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Introduction

Up to now risk research in the social sciences has been confined mostly to
post-industrial western society. What are the implications of applying this kind of theory
to a major post-industrial society like Japan, which does not share the same European
Judeo-Christian cultural roots? One of the purposes of this paper is to investigate this
important question. Japan would seem to be a prime candidate for scholars interested in
risk since the government and media are constantly warning the population about a
whole variety of hazards both home grown and foreign in origin. At the same time
Japan’s traditionally group-oriented society is clearly going through a painful process of
individualization — a related concept for those interested in ‘risk society’ - with a
break-down of traditional marriage patterns, and an on-going debate about how to cater
for the needs of the elderly. This paper will concern itself with how theories of risk and
‘risk society’ can help us understand the decision-making of individuals and
government agencies in Japan when faced with a range of different challenges.

Risk in Japan: Four Case Studies Involving Government Policy

A leading sociologist and one of the founders of inquiry into ‘risk society’ is Anthony
Giddens who writes that “[a] good deal of political decision-making is now about
managing risks — risks which do not originate in the political sphere, yet have to be
politically managed” (Giddens 1998: 29). He was writing about British politics in the
1990s but his words also apply to the contemporary Japanese political situation. Ulrich
Beck, another founder of the ‘risk society’ paradigm, has argued that while national
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governments try to cope with the various risks around them they are hamstrung by the
twin processes of globalization on the one hand and the ever-growing complexity of
scientific and technological advances on the other. How well is Japan coping with these
challenges? We will now survey four different case studies where the Japanese
government has recently been involved in formulating policy to deal with risk. The four
areas are: (I) risks facing Japanese citizens travelling abroad; (1) risks related to food
consumption; (I11) risks relating to energy policy and climate change; and (1V) the risks
of terrorist attacks. In each case the work of political scientists and sociologists
concerned with applying risk theory to studies of Japan will be surveyed. This will
followed by a discussion of the common threads that hold these different kind of
analysis together.

I. Risk and Responsibility: who looks after you when you go abroad?

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) is trying to encourage Japanese citizens to
look after themselves when they go abroad. It wants them to become risk-managers.
This fits in with calls by some political leaders (for example see Ozawa 1994) who want
Japanese people to accept more self-responsibility. Hook and Takeda analyse this
phenomenon in the following way.

The discourse on self-responsibility and risk has emerged in the context of the
dual pressures of globalization: on the one hand, the pressure to expand the
international role of the state and to make a more robust military contribution
as a “normal state”; and, on the other, the pressure to shrink the domestic role
of the state and to off-load state risks to the market and citizen. (Hook and
Takeda 2007: 94)

When Japanese citizens venture beyond the safe confines of Japan they are potentially
subject to both of the “dual pressures” referred to by Hook and Takeda: i.e. they are in
greater danger than before of being deliberately harmed by groups opposed to Japan’s
new, more aggressive foreign policy; and also they are expected to rely more on their
own resources if they find themselves in trouble since they can not rely on the state to
help them out.

Hook and Takeda illustrate this development with reference to the abduction in April
2004 of three young Japanese citizens in Iraq. All three had gone to Iraq on their own



volition and were opposed to the Japanese government’s policy of support for the
American-led invasion of the previous year. In spite of the distance they had placed
between themselves and the government, the three abductees could have expected more
sympathetic treatment from Japanese officials than they actually achieved. In previous
kidnapping cases the government had given in to demands in order to avoid bloodshed.
In 1977, Fukuda Takeo, the prime minister at that time, drew international criticism
when he caved in to the demands of a group of Japan Red Army terrorists who hijacked
a passenger jet saying "Jinmei wa chikyd yori omoi (The value of a human life
outweighs the earth).” By contrast, in 2004 the official Japanese government line was
not to give in to the demands of the abductors (who wanted all Japanese troops removed
from Iraqg). This hard-line attitude made sense in light of the Japanese government’s
efforts to be more like a “normal nation” in the eyes of the world. By coincidence
Fukuda Takeo’s son, Yasuo, was Koizumi’s Chief Cabinet Secretary in 2004 and was
asked by the press whether he agreed with his father’s famous quote about the value of
human life. In reply, the younger Fukuda said that “times have changed.” He would
have been more accurate in saying that the stance of the Japanese government had
changed.

In spite of the official refusal to negotiate with terrorists a dialogue with them was
established through the offices of a go-between. Although some kind of secret deal may
have been reached, the release of the three hostages was eventually secured without any
Japanese troops being withdrawn. Rather than celebrating the news of the safe return of
the hostages, however, Japan’s media launched a campaign of sometimes bitter criticism
against them (Hook and Takeda 2007: 112-3). They were accused of failing to exercise
“self responsibility” by ignoring the government warnings about the dangers of travel to
Irag. The press expressed what seemed to be the overwhelming public opinion that they
were guilty of causing trouble (meiwaku wo kakeru), a crime that carries greater
negative connotations in Japan that in Western societies. The three young hostages were
shocked by their reception back home, and in at least one case there were reports of
severe mental distress caused by the public criticism. Some outside Japan thought that
this treatment was unjust. The U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell made the following
comment.

If nobody was willing to take a risk, then we would never move forward . . . And
I am so pleased that these Japanese citizens were willing to put themselves at
risk for a greater good, for a better purpose. And the Japanese people should be



very proud that they have citizens like this willing to do that (Quoted in Hook
and Takeda 2007: 120).

Clearly the Japanese government and media did not agree with Colin Powell about the
desirability of taking risks — unless those risks are government sanctioned. Hook and
Takeda contrast the case of the three volunteer hostages with the murder of two
diplomats, also in Iraq, in November 2003. The two men had died in the service of the
state and were honored with posthumous promotions. In Japan, risks that are taken on
behalf of the state are valued more highly than the same risks taken by individual
initiative.

Il Risks relating to food consumption

This section deals with three different food crises affecting Japanese consumers. The
first topic to be examined is a series of domestic scandals in Japan’s food industry in
2007 that undermined public trust in the veracity of what was written on food product
labels. The second sub-section deals with Japan’s response to the global BSE crisis in
the beef industry. The final sub-section looks at a case in 2008 that involved the
deliberate poisoning of food imported from China, a scandal that undermined improving
Sino-Japanese relations.

