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The “Big Three”

making process, probably more than in

any Western media, delivered to the
reader in an unsensational and seemingly
unbiased style-not a mean accomplish-
ment in this era of ever expanding tab-
loid, simplistic, and sensational media in
most countries.

On the other hand, condemnation
has been leveled at these clubs by foreign
correspondents, who until recently were
completely excluded from them, and to-
day are only accepted on a case-by-case
basis. There have also been some Japanese
critics of the club system, mostly thought-
ful present or former reporters them-
selves. Even the influential maverick poli-
tician Ozawa Ichiro leveled a broadside of
criticism at the club system during the
heady days of reform in the earlier 1990s
and (briefly) refused to cooperate with it.

There is truth to these criticisms, as
reporters’ clubs have contributed both
to the conformity of the press and its de-
pendence on official government sources.
Journalists are often assigned to cover
specific government agencies or political
parties, and soon find that they have little
time or opportunity to do their own in-
vestigative reporting. Instead, they inves-
tigate and bring their stories in line with
rival reporters so as not to alienate the
high officials in the organization they are
covering. These officials are their chief
source of news, and reporters rely on
them in order to do their job.
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In the famous custom of “night
rounds”  (yomowari) or “night
attacks”(youchi), these officials give re-
porters background information in late-
night discussions at their homes. This in-
formation is off-the-record and cannot be
published if reporters want to preserve
their relationship with the source and with
colleagues. Rumors abound that report-
ers often sell or give information to their
colleagues in the more scurrilous and less
responsible weekly magazines who then
divulge it to a more cynical readership,
where the information will have little
impact on the political world.

This is not to say that there is no
investigative reporting in Japan. Major
newspapers also have reporters not at-
tached to the clubs, who write articles
containing background, original informa-
tion, and perspectives in serial features
that frequently appear in the main
newspapers.

Time For Change

This system is now under great strain due
to major changes in Japanese politics.
Most significantly, the split of the Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) in 1993, the
demise of the old socialists and their op-
position ideology, and the subsequent
electoral reform that passed the Diet in
1994 have altered what once seemed an
unchangeable, established political arena.
The new-found role of television has also

had a large impact. Programs like Kume
Hiroshi’s News Station on TV Asahi are
providing a more entertaining, interest-
ing, and often cynical approach to politi-
cal news than either the public broadcaster
NHK or the newspapers. Debate and in-
terview programs like Sunday Project
provide a forum for political discussion.
Indeed, the collapse of the Miyazawa gov-
ernment in 1993 over the issue of elec-
toral reform can be traced to the Prime
Minister’s previous statements on that
program. ]apanese politicians are begin—
ning to understand that television can be a
powerful instrument for making and
breaking careers, and for establishing a
political image for a party or government.

Under these new and variable po-
litical conditions, the reporters’ club sys-
tem is feeling the strain. Long-standing
relationships between journalists and poli-
ticians are breaking as the officials move
to new parties covered by different re-
porters from the same paper; papers and
television networks must constantly shift
personnel around to reflect the altered
political lineup; and more breaking news
is released on television or in press con-
ferences than through the cozy relation-
ships of the press club and night rounds.

A second factor also portends
change for Japanese journalism. In two
years the Japanese government is sched-
uled to shrink from 20 ministries and agen-
cies to about twelve or thirteen, prima-
rily through combining existing organs.
The power of the Prime Minister’s office
in policy-making will also be buttressed.
Certainly there are going to be strains
within certain ministries as bureaucrats
have to integrate with new colleagues and
learn new routines. A dearth of Cabinet
positions will mean greater conflict
among ambitious politicians and fewer
rewards for the Prime Minister to dole
out to ease rivalries, thus increasing strains
within the government.

How will the press cover the new
situation? What will happen to reporters
currently in press clubs of ministries that
will merge with other agencies? Will the



press clubs merely combine but other-
wise stay the same? How will established
relations between reporters and bureau-
crats or political leaders survive the strains
and conflicts of this transition?

The new, protean world of Japanese
politics provides both a potential crisis and
opportunity for Japan’s established press.
Undoubtedly, some will criticize those
who call for altering the system and cling
to the old and familiar world of press-
government. A possibility for change,
however, lies in a modification of the sys-
tem by cutting back on the number of
reporters’ club journalists and substan-
tially increasing the number of indepen-
dent, investigative reporters. Eventually,
only relatively young reporters would be
assigned to the clubs for the purpose of
gathering basic background information
that would then be incorporated into ar-
ticles written by more senior journalists
who have the freedom to operate and de-
velop sources across institutions both in-
side and outside the government, to quote
various points of view, and to report the
issue from different perspectives.

The aim of such a system would be
the combination of the capability to ac-
quire deep information about government
and policymaking processes from report-
ers’ clubs with Western journalism’s in-
dependence and ability to provide alter-
native views to the public. In short, such a
reform would allow specialized coverage
of the key actors in the constantly chang-
ing Japanese government, while freeing
up others to increase investigative report-
ing, cover issues rather than institutions,
develop alternative sources across parties
and ministries, and reveal what the public
nceds to know instead of hiding what of-
ficials and their colleagues in the club
deem private information.

Such reforms will hardly usher in a
perfect world of journalism in Japan. Un-
doubtedly, politicians will use television
and find new techniques to manage infor-
mation and image. An altered system,
however, would have several advantages

over the present one in the more plural-

istic and fluid world of Japanese politics,
both for the press and for the public.
First, an altered system would be a
more appropriate and efficient way of cov-
ering new political and administrative
conditions in Japan. It is unlikely that the
specialized, established, and cozy relation-
ships of the clubs can do justice to the
rapid changes that continue to occur; there
are now too many interrclated factors that
need to be covered in a less specialized
way. Second, the new expectations of the
public in this age of reform and cynicism
also require a more distant relationship
between journalists and officials. Third, a
change in the system in these directions
might result in less news about the bu-
reaucracy, and more about elected lead-
ers. If the Prime Minister’s role in poli-
tics and policy-making is really ultimately
enhanced by electoral and administrative
reforms, and if politicians do seek to be-
come more engaged in policy than in the
past, the public deserves more informa-
tion about their policy views and activi-
ties, rather than just about their factional
machinations and leadership ambitions.
Fourth, by freeing up reporters for inves-
tigative reporting and covering issues
rather than organizations, there is a better
chance that newspapers can provide more
interesting and revcaling news that will
allow the printed press to compete with

television in the future. Otherwise, thc

Headed in the same direction
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press may be doomed to being an after-
the-fact, largely irrelevant conveyor of
stale detail as news is increasingly released
in venues where the journalists in report-
ers’ clubs are, like the public, merely
spectators.

Finally, in this age of international-
ization, taking Japanese rcporters out of
their protected clubs and allowing them,
even encouraging them, to interact with
their foreign counterparts in Tokyo would
provide them with a great deal of informa-
tion and views with which they do not cur-
rently come into contact. Foreign report-
ers have not lost much by their exclusion
from the clubs---few Western reporters
would want to be confined to or managed
by the officials and the press club. Rather,
the Japanesc press and public have suf-
fered because they have not been exposed
to the alternative interpretations and ra-
tionales for current events, including those
concerning US-Japan relations, that they
might encounter if japancsc reporters in-
teracted on a daily basis with colleagues
from other nations.

Would such changes make Japanese
journalism better? It would at least make
Japanese journalists morc accountable to
the public rather than to officials and them-
selves, more capable of handling the new
world of Japanese politics, and a bit more
akin, for better or worse, to their coun-

terparts in other democratic countries. m
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