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Chapter 1 Geography

Introduction
Japan is a nation of volcanic islands in the western North Pacific. Slightly smaller 
than the state of California, Japan’s area is 377,915 sq km (145,914 sq mi).1 Although 
thousands of islands make up the Japanese archipelago, four main islands constitute the 
heart of the country. The largest of the four islands is Honshu. Honshu comprises 60% of 
the total land area of the country and is home to approximately 80% of the population.2, 

3 Hokkaido, the second-largest island, lies north of Honshu. In spite of its size, it is home 
to only 5% of the country’s population.4, 5 South of Honshu are Kyushu and Shikoku, the 
third- and fourth-largest islands, respectively. Kyushu is home to 11% of the population 
while 3% of the nation call Shikoku home.6, 7 The total island chain of Japan, including 
the Ryukyu Islands of the south, stretches approximately 2,400 km (1,500 mi).8, 9 Japan’s 
closest neighbors are Russia and China to the northwest, and North Korea and South 

Hokkaido
© Agustin Rafael Reyes
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Korea to the west.10 The Sea of Okhotsk lies to the 
nation’s north while to the east and south are the 
North Pacific Ocean and the Each China Sea. On 
the country’s western shores lie the Korea Strait 
and the Sea of Japan.11

Topographic Features
More than four-fifths of Japan is mountainous.12 
Japan is not formed by a single mountain range, 
but rather by a series of distinct mountain arcs.13, 

14 The highest mountains are on Hokkaido and 
central Honshu.15 Although most of the mountains 
are less than 1,825 m (6,000 ft), the Japanese Alps 
of Honshu have many peaks that reach above 

3,050 m (10,000 ft).16, 17, 18 Mount Fuji, near Honshu’s southeastern Pacific shore, is 
Japan’s tallest mountain at 3,776 m (12,388 ft).19, 20, 21 

Below the mountain peaks, Japan’s major cities lie in the coastal lowlands, the majority 
of which are on Honshu’s eastern and southern borders. The Kanto Plain is the largest 
lowland area in Japan and is home to the nation’s capital, Tokyo. The Osaka Plain lies 
to the south and east. It is the country’s main agricultural area.22, 23 Smaller coastal 
lowlands, including the Kushiro Plain, are found along Hokkaido’s eastern coast.24 
Tokyo, Yokohama, Nagoya, Osaka, and Hiroshima are all port cities that developed on 
the country’s natural bays.25

Almost 70% of the surface area of Japan is forested. Of these areas, 54% are natural 
forests and the rest were planted.26 Deciduous forests cover northern Honshu and much 
of Hokkaido. Evergreen forests of southern Honshu, Kyushu, and Shikoku grow in the 
warmer climate.27

Mt. Fuji
© hide99 / flickr.com
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Climate 
Japan’s surrounding ocean waters, its mountainous 
topography, and its proximity to the large Asian 
continent all influence its weather patterns.28 
These factors produce a monsoonal climate with 
typically hot and humid summers. Winters are 
generally cold and dry.29 Monsoons are winds 
that change directions according to the seasons. 
As Asia heats up during the summer, a large area 
of low pressure develops over the continent and 
draws in wind from the Pacific Ocean. During this 
time, from mid-April to early September, warm 
rain passes over Japan and falls primarily on the 
eastern shores, while the mountains keep western 

Japan drier. As the continent of Asia cools from late September to late March, however, 
the winds reverse. Consequently, the winter monsoon picks up moisture from the Sea of 
Japan and it falls largely on the western side of the nation.30, 31 

The nation has four distinct seasons.32 The average annual temperature varies from 
about 10-20˚C (50-68˚F). Weather and temperatures vary from north to south. 
Temperatures are significantly cooler in the north of the country, which has a much 
more temperate climate than the tropical south.33 Hokkaido, the northernmost of the 
four main islands, has heavy snowfalls and average temperatures that are below freezing 
in winter.34, 35 By comparison, Kyushu and Shikoku, the southern main islands, are much 
warmer, with winter temperatures averaging 8˚C (46˚F) in January in some spots. 
Summers tend to be short and wet but warm; burdensome heat is rare.36, 37

Weather at Miyajima
© Al Case
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Bodies of Water
Japan’s most important bodies of water are its 
surrounding seas. In addition to influencing the 
climate, they provide food and offer avenues of 
transportation. Japan relies heavily on the western 
Pacific Ocean as a means to import vital raw 
materials and to export its valuable electronics and 
automobiles.38 To the west of Honshu is the Sea 
of Japan (a name North and South Korea reject, 
referring to the body of water as the East Sea of 
Korea or the East Sea, respectively).39 Annually, 
the Sea of Japan yields an average of one million 
tons of fish for surrounding countries.40 The East 
China Sea, with significant oil and gas resources, 
sits southwest of the main islands. Directly south 

of the main islands is the Philippine Sea.41, 42

Heavy rains and mountainous topography create many fast-flowing rivers in Japan that 
empty into the surrounding seas.43, 44 The Shinano River at 367 km (229 mi) is Japan’s 
longest. It is highly navigable and has long facilitated transport inland.45, 46 Another river, 
the Tone, is an important source of irrigation water and hydroelectricity for millions 
along the Kanto Plain on the island of Honshu.47, 48

All the major lakes in Japan—most of which are volcanic—lie in central or northern 
Honshu and Hokkaido. Japan’s largest lake is Lake Biwa, which covers 670 square km 
(259 square mi). Many coastal lakes are former bays that have been naturally damned by 
sandbars.49

Miyajima island
© jpellgen / flickr.com
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Major Cities
City Population

(2013 estimates)50

Tokyo 9,059,903
Yokohama 3,705,551
Osaka 2,683,487
Nagoya 2,271,380
Sapporo 1,936,460
Kobe 1,539,751
Kyoto 1,470,742

Tokyo
Tokyo is Japan’s largest and capital city. The city lies at the head of Tokyo Bay along 
Honshu’s central Pacific coast.51 The city is more than 400 years old. Tokyo first began 
to grow and flourish under the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1603. The political and cultural 
capital of Japan, the city grew to over a million inhabitants in the mid-1700s. Tokyo, 
originally known as Edo, did not become the nation’s official capital until the late 1860s 
when the Emperor moved to the city after the restoration of imperial rule.52

The Kano Earthquake destroyed Tokyo in 1923, and the city center was destroyed by 
fire. More than 300,000 homes were ruined and more than 140,000 people were killed 

Tokyo skyline
© Morio / wikipedia.org
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or missing. The city’s restoration was interrupted by World War II, during which allied 
forces bombed the city 102 times. By 1945, much of the city lay in ruins.53

The Japanese capital is the world’s largest city with a metropolitan urban population 
topping 37 million.54, 55 Today, the modern capital is a blend of old and new. The city 
contains modern shopping centers, entertainment venues, amusement parks, and all the 
trappings of contemporary world city. It is also home to historic temples, museums, and 
gardens.56 It remains, as it has for centuries, the nation’s political and economic center.57

Yokohama
Yokohama, the country’s second-largest city, is 
part of the Tokyo metropolitan area and shares the 
Tokyo Bay. The origins of the city date back to the 
early 11th century, but the modern city did not 
exist until 1859.58, 59, 60 A century-and-a-half ago, 
Yokohama was only a small fishing village, but the 
area began to thrive after the government opened 
the city as an international port. Westerners were 
mostly confined to a moated area in the Kannai 
district. Later, foreigners began to buy property on 
the surrounding mountain sides. A large Chinese 
community began to develop around this time.61, 62

Some say that Yokohama was the engine that 
helped Japan to enter the modern era. It served as the point where foreign culture and 
technology first entered the country, later spreading throughout Japan. Much of the city 
was destroyed by the earthquake of 1923. Air raids during World War II laid waste to 
42% of Yokohama. Today, the city has been largely rebuilt into a modern port city and a 
major industrial center.63, 64

Yokohama city
© Ericson Machacon
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Osaka
Osaka is the heart of Japan’s third-largest metropolitan area. The city lies in the 
southwest of Honshu and at the head of Osaka Bay and is surrounded by mountains.65, 

66 Humans have lived in the region for more than 10,000 years. It was here that Chinese 
culture was introduced to Japan. In the 7th century, Osaka became the first national 
capital modeled after the Chinese capital. Even when the capital was moved to Nara and 
later Kyoto, the city continued to grow and flourish, primarily as a trading and cultural 
center.67, 68

Toward the end of the 1100s, the warrior class assumed power in Japan, but Osaka 
developed along the lines of the free cities in medieval Italy. In 1583, under the 
unification efforts of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, Osaka served as his base and the political and 
economic center of the nation. By the 17th century, political power moved to Tokyo, 
but Osaka continued its role as a major economic and distribution center. Although the 
city was heavily damaged by allied air raids during World War II, the city reemerged as 
Japan’s commercial and heavy industry center. The nearby cities of Kobe and Kyoto join 
Osaka to form the Keihanshin Industrial Zone.69, 70, 71

In keeping with its long tradition as a center for culture and trade, the city is home 
to some of the world’s largest banks and is a major international port.72 The region’s 
population is the most ethnically diverse in the nation. The city is popular with 
expatriates. Almost 16% of the foreign population lives in Osaka.73, 74

Skyline of Osaka
© Cyberroach / wikipedia.org
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Nagoya
The name “Nagoya” derives from the name of 
a famous 12th century manor called “Nagano.” 
Long after the demise of the Nagano manor in 
the 1300s, people continued to refer to the region 
as “Nagano.” The current name was adopted 
later from the Chinese characters, which may 
also be read as “Nagoya.”75 The city played an 
important role in the unification of Japan, and in 
the establishment of the Tokugawa Shogunate in 
the early 17th century. The Nagoya Castle, built 
by Takugawa, remained the family home for 16 
generations. Two other heroes from the era, Oda 
Nobunaga and Tyoytomi Hideyoshi, were born in 

the area. Each year, the city hosts an annual festival honoring their “three heroes.”76

In the early 20th century, the city developed its transportation infrastructure, including 
railways and ports. Nagoya quickly became a modern commercial and industrial city. 
Nearly 25% of the city was destroyed during the Second World War. Half the population 
fled the city which stood at a virtual standstill. But, only 45 days after the end of the war, 
the city began its reconstruction plan. The city was making good progress until 1959 
when the Ise Bay typhoon devastated the city. All of Nagoya was flooded, 5,000 people 
killed, 118,000 buildings were damaged or destroyed, and more than one and a half a 
million people became homeless.77, 78

The city set to work again rebuilding. Today, Nagoya is an important industrial sector 
and cultural center for Japan. The city is home to several universities, a 17th-century 
castle that was destroyed in World War II and rebuilt, important Shinto shrines, 
museums, and art and theater centers.79, 80

Nagoya
© MD111 / flickr.com
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Sapporo
Sapporo is Hokkaido’s chief city and lies in the 
southwest of the island.81 The first snow usually 
falls in October and covers the ground here for 
132 days a year.82 Originally home to several Ainu 
groups, the city was established in 1857 with a 
population of seven residents. The area began to 
grow in the 1860s, following the construction of a 
village around a canal. Sapporo’s name is derived 
from the Ainu “sat poro pet” meaning “great dry 
river.” 83, 84, 85 In 1868, the Meiji named Sapporo the 
capital of Hokkaido. The city continued to grow 
and develop through the early 1900s. Tohoku 
Imperial University was established in the city in 

1907 and Hokkaido Imperial University was established a few years later, in 1918. The 
city escaped much, but not all, of the bombing devastation that befell other parts of the 
nation during World War II. In July 1945, days before the war’s end, 30 planes dropped 
nearly 900 tons of incendiary and fragmentation cluster bombs on the city, leaving 
80,000 homeless.86

Today, the city is internationally famous for its beer, ramen noodles and annual snow 
festival (Yuki Matsuri) held each February.87, 88 Printing, publishing, sawmilling, and 
the manufacture of foodstuffs are all major industries in Sapporo. The city is a popular 
destination for winter sports, and in 1972 hosted the first Winter Olympics held outside 
Europe or the United States.89, 90