1. Food-related scandals of 2007

At the end of 2007, nise (fake) was named as the kanji of the year by the Kanji Aptitude
Testing Foundation. This represented the most popular suggestion sent in by thousands
of ordinary people. The second most popular choice was shoku (eating) and third was
uso (lie). (Japan Times December 13" 2007) Although, as usual, the mendacity of
politicians and bureaucrats was also on the minds of people it seems clear that the main
reason for the popularity of this kanji as a symbol for Japan in 2007 was the wave of
food-industry scandals that shocked the nation. The first company to be disgraced was
the well-known company Fujiya that specialized in sweets and cakes. In January it was
revealed that it had been using milk that had gone past its consumption date as an
ingredient for the cream in its famous cream puffs. The production of all Fujiya
factories was halted until March and the share value of the company collapsed. It was
later estimated that the scandal cost the company about 14 billion yen.

The Fujiya scandal posed a threat to public health. Other food industry scandals of 2007



did not endanger customers physically but did undermine their trust in what they were
eating. For example, the company Meat Hope tried to pass off various cost-cutting meat
blends as 100% beef. Also, Osaka-based high-class restaurant chain Senba Kitcho K.K.
took basic supermarket standard chickens and advertised them as exclusive poultry
dishes. Meanwhile in Hokkaido the famous maker of Shiroi Koibito chocolate cookies
was found to have unlawfully extended real sell-by dates by up to two months. Other
companies from all parts of Japan were found to be involved in false-labeling scams of
one kind or another. Japanese consumers found they could no longer trust what was
written on food package labels or restaurant menus.

What help can the risk society paradigm be in analyzing the place of these scandals in
contemporary Japanese society? Political scientist Takeda Hiroko argues that the
government’s response to these kinds of scandal show that the locus of responsibility
over food related risks is being shifted from the state to individuals. She argues that the
government’s shokuiku policy since 2005 (responding to previous food scandals) has
aimed to create “autonomously-organized healthy eating lifestyles,” and that in order to
achieve this, individuals must be taught “risk literacy” so that they can independently
understand, analyze and avoid food-related risks (Takeda’s Presentation 2007).

The fact that individuals are increasingly on their own when facing up to the various
risks life throws in their way is one of the themes of the risk society paradigm. Beck has
coined the term *“individualization” to refer to this process (see Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim, 2001). For Beck individualization means “the disintegration of the
certainties of industrial society as well as the compulsion to find and invent new
certainties for oneself and others without them.” (quoted in Lupton 1999: p.70)
Changed patterns of food consumption in a modern society like Japan illustrate this
process. Whereas a century ago families would buy food and eat it together (usually
with women doing most of the food preparation) in today’s society the growth of
industrially made convenience foods has enabled individuals to feed themselves without
relying on the family unit. If the state is unwilling (or unable because of the ever more
globalized nature of food production) to protect people and if the family unit is no
longer the usual provider of meals, then each person is on their own to deal with the
various risks presented by modern food products. The function of the family as a
risk-absorber has been eroded. Also the welfare state is being scaled back. In this
context the message from the government is clear: you are on your own. They want
people to be more proactive and less reactive in facing up to the risks of food



consumption.

Takeda also notes that it is no coincidence that this ideal proactive person is also the
kind of individual required for Japan’s economic revitalization. Proponents of
“structural reform” aim to remove the “dependency culture” of the postwar Japanese
system. Politicians who champion such reform aim to encourage behaviour that will
build “human power” which can contribute to growth in a changed global economy
(Takeda’s Presentation 2007).

2. The BSE debate in Japan

The BSE crisis is a classic example of the new kind of crisis one finds in “risk society”.
People eating BSE-infected beef have no way of knowing that their food is
contaminated. Furthermore, the disease that BSE can give rise to in humans,
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (vCJD), for which there is no known cure, takes time to
develop. There is no scientific agreement over the likelihood that such a person will
contract the disease or the length of time between initial contamination and the
development of symptoms. This confusion can lead to an understandable decline in the
confidence people feel towards the “scientific” advice they receive. Beck writes that
these sorts of hazard are not directly perceptible and so “require the *sensory organs’ of
science.”(Beck 1992: 27) However, if people cannot trust scientists then it is not
surprising that incidents like the BSE scare can lead to panic. This is part of a pattern
that Beck has observed that involves the loss of authority that scientists have with the
public. The sellers of beef also lost the confidence of the public of course. One method
of re-building it in the British case was by the use of advertising campaigns that
promoted beef from nearby farms (Caplan 2000: 197-198). This ‘localisation’ of beef
products marked a retreat from the globalization of the food industry. Serious scares,
like the BSE crisis, therefore could be a threat to the trend towards globalization that
usually marks the economies of late-modern societies.

Sociologist, William Bradley argues that in the Japanese case the government seems to
have been slow in recognizing the danger posed by BSE. He argues that the government
consistently promoted risk management in advance of risk evaluation. He goes on to say
that the political reasons for this are that “the interests of the free and open marketplace,
importers and producers of meat and bone meal (MBM) products, beef retailers and
restauranteurs and even the U.S. government have been promoted at the expense of
safety standards that would address the multiple levels of risk to ordinary citizens.”



However public outrage over the crisis has forced the government to pay more concern
to beef safety (Bradley’s Presentation 2007).

Bradley argues that the Japanese government failed to learn the lessons of the British
experience. Because BSE is usually found in the brain and spinal column of a cow, the
British and other European governments banned MBM products in the 1980s. However
the Japanese government continued to allow the import of MBM from Italy throughout
the 1990s even though the Europeans had warned the Ministry of Agriculture explicitly
of the lack of proper sterilization equipment in the case of at least one producer.
(Bradley’s Presentation 2007, see also Kingston 2004: 201)

The Japanese government set up the Food Safety Commission in 2003, but it soon ran
into problems when it was accused of being incompetent and non-transparent in its
deliberations. It is mostly made up of amakudari appointees and some of them were
accused of having too close ties to the government.

