The Security Outlook for Japan in Asia: The Challenge for Regional Leadership in the New Century, by Michael W. Chinworth 

It often has been noted that Japan is a land of contrasts and contradictions. It certainly is true when one examines the nation's security and foreign affairs policies. Japan is the second largest economic power in the world -- on track to surpass the U.S. early in the next century -- yet it devotes few resources for national defense (the entire output of Japan's defense industries represents only 0.5 percent of total industrial output). Even with so little in terms of allocation of resources to defense, several of its defense producers rank among the top 100 defense companies globally -- yet this does not reflect any more than 15 to 20 percent of total sales for the companies involved.

The political situation in Japan is filled with contradictions as well. This nation, with a constitution banning military resolution of international disputes, remains a source of concern to other Asian nations, despite minuscule defense production and relatively consistent policy positions eschewing military activities of virtually any sort. Its Self-Defense Forces have within its inventories some of the most modern systems available in the world, yet its personnel stand out in comparison with other international forces in only a handful of categories. Otherwise, the Self-Defense Forces are ill prepared for any real confrontation, suffering from insufficient training, almost no logistical support, a command chain that is barely responsive to even the most urgent crisis situation, and a confused political leadership in the national government.

Despite this, the sheer size and might of Japan's economy coupled with its present potential for defense production in the context of its postwar legacy, leads most observers to conclude that the country will play a major security role regionally and internationally in the coming century. This article will examine the prospects of such a role, possible scenarios, and the most likely outcome given current events and trends.

Current Regional Security Outlook

We will begin with a quick review of the current security outlook in the Asia-Pacific region to gain a sense of Japan's concerns there. At the high end of the policy spectrum, the worst conflict scenarios involve flash points as wide-ranging as the tensions on the Korean peninsula to a forceful reunification of Taiwan with the People's Republic of China. Both these scenarios involve potential reunification and/or conflict outcomes. Japan's concern is over the possibility of an attempt in the short run to force normal reunification tendencies through the use of military force. In the long run, the most pressing problem is the possibility that once reunited, either of these nations would have a greater willingness to exercise its influence regionally or globally through military force or what we will call aggressive international economic force (refusal to abide by international trade agreements, more aggressive postures regarding foreign investments within the countries, pursuit of economic interests regionally that are diametrically opposed to Japan's notions of what is best in terms of economic development for the region, and/or a potentially threatening expansion of economic territorial rights). A potentially militarily assertive Vietnam and conflicting territorial disputes over the Spratly island group further complicate this picture. 

Unguided armaments programs, spurred in part by the continued willingness of the United States and other nations to sell advanced conventional weaponry to virtually every nation in the region, poses another source of concern for Japan. While still tentative, Japanese policy makers have made attempts to assert some leadership into the international arms control arena. U.S. arms sales policies are an area of continued and growing concern for Japanese security planners, in part because they fear again the potential of a conflict breaking out in their own part of the globe that the United States would either ignore or involve Japan directly or indirectly against its own will and interests.

The Influence of Japan's Legacy in Asia

What about Asian perceptions of Japan and its role in the region? While the picture is as complicated as the varied composition of the nations and cultures themselves, certain themes have remained throughout the postwar period and, while showing signs of change, remain factors for the near future. The most important of these is a lingering fear among other nations in the region toward Japan's long-term intentions in security and economic policies. To exaggerate the situation somewhat, nations in the region still regard Japanese policy moves with suspicion as a result of its World War II hostilities toward other Asian nations. This has been exacerbated by views expressed within Japan by politicians and some historians on the eve of the 50th anniversary of the war's end to the extent that Japan was (depending on the perspective) not as detrimental an influence as claimed or an actual victim in the war (which some leaders in Japan still insist was a war of liberation of Asia from the oppressive yoke of Western imperialism).

