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Cultural Roots of Japan’s Tech Industry

Since the end of World War II, U.S-Japanese relations have often been tense due to trade conflicts, defense issues and fierce competition with each other.
  The Western world, the United States in particular, has been understandably disturbed by Japan’s meteoric rise to economic superpower status, which has been attained by means often outside the norms of traditional commercial morality and has resulted in Japan’s achieving a technological capacity superior to even our own military’s.
  The story of postwar Japan is that of a nation seeking a new identity in an increasingly complex and interdependent world.
  Ultimately, the Japanese sought to found an identity in technology manufacturing.  The first part of this essay will examine what factors impelled Japan to embrace technology, while the second part will explore the role it sees for itself in the world sphere through technological advancement.  

Ignoring for the moment the precise nature of the role Japan desires to fulfill in the modern world, it is clear that Japan has decided that it must play some major part.  The reasons for this aspiration to be a world power, a desire not all nations possess, are complex, but it is an ambition deeply engrained in Japanese society and the Japanese mindset.  There are at least three major parts to this desire, undoubtedly shared in different proportions by individuals but all influential in shaping Japanese institutions -- these are nationalism, or for some more recently globalism; materialism; and the so-called insular mentality.  

During the 19th century, Japanese society experienced the full force of nationalism as part of the modernization program implemented by the Meiji government.  Meiji leaders, unlike their Tokugawa predecessors, understood that a country cannot simply copy a bunch of sophisticated technologies to miraculously become a competitive modern state.
  Whereas the shogunate had subscribed to toyo dotoku, seiyo gakugei, “Eastern ethics, Western technology,”
 Meiji intellectuals recognized that the West traced its current development all the way back to ancient Greece; that is, they recognized that society develops out of a diffusion of ideas.  In more concrete terms, what the shogunate had desired, military strength and economic power equal to the West, required a comparably advanced industrial and trade infrastructure, including things such as capitalism, banking, corporate law and private property as well as Western scientific thought, which in turn required more modern political structures and mass education.
  Realizing this, Meiji leaders at first sought to borrow from the West indiscriminately, envisioning a “European Empire on the Eastern Sea.”
  For a period, European dress and food were the rage, and formal gatherings featured ballroom dancing.  During this Western craze, Toyama Shōichi, a professor at Tokyo University, even suggested adopting Christianity, and Nishi Amane advocated adopting the alphabet.
  As the pendulum swings, Westernization was followed by Japanization which demanded that the nation find a Japanese way toward modernization, but borrowing continued under the principle of wakon yosai, “Japanese spirit, Western learning.”
  Nationalism was one such indispensable principle for it provided the popular support for the comprehensive reforms necessary for Japan to become a modern nation and the glue and motivation that would allow Japan to harness its economic resources.


Like many other nationalist countries, Japan was not content to sit within its borders or remain satisfied with a stagnant economy but had a greater vision for its future.  Nations may seek to expand territorially and economically out of a desire to spread an ideology; a manifest-destiny-like belief that their superiority entitles them to land, power and riches; an amoral craving for prosperity; or a fear of falling behind the competition.  These rationales are not mutually exclusive, and there is evidence that Japan may have subscribed to a little of each.  Certainly there have been rare cases in which people groups, such as the Nabataeans or the French in the aftermath of World War I, have been content to diminish into meaningless, but with their rich and ancient heritage, the Japanese refused to be consumed by the West or sentenced to obscurity.  From their learning about the Western world, Japanese intellectuals interpreted human history in terms of progress, or a race in which civilizations must advance or fall, a reality they referred to as the “warfare of peacetime.”
  According to Yamagata Aritomo, one of the most influential Meiji leaders, in order to survive, a nation must extend its riekiesen, “line of advantage,” through military preparedness, education and, most importantly, economic expansion.
  
