
As the New Year approaches, Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori is
wrapping up a busy first seven months in office, having braved
domestic challenges at home, and engaged in a full range of
diplomatic contacts abroad. Since assuming office April 5,
following the demise of Keizo Obuchi, the Prime Minister has

pushed to assure Japanese economic growth and fulfill the reform
agenda designed to make Japan more competitive. He successfully
faced elections in June, and reshuffled his cabinet on Dec. 5, in
anticipation of a major government overhaul next month. In January,
the number of government ministries will be nearly halved, from 22 to
13, in an effort to cut costs and increase efficiency. Internationally, the
Prime Minister has traveled widely and hosted the Group of Eight 
(G-8) in Okinawa in July. He recently visited Brunei for the Asia
Pacific Economic Cooperation annual leaders’ meeting, where he met
with President Bill Clinton Nov. 16 for the fourth time this year. He
also met with China’s President Jiang Zemin, South Korea’s Kim Dae
Jung, Russia’s President Vladimir Putin and many other leaders of the
21-member group. He traveled to Singapore, for the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) meeting with Japan, China and
South Korea. In all of his stops, the Prime Minister stressed the need to
assure that the benefits of the information revolution be shared equally.
In Brunei he said, “we cannot control the process of globalization, so it
is important for us to resolve the ‘digital divide.’” Japan has pledged
$15 billion for that purpose.

(see page 2)
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President Clinton and Prime Minister Mori talk while strolling together after
the APEC leaders’ meeting in Brunei, Nov. 16. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer)
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JAPAN-U.S. MILITARY
OPERATION

Japan and the United States began their first
joint military exercise Nov. 2 under the new
security guidelines they adopted in August 1999,
which authorize Japan to provide logistical
support to the U.S. military in the event of an
emergency in the region. Over 21,000 soldiers
and 310 jets participated in the exercises at land
facilities run by Japan’s Self Defense Forces, as
well as in Japanese waters and airspace. The 
17-day exercises were aimed at better preparing
Japan for any possible invasion and were not
targeted at any specific country.
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• KOREAN PENINSULA
Since South Korean President Kim Dae Jung’s
recent historic trip to Pyongyang, all the major
parties, the two Koreas, Japan, China and the
United States have been engaged in multilateral
diplomacy to press the process forward. Japan has
been negotiating directly with North Korea to
normalize relations, most recently in Beijing. U.S.
Secretary of State Medeleine Albright visited
Pyongyang in late October in an effort to prepare for
the possible visit by President Clinton to North
Korea. Last month Japan committed 500,000 tons of
rice to North Korea through the U.N. World Food
Program. And in early November Japanese, South
Korean and U.S. defense officials met in Hawaii for
talks on military issues. 

• RUSSIAN CONTACTS
Diplomatic contacts with Russia have also been
gaining ground, following President Putin’s visit to
Japan in September. Foreign Minister Yohei Kono
visited Moscow Nov. 1-4 for talks with the President
and other officials and talks continued on the
sidelines of the APEC summit. The agenda includes
the peace treaty that the two nations never signed
after World War II when the Soviet Union annexed the
Japanese Northern Territories. Putin invited Prime
Minister Mori to visit Russia later this year or early
next year. Russian Defense Minister Igor Sergeyev
was in Tokyo Nov. 28 for meetings with Japanese
Defense Agency Kazuo Torashima, whom he told that
Russia plans major troop cuts in the Far East. 

FULL DIPLOMATIC
SCHEDULE

• APEC LEADER’S SUMMIT
Meeting in Brunei Nov. 12-16, the 21-
member group, which consists of Pacific
Basin countries, represents two-thirds of the
planet’s population, 60 percent of the world’s

