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Preface

More than a decade has passed since US-Japan trade relations was one of
the most important, and most controversial, of US foreign policy issues. In
the post-9/11 world, with American attention preoccupied with issues of
war and terror, it may be hard for younger readers to imagine a time when
issues involving international trade openness and access to the Japanese
market were deemed to be prime foreign policy problems. Also, given the
very positive US-Japan relationship today, marked as it is by security
cooperation and the near disappearance of bilateral trade frictions, it
may be hard to imagine a time when such frictions were the source of so
much anger and resentment.

However, the passage of time cannot erase the intensity of the anger and
resentment that characterized the relationship just a decade ago, espe-
cially for those who were involved in those events. During the 1980s and
1990s there was an incredible amount of tension in the relationship, with
talk of a growing Japanese economic threat, views that Japan was Amer-
ica’s new international rival, concerns over a ‘Japanese invasion,’ and the
like. In Japan, a growing sense of resentment over American trade com-
plaints and a rising dislike of Americans led many to seek to place the
blame on American incompetence or dishonesty. Some scholars who
studied Japan and who happened to agree with the Japanese side of the
story were dismissed as ‘Japanapologists’ or ‘agents of influence.’ Conversely,
critics of Japan—notably the so-called ‘revisionists’ who are at the core of
this book—were at times accused of hating the Japanese or, worse, being
motivated by racism. (Both sets of charges, I firmly believe, were without
merit—that is, their differences were mostly academically and intellec-
tually honest ones.) In this context, ! vividly recall one senior scholar
warning me that doing a book on the revisionists was too risky for an
(then) untenured professor. 1 decided to ignore this advice. In any case,
today, for better or for worse, the topic is no longer as controversial as it
once was (better, perhaps, for US-Japan relations, but probably worse
regarding interest in the topic).
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I got the idea for my first book when one of my professors did not have a
satisfactory answer to one of my questions. The idea for this book came
when I could not come up with an adequate answer to one of my own
student’s questions. That question came during a discussion of the differ-
ent views of the Japanese economy, pitting traditionalists who conceived
of the market there as essentially capitalist in nature and Japan as an
important ally, versus the revisionists who portrayed that economy as
different, inherently closed, and Japan as a growing economic threat to
the US. The student asked something along the lines of, ‘Traditionalists
and revisionists are both talking about the same Japanese economy, but
come to polar opposite conclusions. They can’t both be right. They all
seem to be smart people, so how can one side (or the other) be so totally
off?’ I don’t remember my answer then, but my answer now would start
with, ‘it all depends on one’s initial assumptions ....’

In this case these two schools of thought started with entirely different
assumptions about how the Japanese economy really worked, and what
that implied for the US. Because their analysis and interpretation of the
issues was based on these incompatible initial conceptions, quite naturaily
their diagnoses and prescriptions differed wildly. This book is about how
these new, revisionist assumptions about the Japanese economy rose,
coalesced, and were adopted by the US government in the 1990s, and
then subsequently had a visible impact on American trade policy toward
Japan.

Much of the material for this book was obtained through more than 100
in-depth interviews of the relevant policy makers on both sides of the
Pacific. In conducting these interviews I was reminded very much of the
Kurosawa samurai-era movie Rashomon, in which the story of a crime is
told four separate times, from the point of view of an accused criminal, his
two victims, and a hidden bystander. Each protagonist, however, paints a
completely different picture of the same events, and in doing so manages
to portray themselves and their behavior in the best possible light. Some
were being deceitful, but seemed to have convinced themselves of their
versions of events; even the bystander telling a version that seems closest
to the ‘truth’ managed to interpret events through self-serving lenses. In
the end, one is not sure whom to believe; we simply have to filter each
version according to who is telling the story.

So, too, with those involved in US-Japan trade relations. In speaking
with officials from both governments, I often had the feeling that I was in
the middle of my own version of the movie, with each person talking
about the same events, but voicing diametrically opposite interpretations.

viii
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It struck me that this enormous gap in assumptions was real and often not
reconcilable. And this gap definitely affected how policies were con-
structed and implemented, and how the two countries conducted their
negotiations.

This impression became even more vivid during 1996-7, when I served
as a Director of Asian Affairs in the National Security Council (NSC).
Although 1 do not (and cannot) discuss the policy issues I dealt with
during my service in the Clinton White House, that opportunity gave
me an insider’s view of how Clinton administration officials made policy.
I was also able to meet many of the officials who made Clinton’s Japan
trade policy and had the privilege of working directly with some of them.
Most importantly, I was able to put myself in their shoes, and thus I think
am better able to understand how American officials conceived of the
issues. I have tried to impart some of the character and color of how
decisions were being made in the Clinton White House.

