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News reporting has always had an immense influence on politics, and is a crucial component of any country’s democratic health. Recently, the production of and trade in information has also become one of the most vital components of global competitiveness and national prosperity. In Closing the Shop, Laurie Freeman provides a meticulously researched, well-written and fascinating look at the world of Japanese print media, arguing that the Japanese public are ill-served by systematic collusion between the press and the ruling elite.

The central claim is that the news media in Japan do not function as a free marketplace for ideas or as a watchdog on the government in the way they are supposed to according to liberal democratic theory. Instead, the major newspapers operate an ‘information cartel’, colluding with each other and with official news sources such as political parties and government ministries. Selected newspapers gain privileged access to official sources of information in return for acquiescence to a set of clearly understood rules about what may or may not be written, and when and how it may be published. The cartel’s rules are self-enforced: if a journalist betrays the trust of a news source, he and his paper are more likely to be sanctioned by fellow cartel-members than by the source itself. 

The core institution of the cartel is the kisha kurabu (press club) system. Nearly all governmental and political organizations, as well as many major corporations, universities, courts, chambers of commerce, etc., provide institutional support to assigned journalists from specified newspapers. This support typically includes regular briefings, office space, telephones, and other facilities. A journalist assigned to cover, say, the Ministry of the Treasury will spend his time in the Treasury club, and along with colleagues, receive Treasury news first. There are anywhere from 400 to 1,000 such clubs in Japan, and journalists can spend their entire career assigned to a single club. Club members get the news first, and enjoy close and cooperative relationships with the news source. On the other hand, they have strong incentives not to incur the displeasure of the news source, since doing so may involve sanctions including expulsion from the club.
Two other institutions reinforce the cartel: the Shinbun Kyôkai (Japan’s newspaper industry association) and the keiretsu. The kyôkai plays a key coordination role, determining which newspapers can become members of which kisha club. Keiretsu, systems of interlocking corporate interests, extend the influence of the kisha club system from the print media to other areas of news coverage, most significantly television. Each of the major commercial TV stations is associated with one of the major newspapers, and is therefore subject to the same influences and constraints. 

The problem is that membership of the clubs – and hence access to information –is restricted and carefully controlled. This severely constrains investigative journalism and limits those outside the club – including foreign and non-mainstream journals – to official information which should be publicly available. For example, Akahata, the newspaper of the Japanese Communist Party, is granted better access to the White House than to the Japanese Prime Minister’s Office (p.172). The result is that the Japanese media are neither a watchdog against government abuses nor a neutral spectator of events. They are ‘a coconspirator in the cartelization of the news’ (p. 21). The news ‘product’ is, by western standards, uniform, homogenous, and restricted in what it chooses to report.
The general nature of the press club system and the constraints it puts on investigative journalism will be familiar to anyone acquainted with Japanese media or the work of Young Kim, Ofer Feldman, Karel van Wolferen, Ivan Hall, and Ellis Krauss to name but a few. What is most valuable about Freeman’s work is the detail with which she describes the nitty-gritty of the institutional structures, thoroughly covering questions such as who are the members of press clubs; what range of sources they cover; what their rules are; and how they function day to day. The section on the nature of sanctioning (pp. 130-141) makes particularly fascinating reading. This attention to detail is important because Freeman argues that while clubbishness and a heavy reliance on official sources are common to many nations’ media, the sheer scale and systematic nature of the Japanese cartel distinguishes it. As she puts it:

The institutional machinery for cartelizing official news is virtually absent in the US…It is at this fundamental level – the initial source – that the two systems vary so dramatically. While the US media industry shares common institutional features in the ‘downstream’ stages of report – notably in the role of concentrated media groups in the dissemination of news – there is nothing similar at the ‘upstream’ stages. And it is here that the two systems are sufficiently distinctive to represent not simply differences in degree but differences in kind. (pp. 172-173)