3. The poisoned gyoza scare

In January 2008 a different kind of “dangerous food” scandal emerged on the scene. Ten
Japanese people were taken ill after eating imported Chinese dumplings or gyoza. The
subsequent media frenzy resulted in thousands of others reporting that they too felt sick
after eating similar gyoza (although subsequent checks by health officials showed that
none of these alleged cases of poisoning — beyond the original ten people - were
genuine). As a result the consumption of food imported from China plummeted and a
news agency survey found that 75 percent of respondents said that they “will not use
Chinese food from now on.”(Japan Times 17 March 2008). This kind of consumer panic
in the wake of sensational media reporting of a food-poisoning incident will be
unsurprising to students of risk perception in modern consumer societies especially as it
is mediated by the press (Gardner 2008). However, an extra dimension was added to
this particular scandal by the problematic diplomatic relations between China and Japan.
A diplomatic furor was caused by the contradictory nature of the early conclusions
drawn by Chinese and Japanese police investigating the incident. The Japanese side
claimed that the nature of the poison — an organo-phosphate insecticide called
methamidophos — proved that it was highly unlikely that the contamination took place
in Japan, since that particular insecticide is currently a banned substance in Japan and
almost impossible to get hold of. Contradicting this, Chinese investigators cleared the
gyoza manufacturers — Tianyang Food of Hebei province — and went on to conclude that



there was little chance of the dumplings being contaminated in China. The timing of this
row was unfortunate because bilateral relations between Japan and China had been
improving since October 2006 when prime minister Shinzo Abe made it clear that he
would avoid the kind of provocations committed by his predecesor Koizumi. If the
intention of the individual or group who poisoned the gyoza (both sides agreed that
there was no possibility of the poisoning being accidental) had been to also poison
relations between Japan and China, then they succeeded.

The poisoned gyoza scare involved risks to far more than the health of those who might
eat the contaminated food. The economic stakes for companies in Japan and China were
extremely high. China is Japan’s second-largest source of food imports after the United
States and accounts for over half its imported frozen products. On a more global scale
Chinese companies were concerned over yet another blow to their safety reputation,
following scandals involving exports of tainted pet food and dangerous toys to the
United States and other countries. Media-led panics about incidents like the poisoned
gyoza scare could therefore pose serious threats to China’s giant export economy.

The poisoned gyoza scare brought about a complex inter-connection between economic
issues, political/diplomatic issues and issues of food safety and consumer confidence.
The nature of the crisis meant that traditional methods for smoothing over relations
between China and Japan, i.e. both sides maintaining a deliberate vagueness in their
public statements about potentially controversial issues, were difficult to pursue in this
case. An editorial in the Yomiuri Shimbun of 1% March 2008 got to the heart of the
dilemma.

An attempt to settle the issue politically by keeping the facts ambiguous will
only serve to leave emotional ill will on both sides. It may also lead to growing
distrust among consumers.

The Yomiuri Shimbun’s conclusion here points to a weakness inherent in this kind of
‘face saving’ approach to conflict resolution in East Asia. Consumers will not be
satisfied if their government resorts to vagueness or ambiguity in the face of serious
risks that they, and their children eat. Governments that adopt this tactic therefore will
face further erosions of the trust the people place in them.



Concluding points about food-related risks

The Fujiya scandal and similar cases show the willingness of the government to
encourage people to manage their own risks concerning food consumption. The BSE
crisis, however, is perceived to be so serious that the government must appear to do
something or else seem incompetent or weak in the face of public criticism. In general,
people demand that their government shield them from invisible risks — like those
associated with BSE and vCJD - although, at the same time they are sceptical about
what the government (or scientists) can actually do. This is as true in Japan as it is in
other developed countries.

111 Energy risks, climate change and negative externalities

Another way of conceptualizing risk, which is different from the approach of
sociologists like Beck, Giddens and others, is to consider it in the form of ‘negative
externality’. In political economy terms an externality can be said to exist whenever the
utility of one or more actors (meaning an individual, a firm, a country) is significantly
affected by the activity of one or more other actors. Positive externalities arise when
what actors do brings unintended benefits to others. Negative externalities arise when
these unintended consequences are detrimental. Climate change involves negative
externalities because it is global and generational: the damage done by one nation-state
can have severe negative consequences for other nations and for future generations not
yet born. Policies designed to reverse, or at least slow-down climate change also present
a serious ‘free-rider’ problem, since countries that do nothing will still benefit from
those that take action and make sacrifices to address the situation.

Two important — and related - questions of interest to the application of risk theory to
this area of Japanese government policy are the following: why has Japan done so little
to address its dependence on oil; and why has it done so little to deal with the threat of
climate change? Risk management at the national level is about anticipating crises and
problems before they occur, and therefore having contingency plans in place to deal
with them. It should also be involved with avoiding unnecessary problems wherever
possible. It would therefore be rational for the Japanese government to have policies or
planning in place that anticipate both the short-term chances of a cut in its supply of oil
(almost all of which comes from the Middle East), as well as the long term dangers of
climate change. Political scientist, Andrew DeWit has concluded that in both areas, the
Japanese government is lacking in its response to these twin challenges (DeWit’s



presentation 2007). The “oil shocks” of the 1970s are well-known for bringing to a halt
the rapid growth of Japan’s GDP. The conventional wisdom was that Japan had learned
its lesson from this and adopted a more diverse energy policy. DeWit argues, however
that any lessons that were learned were forgotten in the 1990s as Japan struggled with
the problems of a prolonged recession. The need for immediate cheap energy
outweighed the risks of becoming over-dependent, once again, on Middle East oil, and
by the early 1990s the real price of oil had gone down considerably. (Oil has many
positive externalities in economic terms, being very cheap to extract and transport
compared to other sources of energy.) An increase in oil prices in the 2000s came to an
end when most of the world went into recession in 2008. The combined effects of cheap
oil and a faltering economy are currently forcing Japan’s policy-makers to de-prioritize
plans to wean Japan off oil as its primary energy source.

