


CHAPTER 2

Japan: Bilateralism at Any Cost?

Takashi Inoguchi

War and Diplomacy in Modern Japan

When examining the Japanese tradition of the use of institutions in
international relations, bilateralism stands out.1 It is bilateralism that
matters when the issue is who came to open the ports and the country. It
is bilateralism that matters when the issue is where Japan had to dispatch
troops to deal with the protection of compatriots abroad. It is bilateral-
ism that matters when Japan had to negotiate the lack of tariff autonomy
with major powers.

When Japan opened its ports and the country, the world was in the hands
of the West. It was a world of competition among major powers. It was a
world of colonialism and imperialism. To Japan it was furthermore a world
of transition—a transition in the sense of adjustment from the Chinese-
referenced world order to the Western-referenced world order in the 
mid-nineteenth century. In a transition the framework and the concept
governing it are more likely to be fuzzy and murky in the first place.2 Thus it
was natural that Japanese leaders concluded that, before understanding the
basic philosophy of international relations, the concrete pattern of behavior
must be studied case by case bilaterally, that is, as Japan faced its adversary.3

Not only the Western powers but also the neighboring countries that
had to be dealt with bilaterally. Japan’s neighbors were not numerous.
Most countries in Asia had been colonized. Japan’s immediate neighbors
were Korea and China. They must be studied closely and in depth and
handled bilaterally.

It is not a coincidence that Japan was not so good at multilateralism.
Multilateralism in the nineteenth century did exist then but only among
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major states in the West. There were mechanisms whereby major
Western powers competed with each other. There were a certain set of
shared norms and rules that guided them because they were all Western
powers.4 There was a modicum of international organizations in the
Western world that detached key functions from violent use of force in
settling international disputes. They included the Red Cross, interna-
tional postal communication, international navigation, and so on.5 It is
clear that, given the mid-nineteenth century non-Western context of
Japan’s war and diplomacy, the coerced opening of Japanese ports and
country was the direct origin of Japanese preference for bilateralism.

After World War I a new world was on the horizon at least for the two
major articulators of the day: Woodrow Wilson and Vladimir Lenin.6

They put forward their visions of the world in terms of new key norms and
principles that they believed ought to permeate the world and prevail in
the minds of people. It was natural after the unprecedented horror and
calamity of World War I that Europeans started to envisage the elementary
mode and level of global governance. They included no-war announce-
ments and disarmament treaties of many kinds. It was not surprising to
find that Japan was again an outlier. Earlier it was an outlier as the first
non-Western power, and now it was an outlier as the state hesitant to bring
itself to a multilateral treaty. Two major disarmament treaties that Japan
grudgingly acceded, the Washington Treaty and the London Treaty,
became later the symbol of multilateral constraints from which Japan
wanted to depart, in order to carry out the self-claimed mission of achiev-
ing a greater East Asian peace and prosperity.7 To quote Prince Konoe, 

In short, the principle of peace as propounded by Britain and the United
States is the principle of peace at any price supported by those who favor
the status quo and this [principle] has nothing to do with justice and
humanity. . . . That is, those who will most benefit are Britain and the
United States. Even if other countries, lured by the beautiful words of jus-
tice and humanity, join the League of Nations, it may not simply be that
they will shrink economically [because of Anglo-American economic
imperialism]. This being the case, it cannot be allowed [for this to take
place] not only from the Japanese point of view but also from the view-
point of justice and humanity. Therefore, the problems that have to be put
forward at the forthcoming conference [at Versailles] prior to her joining
the League of Nations are at least the rejection of [Anglo-American] eco-
nomic imperialism and the equal treatment of the white and yellow races.
After all, it is not just militarism alone that harms justice and humanity.
Although the world was saved from the smoke of power and the hail of
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bullets because of the German defeat, is it just the military force alone
that threatens the equal right of the survival of nations?8

After World War II the Japanese preference for bilateralism was
further consolidated. Japan was defeated and occupied by the Allied
Powers led by the United States. At the time of a peace treaty with the
Allied Powers, the cold war, then already deepening year by year, led
Japan to conclude a Peace Treaty excluding the Soviet Union and its
allies. Most Asian countries were not yet independent. Furthermore,
East and Southeast Asian countries needed to get some things settled
before normalizing diplomatic relationship, including war indemnities
and related issues. Therefore in 1952 when it achieved independence
again after seven years’ occupation, Japan’s space for its diplomacy was
severely limited. Japan’s diplomacy was virtually synonymous with its
relations with the United States.9