Japan's refusal to "come clean" in regarding its actions in the 1930s and 1940s complicates regional emotions towards the country's growing economic role in Asia. Japan is a major source of technology and investment for Asian nations and as such has contributed to economic growth in that area. However, the focus often has been on the low end of the economic scale, reflecting in part Japan's own judgment that even now many of the nations in the region are incapable of absorbing high end technology and production, as well as its fears of stimulating the growth of competitors to its own economy in the region. While overstating the case, this has led numerous commentators to suggest that current Japanese economic and political policies toward Asia are little more than a more sophisticated version of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere of the 1930s. The end result is a love/hate relationship towards Japan: Asian nations recognize the importance of Japanese inputs into the regional economy and encourage a continued role, yet fear the potential that it may become a modern day variant of old-style militarism and domination. This uneasiness is further complicated whenever Japan embarks on a major weapons acquisition program, even if it is supported by the United States. Underlying confusion within Japan regarding its own security role and self-defense posture does little to alleviate these concerns.

The U.S. Asia-Pacific "Strategy" and the "Nye Initiative" 

The United States has played a critical role in Japan's security policy throughout this period. Therefore, it is equally important to address trends here to gain a sense of the external environment facing Japan. It is self-evident that whatever happens, the United States will still be Japan's number one protector as long as the bilateral security treaty remains in effect.

In this context, the Clinton Administration's Asia-Pacific " strategy" and the more recent " Nye Initiative" play important roles in the bilateral relationship and affect Japan's future options as well. In both cases, however, the positions spelled out in these documents fall short of pointing to any new directions or clear thinking about the collective futures for the two countries. Instead of offering a shared vision for the future, they simply restate positions held by previous administrations.

That does not necessarily undercut their value, however. The "Strategy" affirms the U.S. commitment, a fundamental posture that, if abruptly altered, clearly would change the political landscape in Japan and Asia. To a large degree, the document is a reaffirmation of the Reagan/Bush position toward Asia in general and Japan in particular, although it does place increased emphasis on domestic and international economic considerations as a fundamental element of the bilateral security relationship. Until forced by a rebellious Congress to examine the economic consequences of its actions in the FSX co-development case, the Bush administration, like the Reagan administration before it, upheld a policy of separating economic and defense matters in the bilateral relationship, even though Japan itself pursues a policy of " comprehensive security" in which economic factors play a predominant role. The "Strategy" spells out the importance of economic factors and their relationship with security issues quite clearly, noting that "economic relations depend vitally on our ties with the Asia-Pacific region." 

Less clear is the position taken on broader security relationships in Asia. Although the "Strategy" notes the importance of working with groups such as the Asian-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum (APEC) (it declares that the United States must, with its Asian allies, "develop multiple new arrangements to meet multiple threats and opportunities" ) the actual implementation of this position is still in question. U.S. policies in one area - human rights - have been laid down clearly, with the "Strategy" noting that "each nation must find its own form of democracy." This is a reaffirmation of earlier steps that lowered the profile of human rights issues within the Clinton Administration.

The "Nye Initiative," was undertaken when administration officials came to fear a potential strain in security relations with Japan, due as much to neglect as to external frictions. It was comprehensively outlined in an address by Joseph Nye in the spring of 1995 at Harvard University. Although internal working papers are said to have taken a "hard line" toward Japan, the final result largely affirmed positions of previous administrations. Somewhat at odds with the " Strategy," the Nye Initiative - more a series of internal working papers and external comments than a formal policy declaration - supports the doctrine of separate trade and defense but underscores the importance of redirecting administration efforts to pursue defense related technology transfers with Japan, a policy formally laid down by both countries in November 1983, but one that has yet to produce exciting results for U.S. policy makers.