With immense growth of nationalism after the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese wars, Japan’s desire to expand went beyond just the need to survive.  Japanese attributed their successful modernization and victories against superpowers
 to the superiority of the Japanese spirit, which they believed all Asia should attain.
  The Japanese began to take up the cause for Asian preeminence in the world.  In this new tenchisozo, or “creation,” Japan would preside over a confederation of Asian states as foreseen in Tōkai Sanshi’s Kajin no kigū, “Chance Meeting with Two Beauties,” and Japanese science, finding fulfillment through harmonization with nature, would replace Western secular science.
  Mesmerized by this vision, Japan invaded Manchuria in 1937 and combined efforts with Germany during World War II to strike at the West.  Unconditional surrender at the war’s conclusion dealt a fatal blow to Japanese pride, as well as to ultra-nationalism which had been the primary tool of the military in promoting war to the bitter end.  Some, such as Prime Minister Yoshida Shigeru, who will be discussed in greater depth later, adopted a more global outlook, but even with an expanded outlook, Japan was deemed destined to play a great role, this time through economics and manufacturing.  Certainly, a significant number of conservative members of the established hierarchy remained who hoped to accomplish in business suits what they had failed to do in uniform, as a friend of Ōkita Saburō put it.
  Evidence of nationalism’s lingering potency after the war exists in the business track record, which is full of examples of predatory business practices, protectionism and bias toward domestic goods.
    Regardless of how far any individual embraces these values, a century of intense nationalism has shaped Japanese minds and their institutions.  Cutthroat competitiveness in education and business, corporate loyalty even over family loyalty, and the willingness of consumers to sacrifice and endure hardships so that the nation can “catch up” indicate how nationalism and the desire to remain relevant in the modern world have impacted Japanese society.
One of the most common theories concerning Japanese psychology and society, the insular mentality theory, might also help explain Japan’s intense desire for global importance.  According to one aspect of this theory, innumerable natural disasters over millennia have inculcated into the Japanese mind a sense of vulnerability, perhaps even helplessness.
  While this may or may not be the case today, natural disasters and Japan’s limited space probably promoted group-oriented behavior, as a survival tool.  Even if helplessness does characterize the Japanese psychology, intellectually Japan has been acutely aware of its vulnerability for centuries.  In the century and a half prior to the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan experienced several notable disasters.  In 1732 and 1733, crop failure due to inclement weather and pests and a cholera epidemic resulted in many deaths and general malnourishment.
  In 1783, the Asama Volcano erupted killing at least 1,200 and was followed by crop failures which further reduced the population of the region.
  In 1837 and 1838, the City of Osaka was decimated, in the literal sense of the word, when cold weather destroyed harvests.
  
Their sense of vulnerability only escalated when Europe and the United States abruptly ended their isolation.  Since the early 17th century, Japanese trade had been restricted to operations with the Dutch out of Nagasaki, while other foreigners were to be shot on sight ni-nen naku, or “without second thought.”
  Commodore Perry’s forceful entrance, followed by European missions and Russian encroachment, demonstrated that Japan could no longer remain blind to the outside world, and the state of reality scared the Tokugawa administration.  Powerful China had been dealt a blow in the Opium Wars, and Japan was forced to sign a series of humiliating unequal treaties with Western nations.
  Fear for survival spurred nearly a century of feverishly paced modernization which was only slowed by defeat in war.  With the loss of Korea and Formosa following the war, Japan lost access to many natural resources it had enjoyed during the war, thus becoming dependent on imports for raw materials in addition to energy which they had always lacked.
  The concept of Japan as a processing nation was birthed in this climate.  The idea was that Japan should “manufacture superior-quality goods from raw materials purchased abroad” as Yoshida told the Canadian Prime Minister.
  This was the only option for an island nation according to Yoshida.  This economic inter-connectedness meant Japan would be highly dependent on foreign nations.
  To ensure survival, Japan would have to become ultra-competitive and economically expansionistic, with influence to such a degree that it would be indispensable to international order.  As shall be investigated further later, Japan’s sense of vulnerability, a “national obsession” according to Robert Christopher,
 controls Japanese international business, specifically their need to control each and every market they enter. 
Another factor in Japan’s aspirations for global superpower status has been their desire for material prosperity.  They recognize that only by taking part in the international economy can standards of living increase.
  While some cultures place emphasis on social relationships or religion to the exclusion of material goods, Japanese values tend to encourage accumulation of wealth, personal and corporate.  During the modernization process, Japanese Confucianism underwent reinterpretation in an attempt to reconcile it with capitalism, producing a neo-Confucian theology similar to Christianity’s “Gospel of Wealth.”  Accumulation of wealth and capitalism was deemed acceptable as long the purpose coincided with the ideal of jen, “benevolence” or the love of fellow man considered virtue of virtues.
  In other words, the primary purpose of accumulating wealth could not be pure for self-interest.
  Also, Buddhism employs the metaphor of the bee to describe man’s moral duty.  Just as the bee collects pollen from a flower injuring neither its beauty nor fragrance and produces honey, man should live in harmony with nature without upsetting the balance of things and should seek always to transform nature’s gifts into something better.
  
