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Abstract 

This discussion examines the degree to which it is possible and desirable for Japanese public 

opinion to influence the relationship between Japan and China. The history and potential 

future of the Sino-Japanese relationship has been studied vigorously since the end of the Cold 

War, as China's rapidly-increasing material power has enabled it to challenge a stagnating 

Japan as the strongest East Asian state. This has created a need for both governments to re-

appraise the relationship between them.   The influence of public opinion on inter-state 

relations is often overlooked in International Relations, where priority consideration is still 

given to materialistic state capacity in the tradition of neo-realists and political 

economists. By contrast, this discussion examines the role of public opinion in shaping the 

Sino-Japanese relationship. In particular, it studies Japanese public opinion towards China: 

how it is shaped and the degree to which it is able to influence the government‟s China policy, 

a subject likely to be of considerable and growing significance given the recent electoral 

defeat of the LDP and the reality that any Japanese or other democratically-elected 

government needs popular support to retain power.  Key areas of constructivist analysis, such 

as the examination of national identity, ideology, historical recognition, symbolism and 

discourse, will be incorporated in order to get a more thorough understanding of their 

potential influence.   
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Introduction 

The Sino-Japanese relationship has, in the last few years, become the most significant in East 

Asia. Furthermore, the economic importance of this region makes the nature of this 

relationship of critical significance not merely to Asia but the world. Both the People‟s 

Republic of China (PRC) and Japan can now genuinely claim to be two of the most 

significant global powers with the potential to influence world affairs, particularly the 

international economy. Therefore, maintaining strong bilateral relations is beneficial not only 

to China and Japan but also to the rapidly-increasing number of states with whom they 

maintain economic ties. A strong partnership between China and Japan could also help 

develop an effective and constructive regional association on the lines of that initiated by 

ASEAN +3.The potential mutual benefits of Sino-Japanese cooperation are clear to see and 

yet relations between the two nations remain historically strained, veering from periods of 

mutual tolerance to times of severe political dispute. Current relations are characterised by 

high levels of economic interdependence, especially through direct trade and inter-state 

investments. (Yeo Lay Hwee, 2006, p.271) Yet at the same time relations remain constrained 

by a failure to resolve historical disputes, such as material and psychological compensation 

for Japan‟s wartime occupation of China (Chu, 2007, p.32), as well as severe disagreement 

over the ownership of island territories and their resources in the East China Sea. (Calder, 

2006, pp. 130-1) On top of this, mutual negative public opinion between the Japanese and 

Chinese populations remains a cause for concern. How important it is in guiding Sino-

Japanese relations is a defining question and one rarely considered by other authors. 
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Existing Literature 

Literature published on Sino-Japanese relations has traditionally focused on the material 

factors influencing the relationship, such as economic and military capacity, commensurate 

with the state-centric theories of neo-realism and neo-liberalism. (Youngs, 1999, pp.17-18) 

An early pioneer of the neo-realist tradition, Kenneth Waltz argues that the main unit of 

analysis should be the state and, whilst acknowledging the role of sub-state actors, he 

maintains that studying nations at the state-level gives the best depiction of their current and 

possible future relations. (1979, p.94)  It was in this context that publications by Chae-Jin Lee 

(1976) and Coox & Conroy (1978) sought to explain the Sino-Japanese relationship by 

focusing on state-level politico-economic factors. There is undoubtedly some merit in these 

methods, as they are suited to producing quantifiable, comparative sets of data, which allow 

predictions to be made about the future of the relationship. (Topper, 1998, p.169) However, 

their lack of focus on non-materialistic indicators means they are restricted in their levels of 

understanding regarding the complexity of the Sino-Japanese relationship, which can 

undermine any predictions. 

 

Nevertheless, since the mid-1990s in particular, greater emphasis has been placed on the 

power of non-material factors in the Sino-Japanese relationship, highlighted in the editions by 

Lam (2006) and Hsiung (2007). This is in line with a general trend in International Relations 

after the Cold War that saw a greater interest in constructivism. As Zehfuss emphasises, this 

theory takes international society as a social construction, formulated by the actors within it 

and constantly evolving and redefining its constituent parts, as opposed to the unchanging 

system of anarchy espoused by neo-realists. (2002, p.4) Constructivism is particularly suited 

to investigating public opinion, as its primary emphasis is on understanding the role of social 
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forces in initiating political change. (Fierke, 2007, p.167) Indeed, several areas of 

constructivist analysis are useful when trying to understand how public opinion is shaped, 

and some scholars have used these in relation to Japan.  

 

Susan Pharr (1996) has studied the role of the mass media in moulding public opinion in 

Japan, in line with a constructivist focus on the power of language and public discourse in 

guiding behaviour. (Luke, 2003, pp.104-5) Constructivists have also focused their analysis on 

history. Hedley Bull, “a constructivist before his time”, highlighted the importance of 

historical forces in shaping contemporary international society and relations within it. 

(Alderson & Hurrell, 2000, pp.34-41) Caroline Rose (2005) has used this area of analysis to 

propose that public opinion between China and Japan is largely shaped by the legacy of 

WWII and that past historical events still guide contemporary inter-state relations.  Benedict 

Anderson (1983) links the analytical concepts of discourse and historical forces to suggest 

that the printing press and mass media are responsible for the construction and preservation 

of “imagined communities” in any historical context. This ties in with a constructivist 

preoccupation with national identity, an abstract construction which guides state interests. 

(Wendt, 1999, p.231) Cairncross (1995) and Kuniko (2008) have both explored the nature of 

Japanese national identity and the potential role it plays in guiding the state‟s foreign policy. 

However, there is no study examining the links between Japanese national identity and public 

opinion. This is an important omission for, as Gellner (1983) suggests, national identities are 

a key way for states to legitimise control over a population and therefore play a crucial role in 

shaping public opinion.   
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Several authors have explored the complex nature of Japan‟s foreign policymaking process. 

Kent Calder (1988) looks at Japan‟s “reactive state” and suggests that foreign policy moves 

in Japan are determined more by external than domestic influences. Reinhard Drifte (1990) 

similarly argues that the Japanese government predominantly responds to US interests and 

influences when conducting foreign policy. Meanwhile, Akihiko (2000) speculates that 

domestic foreign policy formation results mainly from inter-ministerial negotiations within 

the state. All give only brief consideration to the influence of public opinion on foreign policy, 

which is surprising given that Japan is one of the world‟s premier liberal democracies and 

supposedly a pioneer of consensus decision-making. However, two works shed light on this 

gap in the literature.  