global output and almost half of world trade. There
was some concern that APEC would be meeting
under a cloud, following the violent protests against
globalization at the World Trade Organization (WTO)
meeting last November in Seattle and elsewhere. But
the leaders stuck to their agenda and reiterated their
commitment to “a fair and rules-based multilateral
trading system,” in what they called an “era of
globalization.” They discussed: the need to open a
new round of world trade talks; the rising price of
oil; the need to promote e-commerce and the
information revolution; the thaw on the Korean
Peninsula and regional affairs. In his speech, Mr.
Mori said that most of the $15 billion pledged at the
G-8 Okinawa summit to promote the spread of
information technology would be allocated to the
Asia-Pacific region. The Prime Minister also spoke
of the need to reform the U.N. Security Council.
• ASEAN PLUS THREE
The Prime Minister then attended a summit in
Singapore Nov. 24 of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) plus Three (Japan, China,
South Korea). The group discussed a Japanese
proposal to create a financial safety net for Asian
economies, a structure to engage the Southeast
Asian nations with their three economically larger
Northern neighbors, and ways to link the region
further by extending railroads northward into China
and developing the Mekong River Basin.

Prime Minister Mori supported an expanded
dialogue with ASEAN in a “framework of open
regional cooperation, which complements and
strengthens the global system.” He again addressed
the need to promote the IT revolution and called for
a joint conference on “IT Cooperation in East Asia”
in Japan in 2001, and the dispatch of missions to
explain “Japan’s Comprehensive Co-operation
Package to Address the International Digital
Divide.” The Prime Minister also spoke of the need
for an “Asian Common Skill Standard” for IT
engineers. And he proposed holding an “Asian
Cooperation Conference on Combating Piracy and
Armed Robbery Against Ships” in Tokyo in 2001;
piracy has become a major regional problem.

A
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NEW CABINET IS
NAMED

Prime Minister Mori announced a new
cabinet Dec. 5, in anticipation of a major
administrative realignment set to go into
effect on Jan. 6. There were six holdovers
from the previous cabinet, and the addition

of former Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto, 63.
The Prime Minister promised that his new cabinet
would balance the need for economic growth with
fiscal and structural reforms. 

Administrative Reform Minister Hashimoto
pledged to implement the new reforms. Masahiko
Koumura, the new Justice Minister vowed to tackle
judicial and economic reform. Toranosuke
Katayama who will oversee the merged Public
Management, Home Affairs and Posts and
Telecommunications and Home Affairs Ministries
vowed to lower telecom connection rates. Foreign
Minister Yohei Kono said Japan is committed to the
U.S. alliance. Finance Minister Kiichi Miyazawa
said the government must prepare for fiscal reforms.
Minister of Financial Services Hakuo Yanagisawa
said he will urge freer financial market competition.
Takeo Hiranuma, Minister of International Trade &
Industry, said he wants to press reforms and launch
global trade talks.

P

MEMBERS OF NEW CABINET

(*Titles and charges in brackets effective January 6, 2001)
Prime Minister Yoshiro MORI
[Minister of Justice]
Minister of Justice Masahiko KOUMURA
[Minister for Foreign Affairs]
Minister for Foreign Affairs Yohei KONO
[Minister of Finance]
Minister of Finance Kiichi MIYAZAWA
[Minister of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology]
Minister of Education, Science, Sports and 
Culture; Director-General of the Science 
and Technology Agency Nobutaka MACHIMURA
[Minister of Health, Labour and Welfare]
Minister of Health and Welfare,
Minister of Labour Chikara SAKAGUCHI
[Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries]
Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries Yoshio YATSU
[Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry]
Minister of International Trade and Industry Takeo HIRANUMA
[Minister of Land, Infrastructure and Transport]
Minister of Transport, Minister of Construction,
Director-General of the Hokkaido Development 
Agency, Director-General of the National Chikage OGI
Land Agency (Hiroko HAYASHI)
[Minister of Public Management, Home Affairs, 
Posts and Telecommunications]
Minister of Posts and Telecommunications,
Minister of Home Affairs, Director-General of 
the Management and Coordination Agency Toranosuke KATAYAMA
[Minister of State, Chief Cabinet Secretary, 
(gender equality)]
Minister of State, Chief Cabinet Secretary Yasuo FUKUDA
[Minister of State, Chairman of the 
National Public Safety Commission, 
(crisis management, disaster prevention)]
Minister of State, Chairman of the 
National Public Safety Commission Bunmei IBUKI
[Minister of State (Financial Services Agency]
Minister of State, Chairman of the 
Financial Reconstruction Commission Hakuo YANAGISAWA
[Minister of State, Director-General of the 
Defense Agency]
Minister of State, Director-General of the 
Defense Agency Toshitsugu SAITO
[Minister of State (economic and fiscal policy, 
Internet Fair 2001 Japan, IT policy)]
Minister of State, Director-General 
of the Economic Planning Agency Fukushiro NUKAGA
[Minister of the Environment]
Minister of State, Director-General 
of the Environment Agency Yoriko KAWAGUCHI
[Minister of State (administrative reform, 
Okinawa and Northern Territories affairs)]
Minister of State, Director-General 
of the Okinawa Development Agency Ryutaro HASHIMOTO
[Minister of State (science and technology policy)]
Minister of State Takashi SASAGAWA

