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CHAPTER 5

AREA STUDIES AND POLICY RESEARCH

The Quest for an East Asian Welfare Medel

Japan’s health and pension policies have largely converged with those of other
advanced welfare states, and lately even its distinctive employment palicies
have begun to conform to more familiar patterns. But the divergence theories
that reign in comparative welfare research ignore the points of similarity between
welfare policies and focus exclusively on the differences. Scholars have used
two principal variants of divergence theory to characterize Japan’s public.
welfare system as a whole. One attempts to place Japan in a typology of welfare
regimes that allegedly prevail in the industrialized states of the West. Rooted in
the discipline of political science, this approach seeks to explain welfare differences
based on the power resources of class-based political parties in each country.
Chapter 6 analyzes the utility of this power-resources approach for understanding
Japan. :

The other stream of divergence theory adopts an area studies, rather than i dis-
ciplinary, approach. It argues that there is'a consistent pattern of welfare provi-
sion in East Asia that differentiates the welfare systems of this region from those
in other parts of the world. The advocates of this perspective explain the origins
of this East Asian welfare mode} differently, and they also disagree somewhat as
to which countries share its characteristics, but virtually all assert that Japan con-
forms to the regional pattern. In their view, if’ is more accurate 1o perceive Japan
as part of this distinctive regional pattern than to see it on a convergence course
with advanced Western welfare systems. After reviewing the arguments for an Fast
Asian welfare model, this chapter compares the current welfare policies of the
Asian states. To test all possible permutations of the argument, the analysis scru-
tinizes the case for a regional model against both narrow and broad constructions
of “Asia.”
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114  One World of Welfare
The Case for a Regional Welfare Model

The case for an East Asian welfare model is based on four factors: cultural unity,
common historical experience, the shared political economy of the “developmen-
tal state,” and the intraregional emulation of welfare policies.

The argument that culture has produced a distinctive welfare model revolves
around Confucian philosophy. In Catherine Jones’s view, the Confucian respect for
hierarchy deters the public from participating in policy formation and produces
states that govern by means of a “top down consensus,” thus blunting grassroots
pressure for public welfare.! By stressing duties over rights, Confucianism dis-
courages the idea that citizens have a right to welfare. The Confucian emphasis on
family responsibility means that social security is “dependent in the last resort not
on governments but on families and communities.” In Confucian welfare states,
Jones finds little enthusiasm for welfare policies that aid the poor, redistribute
income “whether across or between generations,” or administer “earned welfare”
in the form of social insurance.’ Jones summarizes her view in the aphorism that
“welfare states are born, not made.” She sees welfare policy as springing from
deep-rooted cultural values that are resistant to the ephemeral interests and
creative impulses of statesmen. Elmar Rieger and Stephan Leibfried second this
interpretation. They see ‘Confucian culture as “the fundamental cause of an
independent path of welfare state evolution in East Asia,” one in which “the
institutions of state social policy are fundamentally subsidiary to families and com-
panies.”™ Jones, Rieger, and Leibfried count Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, South
Korea, and Taiwan as Confucian welfare states sharing 2 set of popular predispo-
sitions that are the modern legacy of Confucian philosophy.® As such, they
contend, these states offer their “own brand” of public welfare.”

Although some observers equate area studies with an explanatory emphasis on
culture, advocates of the East Asian welfare model disagree on its relevance.

! Catherine Jones, “The Pacific Challenge: Confucian Welfare States,” in Catherine Jones, ed., New
Perspectives on the Welfare State in Europe (London; Routledge, 1993), 202-3. “Whatever the extent
or otherwise of notional democratization, Western-style politics does not come easily—or fit easily
when/if ever it arrives. Arguing on public issues in public, taking sides on the basis of rival points of
viéw, engaging—heaven forbid—in open pressure group activity: such are still more likely 1o be viewed
" a5 proofs of government fuilure than political maturity.” Catherine Jones, “Hong Kong, Singapore,
South Korea and Taiwan: Oikonomic Welfare States,” Government and Opposition 25.4 (auramn 1990):
451,

? Jones, “Pacific Challenge,” 213; cf. Jones, “Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan,”
450.

3 Jones, “Hong Kong, Singapore, South Kores, and Taiwan,” 455. “Chinese tradition has had lictle
to say aboat the needs {let alone rights) of the disadvantaged per se. The emphasis has rather been on
the duties of families and villagers to take care of their own™ (460).

