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Images of Japanese Business,
Images of Japan

I am very happy to be here. It is a great honor to
be here in front of you tonight. A few minutes ago I
thought that perhaps I should paraphrase (since so
many of you are from the Honda Company) the title
of a popular movie of a few years ago and begin my
comments by saying, “From Ohio With Love.”

Japan: Misunderstood Giant

Speaking to the main subject of this evening. . . . ..
As you all know, Japan’s great economic success and
traditional culture are well known and respected in my country. Everyone know
from the high quality products which we have received in the past decades from
your country in large volumes, the great economic capacity of your country. And
we respected Japan very much for this accomplishment. We also, for many years
in my country, have been introduced to the culture of your country and to many
of its traditions. And this area of Japan also is very well known.

At the same time that the great successes of your economy are well understood
and respected, Japan, in my country and I think also in Europe, is a truly mis-
understood giant. There are many people among political elites, academic elites
and leading businessmen who do understand Japan. And I believe that in the
last four or five years, there has been a remarkable improvement in the under-
standing of Japan visible in the American media, such as newspapers and televi-
sion and also in other types of communication such as books. Nevertheless, Japan
by and large in my country and in Europe is deeply misunderstood.

What I want to tell you about now is some of these areas of misunderstanding,
and I also want to mention briefly what we tried to discuss as deeply as possible
in our book to address these areas of misunderstanding in order to improve know-
ledge about Japan. When I look today at American newspapers, British and
European magazines and sometimes newspapers — when I have time and access
and know the language — I see two general trends of misunderstanding. One, I
will call tonight, “Japanophobia” or the fear or negative reaction toward Japan.
The other I will call “Japanophilia” or the admiration of Japan and seeing Japan
as a model for Western society and business. '

Japanophobia

First, I will give some examples of statements in the Western media which are
indicative of the lingering presence of Japanophobia. These statements are taken
from leading American and European journals. The first concept which I would
place under the title of Japanophobia is the idea of Japan, Incorporated. Let me
read something from the New York Times about this idea:
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“The relationship between the Ministry of International Trade and
Industry and Japanese business is collusion by American standards.”

This was in the New York Times in March 1981. Or:
“Japan is a whole country united in a conspiracy to maximize exports.”
“Japan is a nationwide cartel which we can call Japan, Incorporated.”

Also in the New York Times of March 1981 it was said:
“Japan has the highest protectionist walls of any industrialized nation.”

Or in another international journal in June 1981:
“Entering the Japanese market requires running a complex carefully
designed obstacle course where there is a battery of invisible barriers.”

Another idea is that Japanese businesses or the Japanese government engages in
unfair trade practices. The other day I received a confidential business intelli-
gence report from a good friend, who is a Vice President of a major company in
Ohio. This report was written by an English economist. And in the report it was
stated that the low value of the Japanese yen was an intentional policy and that it
was a kind of a non-tariff barrier.

There are other ideas which fit the concept of Japanophobia, such as the idea
that Japan’s workers are poorly paid or the idea that Japanese workers are docile,
or at times the idea that Japanese workers and employees, and I’m sure managers
too, are somehow workaholics in comparison with people in other countries.

Japan Incorporated: A Fallacy

I cannot mention all of the statements we made in our book to attack these
misconceptions tonight, because of lack of time, but I would like to mention a
few of them. With regard to the idea of “Japan, Inc.” we disagreed very, very
profoundly with this concept. We reviewed the relationships between Japanese
ministries, and between Japanese businesses and the Japanese government, and we
did not see evidence of the kind that supports the idea of Japan, Inc. If we think
of the automobile industry as an example, and go back to the 1950’s the Ministry
of International Trade and Industry and the Transportation Ministry disagreed
profoundly with regard to whether or not Japan should have a domestic auto-
mobile industry. The Ministry of Transportation opposed the idea and MITI
supported it. This is an example of disagreement between ministries in so-called
“Japan, Incorporated.” There was also, as you know much better than I, dis-
agreement within MITI between the ‘“‘control” faction and the “‘international”
faction for many years oyer policy directions. There have also been many famous
disagreements between MITI and the Fair Trade Commission, and at times be-
tween MITI and the Finance Ministry. Moreover, when economic planning was
first discussed in Japan, there were many disagreements between major business
groups and the government as to whether this would be a good idea. And today I
see major business groups criticizing the government frequently with regard to
such major government policies as support for agriculture in the form of tariffs or
subsidies. I find it very hard to look at this evidence and say that Japan is Japan,
Incorporated.
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Other Misperceptions

We also pointed out in our book that the idea that Japan is a protectionist
country is ten to twenty years out of date, depending on the particular product
category. Japan nowadays is typical of other industrialized countries in that the
main products which are restricted with regard to trade are agricultural products:
this is a typical phenomenon in industrialized societies throughout the Western
world.

