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Introduction
Cultural policy is a term with vague and controversial implications. Some associate policy with restrictions for culture and prefer the absence of any public interventions; others expect the state to actively and financially support art and culture through its cultural policy. It is worthwhile to take a look at Japan’s cultural policy, which is not strongly rooted in tradition, quite small in scale, but expanding at the present and subject of vivid discussions within Japan.

This paper tries to give a rough overview of the ways and mechanisms of state intervention in Japan and its consequences on the art scene. It is by no means complete and asks the reader for patience if issues were neglected or simplified out of reasons of space and scope. Rather, this paper shall give an introduction into the topic and stimulate further research and discussion.
After scratching on the relation of Japanese society with the Arts and a brief historical overview of cultural policy, I will discuss the basic measures of the national government to support art and culture directly and through tax incentives. Part V and VI will deal with regional and local cultural policy, which bears the main weight in Japan and constitutes the major issues for protests amongst researchers against misleading policies.
I. The Arts within the framework of Japanese society

Japan struggles with a separation of traditional Japanese and Western art. The latter could hardly merge into the former, and most modern forms of artistic expression are somewhat detached from tradition and rather linked to movements of Western countries. Artists in Japan do not enjoy a very high prestige, and interest in the Arts is limited (fine arts: 40%, film: 30%, Western classical music: 14%, traditional Japanese music: 3%
). Even those interested are not always able to make use of artistic supply due to the structures of Japanese lifestyle: Long working hours, long distances, and also a high degree of specialization regarding hobbies reduces the number of occasional consumers of art and culture. I could observe that Japanese usually concentrate on few things in their free time rather than trying out different things. So, people with a strong interest in sports are generally difficult to persuade for a concert evening; and even cultural experts often concentrate on one single genre.

It shall also be noted that Japanese can devote themselves with great passion to something they choose to do: Artists want to be artists, even if it means no salary, and even if it means their families have to support them. And they often do. Besides, a lot of people also volunteer as evening personnel for artistic festivals and the like. 
II. Brief historical overview

Unlike many European countries, where cultural policy is deeply rooted in the tradition of aristocratic and later on democratic government, Japan’s policy and its support toward the Arts could not be based on the notion that fostering culture is the responsibility of the sovereign. Certainly, there was Imperial Art, where artistic forms of expressions meant to serve the Emperor. But we cannot speak of a substantial tradition of state support for the Arts. For the most part it was not even demanded by the artists themselves, who were extremely concerned about the government’s influence into their artistic activities. We could even say that the relationship between state and the Arts used to be an antagonistic one, and it is no coincidence that Sato (1999) named his paper “When an old Enemy turns Patron”, where he described the expansion of state support for the Arts in the latter half of the 20th century.

On the other hand, there were strong private initiatives in the cultural sector. Some were backed by large private enterprises like most kabuki theatres such as Shochiku and Toho, which used to operate and some of them still operate profitably. This lets one conclude that there was simply no real need for outside intervention as the Arts appeared to be self sustainable.

Nevertheless, the Meiji government in, in its attempt to modernize the country after Western models the second half of the 19th century, nationalized museums and libraries and put them under the supervision of the Ministry of Education. Historical preservation soon followed as a state agenda through the ancient shrines and temples protection law of 1897.

The prewar emperors of Japan did not fail to realize the great influence art can have on the public opinion, and it used cultural policy in a rather restrictive way so as to prevent dissident ideas from spreading. The majority of the new theatre movements that emerged in the early 20’s had leftist democratic ideologies and were suppressed by the government. Some troupe leaders even had to emigrate into exile.

After Japan’s defeat and its successive democratization the state slowly assumed its role as a supporter of the Arts. In 1949 artistic innovation and dissemination became official responsibilities of the education ministry and in 1959 the first state aid was directly granted to art groups. The amounts were tiny, though, and most art groups did not even apply for public subsidies; both out of little hope to receive any and out of skepticism against the “old enemy”. 

The economic prosperity of the 1960’s gave confidence to arts federations to lobby openly for sizable government aid. Politicians of culture-poor localities used advocacy for the Arts in their campaigns. However, Japan’s ambition to become a country of first rank in arts and culture as well as industrial output – as first expressed in the late 1960’s – was the driving force for cultural policy to develop.

In 1968 the Agency for Cultural Affairs (short: ACA) was founded and in 1972 the Japan Foundation. The latter is an autonomous nonprofit public corporation and mainly responsible for the dispersion and strengthening of the Japanese language.