Sapporo
© inefekt69 / flickr.com
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Environmental Concerns/Issues
Pollution in Japan is a major environmental 
concern. Green-house emissions and 
particulate emissions are serious issues.91 
Rapid industrialization following World War II 
brought increased air pollution. A series of strict 
regulations, beginning in the 1960s, helped clean 
Japan’s air, but the country continues to be plagued 
by pollution.92, 93 In 2014, pollution approached 
levels that would trigger government alerts as 
smog enveloped the city. Much of the problem 
stems from severe pollution in China, which drifts 
into Japan. 94 Acid rain is particularly problematic, 
degrading water supplies and damaging wildlife 
and infrastructure.95, 96

The devastating tsunami that hit Japan and destroyed the Fukushima nuclear plant 
in 2011 has left lasting pollution problems. The long-term effects are unknown, but 
are potentially more serious than those caused by the Chernobyl disaster in 1986. 
Radioactive waste released in the sea and air around the plant has been found in fish 
and other sea life. Portions of the region remain uninhabitable. Above normal radiation 
levels have been confirmed as far away as Tokyo.97 The ongoing cleanup will take 
decades to complete, but contamination levels continue to rise.98, 99

As a result of Japan’s large population and heavy reliance on its coastal waters for food, 
many of the country’s fishing resources have been depleted. According to the United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, Japan’s current fishing rates are not 
sustainable.100, 101, 102 Japan’s heavy fishing is also negatively affecting other countries in 
Asia and beyond.103, 104

Volcanic mountain, Kagoshima
© Laura Longenecker
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Natural Hazards 
Japan makes up part of the western boundary of 
the Pacific Ring of Fire and lies at the meeting 
point of several of Earth’s tectonic plates.105, 

106 As these plates move, volcanic activity and 
earthquakes commonly result. With 108 active 
volcanoes, which account for over 10% of the 840 
active volcanoes worldwide, Japan averages 15 
volcanic occurrences a year.107 Japan also has about 
1,500 seismic events annually.108 The most serious 
earthquakes have killed thousands in Japan in 
the last century.109 The 1923 Kanto earthquake 
killed 143,000 people and remains one of history’s 
most devastating earthquakes.110 In March 2011, 

a massive earthquake struck off of Honshu’s northeastern shore. The 9.0 earthquake 
and subsequent tsunami killed as many as 28,000 people and damaged several nuclear 
reactors.111, 112

Officials in Japan are preparing for another massive earthquake in the Tokai region of 
Honshu’s southeast shore. Historical analysis shows that consistently large earthquakes 
recur in this region every 100 to 150 years. The most recent of the Tokai earthquakes 
had magnitudes from 7.9 to 8.6 and occurred in 1498, 1605, 1707, and 1854.113, 114 
Experts believe an earthquake of magnitude 8 or more is looming.115

Although the densely populated eastern and southern shores are especially at risk, 
tsunamis can impact any part of the island nation. A recent study revealed that as many 
as 22 million are at risk for the next tsunami. The Japan Meteorological Agency has 
the capability of issuing tsunami warnings within 3 minutes of seismic activity.116, 117 It 
also coordinates with the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center in Hawaii for long-range 
tsunamis.118

Landslides and flash floods from typhoons also create dangers in Japan. In 1959, a 
typhoon killed more than 5,000 people. Early warning systems have helped prevent 
such losses in recent decades.119 In 2014, for example, landslides in Hiroshima killed an 
estimated 70 people.120, 121 In September 2014, torrential rain and landslides in the north 
displaced approximately one million residents and killed two people.122, 123

Aerial view of damage, Honshu
Naval Air Crewman 1st Class Jay Okonek
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1.	 Japan’s highest mountains are on the southern main islands of Kyushu and  
	 Shikoku.

FALSE

Mt. Fuji and the Japanese Alps are on Honshu, Japan’s largest island. 
Hokkaido, further to the north, also has high mountains.

2.	 Japan is formed by a single mountain chain that reaches from the Ryukyu  
	 Islands in the south to Hokkaido and its neighbors in the north.

FALSE

Japan contains a series of volcanic mountain arcs and not a single chain. 
Honshu is the product of several converging arcs. Other arcs form 
Hokkaido in the north and the southern Ryukyu Islands.

3.	 Japan’s climate is dominated by summer and winter monsoons.
TRUE

As the Asian continent heats up in the summer, the accompanying low 
pressure draws in wind from the Pacific Ocean. The opposite occurs in 
the winter. Moisture from the Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Japan blankets 
Japan during the monsoons.

4.	 The four largest cities in Japan are found on the shores of natural bays.
TRUE

Tokyo, Yokohama, Osaka, and Nagoya were all built on strategic sites in 
natural bays. All are also on the southern or southwestern side of the main 
island Honshu. 

5.	 Osaka was the first national capital of Japan.
TRUE

In the 7th century, Osaka became the first national capital modeled after 
the Chinese capital.

Chapter 1 Assessment
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Chapter 2 History

Introduction
Japan is a country with a long and unique history. Its shoguns and samurai are enduring 
symbols of its feudal past. Its empire and economy have helped to shape the modern 
world. After 200 years of isolation Japan emerged in the late 1800s as a modern state 
with imperial motives. It quickly made significant territorial gains in wars with China 
and Russia. By 1939, Japan conquered much of China and set its sights on the whole of 
the Pacific.1

World War II was a major turning point for Japan. In the course of the conflict, 
the country’s cities and population were devastated. After the war, Japan rebuilt its 
infrastructure and made significant political and economic changes. Although it never 
possessed vast natural resources, Japan became one of the world’s most important 
economies in the late 20th century.2

Yabusame rider
© Jeff Laitila
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Early History
Japan’s earliest historical periods take their names 
from the distinctive pottery produced at the 
time. Jomon culture, named after Jomon pottery 
characterized by cord marks pressed into the clay, 
saw the beginning of agriculture and pasturage 
in Japan.3, 4 Although Japan’s population was not 
ethnically diverse, there were regional differences 
across the Japanese archipelago.5 Around 250 
B.C.E. a more advanced form of pottery, known 
as Yayoi, began to spread from Kyushu. The Yayoi 
period (250 B.C.E.–250 C.E.) saw strong influence 
from the Chinese Han, including rice cultivation 
and migration from the Asian mainland.6, 7, 8

By the late fifth century C.E., Japan’s first 
kingdom began to develop. The Yamato court 
unified surrounding clans through conquest and 
established aspects of an early state, including 
diplomatic envoys to China and an organized 
army. In the mid-sixth century, Buddhism entered 
Japan, an event that remains one of the most 
important in the country’s history. As the Yamato 
court began to decline in the sixth century, rebel 
chieftains and regional clan leaders gained power 
from the weakening central authority.9, 10, 11, 12

The seventh and eighth centuries were marked by a greater role of Buddhism in 
palace life, and a move toward a stronger central authority. Prince Shotoku (574–622) 
supported Buddhist principles, as did Emperor Shomu (701–756). Temples dotted the 
provinces, and Japan’s monks amassed political strength. The Taika reforms and ritsuryo 
government structure sought to centralize the state. Measures included tax changes, 
land reform, and changes to the legal system.13, 14, 15, 16

The Heian period (794–1185) saw the development of indigenous Japanese culture. 
Buddhism, though largely curtailed in the political sphere, began to develop Japanese 
traits, instead of being a copy of Chinese Buddhism. 17 Japanese script and writings 
developed in the Heian period. One of the most important developments was the rise 
of the warrior class. Samurai culture began among young members of the imperial 
family and low-ranking aristocrats. The Heian period ended with the establishment of 
a military government known as a shogunate (bakufu). In time this samurai culture 
developed into an ethical code that shaped the coming centuries.18, 19, 20

Yayoi jar
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Medieval Japan
The rise of a military class brought with it tensions 
between the military and the aristocracy. In 
1221, the emperor Go-Toba issued a decree to 
overthrow the shogun (the head of a shogunate). 
The shogunate responded by sending an army 
that exiled the emperor and gave further political 
control to the shogun.21, 22

Although Japan had become highly militarized, 
it took an act of fate to save it from foreign rule. 
Throughout the first half of the 13th century, the 
Mongols of Genghis Khan and his successors 
conquered most of Asia. By the 1260s, Kublai 
Khan established his capital in modern-day 
Beijing and began to set his sights on Japan. In 
1274, as many as 40,000 men embarked from 
Korea intent on invading Japan.23 They arrived 
in Hakata Bay of Kyushu, but a sudden typhoon 
destroyed the Mongol fleet and spared Japan. In 
anticipation of a second invasion, the shogunate 

began building a defensive wall around Hakata Bay. The Mongols returned 7 years 
later with 140,000 Korean and Chinese troops. Once again a swift and fierce typhoon 
destroyed the invading army and saved Japan. Japanese still celebrate the “divine wind” 
(kamikaze) that saved them from foreign dominance.24, 25, 26

The temporary unity found in fighting off the Mongol army was short-lived. Because 
the Kamakura Shogunate sought to further solidify its influence and weaken that of the 
imperial court, it allowed competing imperial lines to contend for power. Economic 
hardships spurred local challenges to the central authority of the shogun. By 1338, a 
new shogunate had taken power.27, 28, 29 The Ashikaga Shogunate (1338–1567) was not 
as powerful as its predecessor, and by 1467 each of Japan’s 260 feudal houses (daimyo) 
was essentially autonomous. A century of conflict followed, known as the Warring 
States Period, as warlords from many clans attempted to assert control.30 Europeans first 
arrived in Japan in 1543 and their musket technology quickly revolutionized warfare in 
the country.31, 32, 33, 34

Portrait of the Emperor Go-Toba
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Early Modern Japan
The last decades of the 16th century saw a return 
toward unity. Several strong military leaders 
defeated the competing daimyo. The first was Oda 
Nobunga, who gained support of the emperor in 
1568 and united about one-third of the country.35, 

36, 37 After Nobunga’s assassination in 1582, his chief 
general Hideyoshi followed in his footsteps. By 
1590, all of Japan, though still decentralized, fell 
under Hideyoshi’s rule without major competition 
from other daimyo.38, 39 However, Hideyoshi 
weakened his rule by overreaching into China in 
the 1590s. His death in 1598 left room for a new 
strongman to take control.40, 41

After Hideyoshi’s death, one of his chief 
lieutenants, Tokugawa Ieyasu, consolidated power 
and set the stage for nearly 300 years of peace. In 
1600, Ieyasu defeated his military rivals, and in 
1603, the emperor declared him shogun. Ieyasu 
chose Edo, modern-day Tokyo, for his capital, and 
the Tokugawa Shogunate (also known as the Edo 
Bakufu) began.42, 43, 44

This period in Japanese history is known 
for several important factors. Ieyasu greatly 
strengthened the shogunate system and 

established his successor early; by doing so he ensured continued national unity. A class 
system developed, composed of warriors, farmers, artisans, and merchants developed.45, 

46 Tension later arose among these groups as economic and social change challenged 
traditional social boundaries.47

A policy of national seclusion began in the 1630s. Japanese were no longer permitted 
to travel outside the nation.48, 49 However, the real intent of the policy was not to end 
relations with outsiders. Rather, the intent was to gain more control over foreign 
trade and limit the influence of Christianity.50 The Portuguese, and their Catholic 
missionaries, were not allowed to enter Japanese ports. The Dutch and Chinese were the 
only legally recognized foreign traders.51, 52 Seclusion brought with it a flowering of native 
culture. Isolation also further entrenched the military feudal system. As a commercial 
economy grew, greater stratification and exploitation led to unrest. Despite the long 
period without civil war, economic crises and natural disasters during the 1700s, as well 
as foreign pressure during the 1800s, caused many intellectuals to reject the shogunate 
system.53, 54, 55, 56 
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Meiji Restoration
A major shift in Japan occurred in the late 19th century when the shogunate ended. 
For decades, prominent thinkers had felt that the country needed to regenerate. The 
emperor, a symbol larger than the shogunate, was the focus of reform.57 Foreign powers, 
unsatisfied daimyo, and discontent samurai had grievances with the shogunate.58 By 
1867 the shogun was pressured to step down, and 1868 marked the restoration of power 
to the emperor. Revolutionaries surrounded the newly crowned emperor (who took 
the name Meiji, “enlightened rule”) and took upon themselves an ambitious agenda for 
reform.59, 60, 61