There are many risks connected with Japan’s dependence on oil. All of this oil is
imported and currently 89 percent comes from the Middle East, defined as the OPEC
Gulf oil exporters plus Oman and Yemen (Japan Times 9™ January 2009). Furthermore,
among the major OECD countries Japan is second only to Italy in its 48 percent
dependence on oil in its primary energy mix (DeWit 2008: 3). Sharp rises in the price of
oil will have immediate negative effects on Japan’s economy. Wars or other conflicts in
the Middle East can affect the supply. Even piracy is a potential threat. Former prime
minister Abe Shinzé in his book utukushii kuni e (“towards a beautiful country”) said
that one of the reasons for sending Japanese troops to the help the American occupation
of Irag was precisely because of Japan’s dependence on oil from the region.

DeWit discusses the above short-term risks and dangers, but also points out that by far
the largest risk or negative externality of dependence on oil is the longer-term threat of
climate change. Japan’s exposure to the fallout from climate change is ranked among
the highest in the world, but in spite of this it is lagging far behind those countries that
are the leaders in implementing policies to address the coming crisis. Even though the
Kyoto treaty was signed in a Japanese city, Japan has not been able to live up to the
commitments that it made at that conference. Also, Japan is below the OECD average in
its use of environmental taxes, and is performing poorly in energy consumption trends.
DeWit argues that more attention is not paid to these failings because “of the huge
shadow cast by America’s profligacy with energy and the Bush regime’s efforts to deny
climate change and perpetuate the oil age.”(DeWit 2008: 8). Thus if the new U.S.
administration under Barak Obama from 2009 onwards begins to take a more pro-active
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approach to energy efficiency and conservation, Japan’s poor record in these areas will
no longer be hidden from view.

How can we explain the lack of leadership from Japan in the area of climate change
counter-measures? It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the various
explanations put forward by political scientists to explain the overall phenomenon of
weak executive leadership in Japan. (For one of the best accounts of this problem see
Van Wolferen 1993.) What is certain is that over the last decade the one strong prime
minister (Koizumi) followed the same line as the weaker ones. The consensus in the
governing elite is to leave market actors to determine their own responses to the
environmental challenge. There seems to be a faith that Japanese technological
excellence will allow Japan’s industry to profit from the growth of new environmentally
friendly *“green tech” technology which is set to become a huge industry worldwide.
This hope seems to have some substance behind it when one looks at the success of
certain products like, for example, Toyota’s hybrid cars. However it is difficult to see
how this policy alone will be sufficient to meet the challenges of oil dependence and
global warming. It is no surprise to find that opinion polls show a high degree of
dissatisfaction among the Japanese public with their government’s environmental
performance (Schreurs 2005: 149).

If the Japanese state is not rising to the twin challenges of oil dependence and global
warming as much as it should, can the slack be taken up by the individual citizen? In
some respects Japanese people are exemplary global citizens compared to people in
other developed countries: they use public transport far more, for example, and are
usually conscientious about sorting household garbage. However, on there are items on
the debit side too, for example the poor quality of much of Japanese housing means they
lag behind in areas like home insulation. The education system and the media certainly
help to raise awareness of environmental issues, and the high price of energy in Japan
encourages conservation wherever possible. However in a grim economic climate many
ordinary Japanese citizens probably share their government’s concerns that the
short-term challenges of preserving jobs and preventing a decline in living standards are
of more pressing concern than the more-difficult-to-imagine scenarios of a new Middle
Eastern oil shock or environmental disaster brought about by climate change.
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IV Heightened international risks of terrorist attacks and domestic security policy
How does the state respond to perceived increases in the risk of terrorist attack? One
strategy might be to try to avoid provoking any groups or nations into launching an
attack in the first place. Another strategy might be to try to pursue internationalist and
pacifist policies world-wide that are aimed at defusing the conflicts and tensions that
bring about the conditions that nurture terrorism. With its pacifist constitution and
non-activist foreign policy it could be argued that Japan has adopted such strategies for
much of its postwar history. This has been in spite of calls, both domestic and foreign,
for Japan to become a more “normal” country, i.e. one with a normal army, navy and
air-force, and a more assertive foreign policy. To what extent is Japan currently moving
towards becoming a more assertive “normal” country, and what effect is this having on
perceptions of terror related risks?

During the 1990s, critics of Japan’s non-activist policy on security argued that the
Japanese government was failing in its duty to properly protect the Japanese people. In
1995 the Aum Shinrikyo poison gas attacks showed the danger from domestic terrorism
and then in 1999 the Japanese Coast Guard fired warning shots at a fushinsen
(suspicious boat) in Japanese waters, drawing attention to dangers emerging from
foreign sources. In the 1999 case the fushinsen (that was probably North Korean) was
able to escape. This was not the first time an incident of this kind had occurred and
some politicians argued that Japan needed to change its laws to allow the Coast Guard
and the Maritime Self-Defense Force more freedom of maneuver when challenging
suspicious vessels.

Those wanting Japan to adopt a more muscular security policy were frustrated until the
September 11 terror attacks in the USA. The government led by Prime Minister
Koizumi immediately announced they would step up measures to prevent terrorist
attacks against Japan (including against US bases in Japan). Koizumi, who personally
was one of those who wanted to make Japan a more “normal” country, was happy to
promise President Bush that Japan would dispatch Maritime Self Defence Force ships to
aid the US in the newly declared “war on terror.” In practice there was little that the
MSDF could do except help to re-fuel American ships that were aiding US military
activities against the Taliban in Afghanistan. The dispatch was much more important in
symbolic terms. As Leheny argues in his analysis of this event:

In Tokyo, the dispatch of Japanese troops meant more chipping away at the
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shackles on the use of force to deal with international security: a hopeful
moment for Japan’s hawks, and a terribly worrisome sign for the doves (Leheny
2006: 156).

Japan later committed Land Self Defence Force troops to the American occupation of
Iraq, but these soldiers were confined to non-fighting roles like infrastructure
reconstruction and clean water supply, and had to rely on the soldiers of other nations
nearby to protect them in case of attack. Once again the contribution was more symbolic
than practical. This does not mean the importance of the contribution should be
downplayed. On the contrary, the symbolism of Japan involving itself in the
international “war on terror” allowed politicians to push through changes in Japan’s
domestic laws that suited a right-wing, more hawkish agenda. In this way the rules of
engagement were changed to allow Japan’s Coast Guard to use lethal force in engaging
fushinsen. On December 22" 2001, only six weeks after the rules had been changed,
four Coast Guard vessels began to pursue another fushinsen near Japan which tried to
escape by going into China’s territorial waters. The Chinese allowed the Japanese
vessels to engage in hot pursuit and shots were exchanged with the runaway boat.
Twenty hours after the chase started the fushinsen exploded and sank — probably
scuttled by its own crew all of whom perished.

