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JJAAPPAANN--BBAASSHHIINNGG  ((TTOO  CCOOIINN  AA  PPHHRRAASSEE))  
 
RREEAADDIINNGG  11:: JAPAN’S PROPAGANDA BATTLE WITH US PROTECTIONISM 
By 1970 Japan was exporting $19 billion worth of goods worldwide, $6 billion of it to the 
USA. Honda and Yamaha only began exports to the US in 1960. By 1966, Honda, Yamaha 
and Suzuki between them notched up 85% of all US sales. In 1964, Toyota shipped 50 
Coronas to the US. In 1974 Toyota sold 238,135 cars in the US. In 1984, Toyota sold 
482,790 cars. In 1984 Japanese car exports to the US totalled 1.85 million. In 1985 Japan 
announced a 25% increase in car exports to the US: another 450,000 cars.  
At the same time, the numbers for VCR imports to the US were staggering:  
 
HOWEVER, IN TRADE TALKS 

BETWEEN JAPAN AND THE 

US, the most sensitive issue 
was car imports. In the US, 
the Japan Lobby argued 
Japan’s case first, through 
the United States-Japan 
Trade Council (USJTC) and 
the Japan External Trade 
Organization (JETRO), then 
in the 1970s and 80s 
through the Japan Economic 
Council. The Japan Lobby 
argued that American 
consumers wanted Japanese cars because they were cheap (the $ was strong), and they 
were good cars made in factories that were more modern than US factories because they 
were new (they did not say that the US had bombed all the old ones, but that was the 
implication). Japanese cars were not the product of cheap, sweated labour: Japanese 
wages were lower than US car workers’ wages, but the US and Japanese standard of living 
were comparable.  
 
THE US PROTECTIONIST MOVEMENT GREW AS JAPANESE IMPORTS INCREASED. In 
Washington, the Japan Lobby in Washington racked their brains for a way to stop or 
weaken the protectionist cause and its exponents. Here’s what they came up with. 
 
 

▼ 
 
 



READING 2: The Japan Lobby in the US and the ‘Japan-bashing’ campaign 
IN THE EARLY 1980S,  Robert Angel, President at the Japan Economic 
Council, came up with one of the most successful campaigns ever used in 
a propaganda war: ‘Japan-bashing’ 
The idea of Japan as victim has a long pedigree, nourished some part of 
the way by Western guilt, and nurtured by the experiences and memories 
of many Japanese. This is an unspent currency, as we can see from the 
success of Angel’s elegant and ingenious contribution to Japan’s informal 
diplomacy, the expressions Japan-bashing and Japan-basher.  
Angel designed these terms to deflect the force of criticism of Japan by 

raising doubts about the motivation of the critic. If you criticised Japan, you were a 
“Japan-basher”. You were “Japan-bashing”. This meant that you probably disliked Japan 
and the Japanese in an illogical, visceral way. You might be a simple racist. You might 
want Japan to suffer more than they already had done. You might just have a 
psychological problem. Who wanted to be a Japan-basher? 

In the 1980s, Japan-bashing and Japan-basher crept into reportage on Japan as 
if they had always been around. They travelled much the same route as advertising, in 
much the same way that someone who does not believe in advertising will declare that “I 
don’t care much for the taste, but by God, a pint of Guinness does you a power of good”. 
This at a time when Guinness does you good and variations such as My Goodness! 
My GUINNESS! constituted the copy platform for Guinness advertising worldwide. 
This is how coined phrases get into ordinary conversation and professional shop talk: 
journalists and intellectuals are no more discriminating than the man in the pub when it 
comes to telling the planted fact from the common observation. 

Academics may be the most naïve of all readers. In the 1990s, Japan-bashing began 
cropping up in academic discussions of Japan. Phil Hammond, for example, made 
frequent use of the term in his collection Cultural Difference, Media Memories (1997) 
using Japan-bashing as shorthand for the unfair criticism of Japan. This intelligent, 
well-intentioned author of a book designed to take apart and analyse key perceptions of 
Japan was as susceptible as any journalist to Angel’s simplistic construction:  

 
“Some argued that the Japan-bashing of 1995 was simply a hangover from the 
past…” (p.xiii) and “However Morley and Robins suggest that this argument is 
insufficient to explain the outburst of Japan bashing in recent years” (p.xiv) and 
“This is not to suggest that contemporary Japan-bashing is purely a matter of 
international politics and world economic rivalry” (p.xv).  
 