In December 2001, the “Fundamental Law for the Promotion of Culture and Arts” was enforced. Through this bill cultural policy was for the first time legally embedded. It contains the basic approval of Arts and Culture as desirable for a rich society, and it defines what encompasses art and especially culture. Its provisions include the aim to build, protect and develop a positive environment for artistic activities, stressing on access for Japanese residents. It not only calls for the development of culture and arts in Japan but worldwide. The fundamental principles also include “reflection of the opinions of a wide range of the Japanese population on measures to promote culture and arts.”
 Ironically, however, many scholars in Japan criticize that exactly this law was established without the participation of the Japanese population.

III. The Agency for Cultural Affairs (ACA)

The Agency for Cultural Affairs was established in 1968
 through a merger between the former Cultural Bureau of the Ministry of Education and the Cultural Properties Protection Commission. The National Endowment for the Arts of the USA, which was established three years earlier, served as a model. It had soon become popular with politicians and the public. Similar so in Japan: Then Prime Minister Sato tried to consolidate bureaucratic units wherever possible and, therefore, was pleased with the new agency. Moreover, art administrators obtained more weight inside the government, and art leaders received a forum in the government by being assigned generously to the advisory board.
 The organization structure was slightly changed in January 2001; the agency currently employs about 230 staff members.

The main tasks of the ACA contain policy planning and subsidies to artistic projects, copyright, religious affairs and the administration of public museums and theatres, which are outside the innermost framework of the ACA.

In place of clear objectives of cultural policy, official documents provide a
     Mission Statement:

“The Agency for Cultural Affairs is responsible for the promotion of measures aimed at making Japan a culture-oriented country(a). These include cultivation of artists and support of creative artistic activity(b); the maintenance and establishment of cultural facilities(c); support for culture-oriented communities; advancement of Ainu culture(d;)….

Comments:

(a) It may be simply a matter of wording, but this implies that Japan currently is not a culture-oriented country, meaning it is not even interested in becoming a “cultured” country, whatever way the authorities understand that word. I indeed perceived some kind of “cultural inferiority complex” in Japan, and it will be fascinating to watch if Japan will try to “cure” it the same way as the industrial inferiority complex in the post war era.

(b) Mentioning it in first place makes it seem to be on top of the policy agenda. But in reality only about 6% 
 of the resources are devoted to actual artistic creation.

(c) They consume the majority of the budget, especially in the case of regional subsidies.

(d) Apparently, Okinawan culture is not recognized as an original ethnicity different from Japanese.
 Nevertheless, it should be noted here that a soon to be built National Theatre will be located in Okinawa.

III.1. Budget development

Without taking into account inflation, the budget of the ACA grew eight-fold from ¥4.9Bio
 in its founding year 1968 to ¥40Bio in 1980. Then, despite the booming economy the budget developed sluggish in the 1980’s, followed by moderate growth thereafter. By 1992 it had only reached ¥49.6Bio. The next larger jump was in fiscal 2001 with ¥90.9Bio, a 12% increase compared to 2000. As such an increase was in spite of enduring severe recession, it supports the notion that the cultural budget is not linked to the economy, or tax revenues, respectively.

Despite the expansion, national funds for art and culture remained relatively small with a 1.38% share of the general accounts budget of the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology and a 0.11% share of the national accounts budget. Moreover, 63.1% of the budget was spent on the preservation and administration of cultural properties, and only 34.6% for promoting art and culture. This left 9.2% to promote creative artistic activities. 2001 was also a year of a reorganization of the ACA. Besides other changes the national museums were detached from ACA’s budget, which cut its personnel expenses in half to 5.5%, leaving more for funding programs.

Fiscal 2002 saw another raise to ¥98.5Bio (+8.3%) and a shift in the composition of the budget from cultural properties (59.0%) towards promoting art and culture (38.8%).
 
The budget for 2003 will be even higher with ¥115Bio, an increase of 17.5%.

III.2. Policy Measures

III.2.1 Japan Arts Fund
 (1990)

The Japan Arts Funds was established in March 1990 “to provide a wide range of artistic and cultural activities with stable and continuous support”.
 The original idea was a fund with a capital of ¥200 billion from the government and another ¥200 billion from municipalities and private sources (mostly contributions by major corporations). However, it was scaled down during the founding process to approximately ¥50 billion from the government and ¥11.2 billion from private sources. (The current ¥64.2Bio show the close to zero interest rates.) The Japan Arts Council manages the fund and selects awardees for grants. Moreover, the Council also runs the National as well as the New National Theatre.
Subsidy programs to amateur activities were added to the original plan consisting solely of direct subsidies to professional arts companies. Its annual budget soon declined due to the low interest rates and the ¥3.1Bio in 1991 plunged to ¥1.2Bio in 2001. During the period from fiscal 1990 to 2001, the JAF disbursed approximately ¥23.9Bio for 9,116 grants. (¥2.6Mio on average). As in 1999 the average was still at ¥2.8Mio, we can observe that Japanese funding is becoming broader but also smaller in relative scale. In 2001, the 741 recipients (46% of the applicants) received even only ¥1.6Mio on average.