The key arrangement with the United States made during the occu-
pation was the combination of the new constitution and the Japan-
United States Security Treaty. The new constitution, largely drafted in
1946, followed much of what was contained in the UN Charter, signed
on June 26, 1945, as far as war and diplomacy are concerned. In other
words, the preamble stipulating war renunciation and Article 9 on the
use of force denied for the settlement of international disputes are those
parts that have made Japan a country of pacifism of very special kind. As
the impact of the cold war was world-wide and the time to grant inde-
pendence to Japan was approaching, the other key arrangement was
designed. The Japan-United States Security treaty came into force in
1952 when Japan gained independence. Through the Security treaty,
Japan entrusts its national security to the United States. The United
States takes care of Japan’s deterrence and defense whereas Japan renders
all the facilities and services (military bases, free sky, fuelling and repairing,
hospitals and comfort) into the hands of the United States. This is equiv-
alent to putting all the eggs in one basket: United States.10 And this is
another origin of Japan’s preference for bilateralism at any cost or
bilateralism über alles in the post–1945 context. Without first settling
major disputes or differences with the United States, Japan could not
negotiate freely. In this context of bilateralism über alles, as applied
Japan’s relations with the United States, with the complications associ-
ated with the constitution and the Security treaty, it was quite natural to
see the North American Bureau and the Treaties Bureau in the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs carry heavy weight.
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Bilateralism in Action before 1990

Immediately after Japan regained independence in 1952, extending and
restoring normal diplomatic relationship to as many nations as possible
was regarded as a very high priority. Since 1952, the three pillars of
Japanese diplomacy are (1) alliance with the United States; (2) friend-
ship with Asian countries; and (3) UN-centered diplomacy.11 These
three pillars were rather the wish than the reflection of diplomatic real-
ity at that time, because Japan had virtually nothing other than
the alliance with the United States. The other two were the wish of the
Japanese people and government striving to attain the “honorable place
in the community of nations.” The three pillars are required to be given
equal emphasis because the first pillar, the alliance with the United
States, was in fact overwhelming vis-à-vis the other two. To placate anti-
Americanism and to appease nationalism in Japan, it was widely
regarded that the three pillars must be of the same strength.

However, until Japan’s accession to the UN was achieved in 1956, not
much got done.12 Only after Japan’s entry into the UN did the possibility
of Japan normalizing its diplomatic relationship with the Soviet Union
emerge. The center-right, which merged two parties into one to become the
Liberal Democratic Party, was nearly split into two on the issue of negoti-
ating with the Soviet Union. For nationalist reasons, Prime Minister Ichiro
Hatoyama and Agricultural Minister Ichiro Kono were most vigorous in
establishing diplomatic relationship with the Soviet Union.13 They were
moderately anti-American and unhappy about being virtually dictated to
about the scope and direction of Japan’s foreign policy. The negotiations
with the Soviet Union ended with a pronouncement on diplomatic nor-
malization without settling territorial or peace treaty issues. Tanzan
Ishibashi who was elected prime minister after Hatoyama wanted to nor-
malize relations with the People’s Republic of China.14 The task was com-
plicated and difficult because Japan concluded peace with the Republic of
China in 1951. Ishibashi resigned because of illness one and a half month
after he took office. Therefore nothing substantial happened in this front.

Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi, who succeeded Ishibashi, achieved
two things that were meant to rectify what he regarded as the intolerable
bias of the Security treaty and Japanese foreign policy.15 First, he sought
to revise the Security treaty in the direction of reducing the asymmetri-
cal nature of treaty obligations into more reciprocal nature, which
was achieved in 1960. He resigned immediately after a high-ranking
official’s visit to prepare for President Dwight Eisenhower’s trip to
Japan was blocked by demonstrations. Second, he initiated talks with
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Southeast Asian countries about war reparations and diplomatic
relationship.16 He was ingenuous in linking reparations with trade
exports and official developmental assistance. The point here is that even
if bilateralism at any cost or bilateralism über alles was the basic princi-
ple of Japanese foreign policy, it did not necessarily prevent vigorous
efforts to reduce asymmetrical dependence on the virtually overwhelm-
ing bilateral relationship with the United States from being undertaken.
This is exactly what Prime Minister Kishi undertook toward revising
what he regarded an excessively asymmetric alliance relationship with the
United States. Also even the multilateralism that could be envisaged after
Japan’s accession into the United Nations did not go very far as long as
Japan’s foremost priority was the United States. However, it is noteworthy
that even the most proalliance Prime Minister Kishi went so far to give
priority to the following three issues at the UN: a proposal to oblige the
registration of nuclear tests with the UN, an effort to mediate between
Israelis and Palestinians, and a proposal to codify the principle of racial
nondiscrimination.17

The issue of whether Japan maintained the alliance with the United
States subsided at about the time when The Economist famously heralded
the advent of Japan as an economic power in 1962.18 Prime Minister
Hayato Ikeda, who succeeded Kishi, announced the income doubling
plan shortly after taking office in 1960, according to which Japan’s per
capita income would be doubled by 1970 with an average annual growth
rate of 7.2 percent for ten years. The target was achieved before 1970. At
any rate bilateralism during the period between 1960 and 1975 was
bilateralism extended. By that I mean that bilateralism was increasing as
Japanese economic expansion brought Japan to every corner of the
globe. This period was when President Charles de Gaulle of France
ridiculed Prime Minister Ikeda as a transistor salesman. More funda-
mentally, it was the period when the Yoshida doctrine was brought into
diplomatic practice, defined by overwhelming security dependence on
the United States and aggressive pursuit for economic wealth.