The Meiji originally intended to restore the power of the emperor, and rebuild Japan in 
the images of Shinto-oriented state that existed 1,000 years before. The Meiji quickly 
established an Office of Shinto Worship. The government lent its support and legitimacy 
to Shinto educators. The importance and power of Buddhism in state affairs diminished 
with the resurgence of Shintoism. Christianity became legal and Confucianism 
continued to be a central ethical doctrine.62, 63

Meiji reformers quickly instituted many changes. They viewed the feudalism of the 
shogunate as a weakness and abolished the daimyo. The dissolving of class distinctions, 
and laws conscripting non-samurai into the military, further weakened the samurai. 
Education became compulsory, and the state actively developed the economy. Reformers 
introduced electoral politics, and a constitution came into effect in 1889. Many of the 
reforms met with considerable resistance, but the new Japanese army easily put down 
uprisings and protests.64, 65, 66 Meanwhile, the Meiji continued their efforts to modernize 

Writing the Meiji constitution
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Japan. Significant growth in manufacturing and industry began. Even the military 
underwent rapid modernization. Many Japanese military cadets went abroad to study in 
military academies in Europe and the United States.67

Imperial Expansion
One of the most important aspects of the imperial 
restoration was the regional expansion that 
followed. Japan sought to include the Korean 
peninsula in its zone of influence from the first 
years of the Meiji period. By the time Emperor 
Meiji died in 1912, Japan had annexed Korea, 
taken control of Taiwan (Formosa), and won wars 
against China and Russia.68, 69, 70, 71

Japan’s imperial expansion continued into the 
1930s. The rise of militarists in the government 
proved to be a major contributor to pre-war 
tensions.72, 73 In September of 1931, a unit of the 
Japanese military, acting independently of the 
government, occupied the Manchurian city of 
Mukden in northeast China. The army expanded 
into all of Manchuria in the following months.74, 

75 When the League of Nations demanded 
Japan withdraw from Manchuria, Japan left the 
organization.76, 77

In July 1937, Japan started a full-scale war with 
China at the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing. 
During the invasion of mainland China that 
followed, Japan committed many atrocities. 
Among the most brutal was the incident known as 
“the rape of Nanking” during which 150,000 male 

prisoners and 50,000 male civilians were murdered, and more than 20,000 women and 
girls were raped.78, 79, 80 The army knew Emperor Hirohito was upset by their actions in 
China. Many thought Hirohito an ineffective and weak leader. An assassination attempt 
was foiled in October 1932. Although the emperor’s brother was implicated in the plot, 
he was not arrested. The others were arrested, but quickly released. In 1933, another 
coup backed by the army was thwarted. The conspirators got suspended sentences.81

Tensions flared between the military and the Rightists in the government. By 1936, 
the situation had reached a critical stage. Young army officers tried again to overthrow 
the government. Several people were killed, including the former prime minister. This 
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time, the Emperor’s response was direct. On the third day, Hirohito ordered the rebels 
to withdraw. The leaders surrendered, but instead of the leniency granted to former 
conspirators, Hirohito had them executed. In a final insult, their ashes were never 
returned to the families.82

Prelude to War
Japan’s military actions concerned the United 
States, which supported the Chinese nationalist 
government of Chiang Kai-shek. 83 Japan 
strengthened its relations with Germany when 
it signed the Anti-Comintern Pact. Later, Japan 
firmed its relations with Italy, which officially 
recognized Japan as the leader of the new Asian 
order. The three nations agreed to come to 
each other’s defense in the event that any were 
attacked.84

Following the Anti-Comintern signing, relations 
with the Soviet Union declined. The Soviets were 
providing military and financial assistance to 
the Chinese. Tensions soon escalated further. 
Hundreds of border clashes between Soviet and 
Japanese troops occurred along the border. An 
air war broke out between the two nations over 
Mongolia in 1939. Divisions within the Japanese 
army, however, ended the campaign. Instead, 
the Japanese opted to continue its aggression 
against the Soviets with a land attack. The Soviets 
eventually overpowered the Japanese. A cease fire 
agreement in September ended the hostilities.85, 86

Meanwhile, Japan’s relations with the West 
continued to worsen. The United States and Great 

Britain continued to support the Chinese nationalists. Anti-Japanese furor grew in 
the United States after a U.S. gunboat was sunk in the Yangtze River in 1937. In 1939, 
The U.S. renounced its 1911 commerce treaty with the Japanese, setting the stage for 
future embargos.87 When Japan occupied Indochina in 1940, the United States froze its 
assets and placed an oil embargo on Japan, which lacked its own natural resources.88 
Subsequent negotiations between the United States and Japan failed, and Japan began its 
final preparations for war.89, 90

Chiang Kai-shek
Courtesy of Wikipedia
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World War II
Japan bombed Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor on 7 
December 1941 in a surprise attack that killed 
2,400 Americans and crippled the U.S. Pacific 
Fleet.91, 92 The Japanese strategy was to incapacitate 
the United States long enough to gain significant 
ground in the Pacific. With major territory won in 
the Pacific, Japan hoped the United States would 
view a counter-campaign as too costly. U.S. aircraft 
carriers were not in Pearl Harbor during the time 
of the attack, however, and the United States was 
able to rebuild its fleet faster than Japan expected. 
Although Japan had made significant gains in the 
first several months of 1942, by June the United 
States rebounded.93, 94

A major turning point occurred in June 1942 when United States forces devastated 
the Japanese Navy at Midway Island, southeast of Japan at the northwestern end of the 
Hawaiian Islands. U.S. forces sank four Japanese aircraft carriers, while only losing one 
of their own.95, 96 The decisive victory allowed the U.S. to begin taking the offensive in 
the war. Although many brutal battles occurred in the next 3 years, the United States 
made continuous progress until its island-hopping campaign brought it within striking 
distance of mainland Japan in 1944.97

Although bombing raids on Japanese cities put pressure on Japan to surrender, Emperor 
Hirohito and some hawkish military advisors disregarded advice to end the war.98 
They hoped to gain a major victory that would sweeten the final peace terms.99 In 
July of 1945, Japan rejected the ultimatum of the Potsdam Declaration, warning that 
Japan would face destruction if it did not surrender. In early August, the United States 
detonated atomic bombs over the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, prompting Japan to 
surrender.100

Japan lay in ruins. Nearly 4% of the prewar population, including two million Japanese 
soldiers and one million civilians, perished during the war.101 Over 40,000 tons of 
napalm bombs had destroyed all of the nation’s major cities–along with their industry 
and infrastructure. Food shortages wracked the nation.102, 103

USS Arizona after attack on Pearl Harbor
© Archives.gov
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After the War
The United States occupied Japan until 1952. Led 
by General Douglas MacArthur, Japan began a 
process of economic reform, democratization, 
and demilitarization. Japan lost the territory 
gained after 1894, and many Japanese military 
commanders were tried for war crimes. For the 
sake of stability, Hirohito remained emperor, 
but became a mere symbol of the state. Actual 
sovereignty shifted to the people.104, 105, 106, 107

New economic reforms redistributed land to 
farmers. Farm subsidies helped invigorate the 
agriculture sector. Prosperity came quickly to 
rural Japan, leading to the nation’s transition to 
a consumer economy by the 1960s. New laws 

strengthened labor and led to the rise of unions.108 Political reforms gave women the 
right to vote. They also ended the power of men as the undisputed heads of families. 
Women also received the right to serve in the government.109

Between 1952 and 1973, Japan’s economy grew exponentially. Economic change 
occurred alongside rapid social change. People moved to the cities in search of greater 
opportunities, leading to an explosion in the urban population. In 25 years, from 1945 
to 1970, Tokyo’s population tripled to about nine million people. Japan worked to forge 
new relations with the international community. Soon, the new Japan had considerably 
elevated its image and status and in 1964, it hosted the Summer Olympic Games.110

Japan responded to a downturn in the world economy in the 1970s by further 
diversifying its markets and sources of raw materials.111 The automobile industry and 
the manufacturing of consumer electronics drove the economic boom.112 In the 1980s, 
easy credit and high speculation drove a bubble economy that eventually burst in the 
early 1990s.113 In 2008, Japan spiraled into a deep economic depression. A fragile 
recovery in 2009 and 2010 was interrupted by the strongest earthquake in Japan’s history 
in March 2011.114 The earthquake and the ensuing tsunami off the eastern coast of 
Honshu killed tens of thousands. The subsequent nuclear crisis from damaged nuclear 
power facilities devastated Japan’s infrastructure.115

General MacArthur and Emperor Hirohito
U.S. Federal Government
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Current Events: 2011-2014
Following the largest natural disaster in 
its history, Japan set to work handling the 
aftermath. The nuclear meltdown of the 
Fukushima left nearly 800 sq km (310 sq mi) 
around the plant too contaminated for human 
habitation. Approximately 160,000 were forced 
to abandon their property and move elsewhere. 
Decontamination efforts have proved ineffective 
and left a devastated nuclear wasteland.116 The 
government’s poor handling of the crisis and its 
immediate aftermath led the prime minister to 
step down.117

Diplomatic tensions with neighbors worsened 
in 2012. Japan recalled its ambassador to South 
Korea after the South Korean president visited 

the disputed islands of Takeshima (Dokdo to the South Koreans).118, 119 The Chinese 
cancelled ceremonies marking the 40th anniversary of renewed diplomatic relations 
with Japan, over another sovereignty dispute over the Senkaku Islands (Diaoyu to the 
Chinese).120, 121

Japan began rethinking its national security policy in 2013. The government approved 
the relocation of a US military airbase on Okinawa.122. 123 The government also agreed 
to increase its defense spending. Some saw the measure as a response to China’s 
continuing aggression in the region. Tensions over the administration of the Senkaku/
Diaoyu Islands are rising. Japan began the construction of a radar site on the island as 
part of its military expansion aimed at protecting its national sovereignty. The move 
angered China, which has recently been reminding the world of Japan’s brutality during 
its World War II invasions of China.124, 125, 126 In 2014, the government passed legislation 
paving the way for Japanese troops to fight overseas. Since World War II, Japan’s 
constitution has prohibited Japan from using military force, except as a matter of self-
defense.127, 128

NRC team at Fukushima
© Nuclear Regulatory Commission
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1.	 China had no influence on Japan until the Yamato court sent envoys to China  
	 in the fifth century C.E.

FALSE

Chinese Han influence was heavy in the Yayoi period of 250 B.C.E.–250 
C.E. Migration from China was an important factor in early Japanese 
history.

2.	 Buddhism arrived in Japan in the mid-sixth century C.E.
TRUE

Buddhism played a significant role in Japanese government and society. 
After several centuries, Japan developed its own unique expression of 
Buddhism.

3.	 Japan’s warrior class first developed among young members of the imperial  
	 family and low-ranking aristocrats.

TRUE

Samurai culture and the roots of a military government, known as a 
shogunate, are among the developments of the Heian period of 794–1185.

4.	 Japanese samurai decidedly defeated Mongol invaders in 1274, saving the  
	 country from foreign rule.

FALSE

Japan was saved from invading Mongol armies by fierce typhoons in 1274 
and again in 1281. The “divine wind” (kamikaze) is still celebrated in 
Japan.

5.	 Tokugawa Ieyasu successfully consolidated power in Japan, starting a period  
	 of nearly 300 years of peace.

TRUE

Japan was spared from conflict with other countries and rebellious civil 
wars during the years of the Tokugawa Shogunate.

