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Part II: The Setting

The objective of this section is to gain an appreciation of the limitations and gifts of Japan's natural environment.  In particular we want to know how Japan’s land, agriculture and natural resources, and isolation influenced the development of its culture, economy, and politics.  

Section One. The Natural Environment


The natural environment includes the physical structure of mountains, valleys, coasts, and rivers, but also the climate and natural vegetation and wildlife.  The natural environment directly affects the population of Japan because it creates the natural resource base of agriculture, minerals, wood products, etc. that are necessary for food and industry.   Japanese development is remarkable because of the limited amount and quality of these resources.  The natural environment also presents many dangerous hazards such as earthquakes and typhoons that the Japanese have had to learn to live with.  In spite of having to deal with these natural resource limitations and threats the Japanese have developed a great love of nature that is reflected in their religion, art, and recreation.

1. Physical Structure

· Size: 370,000 sq. km. or about twice the size of Guangdong or about 1/25 the size of China or the USA or about 370 times the size of Hong Kong.

· An Island Country: Japan is composed of the four main islands of Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, Shikoku and thousands of smaller ones including the southern islands of Okinawa.  These stretch from about as north as Beijing (about 46º latitude) to close to Taiwan (about 20º latitude).  This island chain (archipelago) has been created by the collision of three tectonic plates: the Eurasian, the Pacific, and the Philippine.

· Mountains: The next outstanding feature of Japan's geography is the dominance of mountains.  Japan is considered to be around 70% mountainous because that percentage of land has a slope of 15% degrees or more.  These mountains have been created by the folding and upward thrusting of the land surface caused by the collision of the three tectonic plates.  Most of the mountains are aligned in short mountain ranges that run North-South.  The highest and most impressive mountain range, however, is the Japanese Alps that run East-West from Tokyo to the Japan Sea.  This mountain range includes Mt. Fuji.  Active, dormant and extinct volcanoes make-up part of these mountain ranges.  The numerous mountain ranges, the volcanoes, and many valleys are the result of a high level of minor tectonic faults underneath the Japanese landscape.  These faults and those of the nearby ocean are responsible for the earthquakes and tsunamis (tidal waves) that affect Japan. 

· Plains: Plains are the dominant sites for human activity such as agriculture, industry, transportation and the building of towns and cities. Japan, however, has few plains.  The most important plains are those of the coast, river floodplains (especially where they reach the coast and lay down deposits of gravel and sediment in a delta shape), and the narrow plains and basins of mountain valleys.  The most important plains in Japan are the river floodplains around Tokyo (Kanto plain), Osaka, Nagoya, and Fukuoka.  It is no coincidence that the greatest amount of people live on these plains and in their cities.  Significant coastal plains are those around Niigata, Hamamatsu, and Himeji.  Kyoto, however, is in a mountain basin and Nakano is in a mountain valley.  All these areas have been used for intensive agriculture, but over this century urban construction has taken over and surrounded much agricultural land.

2. Climate

· Temperature: Because Japan stretches so far north and south the range of temperatures varies greatly from one end of the country to the other.  Northern Hokkaido enjoys almost sub-arctic conditions with extremely cold and long winters and mild summers, while Okinawa enjoys hot summers and warm winters.  Most of Japan however, has a temperate climate of hot summers and mild or cool winters.  The summer in most areas is about as hot and humid as Hong Kong, but in most of Honshu and Hokkaido the winters will get much cooler.  However, throughout Japan, whenever one begins to climb higher into the mountains the temperatures drop.

· Monsoons and precipitation: Like Hong Kong, the changes of Japan's weather are dominated by the monsoons that come up from the south in the spring time and from northern China and Siberia in the fall and winter times.  The approach of the southern monsoon is called the 'cherry blossom front' (sakura senzen) because it brings the warmth and rain that helps to bring out the cherry blossoms.  The monsoon lasts for 1 to 2 months, and is Japan's rainy season or baiyu. The date of rainy season’s beginning and ending varies depending on the north-south location (for example, beginning and ending at a different time in Okinawa than Tokyo).  The rainy season ends in the middle of the summer, but there is still occasional rain into October until like Hong Kong the dry season begins for most of Japan.  However, unlike Hong Kong the northern monsoon actually brings rain to Japan Sea coast (the side facing China) because it picks up water passing over the Japan Sea.   The monsoon drops most of its water when it hits the Japanese mountains, but because this is the winter monsoon, most of this precipitation falls as snow.  The Japan Sea coast is also known as snow country (yukiguni).  Most of southern or the Pacific side of Japan enjoys a dry season from October through March.  In the north a cold current coming from the polar ocean further cools the climate, while the southeast is warmed by the black current (kuroshio) flowing up from the southern oceans.