The net result of both the "Strategy" and " Nye Initiative" is that the United States has declared it will remain engaged with the region for now. However, the precise direction of the U.S. policy in Asia remains unclear. Precisely what the Clinton Administration hopes to achieve during the next year in office remains in doubt. For now, reaffirming the relationship buys time, given the timing of the U.S. election cycle. It is reasonable to ask what the Clinton Administration can expect to achieve even if higher ambitions were evident. Coming almost two years too late to have an immediate impact, the Nye statements may represent the high point of the Clinton administration with regard to U.S.-Japan/U.S.-Asia security relations rather than the starting point for more fundamental advances. The positions are of particularly limited meaning given the internal Japanese political situation. The current anti-U.S. drive in Okinawa has not resulted only from the rape of a 12-year-old U.S. military men. Masahide Ota, Okinawa's Governor, ran on a simple platform "Get the American military out." He feels that if Okinawa is to have a future the U.S. military must leave. With the future of American military base leases in Japan in jeopardy, it remains a security issue. Downsizing forces may prove an option.

Japan's Defense Posture

What posture has Japan taken regarding its defense budgets and strategy, in light of these internal and external conditions? If the budgets themselves are any indication, one may conclude that the country indeed has no defense strategy at all. Although it may be an overstatement, It is fair to state that the current situation is highly dynamic and has left defense policy makers collectively confused about the future.

The rapid growth in defense budgets during the 1980s clearly is over, for a number of reasons, particularly the change in the global environment and the reduced threat of the former Soviet Union. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dissolution of the U.S.S.R. Japan has kept funding increases to a minimum, almost to no growth at all (see Figure 1). The scheduled increase for Japanese fiscal year 1995 (JFY 95), for example, is less than one percent. The question is whether the static funding of the 1990s represents a temporary phenomenon or a long term trend for the country.

Complicating the current situation is the fact that research, development, and procurement funds are committed to a small number of costly, high profile programs (at the R&D level, the FSX stands out; at the system procurement level, new AWACS aircraft and Aegis destroyers are most notable). Already burdened, this complicates the ability of defense officials to expand and modernize their forces, while also providing sufficient training to assure its forces can utilize equipment appropriately under real world conditions.

Defense research and development budgets have increased, but this reflects the maturation of the FSX project (which is funded under the R&D component of the budget). Moving into prototype production, FSX represents the majority of the current R&D budget, increasing to nearly three percent of the total defense budget (in percentage terms, the hike also would be attributable to the relatively smaller increases in total defense budgets as well). A modest new program has been initiated focusing on aircraft technologies (this ambitious, twelve-year program (JFY 1996-2008) will have a total cost of 100 billion dollars with the objective of developing 10,000-lb. thrust engines and a " validation aircraft" to demonstrate advanced aircraft technologies).

Japan's Defense Contractors: Objectives, Ambitions, and Responses

The defense industry in Japan has duly noted these trends and their implications. With several current programs coming to a close and given the life expectancy of current systems, replacements will not be necessary for many years (well into the next century in most cases). Therefore, the pressures of maintaining a defense industrial base will grow. Corresponding pressures on the ability of defense producers to remain in business may conceivably grow as well. As in the United States, this will depend on the nature of the threat.

Large prime contractors have remained in the defense business, and major contractors are still composed of its largest producers. Upgrades of existing systems are likely to keep electronics firms with orders through the remainder of the decade and there is a continued interest in new missile programs. Aircraft producers, however, are being squeezed. As long as sufficient commercial opportunities exist, they most likely can still only afford to maintain marginal defense related production until the defense budget is enlarged.

Industry leaders still remain interested in defense production (one might argue that the entire defense policy making process at certain points has been driven primarily by industrial interests). While defense represents a small percentage of total business for most contractors, three Japanese companies rank in the top 100 globally. The factors motivating firms to remain engaged in defense production are varied, including profits (despite claims to the contrary, defense contracts in the 1980s for Japanese firms were very lucrative); access to leading edge technologies, potential for new markets, leveraging defense and commercial opportunities, and even a sense of national duty.