The period between 1960 and 1975 was one expanding of
bilateralism.19 At the basis lay bilateralism with the United States, which
defined the parameters of most other bilateral relations. Alliance with
the United States, trade, and other kinds of economic expansion
overlapped considerably. When there was no formal alliance relationship
with the United States, much slower expansion was observed. With
respect to East and Southeast Asia until the end of the Vietnam War, this
picture holds true more or less. Alliance, trade and investment, and all
others went hand in hand most of the time during this time.
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The three exceptions are Korea, China, and Russia/the Soviet Union.
The Republic of Korea and Japan had no diplomatic relationship
between 1952 and 1965.20 Korea had an alliance with the United States,
but no trade, or diplomatic relationship with Japan. Amid a wide array
of issues stood their move toward normalization. Korea was a formal
colony of Japan from 1911 to 1945. Any move in Korea in the direction
of reconciliation with Japan was met with stiff resistance from the people.
President Syngman Rhee, the founder, was a fierce anti-Japanese and
anticommunist nationalist and exile experiences in Honolulu and
Shanghai kept him in power through the Korean War of 1950–1953. His
downfall was precipitated by democratic demonstrators in 1960 and a
successful coup d’etat by the military in 1961 that led Korea in a more
consciously developmental authoritarian direction under the military
leadership of President Park Chung Hee. It took four years before the
two countries finally concluded the Basic Treaty formally ending the
absence of diplomatic relationship between Japan and its geographically
closest neighbor. The bilateral relationship since 1965 was no less haz-
ardous. Yet it is very important to note that the quintessentially bilateral
relationship was forged with Korea during the pre- and post-normalization
periods. It was thick, dense, and provincial. The government and business
firms eagerly nurtured Korea specialists. The scope of their attention and
activities did not go beyond Korea, however.

China is another exception to cold war related bilateralism. China has
been ruled by the communist government since 1949. Japan did not
conclude a peace treaty with the People’s Republic of China until
1978.21 Instead, Japan joined the San Francisco Peace Treaty, which the
Republic of China signed. After Prime Minister Ishibashi’s frail and
failed attempt at establishing diplomatic relationship with China
foundered in two months in 1958, Prime Minister Ikeda encouraged
nongovernmental relations with China to begin and grow during his tenure
of 1960–1964. During this period, Tatsuo Takasaki and Liao Chengzhi
concluded an annual agreement whereby a modicum of trade would be
maintained between the two countries. China’s political turmoil during
the Cultural Revolution and the Gang of Four in the midst of the
Vietnam War and of what China called the growing Soviet hegemony
helped China to make rapprochement with the United States and Japan
in 1971 and 1972, respectively. In 1972 diplomatic normalization
between China and Japan was established, and in 1978 a peace treaty
was concluded with China.22 It is not necessary to detail the events
before and after 1978 as they are available elsewhere. The point here is
that Japan’s bilateral relationship with China resembles its relationship
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with Korea, that is, thick, dense, and provincial. It is a self-contained
and intensely path-dependent kind of bilateralism. Indeed in Northern
Asia it is not rare to see Japan’s bilateral relations thick, dense, and
provincial.

Russia is an example of cold war related bilateralism. Unlike its
relationships with Korea and China, Japan’s bilateralism with Russia
is thin, sparse, and provincial. However, as with Korea and China,
Japan’s bilateralism with Russia has been a self-contained and intensely
path-dependent one. It may come as a small surprise to see Japan’s bilat-
eral relations with Russia often referring back to 1875, when the territo-
rial issues were first resolved, to 1905, when Japan won victory over
Russia, to 1945, when Russia won victory over Japan, or to 1956, when
the diplomatic relationship was established with a peace treaty remain-
ing to be concluded, let alone those complicated interactions in the
post–cold war period. A diplomatic relationship was achieved in 1956.
But since then nothing has happened, during both the Soviet and
Russian periods, which would lead to a peace treaty being signed with
Russia. All the big names notwithstanding, Hatoyama, Tanaka,
Nakasone, and Hashimoto on Japan’s side and Khrushchev, Brezhnev,
Gorbachev, and Yeltsin on Russia’s side were not able to get a peace treaty
signed.23 There was modicum of interactions with Russia that existed for
years that had to do with fisheries, salmon, and crab in the North
Pacific. Territorial issues have been intensely negative on both sides until
quite recently. Energy issues were occasionally explosive during the cold
war period. More recently, however, energy issues are becoming seem-
ingly more pragmatic. In both government and business firms Russian
specialists have been nurtured and networked quite intensely, somewhat
apart from the career patterns that are observed in those patterns dis-
cerned among those elite corps of generalists.

