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Introduction 

One problem with studies of the Japanese political economy is a lack of analyses 
from a comparative and historical perspective. As Richard Samuels points out, 
"Few studies of Japanese economic policy by Japan specialists are overtly compar­
ative, and many overtly comparative studies of Japan are not by specialists" 
(Samuels, 1987, p. 21). 

Let us see an example of the problem. Among Japanese social scientists and 
Japan specialists, it is common to refer to the catch-up consensus of postwar Japan. 
They assume that the Japanese, after World War II, decided to catch up with the 
Western countries in purely economic terms, as opposed to a catch-up in a military 
sense. Such was the strength of the underlying consensus favoring economic 
growth that Japan did not need any serious political consideration as to where to go, 
and as a consequence, Japan could concentrate on economic growth by transforming 
itself into a very efficient GNP machine. As a matter of fact, one may even come up 
with the impression that Japan was the only country that has had rapid economic 
growth after 1945. 

This interpretation, however, has three problems. The first has to do with a 
lack of historical analyses: it fails to see Japan in the context of the world economy 
after the Second World War. Secondly, assuming the catch-up consensus was 
unique in Japan, it neglects a comparison with other advanced industrial countries. 
This is the problem caused by a lack of comparative perspective. Thirdly, assuming 
that countries do not need political consideration as long as they have a consensus on 
the desirability of economic growth, it fails to see how the politics, broadly defined, 
can be the source of the consensus. It can be said that a political analysis is also 
lacking. 

As I argue later, the postwar period was a unique one compared with other 
periods in world history and was a period in which European countries also expe­
rienced a considerably fast pace of economic growth 、vhich was supported by an 
unusually high degree of consensus. In sum, one finds a consensus not only in 
Japan but also in Europe and one should understand from a historical and political 
perspective how it was possible to achieve such a consensus. 
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