The argument for continuing defense production in Japan probably is more difficult to make than at any point in the last twenty years. Numerous companies have responded to external conditions by reorganizing their defense divisions, and dispersing personnel and functions throughout commercial operations. In other instances, defense divisions have been spun-off entirely from their traditional business units to minimize costs and risks to the parent company.

Most significant of all, however, is that the defense industry has petitioned the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) for assistance under the nation's restructuring laws to endure the current downturn, normally a mechanism reserved for sectors with severe structural and competitive problems, and often the means used to reduce capacity and/or facilitate the exit of companies from this sector.

This could be a highly significant development with a profound impact. There are only about 1,200 defense contractors in Japan (in contrast with over 1,000 contractors on a single system in the United States). A handful of these firms account for the lion's share of defense production; the top ten routinely account for 60 to 70 percent of all procurement. There are single or primary producers for a number of particular items (high performance fighters: Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (MHI); rotary-wing aircraft: Fuji Heavy Industries (FHI), and Kawasaki Heavy Industries (KHI); radar-guided missiles: Mitsubishi Electric Co. (MELCO); and infrared-guided missiles: MHI). Seeking the assistance of the government to deal with this transitional phase could suggest a need by industry to offset losses now associated with defense production or even the possibility that the ranks of major and minor producers could be reduced.

Much of this transformation reflects the uncertainties affecting a system that is dependent upon stability to be successful. The Japanese defense research, development, and production system is characterized by: 

· A payments system that delays payments for major systems until late in the contract (as opposed to the progressive payments system common in U.S. defense procurement) 

· Close government-business ties; a tradition (indeed, an overt practice) of limited competition with no major losers in individual procurement decisions 

· A high degree of flexibility in contract implementation, predictability, and regularity in major procurement decisions 

· Systematic budget cycles, with steady five-year procurement plans 

· No cancellations of programs once they are under way 

· A broadly focused research strategy with emphasis on dual-use technology development, including " seed monies" for commercial innovations 

· Heavy reliance on commercial R&D (over 70 percent of R&D performance is carried out in the private sector), and 

· Significant contractor "buy in" as indicated by independent funding on defense related technologies and systems (partially recoverable under Japan's contracting system once it is officially under contract). 

In order for this system to function and satisfy the needs of industry (while providing reliable systems to the Japan Defense Agency), it must be able to count on steady production, increasing budgets, low interest rates, generous technology transfers (usually from the United States), a predictable environment, and acceptable degrees of profitability. Virtually all of these conditions are required for the defense industrial production system and procurement practices to operate effectively. The situation is comparable with the just-in-time production system for auto producers: the system works best when external conditions are stable and predictable. In a more fluid environment, it has difficulty in adapting.

The environment has changed dramatically in recent years, however, placing pressures on defense producers and their ability to remain engaged in this sector. Major programs are coming to an end, sometimes with only marginal replacements in sight. Generous technology transfers from the United States are not a certainty (although for various reasons the U.S. is likely to remain committed to partial transfers despite competitive concerns over such transfers). Budgets are shrinking and the direction of defense policies is unclear. The FSX controversy has made contracting more visible (thus making it more difficult to offer drastically underestimated development costs for new systems without being questioned). Finally, the few remaining major programs on schedule, such as the FSX, the high-speed fighter, are so expensive that they undercut public and bureaucratic support for future procurement. Political factors may be the most important.

The high ground in the defense budget development process is now held by the Ministry of Finance (MOF), supported through seconded officials scattered throughout key positions within the Defense Agency. MOF has a clear perspective on defense budgets: low defense budgets are equated with high economic growth. This belief has been constant throughout the postwar era and budget makers in the Ministry currently are implementing it with a vengeance with regard to the JDA and its procurement programs.

