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HARUN UR RASHID in Canberra

URING talks in Washington 

D on March 7, President 
Bush made it clear to South 

Korea's President that he was not 
interested in continuing the Clinton 
administration's policy of cautious 
détente with the communist regime 
of North Korea. The President was 
reported to have said that he had no 
plans to resume discussing devel-
opment and exporting missile 
programmes with North Koreans.

Prior to any dialogue, it was 
reported that President Bush 
wanted to make sure that North 
Korea stops first its ability to 
develop and spread missiles to 
other developing countries (it is 
alleged that the countries include 
Pakistan, Iraq and Iran). Secondly 
he was not certain whether North 
Korea is keeping all terms of the 
1994 US-North Korea Nuclear 
Freeze agreement. The statements 
mark a sharp change of the Clinton 
administration's policy of engage-
ment with North Korea.

The Clinton policy towards North 
Korea:

The sticky issues with North 
Korea appear to be a) freezing 
North Korea's nuclear weapons 
progra-mmes and b) abandonment 
of its programme of developing and 
exporting ballistic missiles. 

The US signed an agreement in 
1994 under which North Korea 
froze its nuclear programmes in 

return for fuel oil and promises of 
advanced nuclear reactor from the 
US. The implementation of the 
agreement has not been smooth 
and both parties seem to accuse 
each other in breaching the agree-
ment.

With regard to North Korea's 
development and exporting mis-
siles the Clinton administration was 
reported to have been close to a 
deal that would require the North 
Koreans to give up their missile 
exports and development in 
exchange for economic benefits to 
help them to cope with dire eco-
nomic situation in the country.

The former US Secretary of 
State Albright visited North Korea in 
November and North Korea's 
number two man Vice-Marshall 
Cho-Myong-rok met former Presi-
dent Clinton in Washington last 
year. The US-North Korean rela-
tions were improved to the extent 
that former President Clinton hoped 
to make a visit to North Korea. He 
reportedly said recently that he 
would almost certainly have made 
this landmark visit had it not been 
for the 36-day dispute over the 
outcome of the presidential election 
in the US.

Why did President Bush reverse 
the Clinton policy?

The Bush administration is keen 
to develop the US missile defence 
system to protect the US against 
the "rogue states", such as North 
Korea and Iraq who might wish to 

launch a nuclear, chemical or 
biological attack via a missile. The 
aim of the US missile defence 
system is to knock down the ene-
mies' missile in the sky before it 
reaches the territory of the US.

Many, however, argue that there 
are weaknesses to the argument of 
developing missile defence system. 
First, it is somewhat far-fetched to 
assume that America's 'rogue 
enemies' would be capable to 
deliver weapons of mass destruc-
tion via a missile. Second, the cost 
of developing the defence system is 
enormous (about $ 60 billion) and 
appears to be out of proportion to 
the threat posed by the 'rogue 
states'. Third, Russia claims that it 
will go against the 1972 Anti-
Ballistic Treaty between US-Russia 
and will introduce a new element in 
the nuclear balance of power. 
Finally, it will spark a nuclear arms 
race globally at a time when the 
international community is pressing 
progressive nuclear disarmament.

It appears that the above argu-
ments against the development of 
missile defence system do not cut 
any ice with the new US Republican 
administration. The Republicans 
are traditionally hawkish and they 
seem to be determined to develop 
missile defence system, irrespec-
tive of its opposition and hostility 
generated in Russia and China. 
Furthermore some of the US allies 
in Europe, such as Britain and 
Germany see the folly of the US 

proposal.
One of the justifications for 

deve lop ing  de fence  sh ie ld  
programme is that the US faces a 
"threat" from North Korea. If there is 
a process of reconciliation with 
North Korea, much of the force of 
the arguments for the defence 
shield programme may fall through. 
It is argued that the reason of hard 
stance on North Korea by the Bush 
administration is to facilitate the 
development of missile defence 
programme. 

Some defence experts also 
believe that this hard line stance 
may convey indirectly a message to 
China that the US is not afraid to 
confront any power when US's 
interests collide. China is emerging 
as a military power in Asia Pacific 
region and is being perceived a 
"threat" to the strategic interests of 
the US.