One thing that I discovered during my time in the Clinton White House
was how competent and knowledgeable about Japan most top US govern-
ment officials were, and how much direct experience with Japan actually
existed in government circles. It is common to hear professors of all
orientations criticize policies that they disagree with by arguing that US
policy makers ‘don’t understand Japan,’ lack experience, or are simply
incompetent. What I found was that officials on all sides of the debate in
fact did understand Japan—it was just that each side understood Japan
differently.

Another thing that struck me during my interviews was how open and
forthcoming all of the American officials were; all were very eager to tell
their story, of course from their own point of view. I was even more
impressed with how open and forthcoming the Japanese government
officials were. In my previous research, on industrial policy toward
troubled industries, I found that it was often very difficult to get Japanese
officials to divulge any ‘inside’ information. This time, however, these
officials were not only eager to tell their side of the story, but they were
quite forthcoming in providing even more information that I had asked
for. Quite early it dawned on me that the reason for this was simple—in
the Framework talks, Japan was successful in beating back US trade
demands, perhaps permanently. As a result, many of these officials were
proud of what they had accomplished, and almost bursting to tell their
version of events.

I am especially grateful to the many individuals who agreed to sit for
interviews. I made it a blanket policy to not quote any of these individuals
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by name, in an effort to get at the ‘inside story.’ I should also note that I
made it absolutely clear to each interviewee that the interviews were
strictly for academic purposes, and had nothing to do with my duties at
the NSC. On this note I should also stress that none of the information
discussed in this book was derived from restricted sources or documents—I
was not a participant in the policy deliberations described in this book,
and I pointedly did not access any related classified materials. Further-
more, all of the events that I discuss in detail occurred before I entered the
NSC. The views expressed in this book are completely my own, and do not
reflect the views of the NSC or the Clinton administration.!

The research for this book was carried out under two main grants. One
was an International Affairs Fellowship from the Council on Foreign
Relations, which allowed me the opportunity to enter the NSC, The sec-
ond was a Fulbright Fellowship for research in Japan, where 1 conducted
the interviews for the second half of the book. 1 also received smaller
grants from the Social Science Research Council and from my current
institution, the University of California, Irvine,

In the course of researching and writing this book—a process that took
far too long a time, I realize—I have accumulated many intellectual and
personal debts. All or parts of the manuscript have been read by Hugh
Patrick, Gerry Curtis, Ellis Krauss, T. J. Pempel, and other unnamed readers
from Oxford University Press. I have received comments from these
scholars and many others, including Merit Janow, S. Linn Williams,
Kenji Hayao, Patti MacLachlan, Taka Suzuki, Jennifer Holt Dwyer, Michael
Green, Kojo Yoshiko, Hiwatari Nobuhiro, Saori Katada, John Odell,
Richard Katz, and I am sure others who I failed to record. I also thank
my family—my wife Noriho and my sons Masato and Kazuto—for being so
patient with me. It has become my standard New Year’s resolution over the
past few years to ‘finish the book,’ so now I can finally think of a new
resolution.

I dedicate this book to three individuals who have had the biggest
impact on my development. First is Hugh Patrick, my main mentor
during the time I spent as a student and assistant professor at Columbia
University. For my first book and for this one Hugh provided me with

! Despite these disclaimers, the NSC legal staff has objected to some of the material in this
book, notably the discussion of the deliberations inside the Clinton White House, on the
grounds that my status as a former NSC official implies direct knowledge of or participation in
the secret deliberations, hence ‘release of such information would compromise the delibera-
tive process.” This discussion, of course, lies at the very heart of this book. These objections
were finally tesolved only in January 2007.
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more than 25 pages of single-spaced comments, all of which were pointed
and helpful. He is the kind of mentor that every student hopes to get; he is
also the scholar and mentor who I have tried—but failed—to emulate.

I also dedicate this book to my parents, Kay and Alice, who have never
stopped nurturing me. I was lucky to grow up in a stable and supportive
household where doing your best was always the highest value. Truly, I
would not be the person 1 am today without their love and guidance. 1 will
always be grateful. On a sad note, my father passed away in mid-2008.
Although he knew that I have been working on this book, I am saddened
that he never had the chance to see the finished product.

Robert M. Uriu
Irvine, California

Xi
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