its social institutions whereas very
few approach the issue from the mercantilist perspective, namely population as a
source of relative national power in international contexts.

Whatever dominant discourses and their causes may be, it is hard to assume that
public policies advocated had any significant and tangible impact upon actual
general demographic trends. After all they have been constantly driven by struc-
tural socio-economic factors such as economic growth, urbanization, and changed
roles of the female population rather than by public policies. This suggests that
further decline of Japan’s population is inevitable regardless of whatever policy
measures may be adopted. Fertility rates may rise but it takes decades for elevated
birth rates to affect the age composition of the total population. Institutionalization
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Fig. 4 Total fertility rates of Japan, China and Republic of Korea

of immigration may increase the numbers of the immigrant labour force in Japan,
(as it is already happening) but given the scale of demographic change, it is
unrealistic to expect that more immigration will change the general demographic
profile of Japan (Fig. 4)

Thus, it seems more or less inevitable for Japan to see a lesser number of a more
aged population. This demographic challenge, however, is not limited to the
Japanese. In other East Asian countries where economic growth and moderniza-
tion have been successfully followed over the past 30 years, the aging of popu-
lation combined with the diminishing number of children has been advancing even
more rapidly than in Japan. In South Korea today, the fertility rate is even lower
than that of Japan, and even in China, whose population is expected to start
shrinking in the 2020s, the aging of population has already begun. If population
growth were effectively checked in many parts of the world where overpopulation
is causing difficulties for their development efforts, it would inevitably entail the
same kind of difficulties East Asian countries are facing today. How Japan will
meet the demographic challenges caused by its past success, will be an interesting
precedent for billions of people on this planet in the future. Needless to say that it
is impossible to know whether Japanese will set a good example. However, what
can be said with certainty is that the demographic challenges Japanese faced in the
past were no less serious than today and it is always advisable not to be deter-
ministic, particularly in a fatalistic way.
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Where Is the Forgotten Giant Heading to?
The Current State and Future of Japanese
Economics and Politics

Vittorio Volpi

Abstract An old Japanese proverb portraits Japan’s situation fairly well: “Ten wa
ni butsu ataezu”—“Heaven does not give two things”. On one hand Japan is blessed
with many ingredients of success. It has a well-developed business culture, is an
industrial power with global reach, equipped with a first class bureaucracy and
financial strength. To be sure, a highly developed industrial country like Japan needs
all of that, especially as it sees itself confronted with unfavourable demographics.
The country’s population will shrink to less than 100 million in a few decades which
will mean a smaller domestic market, less manpower, higher public debt and rising
social costs. What to do? As will be sought to explain below, economically, Japan
must stay on the higher edge of the ‘Smiley’s curve’ and focus on products and
services with the highest possible added value. Japan is equipped with the instru-
ments, manpower and know-how to do all of that although we should always keep in
mind that “history is sometimes the result of mistakes” as the saying goes.

1 Introduction: Is the Japanese Economy
Really So Badly Off?

Japan is not an easy country to understand and not always is the media’s reporting
on Japan accurately reflecting the political, economic and social realities in the
country. An online comment posed by strategist Christopher Wright of the Swiss
bank UBS argues that the Japanese crisis is made worse by three factors: the
strength of the yen, the weak Chinese demand and the reduced private savings of
Japanese citizens. Until a certain extent, these are all valid observations, but
unfortunately they are like the separate pieces of a mosaic that cannot be put back
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together. Other analysts criticize Japan’s political and economic leadership and
attribute its current problems to the so-called ‘10 lost years’ or even ‘20 lost years’,
i.e. the period following the burst of Japan’s financial bubble at the beginning of the
1990s. Others see the 2011 tsunami and its consequences as part of the Japanese
crisis. But beyond these simplifications and often rather banal explanations, many
analysts have thoroughly examined the complex changes, which took place in the
Japanese economy to understand the cause of the country’s economic downfall in
the 1990s, and the slow period of economic recovery over the past decade.