Some argue that Secretary of 
State General Powell has been side 
lined in the shaping of the Bush 
administration's policy on North 
Korea. General Powell indicated 
initially that Washington would 
continue to engage with North 
Korea to resolve problems. Later 
when Powell emerged from the 
Bush-Kim talks, he reversed his 
conciliatory tone and called North 
Korea a "threat" whose intentions 
nobody should be naïve about.

Media reports indicate that other 
foreign and defence experts did not 
support General Powell' initial 

views on North Korea. Defence 
Secretary Donald Rumsfield and 
National Security Adviser Dr. 
Condoleezza Rice uphold a tough 
policy. Vice President Dick Cheney 
was reportedly to have agreed with 
them. Some argue that the hard line 
view got upper hand in the White 
House and influenced the Presi-
dent.

Possible implications of hard 
line policy:

The hard line policy of the Bush 
administration is likely to increase 
tensions in Far East. The border of 
North-South Korea has been one of 
the most dangerous and fortified 
places in the world as thousands of 
well-armed soldiers guard South 

thand North Koreas border at 38  
parallel since the end of the Korean 
War in 1953. The fact that 37,000 
US soldiers are stationed in South 
Korea suggests that the Korean 
peninsula remains volatil. The two 
Koreas continue to be technically in 
war as they did not sign a peace 
treaty after Korean war (1950-53). 
President Kim maintained that if 
West and East Germany and North 
and South Yemen could be united 
the two Koreas could be united as 
well at a time convenient to both 
countries. With this end in view, he 
launched "sunshine policy" to make 
reconciliatory efforts with North 
Kore. President Kim visited North 
Korea in June last year and was 
warmly received by the reclusive 
North Korean leader Kim Jong-il. 

The visit usherd in a new era of 
relations between the two Koreas. 
President Kim received the Nobel 
Peace Prize last year for his com-
mitment to democracy and rap-
prochement effort. The US position 
does not appear to bring comfort to 
President Kim because his "sun-
shine" policy may face difficulties 
with North Korea. North Korea 
always suspects that South Korea's 
policy towards North Korea is 
influenced by the US. Given the 
hard line attitude of Bush adminis-
tration, North Korea may retreat to 
its isolationist position a may not 
readily reciprocate reconciliatory 
moves from South Korea. Further-
more North Korea may retaliate by 
resuming its nuclear programmes.

The hard line position may 
create confusion among the US 
allies who have opened embassies 
in recent months in North Korea to 
pursue reconciliatory efforts with 
North Koreans. An impression may 
be drawn that the US acts only in its 
own interests and is only willing to 
work with other nations if it suits its 
interests. After all the US is the only 
superpower and it acts alone if no 
one else agrees with Washington. 
President Bush during election 
campaign said that the US were not 
an "arrogant' nation. Do the signals 
of the new administration maintain 
such claims? 

The policy on North Korea may 
have an impact on China, North 
Korea's neighbour and ally. China 

supported reconciliatory policy of 
two Koreas and watched with keen 
interest the US-North Korean 
relations. Although China does not 
appear to be supportive of unifica-
tion of two Koreas because Com-
munist North Korea acts as a buffer 
zone between China and capitalist 
South Korea, it wants to see peace 
in the Korean peninsula as it is likely 
to be sucked in if there is an armed 
conflict in the area. China's top 
priority at present is to become an 
economic power and it needs a 
peaceful environment to achieve it.

Furthermore, China may per-
ceive the reversal of the Clinton 
policy on North Korea as a sign of 
aggressive US position in Far East. 
China's fundamental strategic fear 
appears to be of gradual encircle-
ment, with Japan as the northern 
claw and Australia as the southern 
claw of a US pincer strategy. This 
apprehension may find support in 
the Bush administration's foreign 
policy positions.

China's Finance Minister in 
recent days unveiled plans for 
China's biggest increase in military 
spending in real terms for 20 years 
and its budget for defence spending 
was increased by 17.7 per cent. 
China may increase more defence 
spending to maintain military bal-
ance in the region. 