During the period of 1960–1975, multilateralism developed some-
what in tandem with Japan’s accession to the Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 1964. Just like the UN
spurred Japan’s interest in multilateralism in the preceding period of
1945–1960, Japan’s accession to the OECD accelerated Japan’s affilia-
tion with and activities in international economic and financial institu-
tions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. It is
noteworthy that Japan made a good distinction between these economic
and financial institutions like the World Bank, the International
Monetary Fund, and the OECD on the one hand and the UN and other
related institutions on the other precisely because the former is closely
linked with the United States-led global economic governance. During
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this period Japan was a member in good-standing, and Japan took its
membership seriously. But its modus operandi was a rule-taker rather
than a rule-maker, an agenda-taker rather than an agenda-setter. In other
words, it worked quietly within the system with an eye at how the
United States was thinking and taking action. To borrow Brian Job’s
characterization of Japanese multilateralism, it is the bilaterally
networked multilateralism.24 By that I mean Japan was bilaterally net-
worked with the United States. Only on the basis of solid and sound
bilateralism with the United States did Japan work in the framework of
multilateralism. The scope of Japan’s attention was confined to the eco-
nomic, financial, monetary, technological, and energy-related aspects,
never going into those security aspects. It must be noted that even a
good rule-taker and agenda-taker Japan at times deviated from what it
should be in terms of being a responsible stake-holder in the United
States-led system. Japan’s bilateralism with a focus on the United States
has not been changed very much even after 1975. But the multilateral
scope of its foreign policy was broadened considerably during the
period. The oil crisis of 1973 shook the West fundamentally. The soli-
darity of the West floundered, especially when the United States was
trying to disentangle itself from the Vietnam trauma and when the
perennial Israeli-Palestinian conflict gave no hope for a possibility of a
resolution. The Group of Five—the United States, the United Kingdom,
France, Germany, and Japan—was born of a French initiative.25 In the
initial period of the Group of Five summits, Japan was so unaccustomed
to the multilateral summit diplomacy that it developed the following
modus operandi: a great deal of sherpa work prior to the summit
meeting, a minimum amount of intervention, and a bilaterally managed
highlighting of Japanese intervention by an annual chairperson. To cope
with a large amount of uncertainty in the summit meeting, when lin-
guistic difficulties of prime ministers cannot be underestimated and
when the sociological aptitude of prime ministers in making its presence
favorably felt cannot always be assured, Japanese bureaucrats helped
accelerate the evolution of the summit in the direction of preparing well-
scripted proceedings among the sherpas prior to a large degree. Japanese
bureaucrats also helped accelerate the trend of ever more cabinet
ministers’ summit meetings prior to the summit meeting among presi-
dents and prime ministers—hence the proliferation of summit meetings
of foreign ministers, finance ministers/central bankers, defense minis-
ters, and most recently internal ministers, etc. Since the number of
actors was quite limited and an annually rotated chairperson is easily
specified, Japan started to develop bilaterally networked multilateralism
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in this context as well. Japan’s bilaterally networked multilateralism has
one of its direct origins here. However, it must be noted here that great
variance exists across cases.

It is very important to emphasize that Japan’s bilaterally networked
multilateralism is best understood as a set of bilateral networks and joint
works enveloped in a multilateral space. Only through working hard
bilaterally could good multilateral outcomes be brought about.
Emphasis is placed on bilateralism, not on multilateralism. It must be
noted that the nature of a multilateral space in which bilaterally net-
worked multilateralism seemingly works tend to be economic, financial,
technological, legal and cultural, but never security-related. It has to do
a lot with the way in which bureaucratic organizations are constituted in
terms of prestige ranking. In the protocol of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, multilateral institutions are not given as much weight and pres-
tige as major powers, judging from the career patterns of bureaucrats
assigned to departments dealing with major powers and from the career
patterns of those assigned to deal with their counterparts from multilat-
eral institutions. Things have been changing steadily, by conceptualizing
multilateral institutions more in line with their increasing global
importance in Japanese foreign policy. The point here is that Japanese
multilateralism has its tenaciously held bilateralism über alles belief
underneath.