 

Thomas Risse-Kappen (1991) gives the most detailed study of the links between public 

opinion and foreign policy moves. Risse-Kappen emphasises that public opinion does matter 

when considering foreign policy formulation in liberal democracies, although its impact 

varies from country to country. (1991, p.510) He stresses the importance of domestic 

structures, such as the strength of political institutions and levels of social organisation, in 

determining the impact of public opinion on the foreign policymaking process. Consequently, 

he arrives at three scenarios detailing the different degrees of influence public opinion can 

have over foreign policy in a country. Firstly, he identifies a state dominated foreign policy 

network whereby highly centralised and powerful political institutions control the policy 

network in the face of polarised public opinion and weak social organisations. Secondly, 

societal control over the foreign policy network, in which weak political institutions are 

forced to concede to the policy demands of a homogenous society with strong social 

mobilisation. Finally, he describes a democratic corporatist network, where the strength of 

political institutions is mirrored in the levels of social organisation and therefore the state and 
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public remain engaged in bargaining processes to determine foreign policy outcomes. (1991, 

p.486) 

 

The second piece of work is Robert Trice‟s (1978) study of the links between public opinion 

and interest groups in foreign policy formulation. Rather than simply viewing the impact of 

mass public sentiment on government policy, Trice explores the potential for interest groups 

to exploit public opinion in order to advance their political ambitions. (1978, p.238) As 

interest groups “stand between the government and the mass public”, Trice argues they can 

channel expressions of opinion towards policymakers, giving public opinion a more direct 

impact on the foreign policymaking process, which advances the cause of the interest groups. 

(1978, pp.238-41) 

 

When used in conjunction with other literature on Japan it becomes clear why the role of 

public opinion in foreign policy formulation has been underrepresented in the literature. 

Several pioneering works on the Japanese state exist. Whether it be Karel van Wolferen‟s 

(1989) claims of a “stateless” nation, J.A.A. Stockwin‟s (1999) emphasis on internal 

patronage and corruption, or Yasumasa Kuroda‟s (2005) study of interparty politics, the 

overriding message derived from these works is the insular nature of Japanese policymaking 

and the lack of influence available for non-state actors. These works suggest a state 

dominated foreign policy network and explain the lack of work devoted to the influence of 

public opinion on Japan‟s foreign policy, particularly in relation to China. However, this is 

not to say that it doesn‟t need to be taken into consideration. Constructivist scholars will 

acknowledge that causal links aren‟t always obvious (Fierke, 2007, pp.176-7) and Risse-

Kappen himself emphasises that the foreign policy impact of public opinion is not easily 
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determinable as if a “black box.” (1991, p.510)  Rather, the importance of the indirect 

influence of public opinion on foreign policy must be taken into consideration.  

 

Terminology 

Public opinion is the collection of diverse opinions amongst a population in relation to a 

single issue or set of issues. 

 

Furthermore, using a combination of my own theory and that derived from the literature, 

frequent references will be made to the different ways in which public opinion can influence 

government foreign policy. The following definitions (represented diagrammatically in 

Figure 1) will hopefully make each variant easily distinguishable: 

 

Direct influence of public opinion (direct influence) – Occurs when “interest groups attempt 

to mould public opinion into a supportive political force that can assist them in influencing 

decision-makers” (Trice, 1978, p.238) Political actors respond to interest group pressure and 

formulate suitable policy as a result, giving public opinion a more direct impact on the 

policymaking process. However, direct influence can also occur via threat constitution, 

whereby public opinion is realised in policy because of the threat members of the public 

provide to social stability if ignored. 

 

Indirect influence of public opinion (indirect influence) - Rather than occurring through 

normal policymaking channels, indirect influence on the government is more subversive and 

is the result of sporadic expressions of opinion over time on a certain policy area. This over- 

time public opinion is often maintained in the media and other public discourses, which  
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eventually leads to changes in the coalition building processes amongst elite policymakers. 

As Risse-Kappen highlights, changes to these processes can: 

Strengthen or weaken the positions of bureaucracies or single actors within the 

government. Public opinion…may lead to changes and/or realignments within 

or between political organizations such as parties. (1991, pp.482-3) 

  

Therefore, public opinion can influence government foreign policy without the explicit 

pressure of interest groups. Alternatively, it could be the result of direct influence on another 

area of policy, which leads to a change in foreign policy. 

Public opinion consensus (consensus) – Relates to the occasions when there is a strong 

degree of unanimity amongst the public regarding a foreign policy issue. This pressures the 

government into reflecting this opinion in its policymaking regardless of any contradictory 

interests the state may have; otherwise they risk a serious loss of popular support.    

 

Method 

My intention is to conduct a more focused study than those existing to get a more detailed 

understanding of the role public opinion plays in Japan‟s relations with China. My objectives 

are therefore two-fold: first, to understand how Japanese public opinion towards China is 

shaped; and second, to discover whether this opinion influences the government‟s policy 

decisions towards Japan‟s traditional rival. 

 

To achieve the first objective it will be necessary to examine Japan‟s national identity, an 

abstract construction of the state, and how its interlinked relationship with public opinion 

helps shape Japanese views of China. This objective runs throughout the discussion and 
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references will be made to other factors that help shape Japanese public opinion towards 

China, most of which are linked to the interaction between public opinion and national 

identity.  

 

The second objective is the most important for this discussion and will be explored through a 

number of avenues. Firstly, I shall examine whether there is a general public opinion 

consensus towards China in Japan or whether opinion is divided over key China policy issues. 

Secondly, I will highlight the existing state barriers preventing public opinion from having 

greater direct influence on Japan‟s China policy. Thirdly, the failure of interest groups in 

exploiting public opinion to overcome these barriers will be explored, whilst also suggesting 

the potential for indirect influence over China policy. This section will also incorporate an 

examination of the dual role of the Japanese media that has the potential both to influence and 

vent public opinion, which could conceivably have an impact on government policy.  Finally, 

I shall use empirical case studies to suggest a three tier framework for how Japanese public 

opinion can influence the government‟s China policy. I shall determine which, if any, tier is 

most significant today and whether this is likely to change under the new Democratic Party of 

Japan (DPJ) government. 