Another unintended conse-
quences may emerge in South 
Asia. India's Foreign Minister has 

plans to meet his counter-part in the 
US. India is perceived as a counter-
weight to China's growing power in 
the region by the Bush administra-
tion. It is likely that India's defence 
spending may match China's. If 
India does, Pakistan may be com-
pelled to do so to keep strategic 
balance in South Asia. Experts 
believe that the Bush administra-
tion's positions may erupt another 
arms race not only in South Asia but 
globally.

President Bush's father, former 
President Bush, Sr. talked about the 
new international order after the 
end of the Cold War following the 
collapse of Soviet Union in 1991. 
The new order would embrace 
peace in global terms and eco-
nomic progress and development 
world wide. After ten years there are 
signs that tensions of Cold War may 
dangerously reappear unless the 
new US Republican administration 
pauses, ponders and re-considers 
its foreign policy positions and seize 
the opportunity of being a force for 
peace.

Rashid, a Barrister, is former Bangladesh 
Ambassador to the UN, Geneva.
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HE recent visit of President T Putin to Vietnam served to 
underline the efforts of the 

Russian president to ensure a major 
role for his country after nearly a 
decade of decline since the end of 
the cold war.  Interestingly, Presi-
dent Clinton had been the first US 
president to visit the same country 
late last year in a bid to cement 
relations with a power that had 
inflicted the only defeat on the US in 

ththe second half of the 20  century. 
The US wanted to take advan-

tage of the historical antipathy that 
has existed between China and 
Vietnam, in a preliminary move to 
contain China.  President Putin also 
became the first Russian president 
to court Hanoi as it emerges as a 
significant player after becoming a 
member of ASEAN.  Russia was a 
strategic partner of Vietnam during 
the cold war, and had backed it with 
military hardware as well as political 
support as the US sought to follow 
up its successful military interven-
tion in Korea with a similar move in 
Indochina. 

The then Soviet Union had 
followed up this success in the cold 
war with a move to encourage 
Vietnam to extend its control over 
Cambodia through a military take-
over in 1978. This was followed by 
the establishment of a pro-
Communist regime in Laos. These 
developments were not only 
regarded as setbacks for the US but 
were also seen by China as directed 
against itself in the rift that had 
developed between Moscow and 
Beijing after 1959.

The communist system was 
unsuccessful in matching the eco-
nomic and social progress achieved 
by the western market economy 
system, though the major cause of 
this failure was the diversion of 
excessive resources to the ruinous 
arms race with the West. 

Mikhail Gorbachev, the last 
president of the Soviet Union, real-
ized the need to effect political and 
economic reforms, but his approach 
of carrying out both at the same time 
led to the unravelling of the very 
system of communist control. 
Beijing's approach, based on eco-
nomic reform while retaining firm 
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political control, tuned out to be the 
right one that has propelled China to 
the status of a real great power. 
Afghanistan proved to be the final 
blow that undermined faith in the 
communist system, and encour-
aged trends that culminated in the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. 

After playing second fiddle to the 
West for a brief period, Russia, 
which emerged as the largest state 
after the Soviet Union disintegrated 
into its constituent republics, chose 
to reassert its identity as a great 
power.  With the Russian economy 
going down in a free fall after 1991, 
owing to poor management and 
massive corruption, Moscow's 
credibility as a major power suffered. 
The erratic behaviour of President 
Yeltsin contributed to the process of 
Russian decline. Since the succes-
sion of President Putin, who was 
handpicked by Yeltsin in January 
2000 in a move to revive Russian 
fortunes, the conduct of Moscow's 
foreign policy has undergone a 
transformation. 

The high price of oil and gas 
during the period Putin has held 
power has been a major factor in 
reviving the Russian economy that 
had been close to collapse in 
Yeltsin's final years. Yeltsin's period 
had seen the focus of Moscow's 
active diplomacy restricted largely to 
reviving Russia's influence in the 
former republics of the Soviet Union 
that were described as the "near 
abroad." Putin has extended the 
range of Russia's interaction with 
the world to an extent that has 
effectively contributed to the former 
superpower's self-image as a global 
actor. His travels over the past 14 
months have taken him to far-off 
corners, ranging from Cuba and 
Canada in the western hemisphere 
to key countries in Asia and Europe. 