Bilateralism itself was becoming more multilateral during the period
of 1975–1990. The reason is quite simple. Economic globalization accel-
erated. Market is inherently universal and global. The Plaza summit of
1985 was a big accelerator of financial and economic globalization. It is
important to note that in 1985–1986 the amount of currency trade
surpassed the amount of trade of goods and services for the first time in
history. The former became some 50–100 times larger than the latter by
1986. To help the United States mitigate its twin deficits (government
and trade) and become more competitive, the United States government
called for an intervention by Group of Five countries, to purchase huge
amounts of government bonds in New York. Japanese and German
money poured into New York. Since Germany was already contemplating
a single European currency, the amount of its currency flowing into New
York was somewhat restrained. Japan purchased a massive amount of gov-
ernment bonds in New York and fueled its bubble economy at home. The
speed and ease with which money flew accelerated financial integration.
The Asia-Pacific region could not be an exception. Regional and global
arrangements became increasingly necessary and desirable. Not only
global rearrangements like the WTO but regional arrangements like the
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Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum were results of such
trends. It is widely known that East Asia is arguably one of the least insti-
tutionalized regions in the world. The debate has been going on as to
why the absence of such institutionalized cooperation is observed
between realism and constructivism. Realism attributes this absence to
conflicting interests whereas constructivism attributes this absence to
lack of shaped ideas. Here it is suffice to note that Japan’s robust bilater-
alism with regard to such issues as regional security, human rights, and
agriculture may be a factor aside from relalism or constructivism
explains the degree of institutionalized cooperation on a regional scale.

In these multilateral organizations, multilaterally inspired bilateral
consultations and coordination prospered. The number of summit meet-
ings of Japanese prime ministers in 1960s and 2000s increased almost
100-fold. Prime Minister Eisaku Sato (1964–1972), for instance, did
not go abroad at all in only one year of his eight years in power. Prime
Minister Junichiro Koizumi (2001–present) meets 12 heads of state in
one set of ASEAN Plus Three (refers to the ten member states of the
Association of Southeast Nations and three Northeast Asian States, i.e.,
Japan, South Korea, and China) meetings, which is necessary and effi-
cient. The same applies to the Group of Eight summit meetings. The
period of 1975–1990 was one that of a transition, thus registering
figures of an intermediate nature in this regard. Bilaterally networked
and inspired multilateralism is accentuated by Japanese habit and prefer-
ence. Japanese leaders find it more difficult to call for action through
appeal of speeches, which is the normal practice in many multilateral
meetings, and speech drafting and delivery is not one of the strengths
Japanese are most proud of. Rather they prefer to court the support of
each country individually. For instance, suppose that Japan presents a
draft resolution at a UN General Assembly meeting, each and every
ambassador of Japan has to report its estimate of the support patterns of
the government she/he is assigned to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Logrolling matters here. Logrolling works more effectively bilaterally
than multilaterally: you support me on this matter while I support you
on that matter. It is simple and effective if both find the combination of
the individual issues sufficiently attractive. Possible issues include: a vote
for Japan as nonpermanent membership of the UN Security Council; a
different item on the same agenda in the same meeting; and an item of
official development assistance the government needs from Japan via a
Japanese ambassador. Bilaterally inspired and networked multilateralism
worked in 1975–1990 in perhaps the most classical fashion.
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Bilateralism in Action: 1990–2005

Bilateralism has undergone a metamorphosis during the period after the
cold war and especially after the 9/11 terror attacks. American predomi-
nance and the proliferation of regionalisms came to the fore. The
Japanese strategy to live with American predominance and unilateralism
has taken the following scheme. Bilateralism has been further enhanced
through their special relationship.26 The personal friendship nurtured
between Ronald Reagan and Yasuhiro Nakasone became political
and was elevated to the status of a special relationship. Ronald Reagan
delivered a speech in the National Diet of Japan in 1983 saying, “there is
nothing that our two countries cannot do.” United States Ambassador to
Japan Mike Mansfield went so far as to say that the United States and
Japan had “the most important bilateral relations in the world—bar
none.” The personal relationship has been further emphasized between
George W. Bush and Junichiro Koizumi. Though not particularly
eloquent in their speeches or conversations, they have established a very
good relationship. When Koizumi met Bush in Crawford, Texas in June
2003 after the United States declared victory in the Iraq War, Koizumi’s
“High Noon” was reciprocated by Bush’s heartfelt embrace. The Japanese
strategy is best characterized as the voice-via-loyalty option in Albert
Hirschman’s three categories: loyalty, voice and exit, for those facing dif-
ficulties in organizations.27 By the voice-via-loyalty option I mean that
only thoroughly demonstrating loyalty to the United States can Japan
enlarge its freedom to speak its preference. Two examples will suffice to
prove this.