 

Determining the influence of public opinion on the government‟s China policy is obviously 

not a straightforward task. Consequently, the links made in this discussion between 

expressions of public opinion and governmental policy moves are based on my interpretation, 

and do not claim to discover any concrete causal links or general laws upon which positivist 

social science places such emphasis. (Blaikie, 2007, pp.110-1) To ensure these interpretations 

at least rest on firm foundations I have employed several qualitative research methods, which 

are particularly effective for studying public opinion, as “the emphasis is on seeking to 
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understand human experiences and practices rather than making predictions about behaviour.” 

(Devine, 2002, p.201) 

 

Firstly, I have utilised constructivist areas of analysis in relation to the Japanese public to 

offer a theoretical explanation of how opinion towards China is shaped. The role of identity, 

ideology and discourse are just some examples of constructivist theory that are applied to my 

area of study in order to best show the abstract links between public opinion and foreign 

policy. Secondly, this interpretive approach is further supplemented by qualitative analysis of 

relevant documents, such as white papers and speeches from government ministries. This 

enables links to be made between public opinion and government policy commitments to see 

if there is a correlation between the two or a neglect of public concerns. Thirdly, Japanese 

media outlets have been particularly informative in highlighting the evolving policy 

formulation of the government towards China, especially now that a new party is in power. 

These media outlets also offer expressions of contemporary domestic public opinion, 

although as I shall later argue, the discursive power of media sources can be misleading. 

(Davis, 1985, pp.45-47) Fourthly, I have conducted three semi-structured interviews with 

Japanese PhD students in order to gain an insight into Japanese perceptions of China, as well 

as to harness their academic opinion. 

 

Whilst qualitative research is particularly relevant in studying the role of public opinion in the 

foreign policy-making process, some quantitative, statistical evidence is valuable in 

supporting this. I have used public opinion polls to gain a representative view of Japan‟s large 

population, which use random sampling to ensure potential respondents have an equal chance 

of being selected, increasing the credibility of results. (Foreman, 1991, p.44) Consequently, I 

have employed a mixed methodological approach in the shape of a dominant-less dominant 
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paradigm. According to Read and Marsh this is the most effective way of combining methods 

as it allows the author to remain in a non-positivist research paradigm, using quantitative 

methods as an ancillary to qualitative ones. (2002, p.241) I have used statistical data such as 

opinion polls to substantiate the interpretations I have expressed in this discussion.  I have 

used them in relation to a wide range of empirical examples relating to the date they were 

conducted, in order to better understand the effects (or lack of effects) public opinion has had 

on China policy at specific times. 

 

 

 

 

 

Contemporary Japanese Opinion towards China 

Does a consensus exist? 

Japanese public opinion towards China has been polled frequently in the last few decades and 

it is therefore fairly straightforward to determine changing trends in this opinion. As Figure 2 

suggests, there has been a notable decline in positive opinion towards China since the middle 

of the 1990s. With a record low eighty four per cent of respondents not feeling close to China 

in 2008, the graph gives the impression that there is a high degree of anti-Chinese sentiment 

prevalent in contemporary Japan. Yet over-time opinion polls can be deceiving. Whilst they 

do suggest general trends, they cannot identify public opinion on specific policy-related areas,  
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Source: For 1990-2006 Shin Joho Center – Prime Minister‟s Office. For 2007-2009 Pew Global Attitudes Project  (See Appendix 1) 
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which are perhaps more telling when looking for a consensus. Table 1 collates Japanese 

public opinion on several policy areas that are significant to relations with China and 

highlights that the general consensus suggested by Figure 2 is perhaps misleading.  

Table 1 - Unity of Japanese Public Opinion on Issues Related to China Policy 

Issue Percentage For Percentage Against Consensus/Divided? 

Politicians visits to 

Yasukuni Shrine 

27.4 17.8 Divided (GNPO) 

See close economic 

ties as beneficial 

28.9 43.2 Divided (GNPO) 

Cooperation on 

energy issues 

64.7 16.9 Close to Consensus 

(GNPO) 

Constitutional 

amendment 

53 33 Divided (A) 

Article 9 amendment 26 64 Divided (A) 

Upgrading Defense 

Agency to Ministry 

status 

45.7 39.2 Divided (Y) 

Officially 

introducing “patriotic 

education” 

66.6 28.8 Divided (Y) 

Japan reflecting on 

WWII atrocities 

85 11 Consensus (A) 

Source Key: Key: A = Asahi Shimbun, Y= Yomiuri Shimbun, GNPO = GENRON Non 

Profit Organisaiton (See Appendix 2) 

 

It appears that Japanese public opinion is generally divided on key China policy issues, which 

could lessen the impact of collective opinion on influencing the government. The only real 

area of consensus is the belief that Japan should reflect on its wartime atrocities, with eighty 

five per cent of respondents feeling this necessary. With Japanese war crimes in China during 

WWII remaining a contentious issue in Sino-Japanese relations, a public recognition that 

Japan should acknowledge its controversial history could encourage closer contemporary ties. 

However, whilst there may be a public consensus over this issue, nearly sixty seven per cent 

of respondents favour “patriotic education”, which has often been accused of de-emphasising 

Japan‟s wartime actions. (Yoshifumi, 2008) Therefore, the public is more divided on the 

“history issue” than is first obvious. Indeed, this appears characteristic of Japanese opinion in 
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all areas related to China policy. There is even a fairly significant divide amongst those 

wishing to revise Article 9, the part of the Constitution that cedes Japan‟s sovereign right to 

make war. Opinion towards revising Article 9 has historically been unanimously negative in 

Japan
i
, so this growing divide is surely not only a worry to future Chinese security, but also 

an indication that the public has no consensus over the China policy they want the 

government to pursue. The complex interaction between public opinion and national identity 

in large part explains the polarisation of Japanese public opinion towards issues regarding 

China.  

 

National Identity and Public Opinion 

The importance of national identity in relation to public opinion cannot be understated, as the 

conception of identity influences, in no small part, how the state perceives the Public Interest, 

which has an impact on its foreign policy moves. (See Figure 3) Kang argues that Japan‟s 

alliance with the US post-WWII has “put Japan‟s conception of its national identity into 

suspension.” (2007, p.170) He suggests that Japan has failed to develop regional ties because 

of its ambiguous identity in regards to other East Asian states. (2007, p.181) This is in line 

with Kuniko Ashizawa‟s proposal that a clear and stable national identity leads to consistent 

foreign policy preferences and actions. (2008, p.579) This may serve as a convenient 

explanation for Japan‟s changeable China policy, but should not be taken to imply Japanese 

ambiguity towards their national identity. John Clammer recognises that the Japanese state 

“differentiate their identity from the West in order to reinforce superiority and cultural 

uniqueness.” (1997, p.43) Indeed it is this idea of uniqueness that has traditionally defined 

Japanese identity and it has constantly been reinforced by elite writers emphasising the  
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country‟s cultural and historical distinctiveness through works known as the nihon-jinron. 