The end result is that the defense production process in Japan is experiencing severe pressures, unlike any it has undergone in the postwar period (production has fallen at times, but the pressures of the Cold War always renewed spending. This time, spending hikes are problematic). For the first time, Japan must seriously consider the prospect of major firms exiting the defense production business entirely - or, more likely, dramatically restructuring in order to minimize the costs associated with infrequent and extremely low volume production while maintaining some foot in the industry should orders increase in the future. Industry will attempt to maintain a 'warm' industrial base - perhaps motivating the petition for assistance through MITI under the restructuring laws. Unlike the United States, most defense contractors in Japan really have no 'General Dynamics' options (i.e., complete sale of assets and departure from the defense business entirely). To do so could rule out any possibility of future orders, as well as generate severe animosity within government circles. Furthermore, while prime contractors are not dependent on defense, second-tier subs, SMEs will be more severely affected. Thus, some form of government support may be needed in the future, or individual businesses could face the prospect of being forced to leave it permanently.

Japan Reevaluates its Security Posture

These trends reflect the confused internal policy situation in Japan. Japan's Self-Defense Forces presently are suffering from a lack of direction that is perhaps more severe than any point during their brief postwar existence. Policy makers are unsure of their long-term directions and desires. While scenario makers posit alternative threats to the country, none is sufficiently convincing in the context of its role in Asia and security ties with the United States to warrant steady funding increases in the defense budget. The situation is further confused by chaotic domestic political conditions. Long term pressures for expanded procurement remain, and the United States is pursuing long-term proposals such as development of joint Theater Missile Defense (TMD) systems, but these fail to provide sufficient meaning to current security policies to justify continuing the funding increases of the previous decade.

Advisory Group on Defense Issues

In response to these uncertain conditions, the Japanese government in 1993 formed an Advisory Group on Defense Issues to initiate a review of Japan's security situation, as well as to recommend a future course for the country. Its initial meeting was in February 1994. The group quickly issued its preliminary report in August 1994, despite the confusion and controversy surrounding Japan's security policies. Its conclusions and recommendations could offer insights into the directions of future policies, if there is sufficient resolve and stability within the Office of the Prime Minister to do so.

The Advisory Group identified four major dangers in the regional and international arena facing Japan. The first was the possibility of a superpower confrontation, an unlikely event in the minds of most of the group's members given the decline in the power of the former Soviet Union. The group noted, however, that if "cooperation among major nations centering on the United States is lost, the global security environment could deteriorate rapidly" - a warning that such a possibility is ever present in a world populated with nuclear weapons.

Once the superpower conflict scenario was addressed, the Advisory Group identified three additional problem areas that all involved regional and/or economic concerns. Regional conflicts drew the attention of the group, with the August 1994 report noting that, "Localized military clashes will occur frequently and become more complex in nature. The coordination capacity of the big powers is less likely to work than it was during the Cold War era." The chief focus for the group of these concerns were the Spratly Islands, Taiwan, and unnamed, localized border disputes. The next area of concern was conventional, nuclear, and other forms of arms proliferation. In this context, U.S. arms sales policies could become an increasing source of irritation with Japan, which would prefer a less aggressive promotion of such sales. The final area of worry was regional economic stagnation or disorder that would lead to regional disturbances (regional military clashes induced by economic poverty and social discontent). It is this type of unpredictable situation that poses the greatest policy making concern in Japan.

The Advisory Group's observations warrant several comments. First is Japan's ever-present fear of being entangled in regional flare-ups, as indicated by the fact that three of the four potential dangers in the preliminary report all involved local scenarios. Second is that Japan has yet to abandon its notion of comprehensive security, in which economic considerations weigh as prominently as military factors. Third, is the report's total lack of global, Cold War references. Fourth is the clear regional focus of the report. Fifth, and last, is the fact that the report indicates Japan's overriding concern over being caught in middle of a situation not of its own making, but in which it will be involved voluntarily or involuntarily by momentum, political pressures, or simple proximity.