With the dismantling of Shinto as Japan’s state religion after WWII, religiosity declined markedly, but Japanese continued to order their lives by borrowing various elements from their spiritual heritage - Confucianism, Buddhism and Shinto – by a process called syncretism.
  Immediately following the war, individualism flourished as is evident by labor union behavior and increased entrepreneurship, but for the moment Japan’s group ethic proved stronger.  Entrepreneurs acted individually, taking risks and innovating, but upon success rejoined the mainstream, and the Japanese populace was willing to save and sacrifice in order to allow industry to concentrate on exports instead of domestic consumption.
  Only since the 1980s has there been a major push for product differentiation to benefit consumers, and only the younger generation, the “New Men,” have refused to give their lives totally to the corporation and the state, instead placing loyalty with their immediate family and thirsting for a plethora of consumer products.


Nationalism, materialism and the insular mentality compelled Japan as a nation to aggressively secure an important position within the modern world system, but the question remains, why did Japan choose to exclusively embrace technology and manufacturing after WWII?  The answer, simply, is that technological innovation and manufacturing provided the surest path to survival and meaningfulness in an increasingly economically interconnected world.  For numerous reasons – abundant foreign aid, a technologically receptive and generally pliable society, and Japan’s lack of raw materials but relative wealth of skilled labor – technological innovation was the logical choice.

Japan’s pursuit of economic power through technology and manufacturing would probably have been ineffective and abandoned had Europe and the United States adopted a different stance after WWII.  It is possible Communist Russia would have taken Japan under its wing and promoted economic development; however, more likely Japan would have eventually fallen back upon militarism to face the West again, but this is just conjecture.  Instead of crippling and punishing its adversaries as the Allies had done with the tragic Treaty of Versailles after WWI, the Allies, or at least the nations that mattered, decided to take a benevolent approach with the vanquished of WWII.  Reparations were intended to be reasonable, rather than punitive, and injure only military industries; ultimately, reparations were even reduced to twenty-five percent of their initial value. 
  To direct postwar recovery, the Allies nominated General MacArthur Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers.  He was allowed relatively free-reign in Japan, and although he punished occasionally, breaking up the zaibatsu and carrying-out two sweeping purges, generally he sought to restore Japan to prominence in the world.
  