GDP UP THIRD 
STRAIGHT QUARTER

Japan’s economy grew a real 0.2 percent, or
1.0 percent on an annualized basis. in the
July-September quarter over the previous
quarter, showing the third consecutive
quarterly growth. Corporate capital
investment, which marked a record quarter-to-
quarter growth of 7.8 percent, greatly
contributed to the growth in gross domestic
product, which indicates the economy is
gradually stenghtening.

The Economic Planning Agency (EPA)
says the economy will grow at a rate of 1.5
percent in fiscal 2000, and if it keeps growing
at 0.5 percent a quarter, the annual rate could
reach 1.9 percent. Corporate capital
investment growth was boosted by investment
in information technology and was the largest
quarterly growth since 1989. 
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HONORING JOHN LENNON
The late John Lennon, of Beatles fame, has
always had many fans in Japan and is still
extremely popular in this country. On
October 9, in commemoration of the 60th

year since his birth, the 1960s icon received a
wonderful posthumous gift from Japan. That gift is
the John Lennon Museum, which opened that day in
the city of Yono, Saitama Prefecture. The museum
— dedicated to communicating Lennon’s
achievements, spirit, and message to the people of
the 21st century, is the first John Lennon museum
in the world to be officially recognized by Lennon’s
widow, Yoko Ono, who visited the museum before it
opened.

The museum has a total floor area of 4,306
square yards and consists of a theater, an exhibition
space divided into nine zones, and a message
space. Visitors start by going to the theater to view a
film about John Lennon’s life. Exhibition zones 
1 through 3 contain photos and other memorabilia
chronicling Lennon’s life from birth through his
days with the Beatles, with zones 4 through 9
covering the period from his meeting Yoko Ono to
his death. The message space contains Lennon’s
philosophy of life as embodied in his songs, poems,
and utterances. 

Adjoining the museum is a cafe built in the
image of the Manpei Hotel cafe in the resort town of

TRENDS IN JAPAN 

H
Karuizawa. Lennon used this hotel as his retreat in
Japan for a four-year period beginning in 1976. The
museum cafe is also operated by the Manpei Hotel.
Most of the objects on display are personal articles
on loan to the museum from Ono. The items, which
number over 130, include guitars, manuscripts for
song lyrics, clothing and pictures. From his famous
round-framed eyeglasses to clothing that he wore in
photo shoots and everyday articles from when he
lived in New York, the items afford a glimpse at
both John Lennon the artist and everyday man.

Many of the items on display are being
shown publicly in Japan for the first time thanks to
support from Yoko Ono. John Lennon is famous for
his love of Rickenbacker guitars, and one of the
guitars in the collection is the first Rickenbacker he
ever owned, a Rickenbacker 325 with a natural
wood finish. The lyrics for “Woman,” the song
released just before his death, are also on display.
Another item is a diary kept by Lennon at the age of
11. Yoko found this diary for the first time when she
was looking through Lennon’s belongings for items
suitable for the museum. The diary describes the
young Lennon’s daily life, includes illustrations, and
outlines for a home-produced magazine. This diary
is on display for the first time at the museum.