Only few analysts understand Japan as a country, which had to face a series of
economic and social crisis, following the economic miracle and the subsequent
growth period 20 years before what we are confronted with in post-industrialised
European countries today. These problems are: fast ageing populations, the failure
of the welfare state (an unsustainable welfare system burdened by unfavourable
demographics), failed immigration policies, the high cost of labour, the competition
from new industrialised countries and so on. These are all typical problems of an
ageing industrialised country and, inter—alia, of a country, which is becoming
increasingly conservative as regards business and economic models and policies.
Only a few discordant intellectuals seem to have grasped the reality of the changes
and transformations Japan was going through over the last 20 years. Japan is our
guinea pig. It has already lived through and faced most of the difficulties, with
which western countries are currently confronted with. In essence, Japan is like a
laboratory, through which we can better understand that our future problems have
already been experienced and in part solved. In other words: Japan’s past 20 years
are our future. People who argue along those lines include the winner of the Nobel
prize for economics Krugman, who put the Japanese economic problems in the
context of what is currently happening in the rest of the world. In an article pub-
lished in The International Herald Tribune (Krugman 2011), Krugman says that “in
the 1990s Japan conducted a dress rehearsal for the crisis that struck much of the
world in 2008”. Krugman underlines how important it is for us in the Western
world to carefully study what happened in Japan after the burst of the financial
bubble of the 1990s. This, Krugman argues, helps us identify which solutions were
applied to cope with the worst economic crisis since the end of the Second World
War, which in 2008 and 2009 has brought the global financial system to its knees. In
Japan the nationalisation and restructuring of Japan’s banks throughout the 1990s—
reducing their number from 20 to just 3—4 main players—have resulted in an
improvement of the financial system and economic gains for the state treasury when
the banks were again re-privatised. “The picture is grayish rather than pitch black.
Japan’s economy may be depressed, but it is not a depression... in short, Japan’s
performance has been disappointing but not disastrous. And given the policy
agenda of America’s right, that’s a performance we may wish we’d managed to
match... For all its flows, Japanese policy limited and contained the damage of the
financial burst”, Krugman writes. I would strongly agree with Krugman’s assess-
ment. We are not talking about a country, which has lost its bearings and is heading
towards an inevitable decline, but rather a highly industrialised country, which has
experienced the bursting of a huge financial bubble and a structural crisis, which
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needed radical treatment. This was everything but a ‘lost decade’ of inactivity but
instead a period of struggle against the enormous problems caused by Japan’s
financial and banking crisis of the 1990s. When we were confronted with the
consequences of the so-called recent ‘subprime’ crisis, which has caused great
difficulties for the financial sector on a global level, we can begin to understand the
difficult situation Japan was confronted with in the past and how difficult it was for
Tokyo to reset its financial system against the background of the enormous damage
done to the state funds, resulting in a rapid increase of the country’s national debt
during and after the crisis.

In the first decade of the new century, Japan found itself having to face problems,
which it had not had to deal with since the end of the Second World War. Problems
we can sum up with the formula 3D: ‘Debt, deficit, deflation’. Having to deal with
three major difficulties at the same time without resorting to budget manoeuvres
such as supplementary budgets, being burdened with a public debt to GDP ratio of
over 200 %, an ageing population and a low birth rate because of the de facto
absence of immigration policies is by no means an easy task. Having said this, it
must not go unmentioned that Japan is a country of great resources and one where
the pendulum of history is still pointing to prosperity and economic growth. It is a
country equipped with great inner-strength and the ability to overcome difficulties.
Indeed, the March 2011 tsunami demonstrated the great moral strength of the
country to the world, the people’s ability to work together, their dignified and
orderly way of facing difficulties in silence-something only very few specialists and
Japan observers were aware of. Donald Keene, one of best-known and well-
informed scholars on Japan, is certainly one of them. At the age of 89 he decided to
become a Japanese citizen and to live in Japan for the rest of his life. After having
seen the Japanese people what he called “bearing the unbearable with great dig-
nity” (Keene 2011), he was convinced to want to live what was left of his life with
the Japanese people. The image of Japanese people-often characterized by banal
and superficial stereotypes-become the subject of admiration and respect.