(Dale, 1986, p.15) 

 

However, despite the state promulgation of a unique Japanese national identity, the public are 

also influenced by the cultural norms and values of “outsiders.” This is why Hook et al. see 

Japan as caught between an affinity with the West and East Asia. (2001, p.170) Firstly, 

Ronald Dore identifies that “The Meiji Restoration ushered in an era of Western politics and 

Western-style public denunciation of authority.” (1987, p.93) Secondly, Japan‟s media 

openness and consumer culture can both be seen as a Western influence on the Japanese 

public. (Beasley, 1990, pp. 274-5) Thirdly, the longevity of the US-Japanese alliance has 

arguably socialised some of the population into accepting the importance of liberal 

democratic norms not traditionally associated with the East Asia region. 

 

Furthermore, the Japanese public is also influenced by its East Asian neighbours. In 

particular, some share the “strong developmental norm” present in the region.  (Hook et al., 

2001, p.164) This is both a result of Japan‟s drive to great power status in the post-Meiji 

period and the Yoshida Doctrine of the 1950s, which put primary emphasis on economic 

development. (Beeson, 2001, p.4) Consequently, the realisation that China is pursuing a not 

too dissimilar path in this respect, coupled with the integral importance of the Chinese 

economy to Japan‟s future (Ross, 2006, p.377-8), has not surprisingly led to a large 

proportion of the Japanese public identifying China as their most important future economic 

partner. (Yomiuri-Gallup Poll, November 2007)
ii
 There are consequently several cultural 

sources impacting upon Japanese public opinion (as well as the media and special interest 

groups), which appear to be incompatible with the idea of a unique Japanese identity. 
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In an attitudinal poll of 2009, 26 per cent of Japanese respondents had a favourable opinion 

of China, whilst at the same time 59 per cent had a favourable view of the USA. (Pew Global 

Attitudes, 2009) This suggests that different elements of the Japanese public may share some 

of the norms possessed by the populations of the USA and China, whilst others show no great 

affinity towards either country. This highlights the varying influences on Japanese opinion 

formation towards the PRC, which are likely to be accentuated amongst a younger generation 

in Japan. In the absence of definitive statistical data on the age of the respondents, it is at 

least possible that members of the younger generation, with modern electronic 

communication, feel themselves less hidebound by tradition in assessing the values of 

international relationships. This further explains divided opinion over China policy issues, as 

people will be influenced by the multimedia they view, some seeing China's developing 

status as evidence of growing consumer culturism while others will regard the human rights 

abuses in China as a sign of cultural backwardness. Indeed, this divergent opinion is limiting 

the chances of consensus forming over China policy and challenging the state‟s idealist 

notion of a harmonious society. 

 

Challenging National Identity 

Clammer highlights that “the theme of harmony, however much empirically contradicted in 

practice, remains an ideal,” in Japan and is an important part of the country‟s national identity. 

(1995, p.102) Risse-Kappen also acknowledges the importance of a homogenous society to 

the Japanese and suggests that harmonious public opinion contributed to the state‟s stable 

foreign policy during the 1980s. (1991, pp.489-90) Because of the unity amongst public 

opinion regarding foreign policy and the relatively uncontested nature of Japan‟s national 

identity there was a general acceptance for the state‟s perception of the Public Interest. As 
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mentioned above, the more stable a state‟s national identity, the more consistent its foreign 

policy actions will become. According to Risse-Kappen this is exactly what happened in 

1980s Japan and is arguably why relations with China at this point were at an all-time high
iii

, 

as a stable foreign policy breeds mutual trust in state relations.  

 

However, such a line of stability and regularity is undoubtedly absent from contemporary 

Sino-Japanese relations. This is illustrated in Figures 4 and 5, which show the fluctuation in 

Japan‟s China policy, as well as highlighting that there is little correlation between public 

opinion and government policy moves. Whilst Figure 4 shows a degree of correlation 

between increasing negative sentiment towards China and controversial policy moves, a 

direct causal link is not a given. For by looking at Figure 5, it is obvious that the Japanese 

government has enacted several positive policy moves towards the PRC in recent years 

despite an increase in negative public opinion towards China. Nevertheless, whilst individual 

policy moves may not be easily attributable to public opinion, Japan‟s ambiguous China 

policy as a whole might be more so. 

 

Whilst Risse-Kappen probably overemphasises the homogeneity of the Japanese public in the 

1980s, it does appear that opinion towards the PRC has become more polarised since then, 

with economic stagnation, China‟s “rise” and a “generational change” adding to the 

complexities surrounding Japanese national identity. This division in opinion could also 

result from the possibility that Japan is “more diversified, heterogonous, and multicultural 

than is widely believed to be the case.” (Sugimoto, 1997, p.5) As a result, it is arguable that 

the ambiguous and unpredictable China policy initiated by the Japanese state could be a ploy  
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Figure 4 - Japanese Opinion of China Combined with Controversial Policy Moves 1990-2009

Percentage feeling close to 
China

Percentage not feeling close 
to China

Key: 

1) Second “Textbook Controversy”       4) Clinton-Hashimoto Declaration              7) Joint-US Missile Defence Agreement 

2) Senkau Islands Dispute                      5) ODA Suspension                                    8) Fifth Koizumi Visit to Yasukuni Shrine 

3) “Yen Loan” Suspension                     6) “New History Textbook” Approved      9) Introduction of “Patriotic Education”    (See Appendix 3) 
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Figure 5 - Japanese Opinion of China Combined with Positive Policy Moves 1990-2009

Percentage feeling 
close to China

Percentage not feeling 
close to China

Key: 

1) Quick aid resumption after Tiananmen Incident     4) Sino-Japanese Trade Agreement          7) Air Force Chief Sacked for Denying War Atrocities 

2) Murayama War Apology                                         5) East China Sea Drilling Agreement      8) Treaty of Peace and Friendship Re-affirmed  

3) Increased ODA to China                                          6) Mutual Friendship Declaration             9) Hatoyama East Asian Community Pledge   (See Appendix 3) 
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to appease as much of the public as possible in the face of a clear challenge to the notion of a 

harmonious and unique Japanese identity. 