As was to be expected, Putin has 
continued the policy of rebuilding 
Moscow's ties with the traditional 
client states of the Soviet era, includ-
ing some of the so-called "rogue" 
states accused of supporting terror-
ism, such as Iraq and Cuba. How-
ever, he was not shy of cultivating 
states in the old Soviet bloc that 
have embraced the democratic 
system and market economies. 
Behaving as a "foreign policy busi-
nessman", as the New York Times 
noted, Putin has been searching for 

opportunities both for Russia's 
beleaguered national industries, 
and for a more self-assured profile 
for Russian foreign policy. This 
policy has been more constructive 
on issues of war and peace, but also 
more assertive when Russia's 
security and trade interests are in 
the balance. 

Andre Kozyrev, who was foreign 
minister in the early years of Yeltsin's 
presidency, also believes that Putin 
is showing skill in satisfying a broad 
array of domestic constituencies by 
coddling old dictators on the one 
hand, and moving closer to the West 
on the other. "Keeping this balance 
is an absolute prerequisite to keep-
ing the market reform effort going", 
Kozyrev says admiringly. However, 
he concedes that this may have 
contributed to the lack of a coherent 
Russian view to the world, with 
Russia seen as being self-assertive 
without an overall strategy, as a 
reflection of "our national inferiority 
complex." 

Kozyrev may not be totally cor-
rect about Russia lacking a broad 
strategy.  Putin has been consistent 
in his goal of seeking a broad con-
sensus against the US strategy of 
NMD, which clearly seeks to termi-
nate the understanding behind the 
ABM treaty concluded in the 1970s. 
He got an endorsement of this stand 
from countries as diverse as Cuba, 
Canada, and South Korea, which he 
visited before Vietnam. The Europe-
ans, with the exception of Britain, 
also have reservations. Vice-
premier Tariq Aziz of Iraq, who 
visited Moscow recently, applauded 
Moscow's renewal of ties with old 
friends, among which he named 
Iraq, the Arab world, India and 
China. 

Another strand in Russia's post-
cold war strategy is its fear of Islamic 
fundamentalism, which centres on 
concerns to hold on to parts of the 

Russian Federation, where large 
Muslim populations seek greater 
autonomy.  However, this has not 
prevented Moscow from building 
close relations with Iran. Memories 
of its setback in Afghanistan and of 
the part played by Pakistan have a 
considerable role in its approach to 
South Asia where the policy of 
retaining traditional links with India is 
also seen as important to Russia's 
role as a "Eurasian" power. How-
ever, Russia would not like to antag-
onize Pakistan, which is not only a 
nuclear power but also has a poten-
tial to influence developments in 
Afghanistan and Central Asia.  
Moscow might even sell arms to 
Pakistan if we could find the money 
for them, because the armaments 
industry is a major contributor to 
exports. 

In its recent analysis of Russia's 
foreign policy initiatives towards the 
end of 2000, the New York Times 
concluded by quoting Michael 
McFaul of the Carnegie Moscow 
Centre. Mr Putin, in his view "has 
changed the dynamic of US-
Russian relations." During the years 
under Yeltsin 'we would always 
come to him with the list of things we 
wanted to do" to get him to co-
operate. Putin has "changed this 
dynamic. Suddenly we are respond-
ing to him." 

Will this continue after the advent 
of the Bush administration? It is a 
moot point. Putin indicated during 
his visit to Cuba that Russia atta-
ches high importance to relations 
with the US. While he has been 
drumming up support for his opposi-
tion to NMD, and to safeguard the 
ABM Treaty, he has avoided a 
confrontation with Washington, and 
shown readiness to join in devising a 
missile system designed to contain 
"rogue" states. Clinton had allowed 
strategic space to Russia by allow-
ing it a free hand in Central Asia, and 

by joining it in efforts to contain 
international terrorism.  Assigning 
high importance to Russia's eco-
nomic revival, Putin would not court 
an open confrontation with the US 
over the NMD issue and has acted 
skilfully to exploit concerns in most 
countries over the new US priority.  
In this context the strategic partner-
ship with China is being assigned 
high importance. 