* Elmar Rieger and Stcphan Leibfried, Limits ro Globalizavion: Welfare States and the World
Ecomomy (Cambridge, Mass.: Polity, 2003), 243, 257,

5 Scholars of welfare policy do not generally treat Hong Kong differently before and after its rever-
sion to Chira in 1997, - ‘

¢ Jones, “Pacific Challenge,” 199.
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Culture might appear to offer an insider’s perspective, but the standard scholarly
accounts of it can be a gross brush with which to paint the values of an entire
society. Such a brush might be uscful when the mass public is deemed responsi-
ble for the content of policy, but when scholars focus attention on smaller numbers
of strategic policy actors, the insider is more likely to examine their individual pref-
erences and institutional roles than to reduce them to a generic cultural portrait.
Tn American social science, few experts on Japan use culture as a major variable in
their work, and the analysis of Japan in chapter 4 shows why.? In any case, the argu-
ment for an East Asian welfare model does not rest entirely on the variable of
culture,

The shared historical experience of Japanese colonial rule is a second factor that
has allegedly shaped an East Asian pattern of welfare provision. Ito Peng sees this
as a salient element in Taiwan and South Korea, which the Japanese ruled for
decades.” World War II was an active period of welfare policy making in Japan, and
during the war Japanese rule extended more broadly in East and Southeast Asia.
Though scholars have not argued that the Japanese bequeathed a common
approach to welfare across the region, such an argument is at least plausible. But
for Peng and Roger Goodman, Japanese colonialism swayed welfare policy less
directly, by establishing in Taiwan and South Korea “vital institutions, financial, -
industrial, educational and political, which still today have much in common with
Japanese contemporary systems.”"

There is also a more contemporary argument that the political economy of the
East Asian states has produced a common welfare pattern. Kwong-leung Tang con-
tends that developmental statism has shaped the East Asian welfare systems. Tang
sees Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong (since its reversion to China)
as developmental states that take a “production-first” approach to public policy.
As 2 result, their welfare policies have been “modest, reactive, and cautious.”!
They may enact social policies that they deem functional to economic growth, such
as mass education or health care for industrial workers. And they may reluctantly

7 Confucian influence is affirmed in Roger Goodiman and Tto Peng, “The East Asian Welfare States:
Peripatetic Learning, Adaptive Change, and Nation-Building,” in Gostz Esping-Andersen, ed., Welfare
Siates in Transition: National Adaptations in Global Economies (London: Sage, 1996), 195. Goodman is
less sanguine about cultural explanations in Gordon White and Roger Goodman, “Welfare Oriental-
ism and the Search for an East Asizn Welfare Model,” in Roger Geodman, Gordon White, and Huck-
ju Kwon, The East Atian Welfare Model: Welfare Orientalism and the State (London: Routledge, 1998),
15-16. Unpersuaded by cultural explanations is Huck-ju Kwon, “Democracy and the Politics of Social
Welfare: A Comparative Analysis of Welfare Systems in East Asia,” in Roger Goodman, Gordon White,
and Huck-iu Kwon, The East Asian Welfare Model: Welfare Orientaliom and the State (London:
Routledge, 1998), 27.

® On the contrary, the research of nonarea experts often places more emphasis on culture, for
example, Ruth Benedict, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword: Patterns of Japanese Culture (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, [989); Seymour Martin Lipset, American Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword
{New York: W. W, Norton, 1996), chap. 7.

* T Peng, “Comparative Welfare Regimes: The East Asian States,” Social Science Japan 4 {August
1995), 15.

%" Goodman and Peng, “East Asian Welfare States,” 195.
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expand public welfare at moments when their legitimacy needs reinforcement, as
South Korean officials did upon the start of military rule in the early 1960s and
again in the early 1980s under unpopular President Doo-wan Chun. But, asa rule,
the developmental state stresses self-help and restrains social spending so as to
channel resources into economic growth.

Goodman and Peng put more emphasis on the intraregional emulation of
welfare policies as a homogenizing factor in East Asian welfare systems. Some East
and Southeast Asian countries have used Japan as a model, and these scholars iden-
tify Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan as “Japan-focused East Asian social welfare
regimes.” They note that governments in other countries, such as Thailand and
Malaysia, have also studied Japanese public programs, suggesting that this model
may spread even further. In Malaysia, for instance, the government adopted a
“L ook East Policy” that encouraged learning from Japan.”