And so on. Thus “Japan-bashing” slipped quietly into the political and intellectual 
critique on Japan. With or without a hyphen, though not immediately, it would do the 
job it was intended to do.  
 
READING: John B. Judis, “Bashing the Protectionists”. In Columbia Journalism Review, 
November-December 1992. OONNLLIINNEE HEREHERE: http://archives.cjr.org/year/92/6/trade.asp

 

http://archives.cjr.org/year/92/6/trade.asp
http://archives.cjr.org/year/92/6/trade.asp


RREEAADDIINNGG  33::  MMAARRCCHH  11998811,,  PPRROOTTEECCTTIIOONNIISSMM  KKIICCKKSS  IINN  ((FFOORR  TTHHEE  TTIIMMEE  BBEEIINNGG))  
The Times March 25 

1981: The White 
House hangs tough. 
Four years later the 

Reagan 
administration 

would curtail the 
import quota on 

Japanese 
automobiles. 

 
 



RREEAADDIINNGG  44::  JJUULLYY  11998811,,  ““JJAAPPAANN--BBAASSHHIINNGG””  EENNTTEERRSS  TTHHEE  CCOONNVVEERRSSAATTIIOONN      
The Times 
of July 19 
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READING 5: ED LINCOLN ON MEDIA MANIPULATION AND STEERING WHEELS 
“PART OF THE PUBLIC RELATIONS CAMPAIGN of any government deals simply with 
disseminating facts, out of a belief that important information has been lacking or ignored. But 
public relations also involves manipulating facts into a form favorable to the government’s policy 
stance. This effort can include overt alteration or interpretation of the facts, or a more indirect route 
of diverting attention to other friendlier topics…This should be no surprise; people are used to the 
convenient repackaging of information by politicians and political parties in domestic policy battles. 
Similar manipulation was often painfully obvious to foreign observers of Japan in the prewar period, 
but the effort continues today. 

Consider the following small example. From the signing of the US-Japan Framework 
Agreement in July 1993 until the end of June 1995, one of the central issues being negotiated 
between the two governments concerned access to the Japanese auto market (including finished 
automobiles, assembly parts, and parts for the repair market).  The three American-owned auto 
companies concerned had a somewhat mixed reputation in Washington, stemming from negative 
safety, fuel efficiency, and quality issues dating back to the 1960s. The Japanese government built 
upon this tarnished image by alleging that the American auto companies failed to market cars with 
the steering on the correct side (that is, on the right hand side of the car for the Japanese market 
where traffic drives on the left-hand side of the road).   

I have personally given public presentations or attended functions at locations all across 
America where I have been told by Americans about how poorly the American auto companies did 



their homework in marketing cars to Japan. The attitude was… that if the American companies are 
so inept as to market cars with the steering wheel on the wrong side, then they certainly deserve no 
sympathy from the administration in Washington.   
 The reality was quite different. When the market for foreign automobiles opened up 
marginally in the 1970s, cars with the steering wheel on the ‘wrong’ side of the car carried an exotic 
cachet. The foreign auto companies (American and European) had accepted the standard advice to 
seek a niche of the market that would not compete directly with the mass market served by Japanese 
firms. The market for expensive, exotic, foreign cars with steering wheels on the left was the result. 
Even the British were marketing such cars! On a trip through the western part of Japan in 1996, I 
saw tollbooths on highway entrance ramps that had special ticket vending machines on the left of the 
lane just for those driving foreign cars. 

Furthermore, the information put out by the Japanese government was simply wrong. In the 
1990s, the market for foreign automobiles began to shift, and at the time that the Japanese 
government accused the American manufacturers of selling the wrong cars in Japan, the three 
American manufacturers had some fifty-nine models available for sale in Japan with the steering 
wheel mounted on the proper side. Nevertheless, observe the beauty of such an approach by the 
Japanese government. The argument was simple and appealing, particularly to US policy elites who 
had harbored negative feelings toward the Big Three for decades.” 
“IN CONTEMPORARY TERMS, the most common form this can take is to find oneself dismissed as a 
‘Japan basher’. The presumption is that the criticism expressed must be invalid because the 
individual involved has some emotional, irrational dislike of Japan.  Thus, the counterattack against 
the criticism involves undermining the personal qualifications of the critic rather than addressing the 
criticism itself. 

I have been the target of such campaigns upon occasion.  In the spring of 1998, for example, 
I published an article in Foreign Affairs that was quite critical of Japan’s handling of 
macroeconomic policy and the bad debt problem during the 1990s. [Click HHEERREE]. The situation 
was heading toward crisis (with the economy in a downward spiral, and with no coherent plan to 
rescue a banking industry that was edging closer to wholesale collapse), and strong, blunt pressure 
and criticism were needed to induce the government to alter its policies. 