With regard to the subject of labor’s docility, we reported that the percentage
of union membership among workers is higher in Japan than in the United States.
We noted also the dramatic increase in labor disputes which has occurred over the
past three decades. We pointed out that participation in work stoppages in Japan
involves a larger proportion of the labor force than it does in the United States,
primarily because of the practice of Shunto, which we explained. What we
demonstrated was that Japan has a dynamic labor movement in many senses and
that there are many, many examples of labor conflicts and of labor participation
which are completely different from the idea of Japan having docile workers.
And this morning, while I was in Kasumigaseki, as has happened so many times,
there was a demonstration, and it so happened that this was a labor group. And
I thought how ironic it is that I read in Western newspapers or magazines that
Japanese workers are docile.

We also pointed out that the concept that Japan’s labor costs are cheap is in
these days clearly a myth. And we added, as is true, that some aspects of Japa-
nese labor regulations, particularly in the area of fringe benefits, are more strict
than those of my own country. So that the concept of Japan having cheap labor
is not correct, as you know well.

I’'m happy to say that Japanophobia, as we have defined it, is gradually disap-
pearing in the United States. Three years ago, Time magazine, which is one of our
news magazines having the largest circulation, used Japanophobic terminology to
discuss Japanese trade relationships. Last year the same magazine had a very long
article in which this language was no longer used and much greater awareness of
Japanese realities was present. Nevertheless, as you can see from the quotations,
Japanophobia is still alive and I believe that it is very much more alive and present
in Europe even today than it is in my own country. So it is a problem.

Japanophilia: Its Assumptions and Some Qualifications

Japanophilia, as I have indicated, means the liking of Japan, and particularly
seeing Japanese society, Japanese politics, the Japanese bureaucratic system,
Japanese education and Japanese corporate management practices as models for
improvement of similar aspects of American or other Western societies. Japano-
philia is a much more pleasant subject to talk about than Japanophobia and it
should be a source of appreciation and confidence to all of you that your prac-
tices and aspects of your society are so highly respected. At the same time, our
team of scholars felt that many aspects of Japanophilia were inaccurate and that
we should improve understanding of even these praised aspects of life in Japan,
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not by criticizing them but by going further and going deeper into various phe-
nomena.

The major ideas underlying the concept that Japanese management should
serve as a model for management in Europe or in my country are (1) the presence
of a permanent employment system, (2) the practice of so-called “bottom-up”
management or decision making, (3) the presence of long-term planning within
companies, and (4) the existence of company philosophies. With regard to the
practice of permanent employment, we pointed out in our book, that in reality
as all of you know well, the practice of permanent employment includes approxi-
mately thirty percent of the working force in Japan. And it is found mainly in
large companies, not in many small companies. We also pointed out that the
practice of permanent employment began around the time of World War I and
that it is therefore, not some part of Japan’s total history. We also addressed the
question of changes in the Japanese permanent employment system, or at least
the adaptations during the period of structural recession in various industries over
the past decade. We noted that there were transfers within groups between
companies, that there were at times delays in hiring, that there were other kinds
of adjustments which were used to permit the continuation of the permanent em-
ployment system. We also speculated, as many of you do, and many commenta-
tors do in Japan, with regard to what the so-called ‘“graying” of the Japanese
population will mean for the practice of permanent employment. As the Japa-
nese population grows older, where will the adjustments be made? So we went
beyond Japanophilia somewhat to point out that the practice of permanent
employment is a dynamic institution; it’s an institution which has a certain
history and one which has changed and adapted to different situations and will
undoubtedly change and adapt in the future. We believe it’s important to com-
municate this kind of reality to foreign business persons.