First, Japan and Iran concluded an agreement to explore and exploit
petroleum in Azadegan, southwestern Iran in 2004. In response, the
United States government initially made two mutually contradictory
statements about the deal, one mildly positive, the other plainly nega-
tive. In Congressional testimonies, it is now clear that two factors mat-
tered to the United States government in giving the Japanese government
freedom on this matter.28 First, the Japanese ambassador in Vienna in
charge of international organizations (including the International
Atomic Energy Agency) delivered a strong speech fiercely opposing the
Iranian government’s possible intention to produce nuclear weapons.
Second, the Japanese government has sent and kept its 500 strong Self
Defense Forces troops in Samawa, southwestern Iraq. When Spain,
Norway, New Zealand, Thailand, the Philippines, and some other
countries withdrew or were about to withdraw their troops from Iraq,
Japan has shown its loyalty to the United States by keeping troops in the
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country. Even though half the number of Americans are against
President George W. Bush, 68 percent of Americans believe that Japan is
reliable, the highest figure in the opinion polls the Japanese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs conducts every year.29

Second, Japan and North Korea have been getting closer since
September 2002 when Koizumi made a surprise visit to Pyongyang in his
efforts to bring back Japanese abductees to Japan.30 Five abductees came
back, though children were left in Pyongyang having been told that their
parents would be back soon. In July 2004 Koizumi made another visit to
Pyongyang to bring the remaining members of Ms. Hitomi Soga’s family
to a reunion in Jakarta, Indonesia. Her American husband and two
daughters made for a dramatic family reunification in Jakarta. Her
husband, who underwent a surgery this spring in Pyongyang, did go
through a more solid examination in Tokyo. To this news, the United
States government expressed that the extradition agreement between the
two countries was valid and effective, that he would be brought into the
custody of one of the United States military bases in Japan to go through
the military court, but that he would not be brought into custody in
which he received medical treatment in Tokyo. In September 2004 he
finally went to the military base in which he sought a legal deal that
admitted his guilt.

The Japanese strategy of riding on the era of regionalisms is roughly
as follows. As technology advances, the scale of the unit shifts from the
state to the region and beyond. The strength of the European Union in
shaping the norms and rules of the WTO because of its total trade vol-
ume and size of members has made a strong impression on the Japanese.
Similarly, the negative experience Japan has gone through in its direct
investment in Mexico, for instance, because of Japan’s nonmembership
in the North American Free Trade Agreement, is something Japan can-
not forget. Therefore the regions are at least partially becoming the unit
for its strategic planning. But the regional diversity in East and
Southeast Asia has kept the area in open, loose regionalism and it is
understood that the region is not really ready for any comprehensive
regional free trade agreements in any near future.31 The awareness that
East and Southeast Asia has remained a region that is institutionalized
and whose regional identity is yet to be nurtured has become very, very
clear to many Japanese leaders. The Japanese sense of regional competi-
tion with China has made Japan move strongly to achieve agreements
with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). In the region
Japan and Singapore made the first bilateral free trade agreement. 
It triggered, however, the bilateral agreement between China and ASEAN
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concluded soon after. It agreed that both parties would work out the
details in ten year’s time. It is against the backdrop of this agreement that
Japan has started to woo unusually vigorously ASEAN with a compre-
hensive free trade agreement called an economic partnership agreement.
But as China has realized that any comprehensive regional bilateral
free trade agreement with ASEAN is not really feasible in the near future,
Japan is coming to its original skepticism that region-wide multilateral free
trade agreement might also not really be feasible in the near future. Both
China and Japan are returning to their original belief in the time-tested
bilateralism or, more correctly, bilaterally networked multilateralism.

The tenacious adherence to bilateralism in the Japanese conduct of
diplomacy since the opening of the ports and the country in mid-
nineteenth century notwithstanding, multilateralism has become a no
less salient feature of Japanese diplomacy during this post–cold war and
post–9/11 period. In several areas of multilateral diplomacy, not only the
sociological aspect of largely bilaterally focused networking but also
the ideational aspect of policy package focused appeals have become
another focal point of multilateral diplomacy. The areas of policy appeal-
focused multilateralism include human rights, disarmament, and human
security. Let me take each of the three to illustrate the point that Japan
may be using multilateral institutions not only from the predominantly
sociological point of view but also from the ideational appeals of policy
packages Japan wants to get adopted by institutions.

Japan has been widely regarded as shy about human rights issues. Yet
Japan’s basic position, as contrasted to the United States position, has
been that the historical and institutional legacies cannot be underesti-
mated in dealing with human rights violations and that some cultural
sensitivity and fluency in multiculturalism may be exercised in handling
human rights issues.32 More operationally, Japan’s approach is what is
called quiet suasion. It is an antidote to the adversarial approach of show-
ing carrots and sticks. It is the reconciliational approach of inducing vol-
untary action when carrots are offered. Economic sanctions are not an
oft-used weapons in Japanese diplomacy. Even when such action is taken,
Japan tends to lift economic sanctions to come sooner than other major
powers. That was the case with Japan lifting economic sanctions in 1991
on China with regard to the Tiananmen massacre of 1989. Arms embargo
is not an option to Japan as it is prohibited by the National Diet resolu-
tion. Japan’s view does not lean, however, to the position that a universal
definition of human rights does not exist. Rather Japan’s position is to
encourage the creation of an environment more conducive to the solid
observance of human rights. A good example is the prelude to the
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Cambodian peace talks. Among the three parties fighting each other,
Japan proposed that when reconciliation was made and a peace accord
reached by the three parties, official developmental assistance would be
offered to aid economic reconstruction in the postconflict period.33