After her tour, Yoko Ono told a press
conference, “I want to present an honest picture of
John’s stormy life and give each visitor to the
museum a feel for his humanity.” Asked why the
world’s first John Lennon museum was opening in
Japan, Ono answered, “The fusion of East and West,
the ideals John held, his dream of a world without
borders. Also because I just thought Japan was the
right place.”

Twenty years after Lennon’s death, Japan’s
love affair with the star continues. In a TV
commercial that began airing in July, Lennon
appears with a popular Japanese actor through
computer graphics. The commercial has attracted 
a lot of attention. In the near future, a solo John
Lennon CD will be re-released, and Japan’s first
official Beatles web site is going online. It looks
like this could be the start of another John 
Lennon craze.

• HARD AT WORK. Japan has more national
holidays than the U.S. or Germany, and the
average employee can count on nearly 18 days of
paid vacation a year. The government has also
been encouraging people to take more time off.
But with the shaky economy and high peer
pressure, the workforce remains stuck at the
desk. With restructuring and layoffs, many are
afraid to lose their jobs if they take a vacation,
others don’t want to leave their friends at the
office. Of the average 17.8 days of paid vacation,
most people still actually take only nine.
• RAILROAD TO PARIS. At a recent Asia-
Europe meeting, Prime Minister Mori proposed a
train link from Tokyo to Paris. A tunnel would
connect Japan and South Korea and the line
would link with Russia’s Transiberian Railroad
and go all the way to France. Besides passenger
traffic, shipping goods to Europe would be
quicker and cheaper than by sea.

Photographs of the Beatles with John Lennon’s message, “It was like being
in the eye of a hurricane...”, displayed at the John Lennon Museum in
Yono, Japan. (AP Photo/Tsugufumi Matsumoto)
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When I joined the faculty of the
International Christian University in Tokyo
in 1959 to begin a forty-year career teaching
in Japan, the dean of my college was a
powerful Japanese figure, Hidaka Daishiro.

Dean Hidaka had been the Vice Minister of
Education during the great democratic educational
reforms carried out during the American
Occupation from 1945 to 1952. He, along with my
other senior Japanese colleagues in the Education
Division, were obsessed with the most controversial
issue of democracy and Japanese education. I was
immediately drawn into the debate.

The controversy was set off by the Education
Mission sent to Japan by the Americans in early
1946, with the assignment of drawing up revisions
of the Japanese educational system to lay the
foundation for a new democratic Japan. There were
two fundamental conditions. The first was that
education would be the primary instrument to
democratize society. The second was based on the
simple statement that “if the schools are to become
effective instruments of a strong democracy, they
must be kept close to the people.”

To the Americans, the highly centralized
control of prewar Japanese schools was disastrously
undemocratic. In contrast, education “close to the
people,” reflected the American ideal of “grass-
roots democracy.” To achieve this goal, the
American Education Mission report stated that,
“schools should be an integral part of the
community they serve.”

In what may be the most important
American reform of Japanese education, the
Mission then recommended that a system of locally-
elected, lay school boards be implemented based
on the American model. In 1948 the first school
board elections took place. They were designed to
decentralize the control of Japanese education away
from the Ministry of Education to the locally-
elected school boards, in order to reflect the will of
the community — the ultimate in a democratic
society, according to the Americans.

Dean Hidaka, then Vice Minister of

Education, became directly involved in this
democratic process, when the Socialist and
Communist Parties moved decisively to impose
their interpretation of Japanese history, the role of
the Imperial tradition, etc. in the schools. Many of
the new school boards came under the influence of
Nikkyoso, the Japan Teachers Union, which was
then under the strong influence of the leading left-
wing parties. I well recall Dean Hidaka trembling
with anger when he spoke about the great
confrontation between the Ministry of Education
representing conservative influences and Nikkyso
representing left-wing influences.

I became so deeply interested in this great
debate that in 1969 I wrote a Ph.D. thesis on
Nikkyoso at the University of London, which was
later published as “The History of the Left-Wing
Teachers’ Movement in Japan.”