Some More Qualifications on Japanophilia

I think with regard to the practice of bottom-up decision making, it is impor-
tant for foreign businessmen to realize that this has varied at times between
companies, that it has varied at different times within the same companies and
that at times bottom-up management may give way to top-down management
because of specific difficult issues. In other words, while we accept the concept
of bottom-up management as being representative of Japan, we felt that it is
appropriate to characterize this also as a rather dynamic property of Japanese
management and a property which is not present in all situations but which varies
according to particular situations.

As you know, even in the past weeks there have been delegations from
American companies visiting your country to study your management system,
which is very good. We certainly are delighted, I speak for the book team and for
myself, to see visits of this kind. We hope that in all of these cases that Japan and
its management system will be discussed in depth and as a dynamic system, which
has many, many great successes but also which is a changing system and a com-
plex system, rather than having it being seen as simply having a few simple pro-
perties. These were the ways we tried to discuss it.
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As for Japan as a general model for Western society or for Western politics or
government, such as is suggested in the book by Professor Vogel, Japan as No. 1,
we didn’t criticize this idea directly. We did discuss at many points in the book
the presence of a competent, bureaucratic system which in many ways is un-
doubtedly more successful than the bureaucratic systems of some other countries:
and we discussed other aspects of Japanese politics. On these points we tried
mainly to show the many problems which are faced in Japan which are similar to
problems in other countries, political problems that is. And we also indicated
that in many ways the Japanese political system resembles the political system of
Western European countries in its dynamism and in its vast array of unresolved
problems, as well in its successes such as are stressed in the idea of Japonasa
model. In other words we felt it was appropriate to point out that there are prob-
lems in “Japan as No. 1,” as well as many important successes. And these are
problems which are shared by your country, my country, and by European
countries, in other words, of all industrialized countries.

While accepting the idea that Japan is certainly culturally and socially different
from my own country and some European countries, we tried throughout our
book to compare Japan in depth with the other industrialized nations of the
world, so as to increase deep understanding of Japan, its society, its management,
its law, its labor and its economy.

The Need for Understanding

Obviously, from what I have said, you can tell that I believe that misunder-
standings and misperceptions between countries are important. And I believe that
resolving misunderstandings and creating better understanding is important, as a
realistic matter, not just as an academic ideal or the dream of a professor. Particu-
larly, I believe that if Japanese business and Japanese society and the Japanese
government were better understood in my country, even though conflicts would
not end between two such dynamic trading countries, at the same time govern-
ment policies could not be supported where they are based on false knowledge
and assumptions. In other words, the American automobile industry could not
criticize the Japanese automobile industry on some of the false grounds which
have been used in the last two years. Everything would not be peaceful, but
arguments would have to be structured more on the grounds of reality.

Another thing which would be possible if there were better understanding of
Japan in my country is that my government, both the present one and past ones,
would not ask your country to do things which are impossible. Of course I refer
to the current request for increases in defense spending, which however you may
feel about defense needs, are fiscally extremely difficult, a fact which is not
apparently well understood in my country.

I think also if we had better understanding we could be addressing our many
common problems which are so pressing at this point. For example, thinking
creatively what should be the appropriate industrialized Western nations’, and I
include Japan as a Western nation, response to Soviet power? What should be the
appropriate policies, collective policies, toward the political instability in the
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Persian Gulf? What about the common problems of institutionalized inflation?
The common problems of government fiscal deficiencies? All of these are shared
problems and problems which I believe could profitably be addressed through
more collective interaction in the absence of the kind of misunderstandings we
have discussed.

Also I should mention the common problem of aging populations and the need
for solutions to this problem and perhaps the largest problem of the future, the
so-called North-South problem. All of these are major problems which need to be
addressed.

Some Solutions of Current Misunderstandings

I would like to suggest some solutions or ways to attempt solutions of the mis-
understanding of Japan, particularly of Japanophobia, but also ways to improve
understanding of Japan as an admired society. In my country the press coverage
of Japan is very poor. The New York Times as you know is a widely respected
newspaper in the United States. While it is not a truly national newspaper, it is
as close to your national newspapers as any (perhaps the Wall Street Journal also
fits this category. The New York Times this spring carried thirty-seven articles
about the French presidential election, the election of M. Mitterand. Last year
the same New York Times carried seven articles about the Japanese general elec-
tion, including several which dealt mainly with the unfortunate death of Prime
Minister Ohira. From this you can see the enormous imbalance in treatment of
Japan in the media in my country, even though it has improved over the years,
clearly improved. You can see similar deficiencies in the European press and
magazines even though there also, there have been improvements.