Chapter 2 Assessment
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Chapter 3 Economy

Introduction
Following the end of World War II, Japan set about rebuilding the nation and its 
economy. Aided by a strong work ethic and close cooperation between manufacturing 
and government, the nation transformed itself. Today, Japan’s economy is the fourth-
largest in the world.1  The economy enjoyed moderate growth from 2000 to 2008. Since 
2008, the nation has suffered three recessions. Government stimulus packages aided 
economic recovery after the 2008 downturn and the economy appeared to be on the 
road to recovery in 2009. In 2011, a magnitude 9.0 earthquake caused a tsunami that 
devastated not only the economy, but the nation. Manufacturing throughout the nation 
was disrupted. Factories were destroyed. The flow of materials was interrupted and 
intermittent power outages stopped production.2, 3, 4 The tsunami caused the meltdown 
of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear reactors. Contamination from the accident has ruined 
nearly 800 sq km (310 sq mi) around the plant, leaving the land too contaminated for 
human habitation. Approximately 160,000 were forced to abandon their property and 

Workers in factory
© Steve Jurvetson



40
DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOREIGN LANGUAGE CENTER

DLIFLC Japan in Perspective: Economy

move elsewhere.5

The country’s new prime minister has made the country’s economy his most urgent 
concern. Japan’s membership in the Trans Pacific Partnership will open the Japanese 
economy to increased foreign competition, while creating new export markets. The 
government promises to restructure the economy, reduce the nation’s huge debt 
burden, and increase the value of the yen.6, 7, 8, 9  These new efforts, however, are running 
into problems. Nearly one fifth of government debt, which stood at 240% of GDP 
in September 2014, is owned by the Bank of Japan. The weaker yen was supposed to 
increase export revenue and demand, but the benefit has yet to materialize.10  Although 
the economic reforms have created jobs, most are “non-regular” positions. Non-regular 
employees, now 37% of the labor force, receive few protections and low wages.11, 12 The 
nation’s high-energy costs, aging population, dependence on exports, and shrinking 
population size offer long term challenges with no easy solutions. 13, 14, 15, 16

Agriculture
Japan has a small agricultural sector. It accounts 
for about 1% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
and employs approximately 4% of the labor 
force.17 Because of the mountainous terrain, only 
11% of Japan’s land is arable.18 Although much 
of the soil is of poor quality, Japan’s consistent 
rainfall and ready supply of freshwater allow for 
relatively easy irrigation.19 Japanese agriculture is 
not confined to rural areas. In fact, agricultural 
land is quite common in urban areas. These 
urban plots generate nearly one-third of the 
nation’s agricultural output. One in four farming 
households lives in an urban setting.20

The most important agricultural product in Japan 
is rice.21 Japan is the world’s tenth-largest rice 
producer.22  Nonetheless, the agriculture sector 
and the rice farmers are in for major changes. The 
aging farm population, the failure of young people 
to get into farming, and the number of abandoned 
rice paddies have created what some regard as an 
unstainable system on the verge of collapse.23, 24, 25 

Most rice is grown on inefficient paddies less than 
one hectare (2.5 acres) in size.26, 27, 28, 29, 30

For many years, the government protected local 
Fields in Japan

© autan / flickr.com
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rice producers by banning the import of cheaper international rice. Although the 
government began allowing modest rice imports in 1993, most foreign rice is used 
as animal feed, stored, or re-exported as food aid.31 The government subsidizes rice 
farmers who are not making a profit.32 The policy of gentan pays farmers to let their land 
lie fallow, but the plan is slated to be discontinued by 2018.33, 34, 35

Industry
Japan’s economy is driven by its industry, which 
accounts for 26% of the nation’s GDP.36 The 
industrial sector has been largely stagnant for 
twenty years. Nevertheless, Japanese industries are 
among the world’s most technologically advanced 
and innovative. 37, 38 The number of people 
employed in the manufacturing and industrial 
sector has been declining in recent years, as 
more people move into the expanding services 
sector. As the cost of labor increases in Japan, 
many manufacturers are moving their factories 
to other countries, such as Thailand, Myanmar, 
and Indonesia, where labor costs are lower.39, 40, 41 
Today, the sector employs approximately 26% of 

the labor force.42

Japan is home to six of the top ten vehicle manufacturers in the world. The country’s 
automotive industry is second only to China in terms of the number of vehicles 
produced.43 Only Germany exports more automobiles.44 The country is also the largest 
electronic manufacturer in the world.45 In addition to popular consumer electronics 
and automobiles, Japan’s main industries include machine tools, steel, ships, chemicals, 
textiles, and processed food.46, 47 Japanese manufacturing was severely disrupted after the 
earthquake and tsunami, which struck the country in 2011. Before the natural disaster, 
Japan had the 8th highest level of industrial production in the world. In 2011, it had 
the 8th worst level of growth.48 The sector has largely recovered from the disaster. Most 
industries are back on track with pre-disaster production levels.49 Still, the sector faces 
increasing pressure to reduce costs, reduce its labor force, and increase productivity.50, 51

Electronics and computer shops
© Richard Murdey
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Energy
With few of its own energy resources, Japan is 
able to meet less than 10% of its domestic energy 
supplies.52 Japan meets its significant energy needs 
largely through imports. It is the world’s third-
largest consumer of oil and third-largest importer of 
crude oil.53 The majority of Japan’s electricity comes 
from thermal plants that use either oil or coal for 
fuel.54 Approximately 83% of Japan’s oil comes from 
the Middle East. Saudi Arabia alone contributes 
nearly one-third of the oil imports, with  the United 
Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, and Iran providing 
much of the remainder.55 No country imports 
more liquefied natural gas (LNG) and only China 
imports more coal than Japan.56 LNG has become 

more popular as the country has moved toward reducing pollutants, such as greenhouse 
gases.57 Liquefied natural gas demand rose sharply following the earthquake in 2010. 
Roughly one-third of LNG imports are from Southeast Asia, particularly Indonesia and 
Malaysia. Qatar is now the nation’s second largest LNG supplier.58

Japan was the world’s third-largest producer of nuclear energy before the Fukushima 
disaster in 2011.59 All nuclear energy production stopped for two years after the 
plant’s meltdown resulting from the devastating earthquake and tsunami. In 2013, 
several nuclear facilities reopened, but production remains far below 2011 levels.60, 61 

The shutdown of the nuclear reactors cost the government millions. It also negatively 
affected the nation’s balance of trade. Several major organizations have petitioned the 
government to reopen plants as quickly as possible.62

Onagawa Nuclear Power Plant
© LERK / wikipedia.org
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Trade
Japan is one of the largest importers and 
exporters in the world.63, 64 In the first half of 
2014, Japan carried a negative balance of trade.65 
The country’s main exports include motor 
vehicles, semiconductors, iron and steel products, 
automobile parts, plastics, and power generating 
machinery. The top five export partners are the 
United States, China, South Korea, Thailand, and 
Hong Kong.66, 67, 68  Japan’s imports are largely 
raw materials needed to drive the country’s 
manufacturing. Fuel and food are also key 
imports.69, 70, 71 The top import partners include 
China, the United States, Australia, Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, South Korea, and 
Qatar.72, 73

Japan is implementing a series of reform and trade liberalization policies to open its 
economy. Japan, along with 15 other nations, is part of the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP). The aim of the organization is to develop stronger 
and more favorable trading policies among the participating nations.74, 75 Japan also 
joined the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) in 2014. TPP aims to establish a free-trade 
area involving a dozen countries. Disagreements between the United States and Japan, 
however, have created a stalemate, which has delayed full implementation.76, 77

Goods made in Japan
© Ballookey Klugeypop
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Tourism
Tourism is rapidly becoming one of the most 
important segments in the Japanese economy. 
Prime Minister Abe is focused on doubling the 
number of international visitors to the island 
nation by 2020. As part of the strategy, Japan 
will host the 2020 Summer Olympics.78 Nearly 
10.4 million tourists visited Japan in 2013. In 
the first eight months of 2014, approximately 8.6 
million foreigners visited Japan.79 Nearly three-
fourths of all tourists who visit Japan are from 
neighboring Asian countries. The largest number 
of Asian visitors came from China, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and Thailand. Significant numbers 
of tourists also arrive from the United States, 
Europe, and Canada.80, 81, 82 To help increase the 
number of tourists, important programs have been 
implemented. These include upgrading airport 
access, providing free internet services, increasing 
the number of English speakers in the tourism 
industry, and easing visa restrictions.83, 84 Domestic 
tourism is also increasing. Many domestic 
tourists take day trips, although more domestic 
travelers are choosing to stay overnight at their 
destination.85

Popular destinations in Japan include castles, 
gardens, temples, and shrines. Japan has 18 sites 
on the UNESCO World Heritage List, including 14 

fabricated structures and four natural areas.86 UNESCO added Japan’s famous Mt Fuji to 
its list of World Heritage Sites in 2013.87  Winter sports attract many tourists to northern 
Japan.88

Imperial Palace, Tokyo
© Erik Dunham
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Banking & Finance
Japanese banks are among the largest in the world, 
but many of them are not profitable because 
they carry large debt loads.89 The main types of 
banks are city, trust, regional, Shinkin, and Credit 
Cooperative banks. City banks deal primarily 
with corporate clients and operate nationwide. 
They control about half of all the banking sector’s 
assets. Trust banks provide mostly commercial 
functions and asset management. They focus 
on real estate markets and wealth management. 
Regional banks are medium-sized institutions that 
provide retail services for mostly individual clients 
and small to medium sized enterprises (SMEs), 
within their specific prefecture. Shinkin banks 
are credit unions. Smaller than regional banks, 
Shinkin banks deal mostly with local clients, 
especially SMEs. Credit cooperatives specialize 
in SME finance.90, 91, 92, 93 In 2013, 59 foreign banks 
were licensed in Japan. These banks are from a 
variety of nations, including Brazil, China, India, 
Switzerland, Canada, South Korea, Germany, and 
the United States.94

The Bank of Japan is the nation’s central bank. 
It has 32 branches operating throughout the 

nation. The bank was established in 1882, but was reorganized in 1942. In 1997, further 
changes made the bank more transparent and independent. Today, the Bank of Japan is 
responsible for issuing banknotes and regulating national monetary policy.95, 96, 97

The yen (JPY) was established as the nation’s official currency in 1871.98, 99, 100 In late 
October 2014, USD 1 traded at approximately JPY 107.101 The new economic policies of 
Prime Minister Abe have weakened the yen against the dollar. The fall of the yen against 
the dollar and other major currencies could spark broader problems for the global 
economy.102 Worries over the yen’s continuing devaluation have prompted many in 
Japan’s business sector to call for government intervention to stop the slide.103, 104

In May 1878, the Tokyo Stock Exchange was established. In 2013, it merged with the 
Osaka Securities Exchange to become the world’s third-largest exchange.105, 106, 107, 

108  More than 3,400 companies are listed on the exchange. In 2013, the Tokyo Stock 
Exchange had a total market capitalization of more than USD 3.3 trillion.109, 110, 111

Tokyo Stock Exchange
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Standard of Living
Despite economic challenges in the 1990s and 
early 21st century, Japan enjoys a high standard 
of living. According to the 2012 Human 
Development Index, Japan was ranked 10th in 
the world.112 The average disposable income per 
capital is roughly USD 25,066, above the OECD 
average.113 Healthcare is free for every Japanese 
citizen.114 Japan has the world’s third highest life 
expectancy at 84 years.115 The national literacy rate 
is 99%.116

The picture is not all rosy, however. A recent 
report suggests that poverty is on the rise. As 

many as one in six Japanese lives in poverty. Most of these are among Japan’s working 
poor.117 In 2012, nearly 16% of Japanese children lived in poverty, the highest level in 30 
years. This is the highest rate of child poverty among countries in the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).118 Half of all single-parent families 
fell below the poverty line. Most single-parent households are headed by women, who 
average only JPY 1.8 million (USD 16,848) a year.119, 120