Proposed Policy Response for Japan

To address these potential problems, the review panel called for more involvement in international security discussions and activities. " Japan should extricate itself," the report declared, " from its security policy of the past that was, if anything, passive, and henceforth play an active role in shaping a new order." Other elements of the proposed policy include retaining the security relationship with the U.S., but assume more of a hedging strategy. The report urged the government to make full use of all policy means available in addressing these problems (diplomacy, economic measures such as aid, and defense forces where appropriate - peacekeeping, etc.). Specifically, it suggested three elements for achieving these goals: 

· Promotion of multilateral security cooperation on a global and regional scale 

· Enhancing functions of the U.S.-Japan security relationship, and 

· Possession of a highly reliable, efficient defense "based on a strengthened information capability and a prompt crisis-management capability." 

The Advisory Group's report is much like the Nye Initiative: for all its apparent boldness, and for all the concern it caused initially by declaring it would re-examine the totality of Japan's defense policies (even constitutional ones), it simply restates past policies and is very vague in actual substance. The report is even shorter on advice in implementing the proposals. Furthermore, many of these notions are not held in high esteem in Japan even today, despite their obvious importance for Japan. Short of decisive action in these areas, and assuming a continued state of flux for the next few years, what can be expected to come of Japan's security policies and its role in the Asia-Pacific region?

Japanese Security Scenarios: Requirements and Prospects

Given what has been posited about Japan's security outlook to this point, it is safe to predict three possible courses that future policies will take over the coming decade. Recognizing that any prediction in this dynamic environment is fraught with danger, one can easily imagine three possible scenarios for the development of Japan's security policies and role in the region. The first is the notion of Japan as regional superpower, where the country emerges as the primary power within the Asia-Pacific region based not only on its economic stature but also its political influence and military might (however modest). The second is Japan as a regional weakling, possessing sufficient economic power to assure its own survival, but politically removed from the region and militarily dependent on another major power or even 'Finlandized' militarily to make its security objectives subservient to those of another power such as China. Finally, there is the 'wild card' scenario, in which Japan retains its premier economic position, brings its own political house in order - and thus assures its continued respect among regional and global powers - and develops a sufficient military capability to serve as a swing power if needed in various regional situations. In this instance, Japan's military power would serve as a back up to provide credibility to its economic and political influence.

Let us examine each of these scenarios, the qualities required for each to become a reality, and the current state of developments that would indicate the likelihood of any one of becoming a reality.

Japan the Superpower

Japan in many respects has achieved 'superpower' status. Should the country's economic growth continue along its present course, it easily could become the world's largest economy in about a decade. More would be required of Japan, however, to achieve a sustainable 'superpower' status that would lead to regional and global influence, for example, sufficient influence to supplant the United States, China or Russia as the hegemonic powers in the region. Highly diversified trade relations would be one major factor. Japan would not be able to assert its political influence consistently if it remains dependent on a single market for its trade, either for imports or exports. More diversified trading relations would allow it to achieve greater balance vis-a-vis the United States in particular.

A second requisite along these lines is technological diversification. Clearly in the military realm, Japan cannot hope to achieve superpower status if it must depend entirely upon the United States for the bulk of its technological inputs into new weapons systems. On the commercial front, Japan already has achieved a good deal of technological self-sufficiency. While it imports commercial technologies from the United States extensively, the country is a net exporter of technology licenses, if figures from the Ministry of Finance are to be believed. The balance of technology trade favors the U.S. heavily, but as long as firms are willing to sell to Japan, it does not pose a particular obstacle to reaching superpower status.

A third requirement is self-sustainable forces. This is by far the most difficult goal to achieve without causing widespread concern throughout the region given Japan's military legacy. In lieu of independent forces, continued protection by way of an external guarantor such as the United States is not beyond reason, but it complicates the ability of Japan to pursue a truly independent path as the premier nation in the region. For now, the country must overcome the suspicions of its neighbors while building truly credible and capable forces. Those forces need not be superior in every respect to those of other nations in the region, but they must be far more able than what the country can field today. Calling today's Self-Defense Forces a viable military body requires some wishful thinking. They are a far cry from something that would constitute a credible force under any superpower scenario. At the very least, Japanese forces must be of a level that they can be counted upon regularly to support a wide variety of United Nations peacekeeping exercises.