Grants to artists for performances or art exhibitions make up for the largest part (more than two third) of the budget, and each recipient’s sum is greater than for the other two categories, preservation of cultural property and amateur arts, respectively. 

Before the establishment of JAF, only established arts federation or major troupes would receive subsidies through a program called “Grants for Independent Arts Organizations (GIAO). The advent of JAF, which replaced GIAO, gave access to additional two hundred or more troupes.

III.2.2. Arts Plan 21 (1996)

After disappointment about the budget decline of the Japan Arts Fund, an attempt to raise funds through restructuring measures resulted in the “Arts Plan 21” in 1996. Its goal is proclaimed to “encourage creative artistic activities befitting Japan's new goal of becoming a culturally oriented nation in the 21st century” It shall revitalize and support artistic creativity and develop artistic infrastructures. There are programs to promote international artistic exchange (¥6.4Bio) and the “Program for the Promotion of Stage Arts” (¥1Bio). 

III.2.3. New Century Arts Plan (2002)

Replacing the Arts Plan 21, the “New Century Arts Plan” with the aim to train established and young artists, as well as children was first formulated in 2002. The budget amounted ca. ¥20Bio in 2002, of which ¥12Bio were spent on support for opera, ballet, etc. This is almost twice the budget as under the Arts Plan 21. The remaining means were used to train and guide artists, as well as to promote children’s exposure to culture.

III.3.　Possible background behind budget developments

In official documents, Japan is usually depicted as a society confronting a critical turning point from the age of economy to the age of culture. Phrases containing “spiritual and personal fulfillment” are often placed in brochures and internet pages.
Quite likely, the transformation of Japanese society from a production-oriented society to a consumption-oriented society – going in line with the rise of the service-industry – may have indeed improved the position of the long-neglected policy area of culture and arts within the agenda of the government.

“In addition to these long-term trends, we also have to take account of the booming economy or so-called “bubble economy” as a critical factor leading to a “culture boom” during this period.  While the state and municipal government could enjoy relatively abundant tax revenues thanks to the booming economy, the private firms were also looking for the items of new investments as outlets for their surplus capital.”

The burst of the economic bubble also shook the culture industry. However, subsidies of ACA continued to grow, despite deflation. Private supporting companies withdrew considerable sums, but diversified their grants and have made an attempt to conceptualize their philanthropic activities. Even though support for the arts seldomly reaches considerable sums, it is popular to declare oneself a patron for the Arts.

III.4. ACA’s distribution of funds

Within cultural policy how to distribute financial means is always a tricky question, once the overall budget has been decided upon. Japan appears to have developed a way between bureaucratic decisions and the arm’s length principle: Either the allocated sum is granted to federations who then can decide whom to pass on grants; this way the ACA can avoid a real selection and aesthetic assessment. Or, especially if grants are given to individuals or amateurs, the decision is entrusted to a so called “expert committee”. Also through that process the ACA claims to achieve objective and optimal distributions of funds, without – for the most part – clearly defining criteria for funding. In discussions or interviews, questions about possible disadvantages of committees, such as conflicts of interest or arbitrary decisions
, are usually ignored.

III.4.1. Theatres

There are amateur theater companies in almost every part of the country, although most of them are not based at a particular theater or arts center. Instead, they rent public or private facilities each time they have an event, and only for the number of days necessary to hold the event. There are some professional theater companies that have their own rehearsal studios or studio space for small scale performances, but most companies have no facilities in which to base their activities. A large number of companies are concentrated in Tokyo, while only a small number of professional companies are based in cities other than Tokyo.
　
The theatre scene in Japan is very scattered, consisting of mainly left wing oriented groups that are of different size and scope. In the official Association of Japanese Theatre Companies (AJTC) are about 60 member groups, but the total number of professional contemporary theatre troupes is much more, and they are not seldomly mutual rivals. Furthermore, the distinction between professional and amateur is very blurred, mainly due to very low salaries and partly enhanced through relatively low entry barriers compared to opera, ballet or classical music. As a result, the theatre scene in Japan is not well represented and the ACA could not find any “umbrella organization” to negotiate with when it had to appoint a director of the theatre section of the New National Theatre four years before the opening year 1997. Therefore, it appointed someone connected to AJTC resulting in fierce opposition from groups that felt left out.
 On the other hand, through JAF and other initiatives the ACA also included small troupes into their support program that are not members of an association. This can lead to a more diverse scene as the ACA decides directly whom to subsidize and this can be a troupe that is dissident from AJTC; on the other hand, the outcome is dependent on the integrity of the committee that is usually entrusted the actual decision.