· Typhoons: Similar to Hong Kong typhoons, Japanese typhoons originate in the oceans southeast of the Philippines and usually occur in August and September.  They strike with the same range of intensity.  The southern island of Kyushu receives the worst effect of most storms.  Most lose their strength by the time they have reached Tokyo.

3. Vegetation and Wildlife

· Originally, mixed deciduous and evergreen forests covered most of Japan. Deciduous and conifer evergreen are more plentiful to the north and with elevation.  As one goes farther south tropical plants such as palms and banyans become more common.  Two-thirds of Japan remains forested, but close to half of this is now plantation forests dominated by one species of tree such as the Sugi (a type of cedar tree).  Substantial wildlife remains.  Commonly seen in the forests are wild boar, deer, fox, macaques (monkeys) and the indigenous tanuki (so-called raccoon dog).  Hokkaido has the most plentiful and diverse wildlife.  Okinawa has substantial coral reefs and tropical fish populations.  Still, many species in Japan, such as the Japanese wolf, have been driven to extinction or close to it by habitat destruction and chemical use in agriculture and industry.

4. Natural Hazards

· Floods and the landslides are the most common natural hazard faced by the Japanese.  Like Hong Kong, strong monsoon rains and typhoons usually help to create these hazards.  

· Earthquakes can cause great loss of life and destruction to property directly.  Indirectly, when they occur in the ocean, they can cause tsunamis that threaten property and life for thousands of kilometres along the coastline.

· Volcanoes threaten life with violent explosions and gas and magma releases.  Many people, such as those of Kagoshima live close to volcanoes that frequently shower them with ash.  

· Cold and snow are, for the most part, merely inconveniences and costs of living in the north. Late and early frost, however,  can damage crops, while life can be threatened or lost due to avalanches or becoming stranded in the cold.   

5. The Japanese and Nature

· Religious significance and Aesthetic Appreciation: Until the 20th Century most Japanese lived in a close association with nature that gave birth to their native religion of Shinto. Shinto is an animistic religion that respects the spirits that live in exceptional natural features such as large trees, waterfalls, or beautiful rock formations.  It also respects and makes gods of various animals.  More importantly, the purity and cleanliness of nature inspire much of the Shinto perspective on what is good.  

The beauty and influence of nature is also reflected in all Japanese arts and handicrafts, and indeed some Japanese arts such as gardens and bonsai trees are an attempt to recreate nature in miniature.  Japan is also a culture of wood.  In particular the Japanese have traditionally preferred to be build their homes of wood, while in many other countries stone and brick have been the traditional architectural material.  The Japanese try to reflect the changing of the seasons in the food they eat and take joy in appreciating the beauties of the changing seasons, by for example partying under the cherry blossoms or viewing the fall colors.

· Economic and Political Consequences: The separation of the islands and the difficulty of terrain create barriers to transportation and communications that affect the economy. The mountainous nature of the landscape also limits agriculture and some other economic activities to limit themselves to small economies of scale.

Separation and difficulty of transportation also helps to create small political units.  Most of Japan's old and present political divisions remain a consequence of physical separation. Unlike China, Japan has no great rivers to link the country economically and politically.  The unification of Japan depended on sea routes and a few roads, but it was not until the 20th Century that extensive engineering of railroads, roads, bridges and tunnels connected the country together.

· Environmental Destruction and Rehabilitation: Like most industrialized countries, Japan inflicted great damage on its environment in the 20th Century.  The list includes: wetland destruction for rice growing expansion; forest destruction and replacement by tree plantations; about 25% of Japan's coast has been transformed in some manner; damming of rivers for hydroelectric power; and pollution of its air, soil, rivers, lakes and local ocean waters.  Japan's greatest environmental catastrophes were the lung disease problems created by air pollution in the 1960's at Yokaichi and Osaka; Mercury poisoning at Minimata; and Cadmium poisoning at Toyama.  