A final requirement would be a far greater domestic political cohesion than is currently evident in the Japanese political system. While other superpowers in the postwar era have had their share of political disruptions internally, none has demonstrated the same degree of confusion and near gridlock evident as present day Japanese politics. The steady rule of the former Liberal Democratic Party -thirty years of uninterrupted reign -would have allowed Japan to emerge as the premier power in Asia. Such unchallenged rule would not be necessary or desirable under the Japan as Superpower scenario, but the domestic political situation makes it difficult to rule internally, much less project influence abroad.

Political leadership may remain the largest obstacle to Japan assuming a larger role in the world. Even as the country seeks a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, its leaders shun the international spotlight and the responsibilities that accompany such a position. The country has a schizophrenic attitude toward international involvement, seeking broader international recognition and participation while at the same time fearing being drawn into international commitments that would constrain its domestic political options. Japan wants to influence trade agreements and has made significant contributions to international trade negotiations as well as to forums such as the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation Forum, while retaining vestiges of an outdated trading system. Despite the development of a well respected bureaucracy and professional civil service, there are few true internationalists in government, and assignments to international organization positions remain career setbacks (consequently, the best among Japan's diplomatic corps often shun such assignments). Japan's political acceptance among other major nations remains limited for these and other reasons remains. Without such acceptance, it is dubious that the country would ever be able to ascend to the role of a regional or global superpower.

Japan as a 'Wimp'

For the several reasons mentioned briefly above as well as others, the 'superpower' scenario appears to be quite a way from being fulfilled for Japan. There is no denying that its economic influence and importance to the global economy will continue to grow. Its political sway may also rise in time. It appears far from becoming an Asian superpower along the lines of the United States or China for the foreseeable future.

What about the other extreme possibility, namely, that Japan's economic, political, and military influence would fall to the point that it would become something of a weak sister in Asia? Several debilitating trends would be necessary for Japan to fall to such a level, including stagnating trade relations; a failure to react to economic globalization trends; continued, disadvantageous trade dependencies; high dependency on single market for exports; technological stagnation; and faltering internal development. While there may be problems for Japan in any or all of these areas, the likelihood of them all coming to pass over time is low. Japan's stature is not likely to decline due to economic factors.

The defense requirements necessary to satisfy this scenario, however, can be summed up easily: maintain the status quo. While Japan's forces have been the source of concern throughout the region at various points in the postwar era, it is inconceivable that they could pose a serious threat, as presently constituted, to any other country in Asia. Much of the apparent hand-wringing over Japan's forces has involved diplomatic maneuvering and concerns over Japan's past military experience. That potential is far from reaching a state in which it offers a real threat to other nations. As long as they remain on their current course, Japan's defense policies and procurement trends pose no danger to any one, particularly if the bilateral security treaty with the U.S. remains in force (which, while being far from certain, can be counted upon reasonably for the immediate future).

Other elements that would contribute to 'wimp' status already are in place. Indeed, this is the source of considerable frustration among more serious thinkers and policy makers within Japan today. Bureaucratic insularity, fragmented political leadership, and limited external leverage already are evident in today's political landscape. They need not be addressed further if the 'wimp' scenario is to come to pass.

Japan as the Regional 'Wild Card'

The final of our three scenarios is perhaps the most likely, given the uncertain conditions presently facing Japan, its potential influence and its conflicting policy pressures between the West and Asia. Japan already is well on its way to fulfilling the requirements of this particular scenario; only marginally - but in the Japanese context of foreign policies relatively bold - adjustments would be required to allow the country to fulfill a 'wild card' role in the region, falling short of achieving hegemony, but having sufficient influence that its position would be the deciding factor in any major political, economic, and military developments there.