During visits to various countries, 
such as India and even South 
Korea, references have been made 

to evolving "strategic partnerships" 
on the basis of shared visions of 
international security and peace. 
However, Russia is unlikely to 
jeopardise the vital economic rela-
tionships with the West that are 
critical to its economic revival. The 
effort to play the role of a global actor 
is designed primarily to retain the 
"Great Power" image, as Russia is 
hardly in a position to really chal-
lenge the US, where the new admin-
istration is set to maintain a decisive 
military superiority to preserve 

Washington's global clout. Since 
Secretary of State Colin Powell 
described China as a "strategic 
competitor", the Sino-Russian 
strategic convergence is set to 
acquire added importance.

 Putin's renewed diplomatic 
activity is based on recognition of 
the need to safeguard Russian 
national interests in a period of 
uncertainty, from a position of eco-
nomic and political weakness. This 
has led Russia to adopt a more 
flexible attitude in its international 

diplomacy. The recent visit to Paki-
stan by some senior Russian diplo-
mats has to be seen against this 
background. 

This piece was first published in the Dawn of 
Pakistan.

CHINA 

CONSIDERING how much it 
loathes the Falun Gong spiritual 
movement, and how deeply it 
resents the West's persistent inter-
est in its treatment of China's citi-
zens, the past week has been an 
annoying one indeed for the Chi-
nese government, which has found 
itself having to talk about little else. 
Accusations and criticisms have 
come in from all directions and the 
Chinese have responded in kind.

In a combative visit to Beijing, 
Mary Robinson, the UN's high 
commissioner for human rights, told 
Chinese leaders she was con-
cerned about thousands of cases of 
severe abuse reported to her office. 
She urged the abolition of China's 
"re-education-through-labour" 
system, an innocuous term for its 
brutal gulag. The system, long used 
to handle drug offenders and prosti-
tutes  and more recently the stub-
born people who continue to per-
form Falun Gong exercises in the 
face of a government ban  was 
inherently arbitrary and lacking in 
proper legal procedures. Nonsense, 
said Liu Jing. Recently installed as 
head of the government's new 
Office for the Prevention and Han-
dling of Cults (ie, the Falun Gong), 
Mr Liu said inmates at the camps 
have adequate recourse to adminis-

trative appeals, and officials anyway 
treat these inmates as "teachers 
treat their students, doctors treat 
their patients, and parents teach 
their children". Mrs Robinson's 
problem, he said, was that she 
simply had a poor understanding of 
the Falun Gong's evil, cultish nature.

Not to be outdone, Mrs Robinson 
told reporters several hours later 
that she had no desire to debate the 
nature of the Falun Gong. She 
simply insisted "that individual Falun 
Gong members have human rights 
that must be respected" and said it 
was clear their rights were now 
being disregarded on a large scale 
throughout China. She also took the 
opportunity to discuss with Chinese 
leaders allegations made this month 
in a report by Amnesty International. 
Dismissed by China as sheer 
rumour, the report said torture and 
killings remain "widespread and 
systemic" in China's penal system.

Such bickering aside, Mrs Robin-
son did see her way to praise the 
significant progress she had 
observed in China's overall efforts to 
foster the concept of the rule of law. 
And she expressed hopes that 
China's parliament, the National 
People's Congress (NPC), would 
attend to human rights in its annual 
plenary session, due to begin on 

thMarch 5 .
The day after her departure from 

Beijing, the NPC obliged in part 
when its standing committee ratified 
the UN's "international covenant on 
economic, social and cultural 
rights". China declined, however, to 
commit itself to clauses in the cove-
nant giving workers the right to form 
unions and to strike. Mrs Robinson 
had said that any such reservations 
would be "extremely disappointing".

In another spirited exchange, 
China then traded insults with the 
United States, whose State Depart-

thment on February 26  reported a 
dramatic worsening of China's 
human-rights performance last 
year. It cited not only the crackdown 
on the Falun Gong, but also the 
mistreatment of ethnic minorities, 
underground Christians and politi-
cal activists. Mention was made too 
of an apparent erosion in Hong 
Kong's freedoms. The report 
claimed that more than 100 Falun 
Gong practitioners had died as a 
result of torture or mistreatment in 
custody.

