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From ‘Japan Problem to ‘China Threat’?   - Dissecting the Economic Discourses on Japan (1980-1995) and China (1995-2010) in the United States

Introduction

Since the 1970s the United States are engaged in a domestic debate on the growing bilateral trade deficit and indebtedness vis-à-vis their main economic competitor, a role that shifted from Japan to China in the mid-1990s. In the 1980s this debate became a central feature and trigger of the discourse on the ‘Rise of Japan’ as possible challenge to a liberal world order with the U.S. as its major proponent. What became to be treated as “Japan Problem” until the mid-1990s – at that time ensuing in a severe crisis in the U.S.-Japanese relationship – bears significant resemblance to the present-day discourse on the ‘Rise of China’ and a possible ‘China threat’. The main line of argument in both cases amounts to reproaching Japan/China for their ‘unfair practices’ (e.g. ‘closed markets’ and ‘currency manipulation’) allegedly resulting in their competitive advantage. The most remarkable feature of the past and present discourses relates to the resemblance in the language used to label first Japan, then China as ‘different’ and in consequence adversarial and threatening, despite of fundamental differences between (what was considered as) ‘liberal’ Japan and (what is considered as) ‘communist’ China themselves, as well as in their bilateral relationship with the U.S.

In my research I contend that the past and present debates cannot be sufficiently understood without considering them in terms of identity constructions relying on Self/Other articulations. This assessment originates in poststructuralist-inspired theories that regard every identity as differential and non-essential, thus in permanent need of a constitutive outside. In this context I am putting forward Political Discourse Theory (PDT) as an analytical framework for the study of foreign economic policy, while also addressing the so-called ‘methodological deficit’ of PDT and proposing a method for its application in empirical research, that draws from the ‘Logics of Critical Explanation’ and Rhetorical Political Analysis (RPA). In addition to departing from the mainly positivist and rationalist research on U.S.-Chinese economic relations, extending the PDT and RPA methodology to what can be called the ‘cultural economy’ approach will also allow me to address the shortcomings of much of the related constructivist work on (what is mostly called) ‘ideas’ or ‘ideational factors’. 
Aims and Objectives

This thesis aims at an analysis of the present economic debates on China in the United States in light of the historical case of the debates on Japan, a point of view that has not been considered by previous research. The main questions addressed are if and how in both cases the discourses on economic policies led/lead to the construction of Japan/China not only as main economic competitor but as a threat, how this in turn triggered/triggers the debate of the possible crisis or decline of the U.S./the West, and how it influenced/influences the formulation of U.S. foreign economic policy towards Japan in the past and China at present. Finally these guiding questions shall serve to shed light on the issue when, how and why the spotlight in the U.S. debates actually shifted from Japan to China.
My assumptions are that the intensity of the past and present debates and their potential for threat creation can not be sufficiently understood or explained by the predominant positivist focus on logics of rising and declining power-politics and diverging material interests or capacities in terms of an inherent and unproblematic ‘reality’ of the situation. Instead I want to consider the debates from a post-positivist perspective as reflecting the challenge to concepts of political and economic order central to the self-understanding of the U.S. as the global motor for democracy and progress, thus in terms of the entailments of U.S.-identity. In my eyes these are in particular the ideas of American exceptionalism and the liberal theory of history. This challenge is met with by what David Campbell has called a central feature of states and their foreign policies, the externalization of an internal problematic and its attribution to an external cause or ‘enemy’, in order to account for the inner deficiencies, mostly ensuing in a threat discourse on the ‘adversarial’ other. 
In this context my aim on the one hand is to find out in how far a threat discourse led or contributed to the policy change of the U.S. administration in the Japanese case. On the other hand, as presently a viable part of Congress, the media and the academic community keeps pushing for a tougher China policy, my focus will be on the discursive strategies by which a policy change might be aimed at today, and what possible commonalities and/or differences to the Japanese case can reveal considering my assumptions of a challenge to the U.S.’ ‘liberal’ identity. 