Later the Chinese gave permission for the Japanese to salvage the sunken boat and take
it home for further study. The bodies of fifteen North Korean men were found along
with automatic weapons, a rocket launcher and other equipment. In 2003 the boat was
put on display at the Japanese Museum of Maritime Science in Chiba prefecture. In six
months the boat received over one million curious visitors. (Unfortunately the museum
Is not anywhere near so popular in normal times!) The government by now had stopped
referring to the North Korean boat as a fushinnsen and instead called it a kosakusen or
“operations boat”, using a phrase that is usually used for covert or spying operations.
Leheny argues that this name change is important for two reasons (Leheny’s
presentation 2006). Firstly it identifies the boat as a terrorist boat rather than a criminal
boat, in spite of the fact that police believed that the boat (along with the majority of
fushinsen) was almost certainly involved in drug smuggling operations — a criminal
activity rather than a political or military activity. Secondly it links the incursion of the
boat into Japanese waters with kidnapping incidents that took place in the period 1977
to 1983. These involved the abduction of innocent Japanese people by agents operating
from small boats who took them to North Korea. This outrage was very much on the

13



minds of the Japanese press and public at the time the kosakusen was put on display
because of the admission of guilt by the North Korean government and the return to
Japan in October 2002 of five of the surviving victims.

Leheny argues that North Korea represents a much more real and immediate threat in
the Japanese imagination than al Qaeda. So, although Japanese citizens might feel shock
at the sight of the 9/11 attacks happening in New York and Washington, the feeling that
they themselves might now be in danger at home in Japan was not very great. Thus the
Koizumi administration and the military establishment in Japan used the incident of the
sinking of the North Korean boat to highlight for the Japanese the fact that they too
were at risk from the forces of international terror. Other political scientists have noticed
this linkage of personal insecurity and government security policy agendas. For
example Wilhlem Vosse has argued that “a growing sense of personal insecurity can
potentially lead to support for more flexible military options for Japan.”(\Vosse’s
presentation 2006). Here is a direct link between national risk and personal risk.

This raises the question of how much fear the threat of terrorism can actually engender
in the Japanese public. Before looking at Japan, let use first turn to the case of the
United States. Dan Gardner has argued in this book Risk that the Bush Administration
response to the 9/11 attacks was out of all proportion to the actual risks posed by the
attackers and their supporters. Bush was arguing that the “war on terror” was a war that
could be compared to the Second World War or to the Cold War. Gardner comments as
follows.

Nazi Germany came terrifyingly close to permanently conquering much of the
civilized world, wiping out whole peoples and developing the first nuclear
weapons. The Soviet Union, even in 1989 had six million soldiers equipped with
vast quantities of tanks, jets, ships and more than enough strategic nuclear
weapons to reduce every major city in the Unites States and Europe to smoke
and cinders in under half and hour. At its peak al Qaeda was a band of fanatics in
possession of small arms and a network of camps in the Afghan desert. Today
they are just a band of fanatics in possession of small arms — and they should be
discussed as such (Gardner 2008: 296).

It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss the role of what president Eisenhower
called the military-industrial complex, though clearly those with an interest in boosting
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defence and security related budgets have a vested interest in playing up fears about
threats to the civilian population. Instead it is the purposed of this paper to examine how
the popular response to threats — real or imagined — can influence and be influenced by
government policy. In Japan, the fact that so many people wanted to see a rather small
boat dredged up from the bottom of the East China Sea speaks to the appetite among the
population for tangible evidence of possible terror threats to their country. Psychologists
who have studied people’s response to various kinds of risks have found that, in their
gut, humans are more inclined to play-up dangers of a violent nature, especially dangers
posed by enemies or predators. Thus, when politicians are able, with the help of the
media, to play upon the fears engendered in people by images of terrorist violence they
can build the groundwork for more assertive defence and security policies. How risk
theory can help us understand this process is one of the subjects addressed in the next
section.

How do individual citizens and governments assess risks?

It can be seen from the case studies in this paper that there is a trend in Japanese
government thinking to get individual citizens to rely on themselves more and on the
government less. This raises the issue of just how good individuals are at assessing the
risks around them. There has been abundant research on the psychology of risk
perception in the west, especially the United States. One of the key questions that is
raised by applying this to Japan is what is the role of culture in influencing an
individual’s perception of risk? Will there be significant differences between an
American’s response to risk and a Japanese person’s response to similar risk? One of the
most influential researchers into the psychology of risk perception is the American Paul
Slovic (Slovic 2000). He found that if an event, activity or technology had certain
characteristics people boosted their estimate of its riskiness. He divided these
characteristics into the following eighteen categories.

1. Catastrophic potential: It fatalities would occur in large numbers in a
single event - instead of in small numbers dispersed over time — people’s
perception of risk rises.

2. Familiarity: unfamiliar or novel risks make people worry more.

3. Understanding: If people believe that how an activity or technology works
is not well understood their sense of risk goes up.

4. Personal control: If people feel the potential for harm is beyond their
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9.

10.
11.
12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.

control — like the passenger in an airplane — they worry more than if they
feel in control — like the driver of a car.

\oluntariness: If people don’t choose to engage the risk, it feels more
threatening.

Children: 1t’s much worse if children are involved.

Future generations: If the risk threatens future generations people worry
more.

Victim identity: Identifiable victims rather than statistical abstractions
make the sense of risk rise.

Dread: If the effects generate fear, the sense of risk rises.

Trust: If the institutions involved are not trusted risk rises.

Media attention: More media means more worry.

Accident history: Bad events in the past boost the sense of risk.

Equity: if the benefits go to some and the dangers to others we raise the
risk ranking.

Benefits: If the benefits of the activity or technology are not clear it is
judged to be riskier.

Reversibility: If the effects of something going wrong cannot be reversed
risk rises.