This conclusion, however, is based on research focused on inputs. The empirical chapters do not fully address output, and this is a problem. Freeman repeatedly refers to the Japanese media cartel as resulting in ‘a standardized, inferior product’ (p. 112) that ‘limits consumer choice’ (p. 86), but she gives little indication of how she is measuring superiority, or whether she is making comparison to an idealized ‘watchdog press’ which she admits exists nowhere, or to the US. Now, Freeman is not a wholly uncritical admirer of the US news media, but her contention that the Japanese produce ‘an informationally inferior product where people do not get “all the news that’s fit to print”’ (p. 178) is an assumption rather than a research finding. Readers who do not share Freeman’s belief in the superiority of the American press will probably not be persuaded by her invocation of secondary literature – and the fawning deference shown by the mainstream US press to the Administration during the recent ‘War on Terror’ is unlikely to make them change their minds.  Moreover, the characterization of the Japanese press as overly deferential to authority is increasingly problematic. In recent months (admittedly after the book went to press) we have seen very senior politicians, including then Prime Minister Mori Yoshiro, Chief Cabinet Secretary Nakagawa Hidenao and former LDP secretary general Katô Kôichi, hounded from office by a relentlessly hostile press. We also know that Japanese voters are both well-informed and highly cynical about their elected representatives – probably much more so than the average American voter. This cynicism suggests that the kisha club system is not entirely effective in protecting the Japanese establishment from critical scrutiny.
This leads to the main missing ingredient of the book: there is no discussion of what the readers themselves think. To use economic terminology, we focus exclusively on news supply (sources and journalists) and not at all on demand (the readers). Unanswered is the question of how a system with such seemingly obvious problems has survived for so long. Do the readers realize that they are being short-changed? Do they care? These are some of the best educated and most literate people in the world, and however much the mainstream papers dominate the news media, they do not have a monopoly on information. Freeman implies that readers have little choice in the matter and would prefer a different system (implicitly the American model) if one was available. However, Japan has a newspaper diffusion rate more than double that of the US, and since no one is forced to buy newspapers, Freeman needs to explain why consumers in both countries don’t seem to share her assessment of relative product quality.

Maybe Japanese readers don’t care about the information cartel. For one thing, they may not rely on newspapers for information in the same way that readers in other countries do. Many know perfectly well that news in the mainstream press has been sanitized and self-censored, but they don’t care because they can get the dirt from other sources, such as the massive selection of serious and popular weeklies and the heavyweight monthlies. Second, perhaps readers prefer a mainstream press which is less ‘in your face’ and more concerned with presenting information than provoking confrontation. Freeman notes approvingly, for example, that Britain has a ‘free-wheeling daily press…able and willing to take on sensitive issues such as political scandals and the royal family’ (p. 174). Call me elitist, but I am unconvinced that democracy and enlightened public discourse are necessarily enhanced by the Sun publishing Prince Charles’ sexual fantasies or ‘outing’ gay politicians. Could it be that many Japanese readers believe that some scandals, however entertaining, do not belong in the mainstream press?
One could also quibble with the contention that the press cartel restricts the readers’ choice of news product. There is no shortage of print news media in Japan, both in terms of the quality and quantity, once you include the weekly and monthly magazines. Even looking at the main dailies, it is far from obvious that the ideological differences between, say, the Sankei and the Asahi are any less significant than those between, say, the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. Finally, even if Freeman were right in saying that Japanese consumers have less choice in their news sources, is that something they mind? The preference for more choice in information sources (or any product) is not unlimited if greater choice is seen to come at the expense of quality. Surveys in Britain show that most viewers prefer five channels of what they perceive (rightly or wrongly) as high quality television than the alternative of what was described by a Conservative cabinet minister in charge of broadcasting policy as ‘30 channels of trash like they have in America’. Do Japanese readers think the same way about their news? I don’t know, and would have liked some discussion of reader preferences.

The internet revolution took off in Japan after the book was written, but Freeman’s findings have two important implications for the Information Technology (IT) debate. First, we shouldn’t expect that the internet will necessarily change things too much. It is conventional wisdom that the ‘IT revolution’ will lead to the democratization of information, as more and more media – broadband internet, cable and satellite TV, etc. – become cheaper and more accessible. But as Freeman argues, it is not the lack of media outlets which stifles information flow in Japan, but the relationship of those outlets to the sources – which won’t change even if the number of outlets multiplies a hundredfold. 

Second, the model of ‘information as commodity’ represented by the kisha club system may actually be becoming more prevalent. In Japan, Freeman writes, information is ‘a resource to be bartered back and forth by media, political and economic elites. It must be given back to the public – its rightful owners’ (p. 176). But everywhere, and most particularly in the US, new technologies and commercial pressures are turning much previously public information into private property, to be traded to the highest bidder. Advances in encryption technology, selective targeting of audiences (e.g. through subscription cable TV) and greater competition in global media markets are encouraging the increasing privatization of all kinds of information, from stock prices and weather reports to exclusive interviews with politicians. The flight of ‘hard news’ from free-to-air network TV to subscriber-only pay channels such as CNN is one manifestation of this trend. The decision to scramble and charge extra for NHK’s digital satellite service is another. In today’s media circus ‘Content is King’, and the kisha club system may become stronger rather than weaker as the newspapers fight to protect their oligopolistic control over one segment of content. Japan, however, is far from alone in this new commoditization of knowledge.
In conclusion, Closing the Shop performs the valuable service of illuminating the complex but supremely important relationships between political power, economic interests, and the free flow of information. Laurie Freeman clearly shows how institutional structures affect the business of news production, although her argument that the Japanese public are ill-served by the information cartel is unproven by the evidence she presents. Still, as we move into the ‘IT Age’, this book should be required reading for anyone interested in the interplay of politics, economics and society in Japan.
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