Initially MacArthur was discouraged from interfering in Japan’s economic recovery by the November 3, 1945 directive, but he immediately ignored this advice.
  In order to diversify the economy and promote competition, GHQ (General Headquarters) oversaw the dissolution of a number of zaibatsu, which were massive family controlled corporations; punishment for their war involvement was of secondary importance.
  Yoshida believed this action injured the Japanese economy,
 but economists generally agree that the increased competition, managerial changes and stockholding dispersion which resulted spurred tremendous growth.
  MacArthur also prevented the General Strike of 1947 from occurring for which Yoshida believed Japan owed him a tremendous debt.
  Washington, softening its stance on Japan, supplied raw materials under the Foreign Aid Acts and sent economic advisors to Japan, the most famous of whom was Joseph M. Dodge who began to act as MacArthur’s financial advisor in February 1949.
  Dodge’s plans to jumpstart the economy rested on the principle of “austerity” embodied in Washington’s nine-point economic stabilization program. The Japanese government tightened its belt and ended fiscal year 1949 with a surplus of 162 billion yen.
  Whether the Dodge Line would have proved a success or not is uncertain because the Korean War soon provided the initial impetus for Japan’s economic growth.  Due to the threat of communism, the United States eagerly welcomed Japan as a member of the Free World nations.
  Her strategic importance as “an unsinkable aircraft carrier and submarine tender” in the Pacific could not be ignored and thus a lasting friendship was born.

For allowing the United States complete military access and for even providing limited non-military assistance, the Japanese benefited greatly.  During the tokujū, or “procurement,” of the Korean War, imports doubled and exports trebled; industrial and mineral production increased by seventy percent; emphasis shifted from low-value industries such as textiles to heavy and high-value industries such as automobiles; and most importantly, American corporations began to export technological and industrial plans en masse.
  During the Korean War for instance, introduction of statistical sampling and the “Ford System” improved product quality and increased efficiency perhaps as much as tenfold.
  Technological transmission began in earnest following the war.  Hoping to allay the cost of research and development, American firms transferred 40,000 technology contracts between 1951 and 1981, and investors poured billions annually into Japan.
  Simultaneously, the United States opened its vast market to Japanese goods even at the expense of certain American industries, such as the automobile industry.
  With such generous foreign investment, technological contributions, and foreign assistance in materials and defense, the Japanese strategy to continually improve upon transmitted technology and manufacture superior-quality goods made perfect sense.  Allied, particularly American, support facilitated Japan’s speedy recovery and directed Japan toward its role as processing nation and technology supplier.  
Another reason technological innovation and manufacturing was pursued as the primary national goal was the way it meshed with Japanese society, namely Japanese society’s approval of technology, its willingness to endure hardships for the sake of “catch-up”, and its strong group-orientation.  In order to catch up to the West (which was a common theme espoused by the government and taught to schoolchildren after WWII),
 the Japanese populace would have to endure hardships, suffer higher prices on fewer consumer goods due to protectionist policies, and at the same time devote themselves to hard work whether it be at a major corporation like Sony or at a small business making widgets for Sony.  Japanese children endured an ultra-competitive education system designed to pump out managers, team players and motivated workers, while adults averaged 43.2 hours of work a week and perhaps more given the importance of establishing outside-work business relations.
  With such emphasis on manufacturing goods for export to the exclusion of leisure, services and consumer goods, it is not surprising Japan’s suicide rate is second only to Russia’s among developed nations.

Japanese have also been willing to accept extensive government intrusion in business for the sake of national interests and have demonstrated exceptional trust in government action.  During reconstruction, Japanese administrations, including Yoshida’s, had no qualms about acting directly in the economy and private enterprise.  MITI’s (Ministry of International Trade and Industry) use of “priority production”
 and tight control over foreign investment led SCAP (the bureaucracy under the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers) to characterize Japan’s economic system as “the most restrictive foreign trade and foreign exchange control system ever devised by a major free nation.”
  Yet, there was no public mass outcry or uprising to demand freedom for private enterprise.  To the contrary, government sponsored cartels, whether informal or formal, have received wide popular approval as long as they are intended to safeguard Japanese interests.
  And protectionism was accepted as necessary for domestic industry.  Even if the average Japanese considered ridiculous the government’s claim that Western beef was incompatible with Japanese anatomy or that Japanese snow was physically so different that it required unique tires and skies, they accepted the underlying principle of protectionism and trusted in their government and institutions to know what industries needed protecting.
  Most other free societies would not have allowed their governments so much free reign.  With such leeway, Japan was able to tailor its economy specifically according to national goals and implement its program of catch-up.