III.4.2 Orchestra, opera and ballet
Unlike the theatre sector, GIAO, and then later JAF and Arts Plan 21 have mainly benefited major orchestra, opera companies and ballet troupes. “One might, then, say that the changes following the establishment of JAF and Arts Plan 21 have been incremental and the oligopolistic and hierarchical structure was kept intact in these art genres.”

III.5. Report from the Council of Cultural Affairs

The (new) Council for Cultural Affairs was established in January 2001, as a result of a broad reorganization of the ACA. Its tasks are mainly consultative, based on research in the field of promotion of culture and international cultural exchange (four subdivisions: National Language, Copyrights, Cultural Properties and Selection of Cultural Awardees).

In April 2002, the Council for Cultural Affairs submitted a report entitled “On Building a Society that Values Culture” [sic], presenting its vision about the roles of culture within society and recommendations for public as well as private measures to build such a society. The report calls for an increased budget for cultural affairs and enhanced tax incentives to encourage donations. Furthermore, the formation of a network shall link the national with local governments but also the public with the private sector.

As another point, the Council demands enhanced education and especially the fostering of children, who are individualistic. This is quite interesting, as in Japan for the longest time individualism was not a desired personal quality. The report even goes as far as to claim that teachers should “consider all activities in school education as cultural activities.”

Similar to the “Fundamental Law for the Promotion of Culture and Arts”, the report is very general without specific recommendations regarding the implementation of its suggestions. Moreover, the consultative character and function of the Council gives little hope for any enforcement into political practice.

IV. Tax treatment of private donations

The Japanese system of tax benefits for nonprofit entities and those contributing to them is very complicated. Organizations that wish to obtain an official nonprofit status in order to take advantage of benefits are abbreviated to various ministries, depending on the nature of their activity. As for public benefit corporations such as artistic organizations, supporters can deduce donations from their taxable income according to a quite complex formula:

Individuals: Value of donation - ¥10.000, provided the donation does not exceed 25% of the total income.

Corporations: Limit for tax deductible donations: (2.5% of current net profits + 0.25% of paid-in capital and capital surplus)/2.

The fact that current income is the base for the limit of donations eligible for tax deduction makes it very difficult for corporations to decide upon the possible amount of donations. As they can only predict the profit they will make by the end of the year, many companies stay well below that limit out of fear exceeding it.

IV.1. Private support for the Arts

It is a common notion in Japan that the government does not do very much in terms of supporting the Arts. Intuitively, it is perceived that private donors come into place and make up for the lack of financing. Whereas U.S. donations mainly come from individuals, Japan is dominated by corporations that assume important positions in art support some of them even build and run their own cultural facilities. However, when looking at the actual figures, private support seems puzzlingly low, with only ¥18.3 Bio in 2000. The lasting recession can be partly blamed, as the number was ¥23.6 billion in 1992. 
 Another reason for the companies’ reluctance to donate is the above mentioned restriction by the government. Such provision not only limits possible donations but also creates substantial transaction costs as well as uncertainty; and this despite the government’s frequent statements to further encourage private support for the Arts. Admittedly, since 1994 opportunities for tax deductions have become a bit wider: The Association for Corporate Support of the Arts, which is recognized as a designated public-benefit corporation, can funnel corporate donations to arts institutions, which do not enjoy such status. This officially approved loophole doubles the donation limit. A tax economist would expect donations to expand because of the incentive. She would further expect a potential donor to require any applicants to receive approval from the Association for Corporate Support of the Arts (also in order to obtain a first prove of quality of the project). However, a mere ¥533 Mio
 donated this way (not even 3% of all donations) let one conclude that the corporations’ propensity to donate is not very strong. Thus, a tax incentive for donations does not lead to a strong increase in donations. Certainly, imperfection of information and the small overall scale of donations in Japan have to be considered as well, leading to a fair deal of distortion. 
V. Regional and local governments

The budget for Arts and culture of both regional and local governments is much higher than that of the ACA. Different from the latter, the peak was 1993 with ¥955.3 Bio. About three fourths of this sum came from municipalities. The budget development and the composition of the subsidies are more or less the same for municipalities and prefectures. Unlike the ACA, only about 14% of the subsidies were devoted to cultural property and 86% to “Arts and culture”. However, they were mostly used for construction and maintenance of facilities. 