It is therefore conceivable that divided public opinion is indirectly influencing the Japanese 

government‟s China policy by challenging the national identity, which has possibly led to 

alterations in the coalition building processes within the state. Of course this is only one 

interpretation and the ambiguous China policy could merely result from the divided interests 

amongst key policymakers within the state. Public opinion towards China is strongly divided 

on several key issues and whilst this is posing a greater challenge to the state construction of 

national identity, it is unclear how important an influence it has on China policy creation. 

What is clear is that there is not a consensus amongst the public that is guiding government 

China policy. It is possible, however, that public opinion has a more direct impact on foreign 

policymaking in Japan when exploited by interest groups seeking to advance their political 

ambitions. As the next section suggests, there are several state barriers to this occurring.   

 

 

 

State Barriers to the Influence of Public Opinion 

Whilst the ambiguous nature of Japan‟s China policy over the last few years is clearly evident, 

it is likely that this is not simply a result of indirect influence deriving from the challenge to 

national identity. Some actors must be able to directly influence Japanese foreign policy. But 

is it possible for these actors to come from outside the state? Some authors would argue that 

influencing the Japanese state and its policymakers in any way is most likely impossible.
iv

 

The concept of the “Iron Triangle,” whereby traditionally LDP politicians, bureaucrats and 
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organised business groups (zaikai) “form a closely interlinked network” in creating and 

implementing Japanese policy (Hagstrom, 2005, p.69), is a familiar one. This interpretation 

of the nature of the state doesn‟t allow for public opinion to influence government policies 

and indeed there are still clear signs that creating foreign policy in particular remains a very 

insular process. Complex bureaucratic interactions, individual political agency and interest 

group inaccessibility are the three most discernible barriers to public opinion directly 

influencing China policy on a regular basis. 

 

Complex Bureaucratic Interactions 

The Japanese bureaucracy is renowned worldwide for its perceived stranglehold on 

policymaking in Japan. For some, like Reinhardt Drifte, the overinflated and divided nature 

of the bureaucracy is responsible for the fact that policy formulation in Japan is often 

confused, painstakingly slow and reactive. (1996, pp.19-20) On the other hand, Chalmers 

Johnson argues that the strong links between the bureaucracy and big business federations is 

hugely influential in allowing the smooth implementation of the policies of different 

ministries through “administrative guidance.” (1995, p.156) These links have been 

maintained primarily through the process of amakudari, which sees the employment of 

recently retired bureaucrats on the boards of important private industry companies. (Neary, 

2002, p.xi) It is therefore easy to see how some authors dismiss the possibility of public 

opinion influencing policymaking when high-level decisions appear to remain tightly centred 

around economic elites. This all-pervasive influence is concerned mainly with economic 

affairs but undoubtedly extends to the state‟s China policy, since this aspect of Japan‟s 

foreign affairs forms an important part of the government‟s economic concerns. As a result, 

Japan‟s ambiguous foreign policy, especially towards China, may develop not from divided 

public opinion but from bureaucratic infighting. (Van Wolferen, 1989, p.33) 
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The entrenched nature of the bureaucracy in Japan, notably resistant to change (Preston, 2000, 

pp.216-7), acts as a barrier to outside influence on policymaking. This is despite the existence 

of the numerous Public Interest Corporations (PICs), which supposedly “undertake business 

of a public interest nature” relating to a wide range of areas, including foreign policy. 

(Annual Report on Public Interest Corporations, 2004, pp.3-31) These theoretically allow a 

“bottom-up” approach to policymaking, whereby the PICs relay the public opinion 

channelled through interest groups to an appropriate government ministry. However, in 

reality this seldom happens, due in large part to the process of ringisei whereby low-level 

bureaucrats linked to the PICs and government ministers draw up policy articles that are 

circulated amongst various other government agencies for approval and modifications. 

(Hagstrom, 2005, pp.70-1) The resultant process of bureaucratic infighting and conflicting 

ministerial interests limits the opportunities for actors outside the bureaucracy to influence 

policy decisions. Furthermore, the PICs perception of the Public Interest is likely to be guided 

by the top bureaucrats from the ministry they are attached to, meaning public opinion can be 

overlooked altogether. As Table 2 highlights, numerous PICs exist attached to each ministry 

and this undoubtedly adds complexity to the ringisei policymaking process with bureaucratic 

interactions serving to circumvent “public interest” concerns that began the process.  

The complex process of policymaking permits expressions of public opinion to be ignored, 

enabling individual bureaucrats to enhance their own influence through the exploitation of 

personal relationships and the consequent ability to manipulate policy. (Stockwin, 1999, 

pp.98-9) Despite evidence of corruption leading to attempts at political reform in the early 

1990s (Rothacer, 1993, pp.120-1), there is no indication that bureaucratic influence over 

policymaking has declined. Saori Shibata, until recently engaged in local government,  
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suggests “bureaucrats have lots of powers over lots of areas, including over local 

governments as well,” relating how bureaucrats interact with politicians and influence their 

policies.
v
 Indeed, new Japanese Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama of the DPJ would not have 

made such a strong pledge to reduce bureaucratic influence in policymaking if it were not 

still a relevant factor in Japan. Hatoyama has banned regular meetings between top-level 

bureaucrats from different ministries to prevent policy being formulated independently of the 

government. (Yomiuri, 15/09/2009) Furthermore, the DPJ are seeking to end the amakudari 

practice to break the links between the bureaucracy and private enterprise that interferes with 

government policymaking. (Asahi, 14/10/2009)  

 

Whilst political reform has been unsuccessful in the past and the institutionalised nature of 

bureaucratic power appears hard to break, the fact that the DPJ are forcing this issue at all is 

Table 2 – Public Interest Corporations (PICs) in Japan - 2004 
 Main Ministry/Agency Regional branch bureaus Total by Ministry/Agency 

 shadan zaidan Total shadan zaidan Total shadan zaidan Total 

Cabinet Office 44 47 91 - - - 44 47 91 

National Police Agency 23 29 52 - - - 23 29 52 

Defense Agency 7 15 22 - - - 7 15 22 

Financial Services Agency 39 16 55 87 3 90 126 19 145 

Ministry of Internal Affairs 

and Communications 

74 169 243 65 16 81 139 185 324 

Ministry of Justice 111 26 137 - - - 111 26 137 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 99 133 232 - - - 99 133 232 