2 Exports and Internal Consumption

Since the Japanese industry relies heavily on exports and concentrates on a limited
number of products, it has over recent years suffered from the fall in consumer
demand on a global level. In addition to a stagnant Japanese internal demand, the
economic indicators tell us also that Japan has increased the export of goods
abroad, making it more vulnerable to global economic trends. Between 2002 and
2007 the amount of exported goods increased in quantity and value. For example,
the ratio between exports and the GDP increased from 12 to 17 %. Consequently,
when exports decrease, Japan’s economic weaknesses become more obvious. It
becomes clear that the potential for Japanese growth depends on the average
growth of the other industrialised European countries. The growth rate of the
Japanese economy can increase only when global economic conditions and trends
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favour the sale of Japanese products abroad. In fact, if we look at the period from
1990 to 2008 and subtract the impact of exports on economic growth from its
GDP, it is evident that Japan is a low growth country. The economy has grown at
an average rate of 0.6 % a year throughout that period. Japan’s best years in terms
of economic performance were those of rapidly growing exports. Consequently,
the dramatic decrease of Japanese exports in the second half of 2008 led to a
12.7 % negative GDP growth in the fourth trimester of the same year, double the
decrease in the euro zone at the time.

Japan has never experienced a two-digit loss of GDP since the end of the
Second World War, making the country’s economic performance during the 2008/
2009 financial crisis the worst among highly industrialised countries. The fact that
Japanese exports concentrate on relatively few high-quality products is a double-
edged knife. It means an increased GDP when the world economy is doing well,
but it becomes very problematic when global economic conditions do not favour
the export of Japanese high-quality products. Unfortunately, Japan’s internal
market does not compensate for the collapse of exports in times of global eco-
nomic crisis. What is needed are economic policies, which encourage internal
consumption and promote the development of underdeveloped and neglected
sectors. The president of Panasonic argued in an article that it was important to
diversify markets and to aim for countries with a high growth potential; not only
the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China), but also the so-called MINT
countries (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria, Turkey plus the Balkan states). He also
added that more attention must be paid to local customs and needs, and to do this,
more must be invested into local workers. Panasonic employs more than 100,000
workers in China and it seems that there is indeed a realisation on the part of
Panasonic’s management of the need to become truly global and further diversify.
Therefore, in order to increase exports, it is not only necessary to work hard on the
home front, but also in new emerging markets. All of this takes time. Corporate
strategist Omae Ken’ichi, said the same thing in a conversation with this author,
during which he stressed the fact that to make progress, more creativity and
technology are necessary.

In sum, the Japanese industry, which has always depended largely on exports as
the main growth engine of its economy-amounting to roughly 17 % of its GDP
will have to aim for diversification, quality and innovation. It is not an impossible
task: the country has all the necessary ingredients to be successful: it has the
capital, the technological know-how, a good innovative capacity and multinational
companies with a well-established presence on global markets.

3 Structural Problems: How to Look to the Future

Since the end of the Second World War, Japan has never privileged the consumer.
The main objective has been to make the Japanese industry competitive globally
while benefits and advantages for domestic consumers always came second. This
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policy of privileging the industry has sometimes resulted in disadvantages for the
final consumer and the rest of the consumer chain. What’s more, the Japanese
market has a very complex and expensive distribution chain, which has to guar-
antee profit margins at its various stages before reaching the consumer. The Jap-
anese market was slow in adapting to the fundamental changes in business
practices and consumer behaviour we are currently experiencing. With the end of
the baby boom and the expected low birth rate period, the Japanese population is
ageing faster than in other industrialised countries. This situation is made worse by
Japan’s strict and restrictive immigration policies.