Another aspect of Japanese society which made technology a suitable fit was Japan’s acceptance of the inanimate, a mindset which later developed into a love for the machine.  Japan’s fascination with the mechanical in particular dates back to the 15th century when automata with complicated internal gears and mechanisms, borrowed from clock and gun technology, performed choreographed dances and plays, such as Funa Benkei at festivals. 
  These automata and those that followed, such Yumihikidoji (“Archer Doll”), Chahakobi Ningyo (“Tea-serving Doll”), and Moji-kaki-ningyo (“Writing Doll”), differed distinctly from the machines being constructed in the West.
  While Western robotic creations remained distinctly machine with metallic bodies, visible bolts and stiff movement (i.e. Westinghouse’s Televox or Frankenstein), Japanese automata had pronounced charm in their very human, often boyish, appearances and fluid motion.
  And whereas Western machines always served a utilitarian purpose, Japanese automata were often created for charm, for art or for its own sake.  There are several reasons for this difference.  Westerners tend to enter uncanny valley, the feeling of repulsion that results from seeing signs of life within something obviously without life, much sooner than the Japanese.
  Psychologists attribute this to certain elements of Japan’s religious and folk heritage.  For instance in Buddhism, the doctrine of somoku jobutsu holds that inanimate objects, such as rocks, grass and trees, can attain enlightenment or Buddhahood because they, too, often contain spirits.
  Likewise in Shinto, everything, even manmade objects, such as a sword, can be imbued with spirit, and, just as in Buddhism, there is no moral distinction between the two, because there exists no duality of mind and matter.
  Objects may also be possessed by the dead according to tsukumogami, a common folk belief.  

Even with the decline of religiosity after WWII, these beliefs clearly persisted as is evident by Japan’s gadget and robot culture.  The theme that manmade objects may come to possess a spirit or even emergent intelligence has been at the forefront of Japanese thought for the past half-century.  One Japanese roboticist, Masahiro Mori, claimed to have observed flocking behavior in seven tiny, light-seeking robots.
  The pursuit for artificial intelligence continues at a feverish pace in Japan.  A huge number of major corporations have a robotics division, even if their purpose is not to make a profit - Sony built Aibo and Qrio; Honda has been designing Asimo since 1986; Fujitsu has HOAP and enon; Toyota’s Partner Robot plays the trumpet; and JVC is developing a tiny little assistant robot.
  Honda’s recent Asimo commercial aims to expand viewers’ horizons, by forcing you to consider that there might be an emergent intelligence underneath that child-size spacesuit.
  As it recognizes itself in a mirror and then waves to its reflection, it is difficult not to concede the possibility.  
Even if machine spirituality is not intellectually accepted, stories such as Might Atom, the robot child with such humanity he was willing to sacrifice himself for a mankind which rejected him, are engrained into the popular culture.
  Robots and artificial beings are clearly loved in Japan.  Perhaps the most profound example of this was the Tamagotchi toy released in 1996 and eagerly bought by 20 million individuals.
  Although just a pattern of pixels, if not cared for as a real pet, or if in a sense it was not loved, the Tamagotchi would die.  There are far too many examples to relate them all, but here are some of the most illuminating.  Japanese families often own an Aibo robot by Sony rather than a real dog, since it’s easier to care for in crowded urban environments, and Paro, a therapeutic robotic seal, comforts the sick and elderly.
   Replacing an animal companion is one thing, but robots in Japan fill-in for humans as well.  Japanese industrial robots act as co-workers rather than just tools. Often they are given nicknames and patted like pals, and, in the case of Motoman DA20, even given human appendages.
  Ifbot, designed to appear like a robotic child and purported to have the communication skills of a 5-year old, provides company for Japan’s aging population.
  In the “New Mechatronic Society” that the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry expects to see within 10 years, robots will act as policemen, co-workers, friends and even family.