Disarmament is an issue area in which Japan has made a great initia-
tive with regard to the eradication of small arms and light weapons,
using a community-based strategy that uses the ownership concept quite
cunningly.34 Earlier, the individualistic approach prevailed in this area: if
you surrender a gun, you are given, say, 10 U.S. dollars. The problem
with this individualistic approach is that people tend to collect guns
from everywhere and that individual efforts do not lead to any positive
benefits to a village or a town as a whole where such an effort is under-
taken. Instead, Japan proposed to adopt the following formula: if a vil-
lage or a town collects guns on a communal basis, then that village or
town is given a hospital or a school or some other public facilities for
communal use. Based on the ownership concept, this approach
encourages voluntary action on a communal basis. In other words, since
this village is ours, we must work out how the guns will be collected and
surrendered and how the collectively owned public facilities will be
constructed and maintained. This formula has been moderately success-
ful in Cambodia and Afghanistan, and increasingly in some parts of
Africa. Needless to say, keeping such facilities function on a daily basis
costs a huge amount of costs and organizational attention.

Human development is a new policy area in which Japan has found a
new niche wherein its strengths can be applied. It is a concept articulated
by Amartya Sen, a Nobel laureate in economics.35 It argues that eco-
nomic development can only be fully achieved when each and every
individual enjoys freedom to identify and develop her/his potential.
When India was subjected to British colonialism, large-scale famine took
place quite often, because Britain did not care very much about the
imminent famine and thus such information did not reach the relevant
government offices. Since India’s independence, India has not seen any
large-scale famine even during the very difficult transition period of
partition. Rather than envisaging economic development in poverty-
stricken societies as if the task were for engineers to build dams and
power stations, one must envisage how individual citizens may be able to
drink good water, to study language, to learn about hygiene, to acquire
computer skills, to become self-sustaining farmers, to learn to teach, etc.
The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) has spearheaded
the area of human development by publishing Human Development
Report every year.36
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In addition to promoting concepts and ideas to institutions, Japan
has started to supply their professionals to multilateral institutions.
Since institutions are composed of ideas, personnel and finance, how
these components are generated and supplied should not be underesti-
mated. The premise is that Japan must man organizations at a higher
level in order to lead organizations. Japan has been a rare member in that
the amount of money Japan contributes to such institutions is counter-
proportional to the number of professionals working there. This is very
clear at the UN, for instance. No less serious is the large number of
Japanese nationals working at lower levels in international organizations.
No less disturbing is the extreme imbalance of female Japanese nationals
compared to male nationals working in such institutions. The ratio of
female nationals over male nationals is 8:2, reflecting the relatively
closed job market for female professionals in Japanese society. To pay
more attention to multilateral institutions, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs placed those divisions immediately under the Minister’s Cabinet
starting in July 2004 rather than the Bureau of Foreign Policy Planning,
which was the case between 1993 and 2004.37

A serious problem in enhancing Japan’s influence in multilateral insti-
tutions is that the bureaucrats who are regarded as slightly less compe-
tent fill the highest positions in each bureaucratic agency, and they
nearly monopolize the high-level positions in multilateral institutions,
and these bureaucrats rotate their positions among themselves. Given
the generally high-level income level compared to multilateral institu-
tions and the generally domestic orientation in career design, it is not
very easy to appoint the very high-level heads of multilateral institutions
from among domestic-oriented elite bureaucrats. Much needs to be
improved if Japan’s use of multilateral institutions is upgraded in terms
of effectiveness to materialize its ideas and interests.

Bilateralism in the Future as Seen from 
Organizational Reform

So far I have stressed that bilateralism has been the primordial mode of
handling Japan’s international relations. That is why I turn this idea of
bilateralism at any cost or bilateralism über alles. That is why I borrow
the concept of bilaterally networked multilateralism from Brian Job.
In this section I speculate how Japan might use multilateral institutions
on the basis of the Ministry of Foreign Affair’s career patterns in the past
and from now on. Which career paths are most salient among the occu-
piers of the top position of the diplomatic corps? Who are sociologically
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well-situated in terms of reaching number one position in the diplomatic
corps?

In order to answer the question I pose, it is first necessary to describe
briefly what composes the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.38 The diplomatic
corps consist of some few hundred, each year employing about two
dozen new cadre candidates. Departments include the Minister’s
Cabinet and a dozen or so bureaus.