Like Hong Kong, Japan has a big problem with its mountains of garbage.  However, Japan has also reformed its forestry and mountain environmental practices, is improving its practice of agriculture, and leading the way on energy efficient and clean manufacturing processes and public recycling. Strong environmentalist and community interest groups are the driving forces behind much of these activities.
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Section Two: Agriculture and Natural Resources

1. Agriculture

About 25% of Japan's land is considered useful for agriculture.  Even then, the soil is not of particularly high quality.  Furthermore the space where farming can take place is restricted and thus so is the scale of operations.  Still Japan supports a high population through a combination of organizational efficiency, capital investment and importation.

Rice

· A basis of the diet: Rice was introduced into the south of Japan around 300 BC and was probably the first form of agriculture.  It allowed for substantial increases in population.  Rice has remained an important part of the Japanese diet since that time.

· A basis of cooperative organization: Rice was first grown in the wetlands around rivers and deltas, but as agricultural knowledge developed marshes were drained and hill slopes terraced to create more rice paddies.  Rice cultivation spread from the south of the country to the north.  Cooperation among groups of people was needed to reclaim land, to maintain it, and share its water supply. These groups of people lived together in small villages in the valleys or sites of their rice paddies.  The villages offered them other ways of helping each other out in planting, caring and harvesting rice and other crops, in sharing the other resources of the mountains, and for defense. The people of the village established rules to maintain order and ensure everyone did their share.  If these rules were broken the people were ostracized (shunned) or given other penalties.  Often these rules were supplemented by rules imposed by higher authorities that enforced greater village cooperation (e.g. paying taxes together).

In the past Japanese rice agricultural and agriculture in general was very labor intensive and highly productive.  It remains highly productive but much of the hand and cooperative labor has been replaced by machines that do the planting and harvesting, by pesticides that kill insects, by herbicides that kill the weeds, and by chemical fertilizers.  In other words Japanese rice agriculture is now capital intensive.  It is also primarily a part-time occupation or occupation of older people.  Cooperation on water supply maintenance, village and other political decisions and the purchasing of supplies through the agricultural cooperatives remains strong.

· A remaining source of national identity and understanding: The amount of rice eaten by the Japanese on a daily basis has declined greatly over the last 50 years.  Similarly the role played by rice agriculture in the national economy has decreased to an almost insignificant level. Furthermore, Japanese production and Japanese rice are very expensive by world standards. The government, however, supports rice production through subsidies and importation barriers, and the majority of Japanese do not oppose this policy.  One reason is that the Japanese worry about security of supply.  Another reason is that the Japanese believe that their rice is special and better.  More importantly, the Japanese believe that rice production and the cooperative organization of its production is important to their national identity.  They believe that the roots to their ability to work in groups effectively can be found in their cultural evolution through rice agriculture and village organization.

Other traditional crops

· Rice was not the only basis of the Japanese diet, indeed for many (if not the majority) of Japanese in the past, rice was seldom eaten.  If produced, rice was often used to pay taxes.  Throughout most Japan a second crop can be grown on the dry paddy fields.  Traditionally, this was a grain like millet or barley, or vegetables like turnips, sweet potatoes or soybeans. Higher up on hillsides or farther north in Japan where rice could not be grown these other crops would be the main crops.  The Japanese also harvested seaweed for consumption.

· There has traditionally been little meat in the Japanese diet because of the Buddhist respect for all life.  The Japanese have met their protein needs through soybeans and fish (including whales), but until recently have probably never gotten enough of these sources of protein.  Traditional Japanese fruits include the persimmon and the mandarin orange.  Hemp, cotton, and mulberry (for silk worms) were grown for industrial purposes.

· Diversification: Japanese agriculture has diversified tremendously since the end of the Second World War (1945).  A great variety of vegetables and fruits are now produced.  Meat and dairy products have also become large industries.  Improved transportation has allowed regional specialization in agriculture e.g. rice in Tohoku; dairy and corn farming in Hokkaido; apples in Aomori, vegetables around cities, and in Shikoku; fruits in Kyushu.  The small scale, capital and labor intensity of most of these operations, and the quality expected by consumers make Japanese produce both some of the most expensive and best agricultural produce in the world.  In addition fishing fleets have left coastal waters to search the world's oceans for new varieties and quantities of fish.

· Another great source of diversity is the importation of produce from around the world. Japan is dependent on foreign countries for about 60% of its food supply (by caloric input).  A good proportion of imported foodstuff is used for animal feed or the making of processed foods such as noodles or bread.  Meats, fruits, vegetables, and fish are also imported, although the government resisted this for a long time.