The following is a synthesis of the traits that these scholars use to describe and
explain the East Asian welfare model in Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, South
Korea, and Taiwan.”

+ Centralized bureaucracies, one-party domination, and weak labor move-
ments characterize politics.

+ States have directed economic development toward both distributive and
growth objectives, producing egalitarian pattérns of income distribution.

» Rapid economic growth has allowed states to forestall the adoption of
public welfare measures. '

+ The notion of public welfare as a social right of citizenship is weak.

« There is little public social protection for disadvantaged members of
saciety, who are held responsible for their plight; welfare dependence on
the state is stigmatized.

» Family, company, and community play major welfare roles.

» Welfare programs are highly segmented, offering differential benefits for
various groups in a way that reinforces their relative shares of power and
status.

+ Political leaders use Confucian rhetoric to combat demands for Western-

style welfare.

The upshot is that “in certain key respects, East Asian welfare systems do differ
from their Western counterparts and to that extent do constirute a distinct welfare

" Kwong-leung Tang, Secial Welfare Development in East Asia (New York: Palgrave, 2000, 136.

2 Goodman and Peng, “East Asian Welfare States,” 192-93. CL A. B. Shamsul and Wendy A.
Smith, “The Lock East Policy: Studying Japan in Malaysia,” Sacial Science Japan 4 (August 1995},
6-7.

 This portrait is drawn mainly from Tang, Social Welfarc Development in East Asia; White and
Goodman, “Welfare Orientalism,” 13-14; Goodman and Peng, “East Asian Welfare States,” 19697,
202, 205, 208; Chyistian Aspalter, Conservative Welfarc State Systems in East Asia (Westport: Praeger,
2001). M. Ramesh, who doss not endorse the concept of an East Asian welfare model, also reviews the
stereotype in his Social Policy in East and Southeast Asia; Education, Health, Housing, and Income Main-
tenance (London: Routledge Curzon, 2004), 14.



Area Studies and Policy Research 117

experience with shared common elements.”"* Note that much of this portrait pro-
jects the conventional image of Japanese public welfare (surveyed critically in
chaps. 1-4) onto the broader region. ' '

There are good reasons to question the case for an East Asian welfare model on
the basis of its internal inconsistencies and lack of documentation on key points.
Most studies focus on the modeP’s alleged causes: the Chinese culrural heritage;
the effects of Japanese colonialism; intraregional policy emulation; and the politi-
coeconomic factors of authoritarian regimes, bureaucratic dominance, and weak
labor unions. But the evidence offered to substantiate these causes tends to be
impressionistic. No scholar has attempted to gauge the presence or impact of Con-
fucianism in these societies more than anecdotally. Confucius said nothing about
old-age pensions or unemployment insurance, and thus one can use Confucian
values to justify contradictory positions on public welfare today. If the Confucian
influence has been constant, it must somehow explain the adoption of diverse
welfare policies in each country over time. If its influence has varied, then one must
track its ebb and flow and discuss competing influences as well.

Advocates of the regional model have not surveyed Japan’s welfare policies in
its overseas empire or demonstrated historically that other aspects of Japan’s impe-
rial legacy indirectly shaped welfare policy making elsewhere in postwar Asia. The ‘
Japanese did not implement the same welfare measures in their colonies that they
did in Japan. There are a few notable similarities between Japan’s welfare programs
and those of some neighboring states, but the Japanese based their own programs
on Western models, and the evidence that other Asian states consciously followed
Japanese precedents is thin. This is a subject worthy of further research, but few
policy makers in other Asian countries would confess to using Japanese colonial
models even if they had. No one has traced systematically the emulation of welfare
policy among Asian states or compared the impact of intraregional versus extrare-
gional welfare models.

No one has proven that the notion of social rights is weaker in these states than
elsewhere. State obligations or citizens’ rights related to welfare are mentioned in
the constitutions of Japan, Hong Kong, South Korea, and Taiwan.”

Advocates of the East Asian welfare model have not detailed the supposedly .
common features of the politicoeconomic systems of these countries. To lump
Japan’s democratic, predominant-party system of 19551989 or the more recently
elected governments of South Korea and Taiwan together with the authoritarian
regimes that have ruled in these or other Asian countries in the past requires (at

" White and Goodman, “Welfare Orentalism,” 13.