The cost of living is generally higher than in the United States. Consumer prices, in 
general, are about 16% higher. Food, utilities, clothing, and leisure activities are all 
more expensive than in the United States. Rents for one-bedroom apartments are 
slightly lower than in the United States. In city centers, however, Japanese rents are 
approximately 11% higher, around USD 1,948 a month. However, the purchase price 
of apartments, per square meter, is nearly 67% higher.121 In 2013,Tokyo was the most 
expensive city in the world.122, 123 Osaka ranked as the world’s second most expensive 
city.124

Apartments, Osaka
© Magalie L’Abbé
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Economic Outlook
Japan had an unemployment rate of 4.1% in 
2013.125 Although relatively low, unemployment 
continues to fall as Japan’s workforce ages.126 
Unemployment is expected to remain below 4% 
through 2020.127, 128 Japan will be particularly 
hard-hit by the demands of its aging population. 
The country has a declining population growth 
rate and the fastest growing elderly population in 
the world. In 2011, nearly 25% of the population 
was over 65. Economic social security benefits 
and healthcare costs could slow economic growth 
as the government is forced to shift its fiscal 
priorities.129, 130 Japan’s debt, the costs associated 

with an aging population, and the lack of growth in the labor sector could produce 
future economic troubles. 131, 132, 133, 134

Prime Minister Abe has signaled his intention to move ahead with his economic reform 
package.135 The three main thrusts of the Abe plan include providing fiscal stimulus 
packages, easing of monetary policy, and structural changes to the economy.136 Abe’s 
government increased taxes from 5% to 8% in April 2014. That move appears to have 
put the brakes on some economic growth and it has slowed down the recovery. The 
government plans to increase taxes to 10% later in 2014. Many fear that could further 
weaken the already fragile economy.137  Some projections suggest that the reform 
package will double inflation to a rate of 2%.138  It is likely, however, that inflation will 
stay below the 2% target set by the Bank of Japan.139, 140, 141 Japan’s economy is expected 
to increase by less than 1% in 2015. Growth will remain below 1.5% in the medium 
term.142, 143, 144 Japan’s current debt load is unsustainable. Debt reduction remains the 
centerpiece of any long term success in solving the nation’s economic woes. Japan’s 
current debt is more than 200% of national GDP.  Numerous projections suggest that 
the debt level will remain and continue to be greater than 200% for at least the next 
decade.145, 146, 147

Elderly Japanese women
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1.	 Japan no longer operates any nuclear power plants.
FALSE

All nuclear energy production stopped for two years because of the 
Fukushima meltdown after the devastating earthquake and tsunami. In 
2013, several nuclear facilities reopened, but production remains far below 
2011 levels.

2.	 Japan’s agricultural sector accounts for less than 5% of the nation’s Gross Do 
	 mestic Product.

TRUE 

Japan has a small agricultural sector. It accounts for about 1% of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and employs approximately 4% of the labor 
force.

3.	 In addition to consumer electronics and automobiles, Japan exports chemical  
	 products and plastics. 

TRUE 

Other exports include cement, paper, synthetic rubber, and metals. Japan 
is also one of the world’s major shipbuilders.

4.	 Japan is the world’s largest automobile exporter.
FALSE

Japan is the second-largest automobile exporter in the world behind 
Germany, which exports more automobiles.

5.	 Japan imports its oil primarily from the South Pacific.
False

Approximately 83% of Japan’s oil comes from the Middle East. Saudi 
Arabia alone contributes nearly one-third of the oil imports with the 
United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, and Iran providing much of the 
remainder.

Chapter 3 Assessment
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Chapter 4 Society

Introduction
More than two centuries of national seclusion during the Tokugawa shogunate helped 
Japan develop a society and culture unique to the rest of the world. The country has 
undergone modernization since the Meiji restoration of 1868, and throughout the 20th 
century. Despite fundamental changes in Japanese society following World War II, 
many prewar aspects of Japanese culture have endured. Among them are the traditional 
religious beliefs that have helped shape Japanese society for centuries. Many of Japan’s 
traditional arts are also centuries old, although other art forms have developed much 
more recently. As Japan became a major global economic player during the late 20th 
century, symbols of its unique society also became internationally recognizable.

Japanese family
© Kiks Balayon
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Ethnic Groups and Languages
Today, 98.5% of the population is ethnically 
Japanese. Most of the population today descended 
from migrants from China and Korea many 
centuries ago.1, 2 An indigenous group, known 
as the Ainu, once occupied much of Hokkaido, 
the Kuril Islands, and Sakhalin. However, this 
group has largely vanished in Japan through 
generations of intermarriage and assimilation.3, 

4 Today, roughly 25,000 people of Ainu descent 
live in Japan, and the Ainu language has almost 
completely vanished.5, 6 In 2008, a new law 
recognized the Ainu as an indigenous people with 
a distinct language, culture, and religion.7

During Japan’s occupation of Korea, many Koreans moved (or were moved by the 
Japanese) to Japan. Their descendents have either intermarried with ethnic Japanese or 
they constitute much of Japan’s Korean minority.8 The largest number of ethnic Koreans 
live in Osaka, although Tokyo and Hyogo prefectures also have a substantial number of 
ethnic Koreans. Most speak only Korean, although an increasing number of the younger 
population speaks only Japanese.9

Although the country has no secondary languages competing with Japanese, the 
Japanese language varies throughout the country. Regional dialects developed over time, 
benefitting from the geographic isolation and mountainous topography of the islands. 
Some dialects, such as the Kagoshima dialect of Kyushu, are completely unintelligible 
to residents of the main island of Honshu. Similarly, some dialects in the north are not 
understood outside that region.10, 11 Residents of Okinawa and the other islands in the 
Ryukyu chain have their own unique dialects.12 Nevertheless, the Tokyo dialect of the 
warrior class is the standard for a common language.13, 14

The Japanese writing system developed from Chinese characters, beginning in the 
fourth century C.E. The Chinese-based writing system, known as kanji, is still used 
along with the later-developed kana system of writing in Japan. The kana system has 
characters for every syllable in a word as opposed to the purely symbolic iconography 
of the kanji system. The modern language is uses two phonetic alphabets: hiragana and 
katakana. Modern script includes a combination of hiragana, katakana, and kanji. Some 
texts may also include romaji or Roman letters.15, 16, 17

Middle-aged Japanese woman
© Trent McBride
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Religion
Religion has historically played an influential role in Japan. It still plays an important 
role in society, although that role is largely hidden. Two beliefs, Shinto and Buddhism, 
dominate the religious sphere. Unlike religions in many other parts of the world, Japan’s 
major faiths are not mutually exclusive. Followers of Shinto in Japan account for nearly 
84% of the population, while 71% of the country believes in Buddhism. Added together, 
these numbers equal far more than 100% because many in Japan follow both Shinto and 
Buddhism.18, 19

Shinto
Shinto (literally “the way of the gods”) differs 
from other major world religions in that it does 
not trace its roots to a single founder, nor does it 
have sacred scripture. Rather, it is an indigenous 
Japanese spirituality and holds that humans are 
essentially good and must perform certain rites 
to keep away evil spirits. These rites usually occur 
at sacred Shinto shrines, where people gather 
to pay their respects to the gods (kami) and to 
gain fortification from evil spirits. Kami may be 
contained in physical aspects, such as mountains 
and rivers, or in the more abstract manifestations 
of nature, such as the wind. When people die 
they become kami and are revered by their 

descendents.20, 21, 22

Shinto played a major role in the social development of Japan. Its principles are still 
evident in the daily rituals of many Japanese. It is closely connected to the basic Japanese 
value system. The basic principles include the veneration of ancestors, a respect for the 
beauty of nature, and ritual purity. One essential feature of the religion is the view that 
each person is not considered a solitary person, separate from the community. Instead, 
each individual is considered as one who bears a long history from his/her ancestors, 
which is continued through each individual. Each person is also regarded as a member 
of group.23, 24

At the end of World War II, The Allied Supreme Commander ordered the Japanese 
government to end State Shinto. The government cut off all public funds supporting 
the religion, and ended official relations with Shinto shrines. These regulations were 
included in the new national constitution adopted in 1947.25

Shinto shrine
© Timothy Takemoto
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Buddhism
Buddhism first came to Japan from Korea and 
China in the sixth century C.E. The new religion 
fell in and out of favor with ruling elites for 
centuries.26, 27 Its central tenet is the possibility of 
escaping human suffering through the practice 
of meditation and certain moral precepts.28, 

29 Buddhism teaches that salvation comes by 
relinquishing worldly goods and desires, and 
living a life of moderation. Believers can reach a 
state of nirvana, or ultimate peace, and no longer 
experience pain or worry.30 Several branches of 
Buddhism exist in Japan, but there are two main 
branches. The first is the Mahayana school, which 
believes that the goal of Buddhist practice is the 

liberation of all people. The second, Hinayana (aka Theravada), focuses on individual 
liberation.31

Zen Buddhism is the most widely practiced form of the religion in Japan, today. Zen 
Buddhism emphasizes personal experience over scriptural study. The main objective 
of Zen is satori, or personal enlightenment which can be reached through practice. 
Two main schools of Zen Buddhism operate in Japan. Although both agree about the 
basic nature and quality of satori, they differ in how it is obtained. The first school is 
Soto Zen, which emphasizes sitting meditation. The second school, Rinzai Zen, places 
less emphasis on meditation and quiet contemplation as a path to enlightenment. The 
Rinzai approach is much more dynamic, and historically included shouting and yelling 
at disciples. It sometimes included hitting or kicking individuals. Those practices have 
largely been replaced by the trademark “koan.” The koan is a paradoxical statement such 
as “what is the sound of one hand clapping?” The idea is to force disciples to appreciate 
life beyond rational limits, and to create a greater awareness. Rinzai Zen was particularly 
popular among the military who saw it as a way of life, rather than simply a religious 
philosophy.32, 33, 34, 35

Zen Buddhist temple, Kyoto
© Aurelio Asiain
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Christianity
Christianity has a small presence in Japan. It first 
reached Japan’s shores in the 16th century, but 
it was banned through much of the Tokugawa 
period. Freedom of religion was introduced after 
the Meiji Restoration (1868), and Christians were 
allowed to practice openly in Japanese society. 
Today, Christians officially comprise between 
1 and 2% of the population. Most are centered 
in the western region of the country.36, 37 Some 
surveys suggest that the number of Christians may 
be as high as 5%. Christianity seems to be more 
popular among the young population, particularly 
teenagers.38, 39

Catholic missionaries are thought to have first arrived in Japan in 1549. They built 
churches and schools and began to convert the local population. By 1597, however, anti-
Christian sentiment was on the rise. More than two dozen Christians were crucified by 
order of the Japanese ruler. In 1614, Tokugawa Ieyasu outlawed the religion and expelled 
all missionaries. Japanese Christians were persecuted and many were killed. For the 
next 250 years, Japan’s surviving Christians continued to practice their religion in secret 
with no priests. Many more Christians were killed in the mid-1800s when they were 
discovered. Pressure by Europe and the United States to end the persecution resulted in 
the legalization of Christianity in 1873.40, 41

Church in Japan
© waka / flickr.com
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Cuisine
Japanese cuisine is one of the country’s most 
famous cultural exports. Among all its celebrated 
dishes, sushi is king. First created centuries ago as 
a way of preserving fish, sushi dishes are prepared 
with rice, vinegar, and seafood.42 Tuna, seaweed, 
octopus, and tofu are common ingredients.43 
Sashimi is a similar dish that consists of thinly 
sliced seafood served without rice. Raw tuna, 
squid, mackerel, and octopus are common 
sashimi dishes. A Japanese spicy mustard, wasabi, 
may accompany sushi or sashimi, in addition to 
soy sauce.44, 45 Other traditional foods include 
tempura, a Portuguese-inspired dish of battered 
and fried seafood or vegetable; soba noodles made 

of wheat flour; and soups.46

Popular dishes include Donburi, a bowl of plain rice with ingredients such as stewed 
beef, chicken and eggs, or raw seafood.47 Kare raisu, curried rice, is Japanese-style rice 
served with Japanese curry sauce. The dish is often served with potatoes carrots, onions, 
and some kind of meat. Unlike the familiar Indian curry sauces, Japanese curry is 
generally thicker and sweeter.48