Much of the Japanese reaction to my article focused on personality. Some Japanese 
acquaintances in Washington asked me (some at the behest of the Embassy) what was wrong — had 
I had some bad experience in Japan that had prejudiced me against the Japanese government? 
Subsequently, I heard from others that they had been told by Japanese government contacts that I 
was just a ‘Japan basher’ and should be ignored. During one discussion of my long personal history 
of involvement with Japan, an interviewer from a Japanese research institute expressed great relief, 
and blurted out that he now recognized that I was critical because I loved Japan and not because I 
hated it! However, the arguments resonated with some Japanese and Americans, who now routinely 
categorize me as a ‘Japan basher’. 

Generally, one can ignore such criticisms and simply get on with the business of analysis and 
writing. Others, however, apparently find that their access to contacts in Japan is harmed, or even 
that their careers are jeopardized. These tactics are certainly less harsh than the imprisonment or 
expulsion some faced before the war, but still a serious issue” (Lincoln in O’Connor [ed.] Japan 
Forum (1) 13, 2001, 112-113).    

http://www.musashino-u.ac.jp/gensha/oconnor/waseda/sils/propaganda/LincolnJapansFinancialMess.pdf


RREEAADDIINNGG  66..  JJUUNNEE  11999988,,  CCLLIINNTTOONN  BBYYPPAASSSSEESS  JJAAPPAANN  
IINN  JJUUNNEE  11999988,, President Bill Clinton made an 
eight-day visit to China. On his way home, Clinton 
did not stop over in Tokyo and Seoul, as US 
Presidents had been doing since the early 1970s, 
although he found the time to take in some rays in 
Hawai’i en route to Washington.  

Why did Clinton decide to bypass Japan and 
South Korea? There is speculation that he did so 
under pressure from China. However, many in 
Tokyo saw Ed. Lincoln’s ‘Japan-bashing’ Foreign 

Affairs article as the real cause, taking into account the President’s reputation as a ‘policy wonk’ 
and his sensitivity to the publications of Washington think-tanks, among which Lincoln’s 
Brookings Institution was a major player.  

However, Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs put a good face on Clinton’s non-appearance 
and in July Madeleine Albright, Clinton’s Secretary of State, put in an appearance in Tokyo, “to 
reassure officials in Tokyo who are uneasy about a closer relationship between the United States 
and Beijing” (Time). In September, Obuchi himself went to New York (above). This is how the 
BBC reported the Obuchi visit  [BBC News: UK Tuesday, September 22, 1998] 

Business: The Economy. 
Clinton tells Obuchi to speed up reforms  

US President Bill Clinton has told Japanese Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi there was “virtually 
unanimous support in the world” for financial reforms to restore growth in Japan and Asia. But he 
urged a speedy response to the crisis. The two leaders held talks for around two hours in the Waldorf 
Astoria hotel in New York on Tuesday. The summit came amid growing international concern about 
the fragility of the Japanese financial system and its potential disastrous impact on the rest of Asia.  

Mr Obuchi was asked if he thought he would succeed in persuading the Japanese parliament to 
pass economic reforms. He said: “I am neither optimistic or pessimistic on this.” Mr Clinton said the 
United States wanted to help Tokyo find a way out of its problems but avoided any public comments 
pressing Japan to accept specific policies.  

The US president said he realised the Japanese government would have to work out what was 
“politically possible”. He added: “We want to do what we can to be supportive to help do whatever 
we can to create the climate which would permit a quick restoration of economic growth in Japan 
and therefore in Asia.” He said he had invited the Japanese prime minister to come back for a formal 
state visit early next year.  

Whatever the influence of Ed Lincoln’s Foreign Affairs piece, the Japan-bashing campaign 
succeeded in its objective of making Americans think twice about raising trade tariffs against 
Japan. Another factor, perhaps the most important factor underpinning the campaign was the 
deep sense of guilt many ordinary Americans felt over the 1945 atomic bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. These bombings became the strongest cards in the ‘victim’ suit held by the Japan 
Lobby in post-war Washington and Japan did not hesitate to put them on the table.  