After the Occupation ended in 1952, the
controversy intensified in an independent Japan.
Control of the school boards became the focus. By
1956 the new Jiminto, the Liberal Democratic Party,
was organized, bringing together two conservative
parties. The educational laws were immediately
revised, turning the locally-elected school boards
into an appointive system by local mayors and
prefectural governors. The Ministry had to approve
the prefectural school board chairmen.

Shortly thereafter perhaps the most
important Japanese reform of education after the
Occupation was enacted, when the curriculum once
again came under the control of the Ministry of
Education. The American democratic reforms of
Japanese education had essentially become
reformed themselves. Japanese education was once
again under centralized control.

The Japanese government argued that under
the new Constitution, every child had an equal
educational opportunity. To assure that, the central
government had the mandate to set a national
standard for all. The Americans had argued that
education in a democracy should not be centralized
but decentralized under locally-elected school
boards, that is, grassroots democracy.

The Japanese argued that, using the French
model, a national standard must be set for all in a
democratic society. A national curriculum with
approved textbooks must be set by the Ministry.
They cited wide discrepancies in educational
standards throughout the U.S., between
communities in the same state and even between
cities and their suburbs. When the locally-elected
school board represented the will of the local

W

BY 
BENJAMIN C. DUKE

13198  12/22/2000  11:50 AM  Page 5



JAPAN
NOW

6

community, it also perpetuated the wide differences
in educational opportunities between communities
and between states.

So which is democratic, the decentralized
American approach or the centralized Japanese
approach? My conclusion, as a former public school
teacher in America, followed by forty years in
Japan, interspersed by two in London, is that both
are democratic — that there is no one interpretation
of democratic education. The American approach
may be best for the U.S., with its diverse society in
a large country. And perhaps the Japanese approach
is more appropriate for Japan, with its homogeneous
society and small territory. In other words there are
legitimate differences in interpretation of
democratic education. The postwar experience in
Japanese education may be an excellent example of
those differences.

*  Benjamin C. Duke, Director of American
Studies at the International Christian University
in Tokyo, taught in Japan for 40 years and is
the author of “Ten Great Educators of Modern
Japan,” “The History of the Left-Wing Teachers’
Movement in Japan,” and is currently at work
on “The History of Modern Japanese
Education:  The Early Meiji Connections 
1872-1890.”

The government is currently taking steps to
double the number of foreign students in
Japanese undergraduate and graduate
programs over the next decade from the
present total of 56,000. It recently

instituted a standardized achievement test called
the Test for Foreign Students in Japan to be used in
the selection process and will administer the exam
not only in Japan but also in about 10 overseas
locations. The test will be given on a trial basis in
fiscal 2001 (April 2001 to March 2002) and will be
fully introduced the following year. 

The announcement of Japan’s plans to
double the number of foreign students by 2010 was
first made by then Minister of Education Hirofumi
Nakasone, during the April 2000 Group of Eight
(G-8) education ministers’ meeting in Tokyo. Prime
Minister Yoshiro Mori reiterated that during the
July G-8 Summit leaders’ meeting. Since then, the

ATTRACTING MORE
FOREIGN STUDENTS

T

Government has worked on formulating concrete
measures. Although the number rose to 53,787 in
1994, it peaked and fell to 51,298 in 1998. Since
then it has again edged upward, but reaching the
original goal of 100,000 by the end of this year
remains elusive. The more than 50,000 foreign
students now in Japan represent just 1.5 percent of
all Japanese university students. This is
substantially lower than in other developed
countries, such as Britain, with 16.7 percent
(190,000 students); Germany, with 8.6 (160,000);
France, with 8.0 (170,000), and the U.S., with 5.9
(480,000). In addition, over 90 percent of Japan’s
foreign students come from China, South Korea,
Taiwan, and other parts of Asia.