China promptly struck back with 
its own catalogue of human-rights 
problems in America. American 
democracy, it said, is "a rich man's 
game" and a "myth", pointing to the 
recent presidential election. Gun 

violence is rampant, China said, 
juveniles are routinely imprisoned 
and executed, health care is lack-
ing, the wealth gap growing.

Unfriendlier still, America also 
announced its intention to sponsor a 
UN resolution later this month 
condemning China's human-rights 
offences. Various administrations 
have done this before, but often 
half-heartedly. China, meanwhile, 
has lobbied other UN members 
skilfully each year, and managed 
always to keep any resolution from 
passing. The fate of the resolution 
this time may well depend on 
whether the European Union 
chooses to support it. In recent 
years, it has declined to do so, but 
last year only after an anguished 
internal debate.

Paradoxically, the resolution 
may be helped along by China's 
success in persuading the Ameri-
cans and others to stop threatening 
rights-related trade sanctions. 
China has long insisted that trade 
and human rights must not be 
mixed, and foreign business has 
agreed. With the debate now settled 
in China's favour, however, it is hard 
to avoid the conclusion that the 
annual session of the UN Human 
Rights Commission is just the place 
to air China's lamentable record. 

GEORGE FRIEDMAN

The prime minister of Japan, 
Yoshiro Mori, appears about to 
resign. Amazingly, with only a 6 
percent approval rating, contro-
versy in Japan is about whether 
Mori will resign before June 29, the 
end of the current parliamentary 
session. 

Questions about Mori's political 
survival and his seemingly feeble 
attempts at holding onto power are 
the interesting parts of the story. 
Obviously he is going to resign, but 
Mori didn't suddenly wake up with-
out popular support. He has been on 
the down escalator from the begin-
ning, yet has managed to survive. 

Mori's lack of support stems 
primarily from economic reasons. 
Japan's economy has been in 
terrible shape for a decade and 
started slipping again on his watch. 
The Nikkei index is at a 15-year low. 
Unemployment  an extraordinarily 
sensitive issue in Japan  has risen 
to the unacceptable level of 4.9 
percent. As the American economy 
catches a cold, Japan's economy is 
coming down with pneumonia. Add 
to this Mori's now infamous decision 
to continue his golf game after being 
informed a US submarine sank a 
Japanese fishing vessel off Hawaii, 
and the only question remaining is 
who are the 6 percent who still 
approve of him? 

Replacing Mori, however, does 
nothing to solve the problem, and 
this is one of the reasons he was not 
summarily ousted months ago. Not 
that Mori failed to craft an effective 
policy, but that an effective policy is 
impossible given Japan's political 
structure and culture. How long can 
this system continue? 

Japan suffers from a massive 
liquidity crisis originating in Tokyo's 
economic policies from the 1980s  
seeking market share at the 
expense of profits. It had the lowest 
rate of return on capital of any 
industrial economy, a problem 
Japan covered by maintaining 
artificially low interest rates. This 
allowed unprofitable businesses not 

only to survive, but also to grow and 
essentially gut the Japanese finan-
cial system. 

The very policies that allowed 
Japan to triumph in the 1980s 
created the deep malaise of the 
1990s. During this period, the 
primary concern of successive 
Japanese governments was to 
maintain social stability. Compare 
this with the United States' liquidity 
crisis of the late 1970s. The 
response was high interest rates, 
high unemployment and a ruthless 
restructuring of American industry 
during the early to mid-1980s. This 
laid the groundwork for the boom of 
the 1990s. Where the United States 
had the social resiliency to endure 
the restructuring of the 1980s, 
Japan's political elite are much more 
wary about their ability to impose 
pain on the Japanese public.

 Apanese Prime Minister Yoshiro 
Mori stated at the Diet in Tokyo, "I 
will make my utmost efforts to enact 
the budget for the next fiscal year 
and work very hard for economic 
recovery," March 6.