2. Natural Resources

· Industrial Resources: Japan's greatest industrial resources are water and wood.  Water is needed for all industries and urbanization.  Japans forests provide 30% of the country’s wood needs, but it could supply more.  It doesn’t source more of its wood from Japan because supplies from other countries are more inexpensive.  

Japan had enough of the key industrial resources of coal, iron and limestone to initiate its steel industries and related industrialization of the twentieth century.  These resources were located in Northern Kyushu and Hokkaido.  However, the rapid growth of Japan's industries meant that it had to look elsewhere for the bulk of its mineral and fuel needs.  Today Japan is almost totally dependent on other countries for not only minerals such as iron, aluminum, zinc, etc., but also for the coal, oil, and natural gas supplies that fuel its economy.  It is because of this dependence that Japan has developed extensive nuclear energy supplies.  It has significant potential to develop geothermal energy.

· Aesthetic and Recreational Resources: The mountains and forests that limit Japan's agriculture also supply it with great beauty.  The Japanese appreciated this beauty in the past and are now turning them into large recreational industries such as: skiing, mountain climbing and hiking, camping, touring, sports camps, fishing, and so on.

3. Space

A country's development and the quality of life of its people depend on an efficient use of space. This efficiency entails the bringing together of people in a place so that they can cooperate on economic objectives and achieve economies of scale. On the other hand too much concentration increases costs of production and reduces quality of life (both known as diseconomies of scale).  Transportation and communications systems also need to connect these places together so they can trade. Generally space is organized and administrated by government at various levels.  This government control may or may not extend into transportation and communications or the location of industry.  In Japan the government has played a great role in creating urban spaces, but there has also been a tendency of private industry to concentrate in a few places and swell their population.

· Centralized political and administrative control of space: Present day Japanese Prefecture (known as States, Provinces or Counties in other countries) boundaries follow the same physical boundaries that separated the country's political divisions (semi-independent lord controlled areas) in the past.  The regions, their capital towns or cities and connections between them were set up as a system when the country was first strongly centralized in the early 1600s.  The central government in Tokyo still organizes most of the space in Japan and administers them as the 9 regions of Hokkaido, Tohoku, Kanto, Chubu, Kansai, Chugoku, Shikoku and Kyushu, and Okinawa.  Some control is given to the 47 prefectures and the cities, towns, and villages.

· Government controlled transport and communication: The government also initiated and still controls most of the transportation and communications infrastructure.  The extensive railway system reaches into almost all corners of the country, and although semi-privatized, is still controlled by government.  The highways, airports and ports are similarly central government owned or strongly influenced.  NTT is the main telecommunications carrier, and again although privatized is still a government influenced company with almost monopoly control over telephone communications.

· Concentration of industry: Some of the advantages of Japan's formidable industry are gained through the concentration of industry in a few places and development of external economies. Each firm can work with several suppliers, buyers, or distributors, and benefit from specialized infrastructure, pools of labor, and large markets.  Government allocation of transportation and communication services has assisted this concentration of industry.

· Congestion of population: Another result of industrial concentration has been the congestion of living conditions as people crowded into cities to take advantage of economic opportunities offered by industry.  The problems of congestion have been aggravated by a lack of planning for adequate roads, sewage service, parks and other recreational services.

4. Symbols of Continuity and Change

· Food: The traditional Japanese diet was simple but healthy.  A typical Japanese meal is composed of a staple or main food (shushoku) and secondary foods (fukushoku).  The staple food is most likely to be rice or a rice product such as mochi or sake.  Accompanying the rice would be small portions of fish, daikon (a large turnip), pickled vegetables (tsukemono), and miso soup (soybean soup).  These small portions are called okazu when served with rice and sakana when served with sake.  There were of course many different types of cooking, and especially regional variations on things such as sashimi, sushi, somen, soba, nabemono, tofu, and mountain vegetables (sanzai).  Food began to diversify with Japanese adaptations of other culture foods such as deep frying from the Portuguese (for tempura), curry from India, and ramen noodles or gyoza (fried dumplings) from China.  Of course the Japanese do their best to (and some are superb at) replicating French, Italian, and Chinese cooking. Eating out is very common in Japan and Tokyo, for example, has many more restaurants per capita than does New York.  Most of these restaurants are small and family owned, but Japan has also been invaded by the likes of McDonalds and KFC and the health of its younger generation suffers as a consequence.  Japan has also been an innovator in food technologies such as cup noodles, high fructose corn syrup, MSG and the use of packaging to provide ample convenience store supplies of ready to eat sushi and assorted bentos.