Hoping to break out of this “slump,” the
government is again throwing its weight behind a
plan to raise the number of foreign students to
100,000. The first step it took was instituting the
Test for Foreign Students in Japan. Students from
abroad who wish to major in the liberal arts must
take the Japanese language, general studies, and
math portions of the test. Those who wish to major
in the sciences must take the Japanese language,
science, and math portions of the test. Until now,
students who came to Japan either at their own
expense or on private scholarships had to take two
tests, the Japanese Language Proficiency Test and
the General Examination for Foreign Students.
Now, however, they will only need to take this
single new exam.

The test will be administered twice a year,
in June and November in Japan, and at about 10
overseas locations, mainly in Asia. This is a vast
improvement over the former setup, under which
the General Examination for Foreign Students was
given once a year in Japan and just two overseas
locations, Malaysia and Thailand, and nearly all
student applicants had to make a special trip to the
country for this purpose. The Japanese Language
Proficiency Test, while available both in Japan and
at numerous overseas locations was also held just
once a year.

The Ministry of Education is also looking
into offering scholarships to students who get the
highest marks on the test. Though Japan has a
large number of foreign students from the rest of
Asia, the country remains a less popular
destination for overseas study than Europe or the
U.S. The Ministry of Education plans to carry out
reforms to Japan’s education program in the hope of
attracting more students from the region. It has also
begun urging universities to award doctorate
degrees without delay to foreign students who fulfill
the requirements of their course. Hopefully these
changes will enable Japan to reach its goal.
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What are the values that drive Japanese
culture?  Those who’ve read Ruth Benedict’s
“Chrysanthemum and Sword” may think
they know. Prof. Eshun Hamaguchi, a
scholar in comparative sociology, offers an

interesting alternative interpretation.
Benedict saw basic contradictions within the

Japanese character — what she termed the “but
also” effect. Raised to believe that a (Western)
person should exhibit internal consistency, she
could not reconcile, for example, a love of art and of
martial arts in the same human being. She believed
this signified a deep-seated contradiction, the “but
also” manifestation, and internal dichotomy. While
she contributed much to Western understanding of
things Japanese, Prof. Hamaguchi said, Benedict
was perhaps in error on this point. Speaking
recently at the Japan Information and Culture
Center in Washington, D.C., he described Benedict’s
analysis of Japanese character as simplistic in its
Western-biased assumptions. He presented a
concept for consideration that went beyond
dichotomy as a framework for cultural comparison:
contextualism.

Benedict, he reminded us, saw Western
society as guilt-centered, while Japanese society
was described as shame-centered. In her writings, it
appears that Benedict believes a guilt-centered
society is somehow superior because its proponents
internalize morality, meeting each situation
individually and acting from conscience. She states
that the shame-centered society, on the other hand,
has a kind of movable, external morality based on
what others will think or what society expects.

Hamaguchi explained, however, that the
Japanese act as they do because of their deep
connectedness to others, because of their vision of
themselves in context with others. First, he
described how some Japanese will laugh at a joke,
perhaps in English, that everyone around them is
enjoying — even though the Japanese don’t
understand why the joke is funny. And the
Westerners will smile to see the Japanese laughing
because the joke is so complex or colloquial that it
would take a Western mind and background to find
the humor in it.

The Westerners assume that the Japanese
are just trying to pretend they understand, trying to

“CONTEXTUALISM” 
IN JAPAN

go with the flow of the laughter, hoping no one
knows that they have no clue what the joke really
means. The Americans think that way because that
is what they might do in a similar situation. Such
thinking misses the who point, says Hamaguchi.
Those Japanese who are laughing amidst the
laughing around them aren’t pretending anything.
They are simply “enjoying the merry mood,” he
said, or the context. And in this lies the key to
contextualism.

Contextualism does not see people as
separate from one another, but as interrelated.
While the majority rules in an American situation,
this is not the case in Japan, he explains. If there
are 10 people who must make a decision and seven
agree on a course of action and three do not, the
majority will not automatically carry the day.
Instead, the three will eventually vote in favor of the
wishes of the seven in order to preserve harmony
among all ten participants. It doesn’t boil down to a
matter of who “wins,” but of how to preserve the
spirit of cooperation and of interrelationships, which
are ultimately more important than individual
outcomes of individual situations. “The Japanese,”
said Hamaguchi “put themselves in the other’s
place.” It is not, he explained, blind groupism that
determines what the group will do. Instead
flexibility and dynamism are inherent in the
Japanese character.