Theoretical Framework, Methodology and Method

My theoretical and methodological framework builds on Political Discourse Theory (PDT) that goes back to the so-called Essex School centered on the works of Ernesto Laclau. Its main feature relates to the concept of ‘discourse’ as ontological category in terms of standing for the discursively constructed character of the social world, as well as an empirical practice to be analyzed. This concept is reflected in the theory of hegemony and the premise of no prediscursively constituted subject or identity, but of identity being acquired by identification with the subject positions articulated in discourses. All identity – like all meaning – is considered relational and every identity as constituted within a relationship to others that is only temporarily fixable. To account for these premises, I will draw from the methodology of the Logics of Critical Explanation put forward by David Howarth and Jason Glynos as ‘application’ of PDT in empirical research. The Logics approach aims at the problematization of empirical phenomena, their retroductive explanation as well as the persuasion of, and intervention into the relevant community and practices of scholars and lay-actors. It comprises the five elements of problematization, retroduction, logics, articulation and critique. For the particular textual analysis I will make use of Rhetorical Political Analysis (RPA). RPA intends to analyze the employment and effects of linguistic and other semiotic means of persuasion in rhetorical terms, e.g. what metaphors are used to put forward a particular perspective. Moreover the understanding of rhetoric not as purely instrumental, but as material and constitutive aspect of social reality relates RPA not only to the ontical, but also to the ontological dimension of discourse as understood by PDT. 
Research Materials 
Considering the sources I will focus on text in the form of written speech, articles and other publications from the three fields of government (executive and legislative), the media and the leading think thanks regarding the topic of economic policy focusing on trade and currency issues. The main sources regarding the government and the congressional field will be official documents and statements, as well as the Congressional Record. Regarding the media, I will focus on the three most read newspapers in the U.S. (USA Today, Wall Street Journal, New York Times). As for important voices outside those sources, I include the major articles, interviews and publications on Japan and China. Concerning the think thanks I examine the publications and public statements by the Brookings Institution, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Heritage Foundation and the Cato Institute. To delimit the amount of texts to be analyzed, while still accounting for the broader time frame, I will focus on the discourses evolving around major key events: on the Plaza Accords of 1985 and the 1994/1995 summits with Japan, on the Asian financial crisis in 1997, on China’s accession to the WTO in 2001, the appreciation of the Renminbi in relation to the U.S. Dollar in 2005 and finally the financial crisis in 2008/2009.
Literature (selection)
Campbell, David (1994), Foreign Policy and Identity: Japanese “Other”/American “Self”, in: Rosow, Stephen/Inayatullah, Naeemi/Rupert, Mark (Eds.), The Global Economy as Political Space. London: Lynne Riemer Publishing, 147-169.
Campbell, David (19982), Writing Security. United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Curtis, Gerald L. (2000), U.S. Policy toward Japan from Nixon to Clinton: An Assessment, in: Curtis, Gerald L. (Ed.), New Perspectives on U.S.-Japan Relations. Tokyo: Japan Centre for International Exchange, 1-39.

Best, Jacqueline/Patterson, Matthew (2010) (Eds.), Cultural Political Economy, Oxon/New York: Routledge 

De Goede, Marieke (2006) (Ed.), International Political Economy and Poststructural Politics, Basingstroke/New York: Palgrave

Elwell, Craig K./Labonte, Marc/Morisson, Wayne M. (2007), Is China a Threat to the US-Economy? CRS Report for Congress, RL33604, available at: www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL33604.pdf [download January 9, 2011].

Finlayson, Alan (2007), From Beliefs to Arguments: Interpretive Methodology and Rhetorical Political Analysis, in: British Journal of Politics and International Relations, Vol. 9, 545-563.

Glynos, Jason/Howarth, David (2007), Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory. London, New York: Routledge.

Hufbauer, Gary Clyde/Wong, Yee/Sheth, Ketki (2006), U.S.-China Trade Disputes: Rising Tide, Rising Stakes, International Economics 78. Washington: Institute for International Economics.

Laclau, Ernesto (1998), Paul de Man and the Politics of Rhetoric, in: Pretexts: studies in writing and culture, Vol. 7, No. 2, 153- 170.
Laclau, Ernesto/Mouffe, Chantal (20012), Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. London: Verso.
Mandelbaum, Michael (2002), The Ideas that Conquered the World. Peace, Democracy, and Free Markets in the Twenty-First Century. New York: Public Affairs.

Sutter, Robert G. (2010), U.S.-Chinese Relations. Perilous Past, Pragmatic Present. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield

Uriu, Robert M. (2009), Clinton and Japan. The Impact of Revisionism on US Trade Policy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
PAGE  
1