Of all the bureaus two are outstanding: the Treaties Bureau and the
North American Bureau. This fact is borne out by the fact that virtually all
the Deputy Administrative Foreign Ministers, Japan’s number one diplomas,
have come to the top position primarily through Treaties Bureau and
secondarily through North American Bureau. All the Deputy Administrative
Foreign Ministers from 1952 until today came through the Treaties
Bureau. The Treaties Bureau plays two indispensable roles: (1) providing
drafts of pertinent answers to questions regarding the constitution and the
Japan-United States Security Treaty for Prime Minister and Foreign
Minister in the National Diet, thus playing the sensitive role of the
guardian of the constitution and the friendship between Japan and the
United States; (2) dealing with all sorts of demands, requests, and sugges-
tions and combining accommodation, rejection, and prolongment, thus
confronting issues with well-thought-out and well-prepared arguments in
a very legalistic fashion. The North American Bureau plays the key role in
dealing with the United States government in all areas and making
suggestions to other bureaus and as a matter of fact to other bureaucratic
agencies as well about other agendas that might be of conflict with the
estimated preference of the U.S. government, thus paving the way to the
continuous U.S.-centered bilateralism in Japanese diplomacy. It is not an
exaggeration to say that cadre candidates of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
must be strong at legalistic argumentation on any matter to sustain the
delicate relationship between the constitution and the Japan-United States
Security Treaty to legislators in the National Diet and to public opinion
leaders and adept at reading minds of the United States government and
maintaining friendship irrespective of the difficulty of issues dealt with. It
is very clear that defensive legalism and U.S.-centered bilateralism domi-
nate the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Below these two areas of primordial
importance are the bilateral bureaus dealing with various regions. Then
come the functional areas like Economics, Economic Cooperation,
Information and Research, and Cultural Exchange (known as Public
Diplomacy since 2004). It is curious to know that other bureaus such as
the UN and Information and Research have been subject to occasional
organizational mergers and eclipses.
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But in 2004 a few organizational changes inside the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs that would enable one to make a glimpse at the future of
the Japanese use of multilateral institutions took place. First, the Treaties
Bureau has been renamed the International Legal Bureau, whose main
task now is to assign internal law experts to major negotiations that
other bureaus deal with. Its emphasis has shifted from being a legal
guardian at home to being a legal expert abroad. This change may herald
the end of dominance of the Treaties/International Legal Bureau.
Second, a few International Information/Policy Coordinators have been
set up. They are assigned to the task of coordination and aggregation of
positions on a certain set of issues, which are to be identified and tack-
led each time issues come up with a flexibly organized team. This orga-
nizational change is expected to mitigate one of the perennial weaknesses
of Japanese organizations, that is, its segmented and disaggregated
nature. Largely bilaterally oriented bureaus are thought of as slightly
lower-prestige units dealing with routine and mundane matters. In light
of steadily growing power of the Prime Minister’s Office, this change
may as well mean one step forward toward the “quasi-colonization” of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs by the Prime Minister’s Office. This fea-
ture was salient especially when Junichiro Koizumi was prime minister
(2001–2006) but whether this is a trend is a moot question. Third, the
Disarmament Division has been graded upward. It signifies a growing
awareness that disarmament questions are big multilateral issues that
Japan must deal with a little more effectively. It is curious to note that of
all the English school diplomats (those cadre candidates who are
assigned for early training at English-speaking universities in the United
States or the United Kingdom) the Treaties Bureau and the North
American Bureau were most coveted bureaus to be assigned whereas
Disarmament Division’s predecessor was not a particularly popular
place, its rank being slightly lower than a dozen or so bureaus.

These changes do not seem to suggest that a revolutionary change is
in the offing in Japan’s use of institutions in a multilateral setting.
Although Japan has apparently recognized that multilateralism is the
wave for the future, it has not been well-prepared to be an agenda-setter
and rule-maker in many areas of multilateral diplomacy. Rather it still
remained largely an agenda-taker and rule-taker. In a number of areas
like international trade, finance, and money, where Japan has at times
been a fairly solid agenda-setter and rule-maker, much remains to be
done if Japan is to be a proactive agenda-setter and rule-maker in other
areas of multilateral diplomacy. What form of institutionalization
(global versus regional, for instance) is “ideal” is a subjective matter.
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With regard to professional training, it is widely recognized that
many of freshman cadre candidates have not necessarily acquired solid
proficiency of English and that their speech drafting ability is somewhat
limited as speech drafting is normally done first in Japanese and then
translated into English, without paying much attention to how to appeal
to the audience in terms of agenda-setting and rule-making. And need-
less to say, their oratorial capacity remains to be significantly improved.

Although its use of institutions is still primarily bilateral, Japan has
come to realize that multilateralism is the wave of the future if they
started to signal this shift in a modest way with the latest organizational
changes. It would signal the gradual shift from U.S.-centered bilateralism
and defensive legalism to bilaterally networked multilateralism and in the
direction of offensive-framing and agenda-setting approach.
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