Japanese society was perfectly suited for technology-oriented industry not just for the above mentioned religious and cultural reasons but also because the labor market has historically benefited from mechanization.  During the industrial revolutions of the West, mechanization was a cost-saving measure which often times led to reduction or re-allocation of individuals.  This gave rise to the Luddite movement which retaliated against their mechanical replacements with violence and destruction.  Ever since, automation has been a serious political issue fought against fiercely by labor unions, but if savings are great enough, machines eventually force the reallocation of human resources.  In Japan, automation has not been a large issue for two reasons.  First and foremost, Japan has historically suffered from labor shortages, and thus robots act to fill these gaps.
  Japanese trust that if ever automation began to injure rather than benefit society or Japan’s national interests, the government would intervene as it has done repeatedly to promote increased mechanization.
  During the 1970s, a government sponsored robotics cartel drastically reduced the cost of industrial robots so that by 1982, an astonishing forty-one percent of Japanese companies between thirty to one-hundred employees utilized at least one robot.
  The second reason why automation has not encountered resistance in Japan is due to the loyalty and life-time employment principles in Japanese business.  When an employee’s position is taken over by a robot, most likely that individual will be relocated within the company and provided training so that he can continue to be a productive employee.
  Given its historical acceptance even fondness for the mechanical, Japanese society did not act as a barrier to Japan’s establishing technology manufacturing as a national goal, and indeed, given Japan’s desire for material prosperity, pursuing technology provided the best chance of the Japanese attaining the lifestyle they desired.
In terms of resources also, the tech-sector appeared to be the logical choice.  What Japan did have after WWII were trained engineers, a relatively well-educated populace
 able to adapt transferred technologies, and a hard-working
 and group-oriented labor pool superbly suited to the incremental improvement method used in R&D of complex technologies.
  What it lacked, namely raw materials and capital, other countries could supply.  Additionally, other nations, eager to allay R&D costs and strengthen another member of the anti-Soviet bloc, were willing to share many of their most advanced technological secrets.  How could Japan not enter the high-value, tech industry?  

As a nation, Japan chose to pursue technology manufacturing because it corresponded ideally with Japanese society, the international climate and Japan’s economic means.  However, what factors encouraged them to pursue technology is only part of the question.  What role they see for themselves in the world by technological advancement is the most germane question.  Because Japan is aggressive and introverted in business ethics, some have speculated that it purposefully seeks global hegemony, or even a return to military conquest.  While it may be true that some in Japan seek global hegemony or a return military to a military superpower, 
  there are other explanations for this aggressive behavior and one major reason, Japan’s culture of pacifism, why this is not generally the case.

It is abundantly clear from Japan’s attitude toward war that militancy played very little role in their decision to pursue technological advancement.  Although Article Nine of the Japanese Constitution was essentially forced upon Japan during the occupation and although it was hotly contested by the Right Idealist party, official pacifism quickly gained widespread approval.
  It was understandable that some of the hierarchy should have hesitated to abandon ultra-nationalism and the cult of bushido, but the average Japanese who remembered the military takeover, the political assassinations, the meaningless suffering and death during the war, and finally the awesome devastation of atomic weapons, embraced pacifism.  As the only nation to have seen first hand the cruelty of atomic weaponry, Japan made a profound statement by collectively recognizing its futility and depravity.  To this day, official pacifism retains the support of the majority of the population.  As of 2004, seventy percent of Japanese legislators opposed making any change to Article Nine, and a poll in 1998 found that eighty-nine percent of the Japanese public would not support nuclear armament.