% Jones, “Hong Kong, Singapore, South Kores, and Taiwan,” 452. The new Basic Law written by
China for Hong Kong in 1990 declares that “residents shall have the right to social welfare in accor-
dance with law.” Nelson Chow, “The Making of Social Policy in Hong Kong: Social Welfare Devel-
opment in the 1980s and 1990s,” in Roger Goodman, Gordon White, and Huck-ju Kwon, The East
Asian Welfare Model: Welfare Orientalism and the State (London: Routledge, 1998), 162.
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the least) an explanation.’® Even the treatment of South Korean President Chung-
hee Park’s governments in the 1960s, when some scholars believe that he won two
fairly honest elections, demands greater nuance than one finds in these studies.
From another perspective, since China and North Korea share many of the alleged
cultural, historical, and politicoeconomic foundations of the East Asian welfare
model, one may ask why they are typically excluded from these studies. Only
Gordon White and Christian Aspalter include mainland China in their treatments
of the East Asian welfare model.”

The accounts of the welfare policies that these causes purport to explain have
lacked specificity. Most advocates describe the policies in general terms, often iso-
lating points of similarity while ignoring policy differences between the countries.
Others discuss the welfare systems in some detail but treat them sequentially,
without doing side-by-side comparisons. None has compared the East Asian
welfare systems to those of countries in other parts of the world to see whether or
not they are distinctive.

The analysis here bypasses the alleged causes of the East Asian welfare model
and focuses on the welfare policies of the Asian countries to see first if there is a
regional model to explain. Unless there is a common pattern of public welfare in
the region, there is no point in probing the model’s causes. For there to be an East
Asian or Asian welfare model, two conditions must hold: the welfare policies of
the countries in question must share many traits in common, and this set of traits
must differentiate them from welfare systems elsewhere. If either proposition is
false, then it does not matter how much the countries resemble one another cul-
turally, historically, or politically—the case for an East Asian welfare model fails.

A Multitude of Welfare Patterns
Qld-Age Provision

There are at least four distinct patterns of state social provision for the aged in the
Asia-Pacific region."

1. Undeveloped systems. Some Asian states have legislated retirement benefits
only recently or not at all. Myanmar makes no old-age provision except for

% The only work that gives due attention to the impact of democratization on welfare policy in
Taiwan and South Korea is Joseph Wong, Healthy Democracies: Welfare Politics in Taiman and South
Korea (Tthaca: Corne)l University Press, 2004).

7 Gordon White, “Social Security Reforms in China: Towards an East Asian Model?” in Roger
Goodman, Gordon White, and Huck-ju Kwon, The East Asisn Welfare Model: Welfare Oriemalism and
the Stase (London: Routledge, 1998), 186-88; Aspalter, Conservative Helfare State Systems in East Asia,
chap. 7.

¥ Most of this section is from two sources: Colin Gillion et al., eds., Socia! Security Pensions:
Development and Reform, “Regional Briefs 1: Asia and the Pacific” (Geneva: ILG, 2000); US. Social
Security Administration, Social Security Programs throughout the World: Asie and the Pacific, 2002,
from website htep:/ /www.ssa.gov/.
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public-sector employees. Thailand implemented its first old-age pension system in
1998. Contribution rates are minimal—the insured, the employer, and the gov-
ernment each pays 1 percent of wages. Until 2000, Hong Kong offered only public
assistance for the poor and a token flat-rate pension benefit from general revenues
for those over 70. Whereas poverty has been the main constraint in Myanmar and
Thailand, Hong Kong’s unusual history impeded public welfare. For some time,
Hong Kong was the world’s wealthiest country not to adopt a modern system of
old-age support. The main reasons were the prominent role of international relief
agencies in early postwar Hong Kong (obviating some of the need for domestic
social programs), the high but unstable flow of refugees from China, a colonial
government committed to residual welfare principles, and the uncertainty of what
would follow reversion to Chinese sovereignty in 1997 In 2000, the government
finally required thar employers and employees each contribute 5 percent of wages
to individual provident funds, which the employee will receive in 2 lump sum upon
retirement. Thus, Hong Kong may now belong to category 2.