Hot-pot dishes (nabe) are popular noodle dishes. Typical ingredients are Japanese 
vegetables, such as leeks and cabbage, mushrooms with some meat or seafood. The 
dish has many regional variations. Sukiyaki is a nabe dish made with vegetables, thinly 
sliced meat, mushrooms, and noodles simmered in sweet soy sauce. Chanko nabe, also 
known as Sumo stew, is a dish favored by Sumo wrestlers. The dish often features daikon 
radishes, carrots, mushrooms, leeks, cabbage, and large amounts of protein in the form 
of pork, beef, or chicken all simmered in broth and served in one pot.49, 50, 51

Tokyo has become a major player in the game of high-class restaurants and is now home 
to restaurants that rival the best in London, Paris, and New York. Many of Tokyo’s highly 
rated restaurants serve Italian, French, Spanish, and other international cuisine.52 Tokyo 
also has many eating options beyond its top-tier restaurants, and boasts many more 
total restaurants than Paris and New York combined.53

Shabu-Shabu dinner
© Jedi RC
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Traditional Dress
Western-style clothing is the most popular 
fashion in Japan, but traditional Japanese clothing 
continues to thrive. The Japanese kimono, an 
ankle-length robe tied with a sash and usually 
with long sleeves and a v-neck, remains important 
not only as a cultural symbol, but also for use on 
special occasions. The tradition of the kimono 
(which literally means “clothing”) began with the 
Chinese p’ao robe and dates to before the Nara 
Period (710–794). Many varieties of kimono 
have developed over time. The kimono did 
not originate in Japan, but its unique Japanese 
decorative styles developed in the 17th and 
18th centuries. Kimonos are popularly worn 
for cultural events such as tea ceremonies and 
art classes. They are also common for weddings 
(during which the bride and groom may each 
wear several different styles throughout the 
ceremony) as well as for funerals and coming-of-
age ceremonies.54, 55, 56

Women’s kimono come in various colors and 
designs. The more formal furisodé kimono, worn 
by single women, is distinguished by its long 
baggy sleeves. The tomosodé, with its characteristic 
normal sleeves, is worn by married women. 
Men’s kimono are usually black. For ceremonial 
occasions, the men’s kimono includes a hakama 

and a haori. The hakama resembles culottes worn over the kimono. The haori is a half-
length coat commonly sporting the family crest on the front, just below the shoulder 
line. A sash, known as an obi, is tied around the waist. Women also wear an obijimé, 
which is a band of cloth securing the obi in place. It can be tied in different ways to 
communicate messages such as congratulations or condolences.57

Both outfits are worn with socks called tabi.58 Traditional Japanese footwear is rarely 
worn, except with traditional clothing. The zori, reserved for formal occasions, are 
sandals made of rice straw or lacquered wood. Geta are raised wooden clogs worn with 
more informal clothing. They are a common part of the attire of today’s sumo wrestlers. 
Waraji are sandals made of straw rope. They were the choice of most common people in 
the past.59

Woman wearing kimono
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Gender Issues
In conventional Japanese society, women managed 
the daily affairs of the home, while their husbands 
stood as the head of the family for all other 
purposes. The constitution of 1947 overturned 
long-held laws that had reinforced such gender 
roles.60 Though progress has been made, many 
barriers remain for women. Much of Japanese 
society continues to value traditional gender 
roles. In a 2014, 40% of respondents aged 20-49, 
believed that married women should not work.61  
Japan continues to rate poorly in terms of gender 
equality. Discrimination may be more subtle than 
in the past, but remains pervasive. In the World 
Economic Forum Gender Equality Index in 2013, 
Japan rated 105 out of 135 nations.62, 63

Although more women appear to be embracing 
the idea of working, they are encountering a labor 
market that does not embrace their participation. 
Although 63% of women work in Japan, most 
hold temporary, part-time, or low status jobs.64 
In 2013, the World Economic Forum ranked 
Japan poorly for its preference for men in the 
workplace. Women continue to be paid less 
than men. In fact, men get higher wages if their 
wives don’t work. There are very few women in 
decision-making or power positions, and a serious 
underrepresentation of women in political power 

positions.65, 66, 67

More Japanese women are choosing to remain single. Marriage is no longer the social 
or economic necessity it once was.68, 69 In Tokyo, 21% female university graduates aged 
40-44 are not married and are likely to remain single. Half of Japanese women between 
the ages of 18-34 are unmarried and do not have a partner.70, 71 Many women report that 
it is too difficult to manage the home, take care of husbands and children and hold a 
full-time job. One consequence is that Japan has the most rapidly aging population in 
the world.72, 73, 74 For those who choose marriage, many are waiting longer. The average 
age for marriage among Japanese is about 30.75

Woman in kimono
© idua_japan / flickr.com
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Arts
Japanese arts are important contributors to a 
unique Japanese cultural identity. Many arts are 
instantly recognizable as Japanese, and carry 
an aura of romanticism and elegance outside of 
Japan.

Two forms of traditional Japanese theater have 
developed through the centuries. Noh theater 
traces its roots more than 800 years. The stage 
setup is rather simplistic with a notable absence 
of props, set pieces, and a main curtain.76, 77, 78 
Most Noh performances center around a main 
performer called the shite and a secondary role 
known as the waki.79 The visual appearance of the 
performers and their movements are essential in 
suggesting the theme of their drama. A musical 
chorus accompanies the performance, and masks 
and fans are especially indicative of the genre.80, 81

Kabuki theater, in contrast to its older relative, 
tends to be more high-spirited than Noh theater. 
Impressive staging, extravagant costuming, music, 
dance, mime, and singing all combine in plays that 
range from tragedies to adventures. In Kabuki, 
males play all the roles; an actor many appear as 
a man and a female impersonator (onnagata) in 

the same performance.82, 83, 84 Originally a product of the 17th century, Kabuki theater 
remains popular in Japan today.85, 86

While many of Japan’s arts remain concentrated in the island nation, one popular art 
form has had wide influence outside Japan. Japan’s unique manga style of comic art, in 
which long stories are told through black and white pictures with little text, is widely 
popular there. The comic industry in Japan is bigger than any other in the world.87, 88 
Manga comics have made an impression in Western media through the popular growth 
of Japanese anime (animation).89 Many other forms of artistic expression thrive in 
Japan. Landscape gardening, haiku poetry, flower arranging (ikebana), and taiko drum 
music.90, 91, 92, 93, 94

Childs Kabuki theatre
© nkenji / flickr.com



65
DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOREIGN LANGUAGE CENTER

DLIFLC Japan in Perspective: Society

Sports and Recreation
Baseball
Both foreign and native-born sports are popular 
in Japan. Baseball, known as yakyu in Japan, 
has become a popular national sport. Baseball’s 
roots in the country extend to the 1870s, and its 
popularity has grown ever since.95 By the 1950s, 
two competing leagues emerged that continue to 
play every year for the championship of the “Japan 
Series.” High-school games are also popular, 
with championship games nationally televised.96, 

97 Baseball parks in Japan are smaller than their 
American counterparts and are less standardized. 

The game revolves less around power, than around finesse.98 In 2006, a worldwide 
baseball championship, known as the World Baseball Classic, was inaugurated. The 
Japanese national team won the honor over teams laden with Major League Baseball 
professionals from the United States, Venezuela, and the Dominican Republic, who 
were playing for their native countries.99 In 2009, Japan solidified its international 
credentials by winning the second World Baseball Classic.100 A host of Japanese players, 
mostly pitchers, are played in the Major Leagues in the United States. One of the most 
successful and popular non-pitchers is Ichiro Suzuki. Ichiro, who plays the outfield, is 
one of the most prolific hitters in major league history.101, 102, 103

Crowded street, Setagaya
© Charles Monaco
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Sumo Wrestling
Sumo wrestling is Japan’s most popular native 
sport. Though the actual contest in the ring 
usually lasts only a few seconds, the buildup to the 
match is highly ritualistic and evokes aspects of 
Shinto spiritualism. Sumo wrestlers are expected 
to act according to strict traditions, even outside 
the ring. Athletes live in communal training 
complexes known as stables, where a stable master 
guides both training and free time.104, 105 Sumo 
wrestling’s top competitors, especially signified by 

those with the rank of yokozuna (grand champion), occupy an elite niche in society as 
superstars. This image began to erode in the early 21st century, however, as allegations 
of fixed matches and illegal gambling became widespread.106, 107 By 2013, sumo had 
dropped out of the top ten favorite sports in Japan.108 In 2014, the sport had once again 
increased in popularity, with matches selling out.109 The sport is expanding beyond 
Japan’s borders to Bulgaria, Georgia, Mongolia, United States and South America.110, 111

Martial Arts
Martial arts  are common in Japan. Among the 
most well-known are judo and karate. Other lesser 
known forms include aikido, kendo, and kyudo. 
Aikido is a new martial arts form created at the 
beginning of the 20th century to promote physical 
and mental training. The sport does not involve a 
lot of kicking and punching, as is typical in other 
forms. The goal is to overpower an opponent, 
using the opponent’s own energy to throw them 
aside without injury.112, 113 Kendo is fencing, 
Japanese-style. Once popular among the Samurai 
warriors, today’s participants use bamboo swords. 
Kendo is both a mental and a physical sport. Many 

regard it as a way of life and an important mechanism for building one’s character.114, 

115, 116 Kyudo refers to Japanese archery. Today’s version is virtually unchanged from the 
historical brand developed during the feudal era. Archers use a long bow (2.2 m/ 7.2 ft) 
to launch arrows at a target. Unlike western styles of archery, in addition to accuracy, 
there is a stronger emphasis on form.117, 118

Sumo ring ceremony
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Martial arts contest
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Traditional Games
Board games such as shogi (similar to chess), go, and mahjong are common leisure 
activities.119 Origami, the art of paper-folding is a popular pastime. There are a number 
of popular games played by children. Ohajiki is a game popular among girls. Similar to 
the marbles, players take turns flicking coin-shaped pieces to try to hit other pieces.120 
Menko is a game popular among boys. In this game, players have cards with pictures 
of famous figures on one side. All players, except one, place the cards face down on the 
ground. The player whose turn it is, throws his menko to the ground trying to turn over 
another player’s card. If successful, the player gains the others’ cards.121

Shogi 
© Francisco Javier Argel
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1.	 Japan’s population has relatively large populations of Chinese, Koreans, and  
	 Russians.

FALSE

Japan’s population is 98.5% Japanese. Migrant populations from early 
centuries and indigenous people have largely been assimilated into the 
Japanese population.

2.	 The Japanese language varies little throughout the country.
FALSE

Many dialects of Japanese exist, aided largely by the geographic isolation 
and mountainous topography of the islands. Some dialects are completely 
unintelligible to others.

3.	 Many Japanese follow both Shinto and Buddhist beliefs.
TRUE

The two faiths are not seen as mutually exclusive. Of the population, 84% 
follow Shinto beliefs and 71% believe in Buddhism.

4.	 Japanese curry rice is a spicy dish similar to the Indian variety.
FALSE

Kare raisu, curried rice, is often served with potatoes carrots, onions, 
and some kind of meat. Unlike the familiar Indian curry sauces, Japanese 
curry is generally thicker and sweeter.

5.	 Kyudo is a Japanese martial art involving bamboo swords.
FALSE

Kyudo refers to Japanese archery. Today’s version is virtually unchanged 
from the historical brand developed during the feudal era. Kendo is 
Japanese fencing conducted with bamboo swords.