Two forces are at work. The first 
is rooted in the Japanese cultural 
ethic of social solidarity. Japan is the 
only industrialised country that has 
never experienced a social revolu-
tion. Feudal loyalties run both ways; 
in return for loyalty to the leadership, 
the elite must protect the interests of 
the lower classes. The Japanese 
government has simply decided it 
cannot follow the standard western 
response to a liquidity crisis by 
slashing consumption  particularly 
among working and middle class 
families  through high interest rates 
and unemployment. 

The second force impacting the 
situation deals with the nature of the 
Japanese political elite. While 
Japan is a democracy, working 
behind that democratic system is 
another system of entrenched 
bureaucratic elites in the various 
ministries with close ties to Japan's 
corporate structure. This stratum 
has enormous practical power and a 
vested interest in stability and in 
maintaining its relative position. 

Senior officials view the economic 
problems through a lens of personal 
and institutional interests. Bold 
initiatives radically reshaping Japa-
nese society will not emerge from 
this sector. 

So, Japanese prime ministers 
have come and gone throughout the 
1990s. Each on the whole ineffec-
tual, but able to hold together the 
basic social contract with the collab-
oration of the ministries and corpo-
rations. Japan bought into the 
stability of stagnation, a shared 
experience of distributed misery. 

Japan's failure to fundamentally 
restructure its financial and indus-
trial base has dug it deeper and 
deeper into the hole. Measures that 
might have solved the problem in 
1991 are woefully insufficient a 
decade later. The quantity and 
quality of pain required to shape up 
the Japanese economy at this point 
would mean a generation of dramat-
ically reduced expectations. 

Mori, both as an individual and a 
symbol, was incapable of imposing 
this sort of austerity. As a result, 
relatively minor cyclical shifts in the 
rest of the world are destabilising 
Japan's economy more than ever. 

Japan faces an economic crisis 
that could rapidly give way to a 
social crisis. The unemployment 
figures cut to the heart of Japan's 
social contract. Unlike stagnation, 
unemployment is not a shared 
experience but something that hits 
the population disproportionately. 
Japan's reserves of economic 
strength are cracking. 

As Mori topples, there is a strik-
ing lack of personalities to replace 
him. The obvious choices are as 
much placeholders as he. There is a 
deep hollowness in the Japanese 
political system. The mystery of 
Mori's survival is that while he has 
no support, no one else seems any 
better. 

This situation reminds us of the 
succession of Russian prime minis-
ters under Boris Yeltsin. It just didn't 
seem to matter. Then one day, the 
Russian crisis became deep 
enough that it mattered very much. 

We were given a prime minister who 
deposed Yeltsin and took Russia on 
a very different course. Sufficient 
pressure changes the game's 
definition. 

There is precedent for this in 
Japan. During the 1920s, after a 
remarkably similar economic crisis, 
Japan executed a fairly sudden  and 
in many ways unexpected  shift 
from a sort of liberalism toward 
militarism and xenophobia. Indeed, 
what is remarkable in Japanese 
history is the suddenness of its 
social shifts. Japan was a pre-
industrial society in 1860. Less than 
a half century later, it defeated 
Russia in war. Japan was a violently 
aggressive culture until 1945 then 
genuinely shifted toward pacifist 
liberalism. 

Japan and Russia are earth-
quake societies in which social and 
economic forces build up beneath 
an apparently imperturbable sur-
face until a sudden rending turns 
everything upside down. Unlike the 
United States  where change is 
constant, continual and therefore 
gradual  Russia and Japan seem 
rocklike, until they shift. 

The Japanese prime minister 
has a 6 percent approval rating. Its 
stock market is at a 15-year low and 
heading lower. Young people can-
not find jobs. Banks teeter on the 
edge of disaster, saved only by 
fiscal sleights of hand. The question 
is simple: how much longer can a 
system that creates prime ministers 
without any political support sustain 
itself? 

We strongly suspect the answer 
is not much longer. The internal 
situation in Japan has become 
intolerable and unsustainable. 
History will neither note nor care 
about Mori. What is important about 
him and the current situation is that it 
drives home the fact that Japan is 
running out of maneuver room with 
this political and economic system. 
The poll numbers indicate Japan is 
facing systemic failure. 

What comes next?

Source: The Internet

Mori's political woes 

The same to you, too

JAPAN


	Page 1