The data is clear: a mature industrialised country needs a birth rate of over 2.
The Japanese birth rate is 1.34 compared to France at 2 and the USA at 2.1.
Japan’s low birth rate is joined by Japanese chronic reluctance to marry: 32 % of
women between the age of 30-34 are single, double the figure of 15 years ago.
Another factor is that the number of people over 65 make up 23 % of the popu-
lation (more than 35 million over 65 year-olds) constituting a fiscal burden for the
country’s working population. From a peak of 87 million workers we have already
gone down to 81 million (as registered in 2010). Today, Japan’s population
amounts to 127 million and is set to fall to 90 million by the middle of the century.
By then, the ratio of workers to pensioners will have become unsustainable. In a
few decades, two workers will have to bear the burden of one pensioner (at the
moment the ratio is 4-1, and it is already one of the worst ratios in the indus-
trialised world). Japanese pensioners have one of the highest life expectancies in
the world, and are typically fairly rich when they die, a result of the tradition of
cautious spending and high saving rates of previous Japanese generations. It is
estimated that an average Japanese man with a life expectancy of over 80 leaves
over $200 thousand dollars worth of cash. This can be seen as an indicator of a rich
country but also as a premise of higher life expectancy and a therefore heavier
social burden. These prospects are worrying given that Japan’s sovereign debt
today amounts to more than 200 % of GDP. There is therefore little hope in terms
of increased state help and subsidies in the future.

What can Japan do to increase its internal demand taking into account its
tradition of moderation and frugality? Let us first have a look at the service sector.
This sector is characterised by a fairly low level of productivity. In fact, a study
carried out by the Japan Productivity Centre has stirred a controversy as its
findings reveal how low productivity in the Japanese service sector actually is. The
data shows that Japan holds the twentieth position among the 30 OECD countries
compared to the seventh place held by Italy. Therefore, it is understandable that
Japan’s Ministry for the Economy, Commerce and Industry (METT) is currently
investing resources into trying to promote an improvement of the service sector.

Another issue worth mentioning is the so-called ‘teinen’, i.e. retirement age,
which in Japan can be different from the age when workers start receiving a
pension. As opinion polls confirm, Japanese 58—-60 year-olds in Japan (like in the
Western world) generally feel young and want to continue working. Some,
especially the most highly-skilled workers, are prepared to move to China or to
other Southeast Asian countries where they can work as tutors and transfer their
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know-how and experience. Japan is world leader in robotics, where it has made
enormous progress over recent years. Considering the idiosyncrasy of the gov-
ernment in admitting a greater number of foreign workers into Japan, an increased
use of robotics could bring many benefits in particular to the primary and tertiary
sectors and compensate-at least until a certain extent-for a decreasing labour force.
The ageing consumer market is another factor, which must be considered. Bearing
in mind the size of the country and its per-capita income, we can foresee a huge
opportunity in the search for well-being, looking after the ageing population, and
developing ideas, which help improve the quality of life and business. Illiteracy is
almost non-existent in Japan and therefore the use of the Internet is not a problem
for the Japanese people, making the consumer market sector potentially very
profitable. The potential of the agricultural sector must not be underestimated
either. While the workforce in agriculture has decreased over the years, it is still of
strategic importance for country with very few natural resources. Robert Feldman,
chief economist for Morgan Stanley, believes that agriculture in Japan has great
scope for further development. Currently, retiring farmers are less likely than
before to be replaced by next generation farmers and therefore much agricultural
land ends up being abandoned. A policy to encourage young people to get into
farming, the cultivation of unused land and a higher standard of living for farmers
could all help the rebirth of the agricultural sector. In turn, this would stimulate
growth and diversify the economy. Not doing anything would be like letting this
potential waste away. In conclusion, despite the negative demographic trends (a
low birth rate, fewer marriages and little immigration) Japan could benefit from
contributions in sectors, which have yet to be fully exploited.

