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“Soft power” has become a veritable fad concept in Japan. First coined by Harvard University
professor Joseph Nye in a celebrated article published in the fall 1990 issue of Foreign Policy, it has
recently found a wider audience through the publication of a book, Soft Power. The Means to
Success in World Politics (New York: Public Affairs, 2004).

Simply put, the definition of soft power is power based on intangible or indirect influences such
as culture, values, and ideology. As Nye writes, “[Soft power]is the ability to get what you want
through attraction rather than coercion or payments. It arises from the attractiveness of a country’s
culture, political ideals, and policies. When our policies are seen as legitimate in the eyes of others,
our soft power is enhanced.”

Soft power has gained increased attention after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 in
part because the Bush Administration has relied so heavily on “hard power” — the use of brute
military force — to counter terrorism both at home and abroad. Many foreign observers, including
America’s traditional allies, have been critical of the U.S. tendency in recent years to give short
shrift to what they view as the real sources of America’s standing in the world — elements of its
culture, values, and ideology that have universal appeal.

Although Nye has applied the concept primarily to the United States, many Japanese have
found the concept attractive and have started to apply it to Japan. This has resulted in recent years
in a plethora of publications, conferences, and symposia on the subject of soft power and Japan. But
there appear to be basically two schools of thought among those who have investigated the issue.

The first group argues that Japan is deficient in soft power but needs to develop it. With the
relative decline in Japan’s economic power compared to the 1970s and 1980s, the rapid rise of other
economies such as China and India, and Japan’s continued adherence to its Peace Constitution, the
argument is that Japan’s soft power needs to be strengthened in part to compensate for its modest
arsenal of hard power. According to this view, Japan may be an economic colossus but a pygmy
when it comes to intellectual leadership, conceptual discourse and debate, and persuasive power on
the world stage when compared to Singapore, Hong Kong, India, and other countries and regions.

The second group argues that Japan actually possesses and exercises a substantial amount of
soft power through its traditionally based culture — whether intended or not. Examples often cited
are manga, anime, karaoke, sumo, computer games, food including especially sushi, and music such
as “J-pop.” Some adherents of this view go so far as to assert that the world, and especially Asia, is
enthralled by “Japan Cool,” and that Japan is in many respects the exemplar of what it means to

18 BAXEES% AR



exercise soft power. Such a view has dominated Japanese perceptions after the publication of an
article entitled “Japan’s Gross National Cool” by the American journalist Douglas McGray in the
May/June 2002 issue of Foreign Policy.

Each side of the debate makes plausible arguments. However, adherents of the second view
often misunderstand the meaning and significance of soft power and seem to be engaged in a certain
amount of wishful thinking. Japanese no doubt find it gratifying to see that karaoke is the rave in
certain parts of Asia, sushi restaurants can be found in Europe, and manga is being read by youth in
the United States. But does this really mean that Japan is therefore more respected, trusted, or
admired by others, or that it has greater influence on the thinking and behavior of others?

One could argue that karaoke, sushi, and manga have little to do with Japan per se. That is, the
non-Japanese who are attracted to these products of Japan may or may not associate them with the
nation or people of Japan. Thus, the fact that karaoke, sushi, and manga have gained fans around
the world does not necessarily equate to Japan or its people or policies gaining supporters around
the world.

Nye posits that hard and soft power are “both aspects of the ability to achieve one’s purpose by
affecting the behavior of others....Command power — the ability to change what others do — can
rest on coercion or inducement. Co-optive power — the ability to shape what others want — can
rest on the attractiveness of one’s culture and values or the ability to manipulate the agenda of
political choices. ...Soft power resources tend to be associated with the co-optive end of the
spectrum of behavior, whereas hard power resources are usually associated with command
behavior....Soft power rests on the ability to shape the preferences of others.” Thus, soft power is by
definition goal-oriented.

Given the above, it is misleading to claim that Japan is exercising its soft power simply because
the popularity of karaoke, sushi, or manga has increased around the world. One needs to ask
whether such trends allow Japan to influence or shape, more than in the past, the preferences of
others.

By now, the reader will have discerned that this writer agrees with the views expressed by the
first group described above, i.e., those who argue that Japan is deficient in soft power but needs to
develop it. Wherever I travel around the world these past two or three years, I hear the same theme
— that Japan’s presence is receding, whereas China’s presence, attention, and influence are rapidly
on the rise.

Part of the reason is, of course, China’s aggressive efforts to win friends and allies around the
world and to re-establish its traditional role as “the center of the world.” But another factor is
Japan’s continued complacency and unwillingness or inability to explain to others its values,
principles, policies, and direction.

Up through the 1980s, it was common to describe Japan’s behavior at international fora as the
“3S’s” — sleep, smile, and silence. Even in the 1990s, a common joke was that the mark of an
effective moderator at international conferences was the ability to keep the delegates from India
silent while coaxing those from Japan to say something. Such Japanese behavior appears to stem
from at least five factors.

The first is an unquestioned dependence on and passive expectation toward the United States
to defend Japan’s interests, especially on matters of national security.

The second is the traditional Japanese belief that silence is golden, that the truly profound
things in life cannot be adequately expressed by mere words, and that feelings and emotion can best
be conveyed through such nonverbal modes of communication as “ishin denshin” and “haragei.”

The third is the Japanese propensity not to want to stand out, be conspicuous, or be different
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from others. This is also related to the risk averseness of Japanese and the fear of making mistakes
in public.

The fourth is the weak Japanese education and training in critical thinking skills and in
Aristotelian logic, argumentation, and debate.

The fifth is English-language education in Japan, which has aptly been described as follows:
rarely in human history has so much time, effort, and money been spent on language education to
produce such meager results. This derives in part from the use of English primarily to extract
information and knowledge from abroad and to serve as a sorting device on school entrance
examinations. The notion that English might be used as a vehicle to communicate with the outside
world seems to be only a recent development.

Given these factors, it is not surprising that Japan is becoming increasingly marginalized in
world affairs. Countries and regions much smaller than Japan — Singapore, Hong Kong, Korea, etc.
— are becoming more influential in engaging with the global community in the world of ideas, policy
proposals, and intellectual discourse. It is almost as if Japan is entering another “sakoku” period, as
during the Tokugawa Period.

What Japan needs is a grand strategy to win friends, gain supporters, and influence world
opinion. Japan’s cultural assets can, of course, play an important role in such a strategy, but they
must go far beyond the current complacency of some Japanese being satisfied that Japanese food,
film, and music are gaining popularity abroad. Such cultural assets need to be deployed
strategically to fulfill the true meaning of soft power — “the ability to get what you want through
attraction rather than through coercion.”
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