Another example he gave of contextualism at
work was in the language. “Yes, I won’t,” or “No, I
will.” The reason for this is that the Japanese are
not expressing an individual, separate intention
first, as is natural in the English-speaking context.
Instead, they begin with a comment on whether the
questioner’s statement is correct or not. The
jumping-off point therefore begins with context and
moves to individual intention. “In Japanese,” says
Hamaguchi, “one first accepts what the other person
has in mind, then states what one intends. In the
individualistic worldwide view, the individual ego
center leads to a self-reliance, and interpersonal
relations are an end in themselves. With
interdependence, mutual reliance and interpersonal
relations are an end in themselves. Our way of
thinking says that we cannot live in society only by
our own efforts. We must trust and rely on each
other intimately.  That is Japanese.”

•  Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance writer in
Washington, D.C., who spent 11 years living in
Japan. Next month she will write about
“Contextualism and Individuals in Strange
Places.”

W
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When it comes to vending machines, Japan
stands head and shoulders above other
countries in terms of number and variety. It
has even been called the world’s leading
vending-machine nation. And thanks to

progress in manufacturing technology, the
functionality of the machines and the variety of
products sold through them continues to rise. As a
result, unique vending machines offering goods like
newspapers of commemorative days and fresh
vegetables, and even a vending-machine
supermarket — where all items are dispensed
through machines — have appeared. What else is
new in this hot industry? 

Foreigners visiting Japan are often surprised
by the number and variety of vending machines
found on city streets. Among the countless products
offered are mainstay items like beverages, bread,
candy, cigarettes, newspapers, and magazines, as
well as other less commonly dispensed items such
as alcoholic drinks, cups of noodles and box
lunches. Some of these machines can automatically
add boiling water to a cup noodles.

Recently, computerized terminals that sell
theater and concert tickets, boarding passes for
airplanes and bullet trains, and package tours have
appeared. Areas with several of these machines
grouped together are becoming familiar sights. But
the ultimate use of these dispensers could be the
vending-machine supermarket. Here, customers
select items to be purchased just through machines.
After making their selections, the receipts are
tallied and items paid for at a cash register.

Vital to the growth of vending machines has
been technological innovation, such as the ability to
distinguish the age of the customer. A dispenser of
alcoholic beverages that can read driver’s licenses
or video-rental ID cards has been developed. Prior
to purchasing, the buyer must insert his or her
license into an attached device, which reads the
card and determines the buyer’s age. Those who are
underage are denied purchase.

In response to a decision by a union of
130,000 alcoholic-beverage dealers to remove
150,000 outdoor vending machines to prevent
underage drinking, vending-machine makers
switched to the new model that can distinguish the

user’s age. Vending machines are appearing one
after another. At several Tokyo department stores, a
machine was recently installed that prints the front
and back (TV and radio listings) pages of
newspapers of any particular day for $4.50. The
idea was a hit with users taking home copies of
commemorative day papers as birthday or wedding
presents for family and friends. Machines selling
music are also being developed. Songs distributed
via the Internet are selected from the terminal’s
touch-panel screen and then recorded on a
mini-disk. 

Even “encounters” are being sold. For about
$2.00, users can purchase a capsule containing a
personal introduction and message from an
individual who has preregistered with a production
company. Buyers can then write a response and
send it to the company, which then forwards it to the
original person. 

This explosion in vending machines may
appear to be strong evidence supporting the myth
that Japan is a safe country. Recently, however, theft
of change from vending machines using counterfeit
or cheap foreign coins has become rampant, and
even violent acts, where machines are carried off
with a bulldozer have also increased. With some
also criticizing the wasteful way in which the
machines consume electricity around the clock, the
heyday for vending machines may be numbered.

HIGH-TECH VENDING
MACHINE MECCA

W Vending machines are a part of daily Japanese life.
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