Your government produces in many cases the best statistical documents in the
world, in the area of the economy and in other areas. Many times I find them
more complete than United Nations’ documents. I find them useful in my teach-
ing because they provide interesting comparisons between statistical series of
different countries. Where are they for sale? In Tokyo. In the governmental
printing office, bookstores and in a few hotels. Occasionally I see them in San
Francisco in Japanese stores. Generally they are not visible in my country and
they are not for sale. I think this is unfortunate because they are so good.

In a bookstore five minutes from my house I can buy Der Spiegel, Die Zeit, Le
Monde, The Times of London, The Economist, and other journals from Europe.
I never see anything from Japan, even in English. When I come to Japan I see
many American television films, on Japanese television. Only a few times a year
do I see Japanese films on American public television.

An Information Bank
I feel that it would be appropriate, given the giant size of trade between your

country and mine, which co-exists with such a high level of misunderstanding and
misperception, that an information bank should be created overseas, hopefully in
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my country and hopefully in other countries, which could begin to provide more
deep and comprehensive information about Japan for foreign people, for elites
and also for ordinary people.

JETRO does some of this. So also does the Foreign Ministry. Also recently
there has been a project begun by the Asia Foundation to translate Japanese
newspaper articles into English and distribute them free to all kinds of news-
papers, including both large city newspapers and local newspapers. I'm told this is
a success. :

Sometimes we see more or less cultural movies, movies about old Japanese
cultural traditions, or we see cultural movies which are translations of films based
on novels by writers such as Oe Kenzaburo and other distinguished writers. What
we do not see in the United States is in-depth films about Japan as a total society
and what we do not see is films about life in Japan at the human level. And I
think we need to see this. I believe that it would be a very great thing if the
Japanese government or Japanese foundations, or corporations or whatever kind
of institution, were to promote the development of such an information bank
that would help in the distribution of press materials, government information
and documentary and popular films about Japan.

Teaching Japanese and Cooperative Projects

We also need improvements in the teaching of Japanese language. In this day
of great technological success, it seems to me strange that American students, like
myself, study Japanese for three years and then really only speak it rather inade-
quately, perhaps at the level of a student in primary school. Somehow in this age
of technology, I believe there must be better ways to teach the language and these
should be sought, both by my country whose institutions are responsible in this
particular case, but also by responsible Japanese aware of the need for better
understanding, and particularly better understanding among journalist§ who con-
vey information and businessmen who deal with other businessmen.

MIT has begun what I think is a brilliant program; perhaps some of you have
been closely acquainted with it. MIT has begun to send business students to
Japanese companies as interns, much as our medical schools send people, young
men or women who would become doctors, to hospitals as interns. I think that
this is an outstanding idea. In other words, I think that business internships make
tremendous sense and would be perhaps one of the very best ways to overcome
misunderstandings effectively.

I’ve been very happy to participate in a truly cooperative project between the
Honda Motor Company and my university. Suggestions were made from both
sides and suggestions were accepted by both sides. I think this is a good form of
communication and exchange. Next spring the Honda Foundation will be holding
a symposium in Ohio on the subject of the social effects of advanced technology.
I think this kind of cooperation is good, i.e. the addressing of common problems
by groups from both countries. It was something which the German government
started a few years ago with its Marshall Foundation, which promotes worldwide
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projects or programs on the joint problems of industrialized societies. I believe
that this is an important vehicle for communication and creating understanding
which should be pursued further.

Finally, it has occurred to me that many aspects of Western culture were first
introduced in this country and in other parts of the world by religious mission-
aries. Whether their work was good or bad I cannot judge, but they did convey
information and ideas of Western culture very broadly throughout the world.
And I would urge all of you and others here in Japan who are in responsible posi-
tions, and who go abroad often, to remember that you also can serve as a kind of
reverse “‘cultural missionary” to encourage the development of better understand-
ing of Japan abroad. I think in the simplest terms, and from my own personal
deep feeling, that your country is too big and too great to be so misunderstood at
this time. I wish for a quick improvement in this condition which I have dis-
cussed today.

Dr. Honda, Your Excellency, Guests and Members of the Honda Foundation, I
thank you for the privilege of discussing these problems with you tonight.
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