Ministry of Finance 20 42 62 645 2 647 665 44 709 

Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and 

Technology 

593 1,346 1,939 - - - 593 1,346 1,939 

Ministry of Health, Labour 

and Welfare 

295 466 761 325 148 473 620 614 1,234 

Ministry of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries 

295 170 465 - - - 295 170 465 

Ministry of Economy, Trade 

and Industry 

486 374 860 - - - 486 374 860 

Ministry of Land, 

Infrastructure and Transport 

322 280 602 436 148 584 757 428 1,185 

Ministry of the Environment 41 51 92 - - - 41 51 92 

Total for ministries and 

agencies 

2,258 2,894 5,152 1,548 317 1,865 3,805 3,204 7,009 

Note: 1) The Total for ministries and agencies does not include corporations with joint jurisdiction 2) “shadan” = 

incorporated associations (shadan-houjin), “zaidan” = incorporated foundations (zaidan-houjin) 

Source: Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 
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testament to the influence of public opinion, which has become increasingly disillusioned 

with bureaucratic influence and corruption. (Pharr, 2002, p.848) If the changes made by the 

DPJ do at some stage take effect they would be likely to change Japan‟s China policy. In 

what way they would change the policy is unclear, yet significant reform would surely enable 

more direct influence, as opposed to the confusing cycle of bureaucratic interactions that 

helps prevent this.  

 

Individual Political Agency 

However, the bureaucracy is not the only elite group within the state that stands as a potential 

barrier to the influence of public opinion over foreign policy. The ruling politicians, 

historically an LDP majority, have also been seen to heavily mould Japan‟s foreign policy. 

Whilst this might seem perfectly acceptable for a democratically-elected government, 

politicians in Japan have been characterised by “a deepening tale of corruption and special 

favours.” (Calder, 1996, p.89) This saw the LDP lose power in 1993 but only temporarily as 

there was no viable alternative to their rule. The Japanese public had become as heavily 

influenced by pork-barrel politics as they were by real policy issues and this allowed the LDP 

to retain a strong electoral base. (Fukui & Fukai, 1996, pp.268-9) Therefore, the LDP has 

been able to ignore public opinion in the past, safe in the knowledge that their popularity 

would not decrease significantly because of the “bribes” they offered for support.  

 

Because public opinion can be easily undermined in the early stages of the policymaking 

process (see Figure 6), politicians, like the bureaucrats, have increased opportunities to 

advance their own interests. Constructivist theorists acknowledge the importance of 

individual agency in bringing about change within the structures of the state (Fierke, 2007, 

pp.168-9), which is crucial when studying the Japanese foreign policymaking process and 
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gives an alternative reason why the government‟s China policy is so inconsistent and 

contradictory. Japan has had five Prime Ministers in as many years and successive changes in 

political representatives. (Kantei, 2010) It is therefore not surprising that aspects of Japan‟s 

foreign policy have lacked consistency in the last few years, as different politicians compete 

with the bureaucrats to enhance their own interests, often in defiance of public opinion.
vi

  

 

Tied to politician‟s individual agency is their use of rhetoric to maintain public support for 

their policies. Important political actors with media outlets to the public have the potential not 

only to influence domestic opinion but convince the public that their interests are being 

represented in government policy. This helps mask the lack of influence public opinion has 

on policymaking and therefore acts as a further barrier. Table 3 emphasises how this was the 

case with the last few LDP Prime Minister‟s in relation to issues linked to China policy. As 

the table highlights, Prime Ministerial speeches often correlated with dominant public 

opinion in relation to these issues in recent years, yet the actions following the speeches were 

often contrary to this opinion. From Koizumi‟s failure to appease the public over the “history 

issue”, to Abe‟s dismissal of war atrocities despite expressing the need for remorse, to 

Fukuda‟s lack of action over Chinese food safety and Aso‟s reneging on promises of political 

reform, the public have seemingly been deceived. This both suggests that the former LDP 

government sought to conduct foreign policy independent of the public and in its final years 

in power attempted to win public popularity through manipulative practices. The power of 

rhetoric in misleading the population, shown in Table 3, and masking existing structures to 

direct influence over foreign policy, adds to the growing evidence that China policy is 

predominantly influenced by state actors. 
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Table 3 – Rhetoric vs. Reality – Japanese Prime Ministerial Speeches on Issues Concerning China Policy and Their Outcome 
Issue Prime Minister Public Opinion Speech Given Outcome 

Energy Cooperation Junichiro Koizumi (2004) In favour of promoting energy 

cooperation 

“Make the East China Sea a 

sea of cooperation” 

Joint Sino-Japanese drilling in 

2008 although issue remains 

unresolved 

Yasukuni Shrine Visits Junichiro Koizumi (2004) Divided between those 

supporting the visits as a 

signal of national pride and 

those against the visits, which 

could undermine relations with 

China 

“Pay respect to the souls of 

those war dead” and “Japan-

China relations do not revolve 

around the single issue of 

Yasukuni Shrine” 

Koizumi‟s continuing visits to 

the Shrine constantly 

undermined relations with 

China and intensified disputes 

over history 

Dialogue with the people Shinzo Abe (2007) Public consultation on policy 

issues insufficient 

“Cabinet members…should 

listen to the voices of both the 

elderly and youth across the 

country” 

No discernible change in 

State-Public interaction 

Accepting Responsibility for 

War Atrocities 

Shinzo Abe (2007) General consensus that Japan 

must accept its “war guilt” 

“Japan caused tremendous 

damage and suffering to the 

people of many countries…I 

express my feelings of 

profound remorse” 

Abe frequently denied 

Japanese enslavement of 

“comfort women” during 

WWII 

Food Safety  Yasuo Fukuda (2008) Many concerned over food 

safety issues following tainted 

Chinese food imports 

“I think both sides should 

further step up their 

investigations and 

cooperation” 

LDP never negotiated a food 

safety agreement with China, 

which is now being left to the 

DPJ 

Nuclear Proliferation Yasuo Fukuda (2008) Anti-nuclear sentiment is still 

strong 

“Japan will…lead the 

international community 

toward the total elimination of 

nuclear weapons” 

LDP had a secret nuclear 

agreement with the US, 

unbeknown to the public 

Civil Service/Amakudari 

Reform 

Taro Aso (2009) Increasing number see civil 

service as overinflated and 

amakudari as immoral 

“We will reduce the number 

of…civil servants, eradicate 

amakudari/watari…and 

eliminate government waste” 

Amakudari process still 

existent and being hidden from 

the public 

Constitutional Reform Taro Aso (2008-9) Majority favour some 

constitutional reform 

“Japan will…participate 

proactively in the fight against 

terrorism” 