The 2011 natural disaster in the Tohoku region has once again dramatically
brought to a head the country’s energy problem, the Achilles’ heel of the Japanese
economy. Recent initiatives to invest significantly the provision of LNG (the Japan
Impex Corporation allocated $34 billion dollars to buy rights to develop one of the
world’s biggest offshore fields in Mozambique), is a clear sign that the nuclear
option—Japan operated 54 nuclear plants until the Fukushima crisis in 201 1—will
loose in relevance for the supply of energy in Japan. Only four, and soon only
three, of these plants are still in use. The total phase-out will mean operating the
country’s industries with roughly 30 % less available electricity. This stands for a
dramatic change of Japanese energy policies, which further weakens the energetic
autonomy of the country and upsets the balance of payments, as Japan will be
obliged to buy even more expensive energy from abroad. Japan’s favourable credit
balance with foreign countries in the 1980s is now a thing of the past. The new
Japanese government inaugurated after a landslide electoral victory by the Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) over the then incumbent Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ)
in December 2012, however, seems intentioned to be reversing the DPJ’s previous
orientation of ‘denuclearizing’ the Japanese archipelago completely. Indeed, cur-
rent Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe seems to want to continue to make use of
nuclear power energy while getting rid of Japan’s ageing and risky nuclear power
plants replacing them with new and safer plants. The March 2011 tsunami,
earthquake and the Fukushima nuclear disaster have arguably brought about a
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rediscovery of Japanese values, which had in the past been neglected and indeed
forgotten. Moreover, it has helped to identify areas for development, which will
make the country less vulnerable to the frequent natural disasters, and will create
new businesses for houses, cities and business. The tsunami has taught Japan a
lesson which has helped the country not only to understand itself better and
become more aware of its position, but also to rethink how its people live. This
lesson will guarantee the birth of new businesses, such as:

technology to improve energy efficiencys;

using technology to store energy;

thirdly, learning to produce energy with different technologies;

the combination of these three technologies together with information and
communication technology (ITC) will allow for the creation of a smart grid
network. This is a smart energy-supplying network, which determines the
distribution of energy on its own. With a smart grid network so-called smart
houses and smart cities can be built.

4 ‘Smiley’s Curve’

To maintain its current level of economic prosperity, Japan as a highly-indus-
trialised country must position itself at the right position at what economists call
‘Smiley’s Curve’. A smile corresponds with an U-shaped curve of a smiling mouth
and the bottom part of the curve corresponds with industrial, i.e. ‘tout court’
production, typically generating low profits. The strong players are at the top of the
curve where product development, know-how and distribution are located. A
technologically mature country like Japan must collocate itself at these higher
levels because that is the position from where higher profits are generated. It is
vital for Japan to continue investing in technology and innovation to make sure
that its products continue to be at the highest qualitative level. Japan’s industry
knows that mistakes have been made over the past two years, which have made the
industry more vulnerable and in some sectors relatively weaker than competitors
from other Asian countries such as e.g. South Korea. Japan’s industry has
understood that in order to reach maximum levels of efficiency, investments in
distribution and in services are necessary to be able to offer high-end products at
competitive prices. This is crucial to be able to keep competition from South
Korea, Taiwan and China in high-end products at bay.

There is no doubt that Japan has over the past few years lost ground especially
in those areas where it was once leading globally. In high-end products Japan is
exposed to competition from very innovative companies in the US (such as Apple)
while in lower-end products Japanese companies are confronted with competition
from South Korea, Taiwan and China. The US has regained its leadership position
in some high-end products thanks to its creative ability, innovative technologies,
ideas and talents drawn from the best universities and the exceptional support of
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the financial world (venture capital, private equity), which helps businesses finance
new projects to achieve their goals. America has the best universities in the world
where students are taught using slogans such as that ‘there is always a better way’
and ‘no venture no gain’. The iPod is emblematic of the American re-surpass. It is
also a message for Japan, showing the country that you can never sit back on your
laurels. Capital can be found everywhere, by everyone: it is no longer a dis-
criminating factor. As Fahred Zakaria argues, what counts is not only capital but
“demography, diversity, globalization, knowledge and competitive factors”
(Zakaria 2008). To be a winner today you need a team that can create goods and
services. This does not favour Japan as the country’s ability to manage cross-
cultural situations is fairly poor, and Japanese universities are organised like tribes.