Personal risk: If it endangers me it is riskier.

Origin: Man-made risks are riskier than those of natural origin.

Timing: More immediate threats loom larger while those in the future tend
to be discounted.

(Gardner 2008, pp 67-8)

How does Slovic’s list of characteristics help us to analyse the Japanese case studies
being considered in this paper? We will take the case studies one by one and see which
of the above categories are of use in explaining public estimation of the riskiness

concerned.

Case I: Japanese travelling abroad are affected by the following categories. (The

category number comes in brackets after the name of the category.)

1. Familiarity (2). The vast majority of Japanese people grow up with only very
limited opportunities for foreign travel. To go to a foreign country is to enter a very
unfamiliar world. Governmental and quasi-governmental bodies that warn potential
Japanese travelers of the risks of going overseas heighten the image of overseas
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destinations as dangerous places. When individuals appear not to pay heed to
government warnings the media can be savage in their denunciation. In this respect
is seems that the evidence shows that the unfamiliarity of going abroad does
heighten the perception of foreign risks for most Japanese.

Personal Control (4). In the case of the dangers inherent in foreign travel, many
people retain control by simply not going to countries that are seen as dangerous.
Some cancel all travel plans in the wake of particularly serious terrorist outrages like
the 9/11 attacks or the Bali bombings. In some respects the government is pushing at
an open door when it demands that Japanese people take more responsibility for
their own safety, since this is a habit already ingrained into the Japanese psyche.
Voluntariness (5). Here there may potentially be a clash between individual
perceptions of risk and collective perceptions. The three Japanese volunteers who
went to Irag knew about the risks and were prepared to accept them. When they got
into trouble the government and media at home chastised them for being selfish and
“causing trouble.” There seems to be a contrast here between Japanese public
opinion which is critical of an individual who takes a dangerous risk, and opinion in
western countries which can be more tolerant of people even when they take risks
with their lives.

Victim Identity (8). The attention of the media on the personal details of the Iraq
kidnap victims emphasised ways in which they were not typical of the population as
a whole. Some commentators in the media dubbed them as “left”, “communist” and
“red”. One member of the House of Councillors, Kashimura Takeaki even accused
them of being “anti-Japanese elements” (hannichi bunshi) (Hook and Takeda 2007:
p.113). This example shows that it is not enough for the victims of an incident to be
treated as individuals for the general perception of the risk concerned to rise, it is
also a question of how they are treated. If a person reading the newspaper or
watching TV gets the impression that the victims of a particular incident are nothing
like him or her, then this may result in the sense of risk failing to rise.

Media Attention (11). This category is relevant to all four case studies since the
media can help to raise concerns about issues ranging from poisoned gyoza to global
warming and the threat of terrorism. This would seem to be one of the most
uncontroversial aspects of risk theory. All over the world it seems to be a constant
truth that stories of fear or danger help to sell newspapers. The media have a role in
the social amplification or attenuation of risk. There will be a fuller discussion of
this concept in the next section of this paper.
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Case 11: Food poisoning cases are affected by the following categories.

1. Catastrophic potential (1). In the case of food-poisoning incidents there has never
been a proven case of a large number of people being made seriously ill by one
particular incident. In the gyoza food-poison scare thousands of people claimed ill
effects only after the media had sensationalised the story, raising doubts about the
direct connection between eating imported Chinese frozen food and feelings of
nausea. The BSE case is different from normal food-poisoning scares because there
is the possibility of a serious delayed effect from eating tainted beef products. The
idea of eating contaminated food which has no immediate effects but could have
serious, even fatal, long-term effects is what makes BSE especially frightening.
Because of the invisible nature of the danger, this is one area where the public will
not tolerate the buck being passed to them to watch out for their own safety. It is
also one area where, to use Beck’s language, because modernization risks are
invisible they bring about a “theoretical and hence a scientized consciousness, even
in the everyday consciousness of risks” (Beck 1992: 28).

2. Understanding (3). It is one characteristic of the BSE crisis that the Japanese public
does not believe that the government departments in charge of this issue really have
a full understanding of how BSE and vCJD are connected. This makes it difficult for
the public to trust the advice of the government on the safety of beef products
especially when they are imported from North America or Europe where there have
been outbreaks of BSE. Here scientific and social rationality are in danger of
breaking apart (Beck 1992: 30) and the public confidence in the reliability of what
they are told by scientists is undermined.

3. Personal Control (4). In food-poisoning cases many people took matters into their
own hands by not buying the relevant products. When this happens it has a bad
effect on the producers in question but prevents the outbreak of a more serious panic
in the population.

4. Children (6). Private individuals and government officials are extra cautious about
food poisoning scares because of the vulnerability of children.

5. Victim ldentity (8). The number of victims in the poison gyoza scare — ten — was
small enough for the media to be able to give faces to them and their families. In
addition, the random way in which they were affected caused people to think “there,
but for the grace of God, go I.” In this case it certainly had a risk amplifying effect.

6. Dread (9). The deliberate poisoning of food is especially frightening because it
involves a random assault on one of the most basic of human activities required for
survival. Any government risks serious repercussions if it is perceived to take too
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10.

11.

12.

casual or slovenly an approach to a crisis like this.

Trust (10). The choice of nise (fake) as the kanji of the year for 2007 combined with
a new economic recession and very low approval ratings for prime ministers Abe,
Fukuda and Aso are clear signs that Japanese institutions are currently suffering a
very serious crisis of confidence. It seems plausible to hypothesize that a general
decline in trust in Japan has helped to raise perceptions of risk in many varied areas.
Media Attention (11). See the discussion of this category in case study I.

Accident History (12). On the face of it, this category — the one that claims “bad
events in the past boost the sense of risk” - seems to contradict category 2,
“Familiarity: unfamiliar or novel risks make us worry more.” It is probably better to
speculate that there is a difference between risks that are new and risks that are old,
although the public’s reaction to both kinds of risk may appear on the surface to be
very similar. For example, in the case of the BSE crisis (new risk) and the case of
contaminated food (old risk) the reaction of the public was the same: stop buying
the products that are identified as being “risky.” However, the novelty and
uncertainty surrounding the BSE crisis made it the more frightening of the two
putting the beef industry in greater danger of ruin compared to other sectors of the
food industry..