While perhaps not aiming for military dominance, Japanese business practices since the close of WWII would seem to indicate that they have global economic hegemony in mind, and thus have understandably strained their relationship with the West and the United States in particular.  According to politicians in Washington and economic analysts, the relationship has been exceptionally one-sided.
  In return for U.S. technology, troops for the Japan’s defense and its market for Japanese goods, Japan has closed off its markets for anything except raw materials in their base-most form.
  The government deserves the blame for most of this protectionism.  In order to protect burgeoning industries deemed essential to national interests, the Japanese government supported cartels formally or informally, through “administrative guidance.”
  By the early 1970s, there were nearly 1,000 formal cartels, their purpose to reduce “excess competition,” prevent redundant research and development, and spread the higher cost of buying domestic.
  Through tariffs, patent laws, customs procedures, product standards and expensive certification requirements, the government succeeded in making it nearly impossible for foreign goods to survive in Japan.
  Although pressure by the United States greatly reduced these formal trade barriers,
 informal barriers remained strong.  Informal associations, administrative guidance, and individual preference for domestic products continued to limit imports.  According to an FTC report from 1988, Japanese companies were willing to pay 10-15% more for domestic paper, 13% more for Aluminum, and 46-60% more for steel and petrochemicals.
  Companies tended to purchase domestic products believing the suppliers to be more trustworthy and that doing so would bolster the national economy which would help themselves in the long run.  In the store, companies had also succeeded in labeling all foreign products exotic by featuring them in some fancy display with perhaps the flag of origin displayed prominently and tagging them with an exorbitant price tag.


The reasons for this unfair, non-free trade behavior are, however, better explained by several other factors, namely the entrenchment of “catch up,” the insular mentality, and anti-foreign nationalism, rather than by some concerted effort for world dominance.  For the past century and a half, Japan has struggled to catch up to the West in terms of technological advancement, industrial development, and economic importance.  To do so the Japanese government sponsored nationalism, ultra-competitive behavior, exercised tight controls over private enterprise and implemented extremely protectionist policies.  Having finally caught-up during the 1980s, Japanese society remained in high-gear and the government continued to guide industry along national goals.  The real problem was that Japan never really seriously supported free-trade economics and until the 1980s was not expected to.  Due to their catch-up mentality and acute sense of vulnerability as an island nation with few resources, Japan adopted different economic principles than the free-world.  Whereas in the United States, the populace trusts much more in the consumer to decide the direction of the market and what products should be available, in Japan this decision rested more with the government and corporations.
  As a result, Japanese buy domestic products almost exclusively and do not question when foreign goods are not available or only available at exorbitant prices.
  
Most importantly however, Japan employs the one-sided comparative advantage model, which ignores both the benefits of competition and intra-industry trade.  According to this economic policy, Japan needs to maintain a comparative advantage in manufacturing because it lacks raw materials, should not import in areas where it has a comparative advantage, and should protect areas in which it should have a comparative advantage.
  This policy is an extension of the firmly rooted belief in Japan as a processing nation.  During primary education children learn that Japan is “four small islands with few natural resources” and, perhaps in high-school, learn that Japan has an absolute disadvantage in raw materials and therefore imports entirely; a comparative disadvantage in labor intensive industries and therefore imports low-value goods; and a comparative advantage in technology manufacturing and therefore exports entirely.
  Even Yoshida Shigeru firmly held this belief.
  Believing manufacturing to be Japan’s necessary role, the government considered many sectors, such as steel and petrochemicals, vital to national security and thus, given the close ties between government and private enterprise in Japan, sees no conflict in using administrative guidance and other protective measures to preserve Japan’s comparative advantage.
  Whatever market Japan chooses to enter it tends to aggressively dominate.  
This highlights two other major disparities between Japanese and Western economic thought - excess competition and intra-industry trade.  It is quite evident from the government’s use of and the public’s support for cartels, that at least domestically Japanese do not hold the same reverence for competition that Western society does.  Rather than trust the market to work out the allocation of resources most efficiently, Japanese firms collude, and the government protects them, in order to survive unprofitable times.
  By preventing “excess competition” domestically, Japanese firms are able to pursue long-term goals rather than having to always seek immediate profit to pacify shareholders.  Likewise, cooperation, rather than competition, should define international trade, each nation exclusively producing in those areas it has comparative advantage.  For Yoshida, the solution to fierce textile competition between Great Britain and Japan lay “in developing markets through a judicious arrangement of the outlets and types of goods to be reserved to each country.”
  Up until the mid 1980s, Japanese economists and lawmakers have also ignored the reality of intra-industry trade, the idea that although one might have a comparative advantage there are still niches within the market that cross-trade could fill.
  Intra-industry trade provides product differentiation, so that although most Japanese might continue to buy Honda some will be able to choose a sporty Corvette.  This anti-competition stance, perhaps born out of Japanese aversion to conflict, their group-ethic or the Buddhist conception of freedom, 
 certainly stands in contrast to the beliefs of the Western world.  