In January 2009 policy speech 

Aso suggested Constitution 

would remain unchanged 

Source: Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, “Speeches and Statements by Prime Ministers”, 2004-2009          (See Appendix 4) 
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There is hope that this will change under the new-ruling DPJ. Certainly, Prime Minister 

Hatoyama‟s rhetoric concerning issues in Table 3 has been reassuring to the public. His clear 

stance on eliminating the amakudari practice and allowing more public involvement in 

policymaking has been particularly strong. Furthermore, in regards to China, Hatoyama has 

promised to review the existence of a secret nuclear deal with the US (Asahi, 14/09/2009), as 

well as suggesting that a large number of American troops stationed at the Futenma base in 

Okinawa could be moved from Japan. (Japan Times, 04/09/2009) This is likely to reassure 

China that Japan and the US are not seeking to balance against their “rise” to regional 

leadership. Furthermore, it is in line with a growing tide of anti-Americanism in Japan 

(Hathaway, 2003) and suggests that the new government has already looked to public opinion 

when formulating policy. However, the recent announcement that the Futenma troops may 

remain in Japan (Yomiuri, 27/12/2009) and the revelation that the amakudari practice is 

continuing in a different guise (Asahi, 12/12/2009) once more gives the impression that 

political rhetoric to satisfy public opinion doesn‟t coincide with reality. Whether this is a sign 

that politicians and bureaucrats are resisting reform to satisfy their own goals or a result of 

the deeply institutionalised nature of the complex Japanese state is almost irrelevant. What is 

relevant is that this overall process acts as a clear structural impediment to public opinion 

affecting China policy. 

 

Interest Group Inaccessibility 

Unsurprisingly, the above barriers severely limit the capacity of interest groups to access 

policymaking channels in the appropriate state ministry. A 1998 law allowed the formation of 

interest groups in the public sector to campaign for their policy ideals and over 100,000 now 

exist. (Emmott, 2008, p.108) This is in line with the notion of “groupism” in Japan, which 

Clammer suggests “should in fact be respected as a deeply held cultural value.” (1997, p.12) 



 
 

33 

 

However, their failure to make an impact above local government is testament to two things. 

Firstly, the divided opinion of the Japanese public in forming so many groups that do not 

carry the same impact as a smaller number of unified groups. Secondly, the state barriers to 

interest groups directly affecting government policy. Indeed, the chances of interest groups 

channelling public opinion through the PIC system appear unlikely, given the number of PICs 

competing for influence. (See Table 2)   

 

Having said that, one interest group that has unrivalled access to policymakers and appears to 

significantly direct China Policy is the zaikai. Through their contacts in the civil service, 

zaikai groups can lobby for beneficial domestic or foreign policy that may lead to economic 

reward and return the favour with generous donations to the bureaucratic ministries 

concerned. (Hagstrom, 2005, p.72) Their economic prowess and fundraising makes them 

indispensable for state policymakers and this gives them influence over all policy areas. This 

can further explain Japan‟s seemingly ambiguous China Policy, as the zaikai understandably 

prefers close links with the PRC to enhance cross-water economic relations that will benefit 

their own businesses. As a result, they are often at odds with politicians, as they were against 

Junichiro Koizumi during his tenure, when pandering to nationalism threatened to destabilise 

economic relations. (Johnston, 2003, pp.44-5)  Therefore, as well as complex bureaucratic 

interactions, inter-/intra-ministerial disputes and individual politician agency, zaikai interests 

can further confuse the policymaking procedure of the Japanese state. (See Figure 6) 

Furthermore, the zaikai has become so synonymous with the state apparatus that considering 

them purveyors of public opinion is probably inaccurate. Instead they add a further barrier to 

interest groups influencing China Policy, in that without vast amounts of wealth it appears 

almost impossible for these groups to access policymaking channels. 
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The above state barriers appear to severely restrict the potential for public opinion to 

influence government China Policy. Indeed, based on the above discussion, it appears that 

foreign policy networks are state dominated in Japan with strong political institutions and a 

complex policymaking process subverting polarised public opinion. These internal state 

conflicts can help explain Japan‟s ambiguous policy stance to China in the last few years. 

Furthermore, it is this complex and conflicting process between state actors which has led 

Karel Van Wolferen to define Japanese politics as effectively leaderless (1989, p.35)  but 

with a “relentless system that (runs) on regardless of the lack of central direction.” (Stockwin, 

1999, p.34) Whilst this does not lead to consistent Japanese foreign policy in regards to China, 

it seems to eliminate public opinion from directly affecting this policy, whether intentionally 

or not. However, this has not stopped numerous interest groups from trying to exploit public 

opinion in the hope of changing the course of China policy. As a result, it is important to 

examine the potential for indirect influence over China policy, which can perhaps influence 

the government in more abstract and subtle ways. 

 

 

Interest Groups and Public Opinion 

 

The nature of the Japanese state and foreign policymaking process severely limits the 

potential for public opinion to influence the government‟s China policy. Nevertheless, 

interest groups concerned with Japan‟s China policy continually try to exploit public opinion 

in an attempt to advance their political ambitions. In particular, left-wing groups, nationalist 

groups and history education groups seek to utilise public opinion to advance their policy 

ideals, although their success in doing so is at best limited. However, by looking at their 
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attempts to do this it is possible to identify the potential indirect influence of public opinion, 

which may play a more significant role in shaping China policy.  

 

Left Wing Opinion – A declining force? 

The decline in support for the Social Democratic Party and Japanese Communist Party (See 

Figure 7) suggests public opinion is becoming less accommodating to left-wing policy ideals. 

These ideals are predominantly concerned with close relations with China and regional peace 

and security when foreign affairs are concerned. (See Table 4) Whilst the reduction in 

support for left-wing political parties is noticeable, anti-nuclear and trade union interest 

groups retain strong backing. These groups seek both to mould and exploit public opinion in 

an attempt to give greater currency to their policy ideals, which if successful could have 

significant implications for Japan‟s China policy.   

 

 

 

 

0.00%

5.00%

10.00%

15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

30.00%

1990 1993 1996 2000 2003 2005 2009

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 o

f 
V

o
te

Figure 7 - Voting Patterns for Left-Wing Parties , 1990-2009

SDP

JCP

Note: The SDP was known as the Japanese Socialist Party up until 1996 

Source: Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication 



 
 

37 

 

 

Anti-nuclear groups have plenty of support amongst the population, with ninety-six per cent 

of a recent opinion poll agreeing with Barack Obama‟s attempts to create a nuclear-free 

world. (Yomiuri-Gallup Poll, December 2009) Some neo-realist scholars have suggested that 

were Japan to develop nuclear weapons China would be greatly alarmed, which could 

precipitate an arms race and tense balance of power situation across the East China Sea. 