Subsidies hit the bottom in 1999 with ¥599.2 Bio, mainly because construction or renovation was completed. Expenditures for Arts and culture were nearly halved while those for cultural properties remained stable, raising their share to 22%.

Prefectural subsidies to Performing Arts amounted ¥639 per capita in 1997 at the national average.

 Tokyo Prefecture lies beyond that with ¥1.161, but is topped by Tottori Prefecture with ¥ 3.056, the highest figure of all prefectures. Tottori is a low populated and urbanized prefecture and there are no other sociodemographic properties that could explain its relatively high public expenditures. The lowest subsidies were granted by Nagasaki Prefecture with ¥75 per capita.

V.1. Structure of the subsidies

On average 71% of the subsidies for arts and culture are used for either constructing, renovating or simply running cultural facilities. At the extreme even 97% are spent on these purposes, leaving close to nothing for actual programming. This phenomenon is what translated is called “box-problem” by Japanese researchers, who have been complaining for years that Japanese cultural policy only provides venues but puts little effort into filling them with valuable Art. Indeed, spread out over the country, we find numerous facilities (often multipurpose halls or general cultural halls of communities), whose scale is not matched by the population or artistic activity of that area, nor are the facilities used at an efficient extent.

The reason for this massive construction activity goes back to the 1980’s, when the USA put pressure on Japan to increase its domestic demand rather than its exports. Until then, the Ministry of Education would “order” prefectures to build facilities where necessary. But when the Department for General Affairs became in charge of domestic demand it tried to encourage construction work. As conventional public work projects like dams or roads were already existent in sufficient numbers, the Department set incentives for regional and local governments to build cultural facilities: It gave permission to issue local bonds, whose repayment services were (and still are) subsidized through the local allocation tax coming from central government. However, programming and running costs are usually not subsidized and the local governments often have no resources left provide the “software” all by themselves.

As a consequence a legion of poorly conceptualized projects were applied for by regional and local governments and subsidized. That is why the number of cultural halls rose from 520 halls in 1975, to 1,970 cultural halls in 1996.
 At the same time, the provision of funds to fill the halls or the development of regional Arts was neglected. It is still difficult and costly for artistic groups to find places to rehearse and perform.

In many cases cultural policy has been instrumentalized to promote the prestige of politicians through large and visible projects. This led to the understanding of the wide population that cultural policy is equal to construction policy, with a great deal of skepticism as a consequence. Lately, citizens protested heavily against efforts of a mayor in Nagano Prefecture to build a second large cultural hall.
VI. Operation of facilities
Most of those cultural halls are built by public authorities, which also operate them. As in Japanese organizations the rotation system is widespread, official workers are in charge of running facilities and programming for a couple of years before they are transferred to a different area within public administration.

This procedure not only leads to a strong influence of the state in what goes on in cultural facilities, it also means that public officials are not experts in cultural management, but general officials who only deal with arts and culture for a limited time. Recently, however, attempts have been made to ease this unsatisfying situation: The ACA sees it as its responsibility to dispatch specialists to public halls “in order to encourage creative activities conducted by public cultural facilities”.
 In reality, official workers are still assigned to run facilities. In order to provide necessary training, the ACA holds art management seminars for managers and operational supervisors employed at public cultural halls.
 However, these seminars usually last only a few days.
 “There are many examples of municipalities providing funds for the establishment of foundations to manage the performing arts facilities that have been built. These foundations are in principle independent organizations, but since they operate on funds provided by the municipalities, they cannot really be said to be independent.”

VII. Concluding remarks
This paper meant to give an overview of the measures and mechanisms of cultural policy in Japan. The scale is much smaller than in most European countries; on the other hand, the control and influence of authorities is stronger because of public facilities. The latter half of the paper argued that the overemphasis on infrastructure is a big problem of Japanese cultural policy. Despite a legion of venues art groups still have difficulties producing and disseminating art. Nevertheless, the great enthusiasm of most participants keeps a diverse art scene alive.

These years see some legal changes and an expansion of state support. Whether these changes will actually lead to a change in the production and consumption of the Arts cannot yet be predicted.
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