Chapter 4 Assessment
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Chapter 5 Security

Introduction
Japan was under American occupation after World War II, and emerged from the 
conflict a different nation. In accordance with a new constitution ratified in 1947, 
the once-politically powerful military was reduced to a small force dedicated only to 
defense. Accordingly, the United States agreed to a protective partnership with Japan to 
ensure the success of Japan’s new defense structure and to gain an important foothold in 
the region.1

Koban security
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The Yoshida doctrine provided the framework for Japan’s foreign policy. This doctrine 
calls for Japan to maintain a low profile, rely on the U.S.-Japan alliance, maintain a 
defensive security policy, and focus on economic growth.2, 3 Nevertheless, in recent 
years, the Japanese government has taken a more active role in international affairs. 
However, problems with key international powers, such as Russia and China, have 
hampered those efforts to some extent.4

After his election in 2012, Japanese Prime Minister, Shinzo Abe, embarked on an 
ambitious foreign policy agenda. In his first 19 months in office, Abe has visited at 
least 47 countries. His mission is to change the world’s image of Japan and to develop 
strategic alliances.5, 6 Abe is determined to bolster the Japanese economy. His efforts 
include liberalization of trade policies and opening new markets.7, 8, 9 

The current government views the national security risks to be serious enough to 
advocate a broader role for Japan in its own defense. Citing concerns that the current 
security arrangements with the United States are insufficient to guarantee national 
security, the constitution was amended in July 2014 to allow Japanese troops to fight 
abroad for the first time since World War II.10, 11, 12  The government is also building 
security relationships with Southeast Asian partners including Australia, The 
Philippines, and Vietnam.13, 14
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Relations with the U.S.
Relations between the two are strong.15 Japan’s relations with 
the United States are rooted in the bilateral Security Treaty. 
Although tensions periodically emerge, the treaty has provided 
Japan with preferential trade agreements, along with an 
obligation to protect the nation.16

The United States provides protection to Japan in exchange 
for military bases. The U.S. military presence is especially 
important in the face of growing Chinese military 
modernization and continuing threats from North Korea.17, 

18 The United States currently maintains 23 military bases on 
Japanese soil: 3 Air Force, 3 Army, 13 Marine, and 4 Naval 
bases.19 In 2013, approximately 50,000 active-duty U.S. military 
were stationed in Japan.20 Following years of discussion, the 
U.S. agreed to move its military base at Okinawa to reduce 
tensions that have arisen because of the proximity of the base 
to the civilian population.21, 22, 23 The United States has also 
agreed to relocate approximately 9,000 marines from Okinawa 
to Guam.24, 25

Although the relative importance of each economy to the other 
has diminished in recent years, bilateral ties remain important 
for both nations.26 Approximately USD 400 billion in trade 
occurs annually between the two nations.27 The balance in 

trade favors Japan. In 2013, the United States exported more than USD 65 billion worth 
of goods to Japan, while importing more than USD 138.5 billion.28 Major exports 
from the United States to Japan include computers and components, gas turbines, 
office machinery parts, electrical machinery, optical and medical equipment, as well as 
agricultural products such as wheat and meat.29 Japanese exports to the United States 
include automobiles, electronics, machinery, optical and medical instruments, and 
organic chemicals.30

In addition to trade, both nations provide significant amounts of Foreign Direct 
Investments (FDI) to each other. In 2012, the United States FDI to Japan amounted to 
USD 134 billion. Japanese FDI to the United States was USD 308 billion. Many of the 
Japanese investments are related to Japanese auto manufacturers, which now have a 
greater share of the U.S. auto market than domestic manufacturers.31 The Japanese also 
hold USD 11.111 trillion of U.S. Treasury securities.32

Delivering supplies in Japan
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Relations with Neighboring  
Countries
Japan’s export-oriented economy connects 
the country to its neighbors. China and South 
Korea are major trading partners and Russia is a 
source of natural resources. However, economic 
cooperation is not the only driving force behind 
regional relations. For many nations of the region, 
the memories of Japan’s imperialistic tide before 
World War II and the war itself have not faded. 
In addition, territorial disputes continue to 
bedevil Japan’s bilateral relations with some of its 
neighbors.33, 34, 35

China
The sea boundary between Japan and China is not mutually agreed upon and is the 
source of territorial disputes. The islands are located in major shipping lanes and have 
potential gas and oil reserves both countries seek.36 In September of 2010, the Japanese 
Coast Guard arrested the crew of a Chinese fishing vessel in Japanese-administered 
water near the Senkaku Islands.37, 38 Japan unilaterally nationalized the islands in 
2012, setting off another round of disputes.39, 40 In 2013, China declared an air defense 
identification zone around the islands, further inflaming tensions.41 This latest dispute 
inflamed nationalist sentiments in both countries, which have made it unlikely that 
any resolution will be reached in the short term.42 Both nations restarted talks on their 
maritime disputes in September 2014. No substantial results came out of the meetings, 
but both sides have agreed to meet again in early 2015.43

In 2002, China became Japan’s largest source for imports. By 2007, China had become 
Japan’s chief trading partner, supplanting the United States. In 2009, China became 
the chief destination for Japan’s exports.44 For the next several years, however, trade 
between the two countries stagnated. Disputes over the Senkaku Islands has disrupted 
trade and strained bilateral economic relations. In 2014, bilateral trade showed signs 
of strengthening. In the first half of 2014, Japanese exports to China reached USD 
78 billion, still far below 2012 levels.45, 46, 47 As both countries work to shore up their 
flagging economies, high level trade talks were held in 2014. Both countries hope that 
enhancing trade relations will help reduce tensions over the Senkaku Islands.48, 49, 50

Japanese Prime Minister Abe has sought meetings with China’s President Xi, but 
the Chinese have rejected Abe’s overtures. Both parties took part in the Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation summit in Beijing in October 2014.51

Chinese ships
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North Korea
Relations between Japan and North Korea are also strained. In 2002, North Korea 
officially admitted that it had abducted Japanese citizens in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Although they apologized for their actions, the admission triggered a huge negative 
reaction in Japan. The backlash by family members and support groups in the country 
stalled Japan’s normalization efforts and elevated the issue to a high-risk national 
security issue. The stalemate over progress on the issue remains an obstacle in bilateral 
relations.52, 53, 54 Another source of tension is Japan’s occupation of the Korean Peninsula 
in the 20th century. North Korea hopes to receive an official apology and reparations 
from Japan for its imperial colonization.55

Japan views North Korea as a security threat, in part because of the nation’s development 
of nuclear weapons. North Korea’s firing of its long-range missile in 2012 and its test of 
a nuclear device in 2013 raised tensions.56 In spite of North Korea’s provocations, Prime 
Minster Abe has taken a more moderate stance to the North Koreans. He is trying to 
resume talks and normalize relations. In 2013, Abe sent a senior advisor to the North 
Korean capital of Pyongyang. North Korea agreed to form a committee to investigate its 
kidnappings of Japanese citizens. This prompted the Japanese to lift economic sanctions 
and agree to allow humanitarian aid to Pyongyang. Japan also lifted a ban on visits by 
North Korean officials.57, 58 By late October 2014, the North Koreans had failed to deliver 
its promised report on abductees saying that the investigation is still in its early stages.59
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Russia
Japan and Russia have long regarded each other 
with suspicion and enmity. Today, their relations 
are cordial, but tense.60Japan and Russia never 
signed a peace treaty formally ending World 
War II. This fact remains a major obstacle to 
the normalization of relations. The key issue 
hindering reconciliation is the contested territory 
of the Kuril Islands.61, 62 Russia conducted military 
exercises on the islands in August 2014, further 
escalating tensions and halting reconciliation 
progress.63 Although originally settled by the 
Russians in the 17th and 18th centuries, the island 

chain was seized by Japan in the latter half of the 19th century. In 1945, Russia occupied 
the islands and was awarded sovereignty of the chain in the Yalta agreements. Japan, 
however, continues to claim the four southernmost islands.64, 65

Russia and Japan are important trading partners. Bilateral trade in 2013 reached USD 
34.8 billion.66 Japan imports crude oil and liquefied natural gas (LNG) from Russia. 
Since the Fukushima disaster, Japan’s reliance on Russian LNG imports has increased 
dramatically.67, 68 In 2014, Russia proposed building a natural gas pipeline with Japan. 
The pipeline would be built between Sakhalin in Russia and Hokkaido in Japan.69 Japan 
has also invested heavily in Russian oil and gas projects in Sakhalin.70

Russia’s main Japanese imports include cars, machines, rubber, electronic equipment, 
iron and steel products, and medical and technical equipment.71 Russia is considering 
banning Japanese auto imports.72 In addition to oil and gas, Russia’s main exports to 
Japan include aluminum, gems and precious metals, and wood.73

Prime Minister Abe has worked to improve relations with Russia. Abe is the first 
Japanese prime minister in 10 years to visit Russia. During his visits, Abe forged a strong 
personal relationship with Russian president, Vladimir Putin.74 Relations have frayed 
since Russia’s involvement in the Crimea. Japan, siding with its G-7 partners, imposed 
sanctions on Russia. Japan canceled a visit by its foreign minister to Russia, as well as 
a visit by Putin in October.75, 76 However, Putin and Abe did meet  briefly during the 
October APEC meetings in China.77
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South Korea
Sino-South Korean relations have often been 
tense. Japan’s occupation of the Korean Peninsula 
continues to color South Korean attitudes toward 
Japan.78 Japan’s persistent denial of the brutality of 
these events has been a source of frustration for 
South Koreans. Japanese history textbooks remain 
a sensitive issue for South Koreans, who believe 
textbooks often gloss over the harsh realities of life 
under the Japanese occupiers.79, 80, 81

South Koreans view Japanese official visits to 
the Yasukuni Shrine as another symbol Japan is 
ignoring brutal aspects of its past. The Yasukuni 
Shrine, dedicated to Japan’s wartime dead, 

includes the bodies of war criminals. Japan’s prime minister visited the shrine six times 
between 2001 and 2006, angering the South Koreans. Abe visited the shrine in 2013.82, 83, 

84

South Korea has territorial disputes with Japan. Chief among them is the question of 
sovereignty over a group of tiny uninhabited  islands known as the Liancourt Rocks 
(called Takeshima in Japan and Tokto in South Korea). Fishing waters and hydrocarbon 
reserves make the rocks desirable to both nations.85, 86 South Korea also objects to the 
name “Sea of Japan,” preferring “East Sea” for the body of water between the Korean 
Peninsula and Japan.87, 88

In 2012, Seoul cancelled the signing of a military intelligence-sharing agreement with 
Tokyo after loud protests by South Korean citizens. In 2013 and 2014, relations soured 
even further.89 Prime Minister Abe’s recent denials of Japan’s aggression against South 
Korea have angered South Korean President Park Geun Hye who has refused to meet 
with Abe.90 In the second half of 2014, tensions between the two nations began to 
diminish. Both countries are working together on security and economic issues. Talks 
between the two defense ministers are scheduled for late October 2014, and will focus 
on regional security. Chief among the concerns will be Japan’s constitutional provision 
allowing its forces to fight abroad and the continuing nuclear threat from North Korea.91 
Tensions continue over the case of a Japanese journalist on trial in Seoul for allegedly 
defaming South Korean president, Park Geun Hye. Abe’s declared intent to revisit the 
Kono statement has also inflamed the South Koreans.92, 93, 94

Yasukuni Shrine, Tokyo
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Taiwan
From 1895 to 1945, Taiwan was a colony of Japan. Taiwan provided goods to Japan 
and was essentially a rice basket for the imperial power.95 Japan maintained diplomatic 
relations with Chiang Kai-shek’s government after  he was driven off mainland 
China in 1949, settled in Taiwan, and declared that the Taiwanese government was 
the government of China. When Japan made a strategic choice in 1972 to recognize 
the Communist mainland Chinese government, it was forced to cut its diplomatic 
relationship with Taiwan by closing its embassy there and leaving behind an unofficial 
office.96

Nevertheless, some have characterized Taiwan as the most Japan-friendly nation in the 
region.97 Some members of Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party want to create a law that 
would formalize the current unofficial ties between the two nations.98 Taiwanese attitude 
towards and perception of Japan are overwhelmingly favorable. In a recent poll, 65% of 
Taiwanese feel “close” or “really close” to Japan.99 In 2013, the two countries agreed to a 
compromise agreement, allowing Taiwanese fishing boats access to fishing waters near 
the disputed Senkaku Islands.100