As noted earlier, Japan already is on its way to satisfying many of the techno-economic requirements necessary to achieving this status, including extensive, diversified trade relations; optimal trade dependencies (sufficient to balance against the U.S. in trade disputes); and, technological self-sufficiency, or at least extensive diversification and domestic development capabilities. The defense requirements are well within reach, given the country's extensive industrial base. These include the development of deceptively capable military forces (that is, military forces and procurement levels following a pattern of the mid-1980s, in which a major buildup was well under way without attracting the attention of regional nations, resulting in apparently modest size and capabilities, but possessing significant capabilities when compared with other Asian nations); a relatively high degree of autonomy (which is something sought through the country's dual-use technology development strategy); the potential for rapid expansion (the flexible contractors and R&D, procurement system in Japan is conducive to this); and military capabilities that are supplemented through non-military strengths such as the commercial technology base and the country's strategic aid policies. Collectively, these conditions would be sufficient, when coupled with a genuine military capability, to tip or sway regional balances and political trends.

It is in the political arena that Japan once again fails in completing this scenario. The political requirements of fulfilling the 'wild card' option largely are the same as those anticipated under the 'superpower' scenario, toned down a degree to retain the element of non-threatening uncertainty necessary to remain a swing power in the region. As noted several times throughout this article, Japan currently is a far cry from getting its domestic house in order sufficiently to secure the respect of local voters, much less other nations. Consequently, it is unlikely that the nation will be able to meet the political requirements called for in this option.

Another element that may be called for in this scenario is Japan's re-evaluation of its alliance strategy, distancing itself somewhat from the United States to allow greater freedom in Asia-Pacific affairs without severing it outright. Courting potential replacements for the United States as the primary security guarantor for Japan could be included in these possibilities, but this a risky strategy that could be counterproductive to any positive gains for Japan through more autonomous political, economic, and security postures in the region.

Conclusion: Japan Muddling Through

So, where does that leave us? Will Japan follow any of the three courses above, or will it pursue yet another unknown option? Given current trends, particularly the country's declining defense funding and its still unsettled political environment, one can only conclude that for now, Japan will muddle through while moving - perhaps inadvertently - toward the "wild card" scenario. The country has attained an economic position that will allow it to achieve true superpower status. Potential exists for Japan reaching the swing power if steps are taken to assert its leadership in a manner that does not threaten either U.S. or Asian sensibilities. Economic stability is being achieved - despite yen problems, returning to predictable, steady, and relatively high economic growth with moderate unemployment and even more modest inflation rates. Its aging population poses many economic, social and political concerns. From a defense standpoint, there is the simple question of how Japan will be able to field sufficient military forces given a declining birthrate and continued unpopularity of the military forces.

Internal factors are key to all of these outcomes, and for now, Japan's internal situation is confused at best, and a shambles at worst. It is difficult to conceive a situation in which Japan would attain greater influence in the world without dramatic changes in the country's political leadership. Under present conditions, it only contributes to the 'wimp' scenario. 

Political reforms - often proposed, sometimes implemented but rarely achieving true transformation - would contribute to the ability of Japan to achieve a more prestigious and influential position in the region and throughout the world. Such reforms, however, are fraught with risk for all political parties in the country. It is doubtful that the nation's lawmakers or the Cabinet are inclined to take on another round of reforms until the full effects of the most recent changes are felt (voting districts recently were re-drawn and the election system was altered to provide under-represented urban constituents a greater voice in parliamentary elections).

That brings us once again to the original observation of this article: that Japan is a land of contrasts and contradictions. The country appears unlikely to alter its present alliance structure, even while whispering boldly of a more activist foreign policy. Japan will continue towards its path as the world's largest economic power, convinced of its own vulnerability to outside economic influences. It will remain engaged in defense spending that raises questions about its security policies, but provides few insights or answers. Japan will muddle through, with inertia having as great an influence on foreign policies as the domestic political leadership. There may not be any dramatic change in the country's position, but there will be no particular sense of direction, either.
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