Regardless of this gap between Japanese and Western economic ideologies, since WWII Japan has taken positive steps toward becoming a valuable member of the modern world, as opposed to some sort of hegemonic overlord.  The vision Japan developed about its role in the modern world largely originated between 1946 and 1954 during Yoshida’s influential tenure.  Most Japanese desired a democratic constitution as much as they wished to suppress militarism.
  At first the U.S. drafted constitution met opposition, specifically over the status of the Emperor and Article Nine, but was ultimately accepted and later enthusiastically supported, largely thanks to Yoshida’s support.  It was clear to Yoshida that Japan must choose sides in the coming global divide.  For technological advancement Yoshida believed firm alliances with the U.S. and Great Britain clearly the wisest route.  In his memoirs he asserted, “…close bonds of friendship with the United States, based upon a deep mutuality of interests, must be one of the pillars of Japan’s fundamental policy and always remain so.”
  Not only was democratization a prerequisite for membership in the Free World, according to a 1946 Foreign Ministry Report “without democratization it will be difficult to achieve technological advance, and at the same time without technological advance we will be unable to achieve true economic democratization.”
  Actions, such as military build-up or hegemonic economic practices, which would imperil the U.S. – Japan alliance would be universally detrimental according to Yoshida.  

Perhaps Yoshida recognized that the postwar world was an entirely different beast now that nuclear weapons made state-sponsored war suicidal, that in an increasingly interdependent world, economics was the one legitimate sphere for an aspiring nation, and that the goal of every nation should be to produce in what it has comparative advantage to promote simultaneous growth throughout the world.
  According to his communications with other nations during his tour through Europe and North America, this is what Yoshida believed.  Meeting with Eisenhower, Yoshida shared his vision of Japan and the U.S. as “two nations cooperating on an equal footing for the maintenance and promotion of peace…”, and he spoke of his conviction that “Strengthening one member of free-world strengthens all.”
  And in Canada, Yoshida told the Prime Minister that through U.S. and Canadian capital and through Japanese technological knowledge they could “increase the wealth and well-being of its [the Free World’s] peoples… [and] open new and expanded markets to the free countries.”
  

Through Yoshida’s protectionist and intrusive economic policies, however, he indicated that these words were not to apply at present, for at that time “an equal footing” would have meant ruination for burgeoning Japanese industry.  Yet Yoshida was not lying about his vision of Japan as a technological supplier, and he and his successors vigorously directed the Japanese economy toward this end.  Due to U.S. military, technological and financial support, as well as certain aspects of Japanese society, technology appeared to be the logical route toward a meaningful role for Japan in the modern world.  Since Japan finally caught-up to the West during the 1980s, it has been forced to counter the potent forces of nationalism, survival and catch-up that have shaped Japanese society for over a century, and to investigate how its economic principles impact their relationship with other nations.  For forty years, Japanese lawmakers and economists ignored criticism or even used other nations’ inferiority as scapegoat for their dominance,
 but finally during the late 1980s there was a recognizable shift away from this attitude.  The president of the Bank of Japan broke the silence, suggesting that “Japan should undertake responsibilities commensurate with its economic position to strive for harmonious co-existence within the world economy,” and EPA reports during the following years recognized Japan’s poor market-access and lack of intra-industry trade.
  Since then, Japan has made tremendous strides toward market openness.
  Today it appears that Yoshida’s vision for Japan as an equal partner with the U.S., its technological supplier, and a valuable asset to the world economy has at last come to pass.
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