Japan is Taiwan’s second largest trading partner.101 Taiwan is the fifth-biggest market for 
Japanese goods.102, 103 Total trade figures between the two countries totaled more than 
USD 144 billion in 2011. The trade balance favors Japan, which exports more than twice 
as much as it imports from Taiwan. Taiwan imports more goods from Japan than from 
any other country.104 Tourism is also important. In 2012, approximately 1.5 million 
Taiwanese visited Japan, while more than 1.4 million Japanese traveled to Taiwan.105, 106

There are other reasons why Japan and Taiwan enjoy friendly relations, despite the 
absence of diplomatic ties. Many older Taiwanese, who remain wary of China, found 
Japanese colonial rule preferable to martial law under the Chiang government. Many 
young Taiwanese appreciate Japan because of its cultural exports.107, 108 Taiwan and Japan 
are both close partners with the United States (although Taiwan is an unofficial ally).109, 

110
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Police Force
The Japanese police system is highly uniform. The 
293,100 officers in the National Police Agency 
oversee the police in all 47 prefectures of the 
country by setting standards and policies.111, 112 
In addition to regular NPA officers, special units, 
such as riot police, are charged with protecting 
the palace and other public facilities against civil 
unrest. These units also escort the royal family and 
other visiting dignitaries.113

The Japanese police force emphasizes the 
importance of officers working among the 
community. Police officers may visit households 

or businesses simply to inquire about crime or vandalism in the neighborhood. Officers 
also stand outside small police stations to respond to requests from passersby. In large 
cities, giving directions is often the major task for a police officer. (One of Tokyo’s busiest 
police outposts receives up to 2,000 street-direction inquiries a day.)114, 115, 116 In smaller 
towns and villages, officers may devote more time to visits, and become acquainted with 
everyone in their jurisdiction. While friendliness and helpfulness are important values 
for the police, officers rotate to new assignments every few years to avoid vulnerability 
to corruption.117

The emphasis on community visibility and widespread presence in towns and cities 
is facilitated by Japan’s police box system. Mini police stations, known as koban, dot 
Japan’s major cities. A koban is the workplace for several officers. Some will perform 
administrative duties inside, one or two may stand outside ready to assist those nearby, 
and one or two will be out on patrol.118, 119 Although koban are often translated as “police 
boxes” in English, they differ from popular police boxes in the United Kingdom, which 
may be little more than police phone booths. Police boxes in Japan are a center for 
local police business and may be little more than a kiosk, or as big as a medium-sized 
building. Tokyo has roughly 1,200 koban.120, 121, 122 By comparison, chuzaisho are police 
boxes in rural areas. The chuzaisho serve small towns and villages and often provide 
space for just one officer. They also are a residence for the officer and the officer’s 
family.123, 124

Police outside the Yasukuni Shrine
© semisara / flickr.com
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Military
Article 9 of Japan’s Constitution, often referred 
to as the “Peace Clause,” demilitarized Japan 
and prohibits the nation from engaging in war. 
Although Japan initially kept no fighting forces 
after World War II, the government interpreted 
the 1947 constitution to allow a defensive force 
in 1954. In 2014, a new law allowed the Japanese 
Self-Defense Forces (SDF) to fight abroad.125, 126

Japan’s SDF currently has 240,000 personnel.127, 128 
The forces have 3 aircraft carriers, 40+ destroyers, 
300 first-line fighters, and anti-ballistic missile 
capabilities.129 The SDF is divided into three 

branches, essentially an army, a navy, and an air force (known as the Ground SDF, 
Maritime SDF, and Air SDF, respectively). In 2007, the Defense Agency rose to the level 
of a ministry, the Ministry of Defense, thereby becoming a cabinet-level agency with a 
larger role in the government.130, 131, 132

Despite Article 9, the role of the SDF has grown since the end of the 20th century. 
From its creation until the end of the Cold War, the primary purpose of the SDF 
was to protect Japan from invasion. The fall of the Soviet Union pushed Japan to 
reevaluate its defense posture and to consider other regional actors, including North 
Korea and China, as threats.133 Japanese military forces assumed a role in international 
peacekeeping operations. Beginning in the 1990s, Japan assisted UN peacekeeping 
missions by providing medical and refugee aid, transportation, logistics, and limited 
policing.134 Japan’s involvement in the Iraq War further broadened the role of the SDF. 
The counterterrorism objective in Iraq was new to the SDF, which was deployed under a 
U.S. mission for the first time, rather than a UN mission.135

Less than 1% of the GDP is devoted to military expenditures, ranking the country 103rd 
in the world for the percentage of GDP spent on the military.136 As a comparison, the 
United States devotes more than 4% of GDP to the military.137 The Japanese defense 
budget increased in 2013 for the first time in over a decade. Total military expenditures 
were nearly USD 52 billion in 2013.138

Japanese soldiers during training exercise
U.S. Army
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Issues Affecting Stability
Japan faces risk from natural disasters, such as 
earthquakes, floods, and tsunamis. The 2011 
earthquake that hit the northern region was the 
most costly in history, amounting to more than 
USD 300 billion and the loss of life and property.139 
Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya are particularly at risk 
of natural disasters. There are 30 million people 
in the Tokyo-Yokohama metropolitan region, 
making it the most at-risk region in the world 
for earthquakes. Tokyo-Yokohama is also faces 
dangerous risk from storms and flooding. The 
Osaka-Kobe region ranks as the fourth most at-
risk community. Tokyo and Nagoya are especially 

vulnerable to tsunamis.140

Japan is susceptible to freshwater shortages about once every decade. Such shortages 
can disrupt rice production, as well as industry and domestic consumption.141, 142 
Northeastern Honshu is especially affected by acidic rain that renders water useless 
for irrigation.143 Japan also faces consequences from China’s environmental practices 
because winds carry greenhouse gases and pollutants into Japan, worsening its acid rain 
problem.144, 145

Japan will likely be hard-hit by the demands of its aging population. The country has 
a declining population growth rate. Some estimates put the population at less than 
100 million by 2050. Japan has the fastest growing elderly population in the world. In 
2011, nearly 25% of the population was over 65. Economic social security benefits and 
healthcare costs could slow economic growth as the government is forced to shift its 
fiscal priorities.146, 147 The costs associated with an aging population and fewer available 
workers could produce future economic troubles. A full 40% of the population is likely 
to be older than 65 by 2050. 148, 149,150, 151

Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami damage
© Douglas Sprott
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Outlook
Japan has little risk of major political instability.152 
There are, however, some indicators that should 
be watched. Between 2006 and 2011, Japan had 
six different prime ministers. Although this may 
indicate political instability, it is not likely to be 
a real national security threat. Once in office, 
Japanese governments seem to fall out of favor 
with its citizens. As a result, voters tend to vote 
against the sitting government.153 However, 
the 2012 election offered a chance for more 
government stability. The Liberal Democratic 
Party led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has 
introduced reforms that have restarted the 
flagging economy. Abe is also busy reformulating 
foreign policy and expanding Japan’s international 
role.154, 155, 156, 157 Like his predecessors, Abe has 
seen his favorability ratings fall during his term 
in office. Abe rode into office with a 70% approval 
rating, but by September 2014 those numbers had 
slipped to 47%.158, 159 The departure of two female 
ministers has also undermined Abe and threatens 
his current economic reforms.160

In Tokyo’s view, Japan is in an increasingly 
unstable security environment. Ongoing territorial 
disputes have the potential to escalate. Concerns 

over North Korea and its nuclear programs are a source of ongoing concern. China’s 
perceived aggression in the East and South China Seas worry the Japanese.161 Although 
actual threats to Japan by other countries are unlikely, the Japanese are intent on 
militarizing. The Japanese efforts have alarmed some in the region who believe Japan’s 
policies could upset the regional balance of power. Tokyo’s actions could heighten 
tensions in the region and raise the probability of unintentional armed conflict.162, 163

Yongbyon nuclear facility 
DoD image
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DLIFLC Japan in Perspective: Assessment

1.	 The Yoshida doctrine calls on Japan to maintain a defensive security policy.
TRUE

The Yoshida doctrine has provided the framework for Japan’s foreign 
policy. This doctrine calls for Japan to maintain a low profile, rely on the 
U.S.-Japan alliance, maintain a defensive security policy, and focus on 
economic growth..

2.	 The trade balance between the United States and Japan favors the United  
	 States.

FALSE

The balance in trade favors Japan. In 2013, the United States exported 
more than USD 65 billion worth of goods to Japan while importing more 
than USD 138.5 billion.

3.	 Russia and Japan have suspended diplomatic relations because of the Kuril  
	 Islands dispute.

FALSE

Today, the relations are cordial, but tense. Russia and Japan are important 
trading partners. Bilateral trade in 2013 reached USD 34.8 billion.

4.	 Japanese history textbooks are often the spark that ignites anti-Japanese  
	 sentiment in South Korea.

TRUE

South Koreans and other regional neighbors are frustrated by what they 
perceive as Japan’s denial of its dark imperial eras and World War II 
history.

5.	 Japan and Taiwan have strained relations due to Japan’s historical colonization  
	 of Taiwan.

FALSE

Taiwan is the most Japan-friendly nation in the region. Taiwanese attitude 
towards and perception of Japan are overwhelmingly favorable. Both 
nations are Top 5 trading partners.

Chapter 5 Assessment
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DLIFLC Japan in Perspective: Final Assessment

1.	 The Tokugawa Shogunate is known for its many diplomatic envoys to other 
countries and its interest in international politics. 
	 True or False?

2.	 The Meiji Restoration ended Japan’s feudal system and began a process of 
modernization. 
	 True or False?

3.	 Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor was preceded by 50 years of isolationist 
policies. 
	 True or False?

4.	 Post-war land reform contributed significantly to Japan’s economic growth 
and development. 
	 True or False?

5.	 Japan’s constitution prohibits its military forces from fighting outside of Japan. 
	 True or False?

6.	 Japan’s many rivers are known for being long and slow-flowing. 
	 True or False?

7.	 Acid rain, especially in the north of Japan, damages infrastructure, wildlife, 
and water supplies. 
	 True or False?

8.	 Tokyo is the nation’s most ethnically diverse city.  
	 True or False?

9.	 Country officials expect a massive earthquake off Honshu’s southeast shore in 
the coming years. 
	 True or False? 

Final Assessment
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DLIFLC Japan in Perspective: Final Assessment

10.	Nagoya was unaffected by allied bombing raids during the Second World War. 
	 True or False?

11.	Japan has one of largest economies in the world. 
	 True or False?

12.	One of the most significant threats to future economic growth is Japan’s aging 
population. 
	 True or False?

13.	Poverty is not a major problem in Japan. 
	 True or False?

14.	Most tourists who visit Japan come from Asia. 
	 True or False?

15.	The Tokyo Stock exchange is among the world’s smallest exchanges. 
	 True or False?

16.	Japanese society continues to be male-dominated society which values 
traditional roles for men and women. 
	 True or False?

17.	Kabuki theater tends to be more high-spirited than the simpler Noh theater. 
	 True or False?

18.	The kimono is a comparatively new fashion development that started during 
the Meiji restoration. 
	 True or False?

19.	Baseball first became popular in Japan during the American occupation 
following World War II. 
	 True or False?

20.	Christianity remains illegal in Japan. 
	 True or False? 
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21.	Japan’s police force is marked by its use of many mini-stations throughout its 
cities and towns. 
	 True or False?

22.	Japan demilitarized after World War II and relies solely on the United States 
for its defense. It has no military force of its own. 
	 True or False?

23.	Bilateral relations between China and Japan have grown increasingly tense in 
recent years. 
	 True or False?

24.	The status of several Japanese citizens kidnapped by North Korea remains an 
obstacle to normalized relations. 
	 True or False?

25.	Japan’s population is likely to continue to grow, putting severe strain on the 
already over-populated island nation. 
	 True or False?
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