2. Provident funds in transition. Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, and Fiji have
long provided for old-age protection with provident funds, but these are gradually
evolving into pension systems.” In a typical provident fund, contributions from
employee and employer are kept in an interest-bearing account for each employee,
who receives 2 one-time payment of the savings upon retirement. This is the type
of system launched in Hong Kong in 2000. Since this rarely suffices to support an
elderly person until death,” periodic pension benefits offer better protection and
provident-fund systems are changing accordingly. Fiji now gives employees the
option of receiving a lump-sum payoff or monthly pension benefits financed by
their provident funds. Similarly, Malaysia permits people to receive monthly
pension payments as well as a lump-sum benefit if they leave 2 certain amount of
savings in their provident funds after retirement. Singapore now requires that
retirees leave a small reserve in their provident funds to cover modest monthly
benefits.

On balance, Taiwan’s distinctive system of old-age support puts it among these
countries as well. Although Taiwan funds its old-age benefits by means of social
insurance rather than 2 provident fund, its system, too, pays only 2 lump-sum
benefit to employees upon retirement. Like the other countries, however, Taiwan
is now striving to shift to a pension system.? '

¥ Ges Fugens McLaughlin, “Hong Kong: A Residual Welfare Regime,” in Allan Cochrane and
John Clarke, eds., Comparing Welfare States: Britain in International Context (London: Sage, 1993);
Tang, Social Welfare Development in East Asia, chap. 6. .

® Gillion et al., Social Security Pensions, 506-9.

¥ “ang documents that, prior to recent reforms, Singaporeans frequently lacked adequate retire-
ment money becanse they often used their provident funds to purchase housing; Tang, Social Welfare
Development in East Asia, 48,

2 Ramesh, Social Policy in Easi and Southeast Asia, 9.
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3. Communist systems in transition. China, Vietnam, and Laos are making the
transition from communist forms of old-age provision to systems that are better
suited to their increasingly mixed economies. A stereotypical communist system
provides a generous pension plan for urban industrial workers in state enterprises
but only rudimentary support for the agricultural population.Z The official trade
unions usually manage the pension system for industrial workers. In Viemam, a
Farmers’ Union provided modest pensions for many agriculturists as well, but
China has offered little state support for elderly peasants.” In China, the recon-
struction of the welfare system in the 1970s after the Cultural Revolution saw state
firms and local governments take over responsibility for workers’ pensions from
the trade unions, producing a hodgepodge of different pension plans across the
state industrial sector.” ' o

These regimes are now permitting private entrepreneurs to found small to
medium-size businesses, launching joint ventures with foreign investors, and pri-
vatizing ot closing many unprofitable state enterprises. In the process, they are
seeking ways to reduce costly welfare commitments to workers in the state sector
and revising pension regulations so that workers in private and foreign firms can
also get coverage. Laos renounced the stare’s duty to pay pensions to workers in
state firms in the early 1990s and then adopted a social insurance scheme to cover
the employees of both state and private enterprises with ten or more workers
in 1999 (implemented 2001).% Vietnam also instituted a unified social insurance
scheme in 1995 to provide mandatory pension coverage for employees, whether
they work in state enterprises, in private firms with over 10 workers, or in firms
with foreign capital. It is not yet fully implemented.

China’s centra! government has yet to institutionalize new pension policies at
the national level, but in the late 1990s it issued fresh directives to local govern-
ments, which act upon them with discretion. According to central guidelines,
employees in state enterprises should receive a basic pension and an individual
pension. The enterprise pays 20 percent of its wage bill to fund the basic pension,
while the employce pays 8§ percent and the enterprise 3 percent of wages into the
individual pension account. Local govérnments may arrange similar programs for
employees in collective and private firms and in joint ventures with foreign capital,
but coverage in these sectors is optional. The nonpayment of pensions owed to
retirees under the old firm-based welfare system has become a massive problem
for both the firms and the government.?

% Op China in particular, see White, “Social Security Reforms in China,” 176-79; Lillian Liu,
“China,” in Martin B. Tracy and Fred C. Pampel, eds., Internasional Handbook on Old-Age Insurance
{New York: Greenwood Press, 1991). .

# Gillion et al., Social Security Pensions, 505.

B Pyid, 510-11.

% JIbid., 511; US. Social Security Administration, Secia! Security Programs throughout the World:
Asia and the Pacific, 2002, from website hp://werw.ss2.gav/. -

7 William Hurst and Kevin J. O'Brien, “China’s Contentious Pensioners,” Ching Quarterly, no. 170
(June 2002}, 345-50.