Benefits (14). It is now known that BSE originated as a by-product of controversial
new methods of feeding cattle in the UK. The initial benefits of these new methods
(which mostly came down to cutting costs for farmers) have been outweighed a
thousand times over by the disaster that struck the beef industry in the UK and
elsewhere. The risks discussed in the present paper are not seen by anybody to have
benefits that are worth the costs.

Personal (16). It is hard to imagine a more personal risk than the danger of getting
serious food poisoning from a product that is advertised as safe. Most of the
products discussed in this paper are consumed by millions of people all over Japan.
Thus it is understandable that on hearing the news of an outbreak of tainted or
poisoned food, many ordinary citizens will immediately feel that they are potential
victims.

Origin (17). The case of gyoza poisoning and BSE would seem to support Slovic’s
point that man-made risks are perceived as being more dangerous than natural ones.
Each year, many people fall ill and some die through eating food that has
deteriorated, yet this is not considered newsworthy. By contrast, the deliberate
injection of chemicals into one food product, even though it caused no deaths and
only ten cases of illness, was given the attention worthy of a national disaster. Slovic
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seems correct in saying that we are more worried about risks brought about by
malevolent people who are out to do us harm than by the ordinary workings of
nature. BSE is also seen as being particularly frightening because it is the result of
man’s harmful intervention in nature, i.e. the feeding of unnatural products to cows.
The use of meat and bone meal, produced from the ground and cooked left-overs of
the slaughtering process as well as from the cadavers of sick and injured animals
such as cattle, sheep, or chickens, as a protein supplement in cattle feed was
widespread in Britain prior to about 1987. Some regard the BSE crisis as a warning
from nature of what will happen if such unnatural feeding methods are used in
modern farming. Japanese perceptions of risk, in this regard, seem to be similar to
those in other affected countries. (The same seems to hold true for the man-made
nature of risks related to terrorism.)

Case Ill: Fears about energy problems and global warming are affected by the
following categories.

1.

Catastrophic potential (1). Although many scientists paint a picture about the
eventual consequences of global warming as being catastrophic, these events are
probably too far in the future to make a significant impact on the bulk of the
population.

Personal Control (4). This is a complex picture. People are encouraged to “think
global and act local” but whether this reduces or increases fear is not clear.

Future Generations (7). Risks relating to global warming are heightened because
of the implications for future generations. This is as true in Japan as in other
countries. However see the category “timing” (category 18) below for a potential
contradiction with this category.

Media Attention (11). See the discussion of this category in case study I.
Reversibility (15). Of all the risks discussed in the present paper, the risk of global
warming is the most irreversible. However, because the risk is perceived to be about
something in the unspecified future it does not seem to be the case that
irreversibility in itself has added to the sense of risk except for small minorities in
the population who are more concerned (and possibly better informed) than the
majority.

Personal (16). Issues related to energy problems like high fuel prices or a recession
will affect the vast majority of Japanese people.

Origin (17). More research is needed to show whether or not the fact that global
climate change is man-made makes people more fearful.
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8.

Timing (18). There is an apparent contradiction here — this time with category 7:
“future generations.” This might be resolved, again, by thinking of two different
kinds of risk perception: one that fits an immediate threat, and one that fits a
far-distant threat that may affect our grandchildren but not us. Thus food poisoning
is an example of the former and global warming an example of the latter. The threat
of terrorist attack is more complex, with the fushinsen incident bringing home to
people the immediate presence of suspicious, dangerous craft in Japanese waters,
while the nature of the “war on terror” as declared by President Bush and supported
by his allies, the prime ministers of Japan, seems to require a permanent alertness to
this kind of attack far into the future.

Case 1V: Fears about the risk of terrorist attack on targets in Japan are affected by the
following categories.

1.

Catastrophic potential (1). Japan has experienced the reality of nuclear attack in
1945 and the reality of a terrorist nerve-gas attack in 1995, so speculation about
future attacks with weapons of mass destruction, whether by state-actors like North
Korea or non-state terrorist groups, can be informed by more than just imaginative
speculation. Research is needed to show whether or not this has an effect on
government policy.

Personal Control (4). Some people canceled all travel plans in the wake of
particularly serious terrorist outrages like the 9/11 attacks or the Bali bombings.
Victim Identity (8). Massive media coverage of the victims of North Korean
abductions and their families ensures that these people and their stories are familiar
to everybody in Japan.

Dread (9). The apparently random kidnapping of Japanese people by North Korean
agents is a very frightening story. Although this has not happened since 1983, the
awfulness of the crime is enough to ensure that media coverage of either the
surviving abductees or possible suspicious activities by North Korean spy boats will
be able to tap into a collective anxiety.

Media Attention (11). See the discussion of this category in case study I.

Origin (17). The man-made nature of risks related to terrorism makes people more
fearful of terrorist attack than the actual odds of such an attack taking place would

justify.
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The social amplification of risk

It is clear from the above discussion that the perceptions individual people have about
the risks around them are always mediated by social and cultural factors. In 1988
researchers from various fields came together to build a theoretical framework that
could help our understanding of this kind of phenomenon. The project was called the
social amplification and risk framework (SARF), and it became particularly concerned
with how some risks can become the focus of concern in society (risk amplification)
while others receive less attention (risk attenuation). Based on ten years of research into
a variety of case-studies, SARF holds the following conclusion to be true.

As a key part of [the risk] communication process, risk, risk events and the
characteristics of both become portrayed through various risk signals (images, signs
and symbols), which in turn interact with a wide range of psychological, social,
institutional or cultural processes in ways that intensify or attenuate perceptions of
risk and its manageability (Pidgeon 2003: 15).