READING 7: TTHHEE  NNEEWW  YYOORRKKEERR,,  AAUUGGUUSSTT  3311  11994466 



RREEAADDIINNGG  88::  UUSS  WWAARR  GGUUIILLTT  AANNDD  TTHHEE  IIMMPPAACCTT  OOFF  JJOOHHNN  HHEERRSSEEYY’’SS  ““HHIIRROOSSHHIIMMAA””  
THE ARTICLE “HIROSHIMA” BY JOHN HERSEY took up the 
entire 31 August 1946 issue of The New Yorker. There were no 
advertisements and no other articles. Hersey interviewed people 
in Hiroshima and wrote about what happened to them in a 
documentary style, reporting the facts of their experience in flat, 
plain language. The article caused a sensation and that issue of 
The New Yorker sold out within hours. The Book-of-the-Month 
club sent a free copy in book form to all its members. The text 
was also broadcast on the radio in the US and Great Britain and 
continued to be broadcast into the 1950s. 

Hersey had been sent to 
Japan by The New Yorker 
in May 1946. He spent 
three weeks interviewing 
and collecting material in 
Hiroshima and elsewhere, then returned to the US to 
finish the article.  

Steve Rothman, an American student of Hersey’s 
article, assessed the effect of the article on world 
opinion: “The direct effect of “Hiroshima” on 
the American public is difficult to gauge. No 
mass movement formed as a result of the 
article, no laws were passed, and reaction to 
the piece probably didn’t have any specific 
impact on U.S. military strategy or foreign 
policy. But certainly the vivid depictions in 
the book must have been a strong 
contributor to a pervasive sense of dread 
(and guilt) about nuclear weaponry felt by 
many Americans ever since August 1945.” 

This sense of guilt contributed directly to the 
conversion of Japan from the Menace of the 1920s and 
late 1930s to the postwar Victim, a process which itself 
contributed to Japan’s recovery (the post-war Phoenix 不

死鳥) and status as the world’s most committed anti-nuclear nation. Managing this process 
required a skilful change of focus: away from the experiences of Japanese civilians burned and 
maimed by US carpet bombing in Tokyo to their counterparts in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. .  

 
“In some sort of crude sense which no vulgarity, no humor, no overstatement can 
quite extinguish, the physicists have known sin; and this is a knowledge which 
they cannot lose.” ~ J. Robert Oppenheimer  
 

http://www.herseyhiroshima.com/nyk12.jpg


READING 9: TTHHEE  OOTTHHEERR  VVIICCTTIIMMSS..  TTHHEE  TTOOKKYYOO  BBOOMMBBIINNGGSS  OOFF  11994455 
The atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima on August 6 instantly 
resulted in about 80,000 deaths 
from the bomb and its effects, and 
a further 120,000 deaths in the 
years that followed.  
The atomic bombing of 
Nagasaki on August 9 killed 
26,000 instantly and injured 
40,000 more.  
The incendiary bombing of 
Tokyo in the 8 months 
January-August 1945 killed 
500,000 people in Tokyo and 
caused 10,000,000 people to flee 

the city. On one night alone, March 10 1945, 100,000 Tokyo civilians were killed.  
The first “fire bomb” raid was on Kōbe on 
February 3, 1945 and following relative success 
the AAF continued the tactic. Much of the armor 
and the defensive weapons of the bombers were 
also removed to allow increased bomb loads, 
Japanese air defence in terms of night-fighters and 
anti-aircraft guns was so feeble it was hardly a risk. 
The first such raid on Tokyo was on the night of 
February 23-24 when 174 B-29s destroyed around 
one square mile of the city. Following on that 
success 334 B-29s raided on the night of March 
9-10, dropping around 1,700 tons of bombs. Around 16 square miles (41 km²) of the city were 
destroyed and over 100,000 people are estimated to have died in the resulting “fire storm”. It 
was the most destructive conventional raid of the war against Japan. In the following two 
weeks there were almost 1,600 further sorties against the four cities, destroying 31 square 
miles in total at a cost of only 22 aircraft. There was a third raid on Tokyo on May 26.  

In 61 years (1945-2006) the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki have 
had a far higher news profile than the fire bombing of Tokyo. The Hiroshima 
mushroom cloud and the skeletal epicentre building have become global icons and the 
destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is commemorated (Peace Park, novels, films, 
stamps, school visits) on a far greater scale than the bombing of Tokyo, where so many 
more died. Why? It is not cynical to point out that while Japan is the only nation to have 
suffered attacks by atomic weapons, it was also among the first nations to bomb civilian 
populations, most notably in China. Thus we can surmise that the higher profile granted 
to the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, compared to the low-key commemoration of 
the Tokyo bombing, may not have been accidental.   

Aftermath of the Tokyo firebombing 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Tokyo_firebombing.jpg
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