The transfer of talent to Japan remains a challenge. The language barrier,
together with other related difficulties of living in Japan make it hard to attract new
teachers and students to the country. As I have already discussed elsewhere
(Mazzei and Volpi 2006), globalisation does not favour Japan with its cultural
peculiarities. However, as far as knowledge is concerned, the country has an
advantage. In fact, as we have already pointed out, in the Japanese case we do not
have the same preclusions of the ‘NHI” (‘not invented here’) mentality, and there
are no ideologies, cultural barriers or religious leaders who impede new ideas and
projects. If we compare Japan and China, we can see that in many ways Japan is
very different. We recall what Zakaria writes: “China, contrary to Japan, followed
a policy based on investments and the opening up of new markets. For this reason
China cannot be considered the new Japan”. Indeed, China exports 70 % of its
GDP compared to 17 % of Japan. Their respective economic structures are
completely different and due to the high level of development in Japan and the
different levels of per-capita income, Japan and China are hardly comparable
economically. We must not forget that the Japanese per-capita income, in nominal
terms, is several times higher than the Chinese while South Korea is already much
closer to Japan in GDP per-capita terms. In the past, Japan had to ask for state
support for exports (remember the slogan: ‘export or die’) and it used tariffs and
non-tariff barriers to trade to keep the Japanese market relatively closed for foreign
goods and private investors. In sum, the future for Japan is an important challenge.
According to Omae, Japan can count on some significant advantages, which it
guards very jealously. “It is true that there are problems now, but Japan is, and will
be a strong country despite the fact that politics is kaput, and the fact that the
Japanese are still traumatised by the effects of this long, exhausting crisis.”
According to Omae, there is not much to be expected from political changes: the
economy 1is at its worst so it cannot get any worse. However, Japan has a healthy
base and its advantages can be identified in its technology, automatic machinery
with numeric controls and the ability to keep others from copying its technologies.
Furthermore, in applied materials and basic electronic components Japan has
almost a monopoly: “If Japan were to stop supplying these two products, many
industrialized countries would drop dead”. Omae sustains that the changes in
Japan are taking much more rapidly than meets the eye. Japan’s so-called ‘Lost
Decade’ in fact has helped the country pull itself up and catch its breath after a
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long race. “With the impact of electronics and the internet, the big, new Japanese
banks in the future might be called Sony, NTT Docomo. And we might get to the
stage where we can exploit to the fullest extent the production of portable com-
puters, where Japan is in the forefront Japan will have to get through some difficult
years, but it needs challenges since it is a reactive country”.' Throughout its
history, Japan has shown itself strongest when pushed into the corner able to free
energy and resources to then come out victorious. Its pragmatic approach and lack
of ideology are enormous advantages. In contrast to other countries, Japanese
companies like Sumitomo, Mitsui, the Mitsubishi fight a commercial war against
each other on the internal market, but when it comes to external economic chal-
lenges they are ready to put a up a united front and cooperate with each other. Just
as Zhou Enlai said to Henry Kissinger, “The Japanese can go from being an
empire to a republic in just three days”. Indeed, Japan’s ‘invisible hand’ is always
present, ready and prepared to act quickly. This is the advantage of being a
democracy with an efficient and well-organized bureaucracy. The advantage of
being a developmental state, which permits flexible economic policies using
instruments such as window guidance and moral persuasion, which do not usually
work so well in other political systems. When the need arises, as we saw last year,
the ittaikan rule applies (a phrase expressing a sense of unity, along the lines of
“we are all in the same boat”, our life is in danger: either we all save each other or
we lose everything”).

5 The Issues at Stake

Japan’s period of post war reconstruction, the coupling with the Western world and
its status of the world’s second biggest economy are now part of the past. The
period of mythicizing and exalting Japan, the period of the so-called ‘yellow
threat’, depicting Japan as a hostile and aggressive power, Ezra Vogel’s book of
Japan as Number One, the economic boom period throughout which Japan bought
everything everywhere too belong to another era of contemporary Japanese his-
tory. The stereotypes about Japan overtaking the US as the world’s biggest
economy, technologically and financially dominating of the world have now all
but d