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Is Japan Truly

an “Information” Society?
Toshio Kobayashi
( Professor, National Institute of
Multimedia Education, Chiba, Japan )
In the decade of the 1980s, Japan has firmly
established itself as an economic and technological
power in the world. People, both native and foreign
to Japan, consequently seem to take it for granted
utilized its

that Japan has technology to

successfully build a highly " informationalized "
society as well. However, whether or not Japan is
truly an information-oriented society on an
international level is questionable. Let us analyze

Japan in this informational respect.

Databases available in Japan

Information can be computerized and stored in
database through digitalization. Databases are no
doubt central to a highly informationalized society.
There are two types of databases; one is in - house
database for distributing and disseminating
information within the same organization such as
business groups, government agencies, universities,
etc. and the other is commercial database for
catering to the needs of the general public.

Japan has made remarkable progress in
computer technology, catching up with the United
States. In the area of databases, however, Japan
has been behind its Western counterparts.

This could be due to the fact that the Japanese
in general have not been as accustomed to the
keyboard as Westerners. Differences in language
structure have forced the Japanese to either
incorporate written English as the predominant
means of information expression or to develop an
efficient and 'native’ keyboard. In light of this
problem, the Japanese database system,
particularly in the commercial field, has fallen

behind. Furthermore, the system for domestic

database network has been weakly consolidated
among localities and various sectors in the country
necessitating a need for restrengthening. As for the
number of databases readily available, the ratio
of domestic and foreign databases have
consistently been one to four or five. Much of the
information in various fields, retrievable in Japan,

are made available by means of foreign databases.

Government's PR activities

Information can be made available through other
channels such as government agencies and their
affiliated organizations. Every state facilitates
exchange of people and information for the purpose
of gaining an understanding of its foreign policies
and promoting mutual understanding. In Japan,
it is the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and its
affiliated organizations like the Japan Foundation
that play the role through diplomatic missions and
overseas offices.

According to the statistics from the Japan
International Information Agency, the combined
budget appropriated by the Japanese government
for public information and cultural exchange is the
least of five major advanced countries, i.e. US.A,
UK., France, W. Germany and Japan. The money
spent for such endeavors by Japan in 1983 was
26.1 million yen, less than 3% of U.S. expenditures
in the following year for the same purpose. The
budget for cultural exchange by the Japan
Foundation is about one - third of that of the
Goethe Institute, a comparable German government

affiliated organization that is ranked fourth.

Books translated in the world

In addition to the afore mentioned data, there
are more figures revealing the apparent imbalance
in information flow. For instance, the volume of
information exchanged among different nations
may be realized to some extent by the number of
books translated worldly. In 1982, 2749 foreign



books were translated and published in Japan -
4.7% of the total volume. Nevertheless, of the thirty
two countries listed, Japan occupies the fourth
place indicating the wide differences in percentage
among the top ranking countries. In the breakdown
of books translated in the same year around the
world, the share of Japanese books translated into
other languages was a mere 0.4% of the total,
ranking fourteenth among sixteen countries.

Possible Solutions

Much more information seems to flow in Japan
than out. Does this imply that the West is not as
eager to obtain information from Japan as the
Japanese are in obtaining information from them ?
To find an answer to this question, a number of
surveys have been conducted to look into potential
needs for Jépanese information in the overseas
market and also to find out what kinds of
difficulties overseas users might encounter. They
have all resulted in similar findings. Because of
and high

accomplishment, Japanese information is in great

its economic success technological
demand. However, the problem lies in not knowing
exactly what kinds of information are available,
but its

Japanese data due to the decentralized database

accessibility, high costs of collecting

systems and most seriously, existent language
barriers.

One way of resolving information friction would
be to translate at least Japanese information
references into English, an international language.
The burden of translation has obviously been a
factor in stagnating a smoother flow of information
on an international level. This burden, however,
has been taken on -with the rapid progress of
computer translation. Such an expert system would
making accessibility  of

replace translators

information much easier for overseas users.
Currently, there are a number of on-going projects
aimed at providing users overseas with Japanese
information retrievable in English in the fields of
science and technology through the expert system.
Once these projects are implemented, they will
certainly further facilitate the cooperative efforts
of the Office of Japanese Technical Literature
within the U.S. Commerce Department between
Japan and the U.S., EC-Japan info project between
Japan and Europe, already in operation for the
purposes of supplying Japanese information.
Another obstacle besides language barrier to

information flow are culture related problems as

mentioned earlier. The key to overcome this
particular obstacle is through education. Currently
in Japan, there has been much debate as to the
educational reform needed to promote inter-
nationalism in Japan. Ideals and high goals exist
reforms

but the educational implemented by

government such as recruiting more native
language teachers into classrooms of junior and
senior high schools are in itself problematic and
far from establishing internationalism. Further
efforts should be made through an increase and
strengthening of the staff and budget of affiliated
culture centers and public relations offices to
provide more up to date services and language
classes that will enable Japan to be regarded as
a country aware of the importance of educating
its people in international understanding.

A balanced and multi-directional exchange of
information is vital to maintaining smooth
communication in today's highly interdependent
world. As to exchanging scientific and technical
information, it seems possible that the current
imbalance will be levelled to a greater extent
through

foreseeable future. However, mechanical solutions

machine translation technology in the

alone are not sufficient to fill the communication
gap between Japan and the West. People living
in this highly technological era, tend to regard
information as merely a product of computer inputs
and printouts. What is often overlooked beyond
the keyboard is a “human factor” - the diplomatic
filler of gaps in communication across different
cultures and languages. After all, it is people, not
machinery, that will actually link point - to - point
telecommunication networks around the globe.

Fundamentally, if one desperately desires
information derived from a foreign country, he / she
ought to make every possible effort to obtain it
on his own. If that necessitates a study of the
language and culture of that country in order to
obtain, comprehend, and to better utilize that
information, it should be encouraged. This is just
what Japan, in its struggles with modernization
and catching up with the West, has been doing
for some hundred years. They never expect the
supplier to readily provide any needed information
without first making a show of effort. Now that
Japan has itself become a supplier of information,
why should the Japanese not expect this of others
as well ?

There is still much more to be accomplished on
the part of Japan to correct the present information



flow. It is not just the responsibility of Japan alone
to make efforts to seek possible solutions. It is
the responsibility of the whole community of
information utilizers to do what is necessary to
alleviate the communication gap between Japan
and themselves.
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- We hope you have enjoyed reading this issue.

g

oufi

Since we have quite a few international readers,
we are planning to print at least one English
article in our newsletter. Any feedback from you
would be very much appreciated.