· Villages in the country and the city: Japanese villages are greatly changed from their agricultural preoccupation of a century ago.  Most people who live in them have occupations elsewhere and depend on them for a higher income.  However, the sense of community and cooperation on many things related to the still important agricultural activities and other aspects of village life remain.

Japanese village life has also been retained to a significant degree in the cities.  Community activity in the cities centers on the neighborhood train station where shops are located.  These shopkeepers know each other and their customers.  Most neighborhoods also have several forms of cooperation such as cleaning up the streets, earthquake and fire safety drills and inspection, and parent teacher associations.
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Section Three: Isolation and Impacts


Japan's geographical isolation as an island country naturally reduces its contacts with other countries, and at times it has increased this isolation by intentionally cutting off contact with other nations. The reduction of economic, political and cultural contacts allowed it to develop a unique culture and strong identity.   At the same time, this isolation cut it off from external influences that it could use to its benefit.  Japan has had to go to great efforts to overcome physical and mental barriers that would block its development.

1. Homogenization

The base of the Japanese population is thought to be a people of the mongoloid race that came into Japan from the Korean peninsula.  They displaced or absorbed the Ainu, an indigenous race that even in historical records of 700-900 AD still existed in northern Honshu.  Today only a small population of Ainu remain in Hokkaido.  Some Japanese architecture suggests that some people also came into Japan from the south.  Before the 20th century the last major influx of people into were Koreans in the period 0-700 AD.  It is this mix of people that have become what the Japanese themselves consider the Japanese.  Although they are a mix of people, they have not absorbed any other people and have been homogenized longer than most other groups of people.  This helps to account for a strong sense of common identity and an "us and them" type of thinking.  Even in a time when the Japanese have become dependent on the global system and continually adopt and adapt foreign goods and ideas, they tend to classify things either as Japanese or foreign: e.g. Japanese clothes are kimonos, western style clothes are yofuku; ryori is Japanese food, chuka ryori is Chinese food and yoshoku is western food; many foreign words are adopted but these are written in katakana script rather than the hiragana that is used for Japanese words.


The racial homogenization of the Japanese does not mean however that they are all the same.  The Japanese vary by region and dialect, by education and financial level, by occupation and interest, by corporate or other allegiance and so on.  Some of these variances create distinct groupings and sub-culture identities.  

2. Exclusion

The most significant minorities in Japan are the 3 million Burakumin, the 700,000 Koreans, and the 20,000 remaining Ainu.  The Burakumin are descendents of a group of people who were given the dirty jobs of Japanese society over two hundred years ago. The Koreans are descendants of Koreans who came to Japan from Korea before and during the Second World War. Some of these Koreans were used as forced labor.  All these groups at one time suffered official discrimination by the government who at one time denied them Japanese citizenship. Informal discrimination is still carried on by families who don't want intermarriage and by companies who don't want people from these groups as employees.  Over the last few decades the government has tried to lessen the discrimination against these people and the discriminatory attitude of the general population has diminished but certainly not gone away.  The Burakumin, the Koreans, and the Ainu are also proud of their heritage and work hard to preserve it.  In the case of the Koreans, even though they are now offered Japanese citizenship, some refuse to take it. 


Another group that encounters discrimination is the Okinawans.  They were treated extremely badly by the Japanese during the World War II. Since the end of the war the Okinawa islands have been forced to burden a disproportionate share of American and Japanese military presence.  The Okinawan language has also not been respected.  


Japan also allows guest workers into the country. The largest groups of these are the Chinese, Pakistanis, and Iranians.  It is difficult for these people to stay or get Japanese citizenship.  Japan now has over 100,000 foreign students and about 70 percent of these are Chinese, including those from Hong Kong.

3. Reaching out


Despite the physical isolation and mental barriers that separate the Japanese from other people there are few other nations that have worked as hard at reaching out, learning from others and changing their way of doing things.  The Japanese willingness and ability to reach out was the essential reason why they alone among the Asian countries were able to industrialize so quickly and so rapidly.  They did this during the Meiji restoration of 1868 and are continuing to reach out today.  Still in the process they have not lost their traditions or identity.  We will see how they juggle these factors throughout the course.
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