It follows from this, for example, that how the media report cases of food-poisoning
will have an affect on how the majority of citizens (who do not personally know any
victim of the poisoning) will perceive the risks attached to eating certain kinds of foods.
Research into this kind of phenomenon is difficult because of the complexity of the
social relationships involved. As Gardner points out “humans are wired [by evolution]
to notice the unusual and reporters are human.”(Gardner 2008: 208). In other words, the
people who produce media reports on risk events, are themselves influenced by public
perceptions of the risks concerned. In addition, the people who read or watch media
reports are not necessarily swayed by the attention the media give to any given incident.
The SARF researchers found from their empirical work that “even heavy and sustained
media coverage of an event does not by itself ensure risk amplification or significant
secondary effects. In some cases the secondary effects expected by the researchers
failed to materialize.” (Pidgeon 2003: 19). Some of the cases being considered in the
present paper lend themselves to empirical measurement of secondary effects. For
example, the effect of food poisoning scares can be measured by declines in sales for
the relevant products, and how long it takes for such sales to recover. Also, a major
terrorist incident outside Japan could lead to a statistically significant decline in
journeys made abroad by Japanese people. Other cases are more difficult to measure: do
Japanese people alter their behaviour in significant ways in response to reporting about
climate change? How does the researcher control for other factors that affect behaviour
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(like, for example, increases in gasoline prices)?

Further complications arise from the over-lapping nature of modern risks. Person A
might reconsider plans for a trip from Japan to Europe because of worries about the
effect of long-haul jet flights on the environment. Person B might cancel the same
journey because of a recent terrorist attack on a European capital. Ways to control for
possible alternative factors need to be built into the design of research projects in this
area.

It is axiomatic that people do not make decisions — whether they are big ones like plans
for a long trip abroad, or small ones like what to have for dinner tonight — in a vacuum.
Researchers involved in the SARF project identified various social factors that could
influence an individuals response to a particular risk event. SARF researchers, however
did not examine any case in Japan. Indeed there is a strong European bias in almost all
social risk research that aims to come to theoretically significant conclusions. What
happens when we apply their methods and insights to Japanese case studies? This
question will be discussed briefly in the following section.

Similarities and differences between Japan and the west

The four case studies examined in this paper do not seem to show significant differences
between Japan and western developed nations when it comes to the reactions of
individual citizens, the media and government agencies to various kinds of risk. A note
was made earlier to the effect that Japanese cultural norms place a stronger social
sanction on “causing trouble to others” that is the case in many western societies.

However, this would seem more a matter of degree than a qualitative difference between
Japan and the west.

Another area where there may be more significant differences between Japan and
western nations is in society’s notion of the “Other.” Although it is touched upon by
Slovic in his categories (2) “familiarity” and (4) “personal control” there is no specific
category that claims that a risk is perceived as more threatening if it comes from outside
rather than inside the group, community or polity. Other researchers in the field of risk
and western society have discussed the topic of “Risk and Otherness” (see, for example,
Lupton 1999, chapter 7). They have looked at how anxieties and fears about risk tend to
be projected onto certain social groups: those that are defined as the stigmatized risky
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“Other.” However, there has been no research to date on whether or not the Japanese
notion of the “Other” has different implications for risk theory. Some anthropologists,
noting that Japan is the first major modern nation to develop from a cultural tradition
that is different from the Judeo-Christian tradition of the West, argue that there are
significant differences here. John Clammer, for example, talks about the “Shinto mode
of orientation to the world through a two part process,” that involves the self intimately
with other people within the group but draws a boundary between those classified as
outside the group (i.e. weak boundaries within the group but strong boundaries without).
The result is a strong emphasis on communality: hence the major significance of the
“group” in Japanese society (Clammer 2001: 237). More research is clearly needed to
investigate the effect of this orientation on perceptions of risk.

Conclusion

In the social sciences the concept of ‘risk’ has recently been used to analyse a whole
variety of phenomena. The present paper has selected four cases out of a much larger set
of possible case-studies where risk theory is used. A reader new to the concept of “risk
society” might wonder about the usefulness of bringing together such diverse objects of
inquiry as energy policy, terrorism and mad cow disease. They might argue that such
different topics require quite different tools of analysis. The counter argument put
forward by the most enthusiastic proponents of risk theory like Beck is that the “risk
society thesis is an attempt to capture the essence of social experience along the paths
trodden by Marx, Weber and Habermas.” (Mythen 2004: 6). The present author would
argue that the key word in this quotation is “attempt.” He would agree with sociologist
Gabe Mythen that “the risk society perspective is best treated as an heuristic device
which allows us to observe and probe the peculiarities and perils of modern life. Of
course, the risk society thesis is littered with faults, but these faults have generated the
very dialogue through which academic and social knowledge has been advanced”
(Mythen 2004: 184).

Mythen also notes that “within academia, Beck’s oeuvre has provided a bridge between
previously detached disciplines.” (Mythen 2004: 184). One example of this can be seen
in Mikkel Rasmussen’s work on risk society and war. Using the concepts of ‘risk’ and
‘strategy,” he connects different aspects of government policy and individual
decision-making together in the following way.
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Western society has adopted a new risk rationality that fits the new kind of
global modernity and the new kinds of threats that globalization is creating.
Focusing on strategy as a part of social development allows one to look at
‘strategies’ other than military strategy. This is important because the creation
of a risk society has led to a proliferation of strategic practices. Businessmen
have strategies and countless self-help books suggest strategies for a better life.
These and other strategic practices inspire governments to draw up security
strategies in new ways. . . . (T)here are clear parallels between the
‘precautionary principle’ used in environmental policy and doctrines of
pre-emption such as those advocated by President Bush. . . . The concept of
risk as a new guiding principle of strategy makes it possible to connect a
number of events, policy initiatives and technological developments, which
would otherwise seem random and unconnected.” (Rasmussen 2006: 6-7)

The four case studies examined in the present working paper also seem, at first sight,
unconnected. However the concept of ‘risk’ as it exists in the contemporary social
sciences helps us to analyse them one by one while at the same time arriving at a deeper
understanding of their nature as phenomena characteristic of a late modern
post-industrial society. This, in turn, as Rasmussen suggests, helps us to reach a deeper
understanding of the strategies people adopt in such societies, whether they do so on
behalf of the government, various government or non-government institutions or
organizations, or simply their family and themselves. According to the research
surveyed in the present working paper, Japanese society and politics are not so different
from western societies that are at a similar stage of post-industrial development.
However, there is also a clear need for more research to be done on those areas where it
looks like there may be signifcant differences.
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