Crisis?
What
Crisis?

Japan, in the firg year of
Heisel, the reign-name chosen
by the new emperor, presentsa
paradoxical image. Its wealth
and power grow: Japan's1% of
the  worlds  population
account for about 15% of
world GNP, the country
dominates world banking and
finance (the dollar itself de-
pends on the steady flow of
yen into New Yak to keep it
afloat); world stock markets
take their lead from Tokyo.
But & home dl is far from
wdl. The trinity of bureauc-
racy, bigbusinessand Libera
Democrétic Party (LDP) that
has ruled Japan so effectively
for 40 years, is gradualy
being reduced to an uncom-
fortable nakedness, as the
inner workings of the system
are exposed in the greatest of
al Japanese scandels: the
'Recruit-Cosmos  Affair'.
The leve of public support
for Prime Minister Takeshita
has plummeted to an unpre-
cedented 9%. Alr three
ministers (justice, finance,
economic planning) have res-
igned after admitting their
personal involvement in the
influence-buying  scandal,
and it remains to be seen
whether  Mr  Takeshitals
admisson that he too had
taken large bounties from Re-
cruit - if only for the party
coffers - will prove fata to
him and his cabinet. As the
prosecutors sft through the
1,700 boxes of material they
have so far confiscated, it Is
widdy expected that other
heads will yet roll, and the
clouds are visibly gathering
around the h of former
prime minister Nakasone.

In the Recruit affair, stock
and land were used to buy
influence and conced it as
commercia transactions. But
unlike major scandals of the
past, it does not seem to have
involved the old-fashioned,

uasi-fascist  influence-ped-

larswho thrived in the early
years of the occupation and
Blayed akey roleasfixersand
rokers through the Lock-
heed affair of the 1970s In

that sense, Recruit is a mod-
€rn, even yuppie phenomenon.
The sectorsit involvesare the
most up-to-date in the eco-
nomy: Information (orginall
l[abour-market information),
computer  software,  com-
munications, &l a the soft
centre of the post-modern in-
formation society.

These sectors are rddively
new in Japan, as anywhere
else, and have the same
tendency as elsewhere to
attract buccaneers who are
more interested in the man-
ipulation and massaging of
information than in its gener-
aion or circulation. These
financial wizards, practition-
ers of what is known as
zaitech, have ridden the
waves of gradual softening of
the Japanese economy.

Wha may be different about
the Japanese case is that the
political ~ structures them-
sdves are soft and porous.
The most powerful politi-
cians, public servants and
businessmen were easily sub-
orned, but, upon being found
out, none appear to recognise
any fault in what they did. All
recogni se money asthe essen-
tial ol of the system. Politi-
cians need large sums of it,
somewhere between Elm a
year for an ordinary Drat
(parliament) member, and
£2m for asenior politician. Tb
become prime minister re-
quires a veritable king's ran-
om and it is not surprising
that one high point of the Re-
cruit corruption affair seems
to have been in September
1986, when the new leaders
of -Nakasone Japan were
jockeying for advantage in
the succession struggle and
needed huge amounts of

money.

The political economy of
construction that was honed
in the 1970s by Prime Minis-
ter Tanaka, depended on in-
flating the Blric&e of bridges,
tunnels, public buildings and
ralways so that the politi-
cians involved could fund
much of their expensive oper-
aions out of percentages
coming from congtruction
companies. So fundamenda
did the construction circuit
become that some have refer-
red to Japan itsdlf as a ‘con-
struction state'.

The founder of Recruit, Mr
Ezoe, as an ambitious 'new
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boy' in an aready highly-
articulated system, idengfied
the soft areas of the devd
ing new economy of the early
1980s as having the potential
for being turned into equaly-
profitable circuits. In a poli-
tical climate in which bribes
of a few million yen were
thought of as routine -
according even to the LDPs
chief executive - and where
patronage and influence were
necessary to create a new
empire, Ezoe worked with
genius to rise from nothing to
become a key industrialist
and wielder of influence.

It isironic that those pecul-
iar Japanese qualities which
have come to be regarded in
the Wet as intrinsic to
Japan's economic SUCCESS -
its groupism, its semi-tribal
structures and lack of clear
lines of power and responsi-
bility - arenow at theroot of a
maf'or political crisis. Cultu-
rally and intellectually, Japan
may be heading towards the
postmodern; politicdly its
pervasive patronage, cliental-
Ism, influence-peddliing and
rotten and pocket-borough
system make it easy to see
parallels with 18th-century
Britain.

The agenda for political re-
form is distinctly modern: to
establish the rule of law, the
supremacy of parliament, the
answerability of public d-
ficials and the fairness and
openness of eections. ¢
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