(Mearsheimer, 2007, pp.82-4) It is therefore significant that the Japanese government 

continues to remain firm against creating a nuclear state. 
vii

 This suggests that the anti-nuclear 

groups are exploiting public opinion to achieve their policy goals. Whilst this may be true to 

an extent, the anti-nuclear norm has long been present in Japanese society and government 

Table 4 – Left-Wing Group Policy Ideals in Japan 

Type of Group Examples Policy Ideals 

Socialist Groups Japan League of 

Socialist Youth 
 Increase Interdependence with Asian 

countries 

 Maintaining security treaty with 

USA (Although some socialist 

groups seek its abandonment) 

 Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Communist 

Associations 

Democratic Youth  

League of Japan 

 

Japan Teacher‟s Union 

 

Japan Revolutionary 

Communist League 

 

Zengakuren 

 Closer ties with China and its 

communist rulers 

 An end to the US-Japan security 

alliance 

 Dissolution of the JSDF 

 Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

 Admit responsibility for Japanese 

war crimes 

 Respect national self-determination 

and not interfere in other states 

affairs 

Anti-Nuclear 

Groups 

Various peace groups 

(e.g. Peace Ring of 

Guam) 

 Complete Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

 Remembrance of Hiroshima-

Nagasaki bombs 

Trade Unions RENGO 

ZENROREN 

ZENROKYO 

Local Unions 

 Protection of Japanese worker rights 

 Maintaining worker stability 

Sources: http://www.jcp.or.jp/english/2009what_jcp.html,  Akihiko, T. (2000) “Domestic 

politics and foreign policy” in T. Inoguchi & P. Jain, Japanese Foreign Policy Today, 

http://www.jtuc-rengo.org/about/index.html     

http://www.jcp.or.jp/english/2009what_jcp.html
http://www.jtuc-rengo.org/about/index.html
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and is perhaps not simply the result of interest groups channelling public opinion. Japan‟s 

pacifist constitution, experience of nuclear attack during WWII and US defence systems has 

effectively made anti-nuclearisation an established fact of Japanese life. (Koji, 2000, pp.27-8)  

It has almost taken on the status of a social norm whereby it has become so embedded in 

Japanese society that it is virtually unchallenged. (Finnemore, 1996, p.23) As a result, public 

opinion may be playing a more indirect role in this case in that it is preserving the coalition 

building processes against nuclearisation rather than directly influencing government policy 

through interest group representation.   

 

As with anti-nuclear groups in Japan, the trade unions retain a large support base and 

membership numbers remain high.
viii

 Furthermore, their organisers have been able to exploit 

public opinion to advance their domestic policy goals. During the recent global crisis, unions 

harnessed dominant trends in public opinion, which expressed concern over increasing 

unemployment
ix

, to gain government guarantees over worker security.
 x

 It is probable that 

trade unions will also become more important in terms of Sino-Japanese relations. With 

Japan suffering from an ever ageing population, Chinese workers are likely to be increasingly 

employed in Japanese industry to make up for the decline in the domestic labour force. 

(Sellek, 2001, p.44) This has the potential to lead to tension amongst workers, as already 

highlighted by the mistreatment of some Chinese employees in Japan. (Hogg, 2007) A 

number of these employees are temporary and fifty-one per cent of the public are opposed to 

temporary workers receiving the same rights as full-time employees. (Asahi, 10/02/2009) As 

the trade unions are concerned with representing permanent Japanese workers it is possible 

they will attempt to exploit public opinion once more to ensure full-time employees retain 

preferential rights. Although this would concern domestic policy it could have an indirect 

impact on China policy, as the undermining of Chinese worker rights might well lead to inter-
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state tension. However, unless this occurs, left-wing interest groups will remain relatively 

ineffective in channelling public opinion regarding China, as their policy ideals are already 

embedded in social fact or unlikely to remain popular within an increasingly nationalistic 

society.   

 

Resurgence of the „Right?‟ Nationalism in contemporary Japan 

Whilst left-wing groups have been in decline in Japan over the last two decades, right-wing 

groups, or at least nationalist sentiment, seem to have thrived. Indeed, Sueo Sudo suggests 

“the Japanese perception of China has gradually worsened due to growing nationalism in 

Japan.” (2007, p.44) Barry Buzan further argues that “nationalism is in an important sense the 

basis of a state‟s foreign policy,” and must therefore be acknowledged by other nations as 

equal to their own nationalism. (In Takahiko, 1998, p.85) If this national pride is not 

recognised it can foster a more vicious strain of nationalism in a country, as its population 

attempts to prove its national strength. This sort of ultra-nationalist ideology developed in 

Japan in the 1930s and contributed to the country‟s invasion and occupation of China. (Large, 

2006, pp.85-6)  Consequently any nationalist resurgence in Japan is a cause for concern for 

future Sino-Japanese relations. But is nationalism on the rise in Japan? 

 

There are certainly a large number of nationalist interest groups active in Japan
xi

 which, 

unlike many of the left-wing groups, are concerned with multiple issues and policy areas. 

Large organisations such as the Nippon Kaigi have an extensive network of support across 

the country and seek to influence and harness public opinion to promote their nationalist 

vision for Japan. (GlobalTalk, 2008) The downside of such umbrella groups is that they do 

not take into account the nationalist variants that exist, which naturally brings different policy  
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ideals for different people. Table 5 shows the types of nationalism identifiable in 

contemporary Japan. In its most sedate form, “soft” nationalism is concerned with attaining 

greater international respect for Japan‟s status, especially from China, by being given greater 

international responsibility and more autonomy over its foreign affairs. Resurgent 

nationalism is a slightly advanced form of the ideology whose advocates want Japan‟s 

historical role to be portrayed more positively and demand an end to Chinese criticism of 

Japan‟s wartime past. Finally, ultra-nationalism, expressed in uyoku groups, is the most 

violent strain that incorporates in its ideology a craving for militarism, a return to the cult of 

the Emperor and a strong hatred of China and the USA whose role in preventing this is seen 

as crucial.  

Table 5 – Types of Nationalism in Japan 

Type of Nationalism Popularity Key Policy Ideals 

“Soft” Nationalism Fairly significant 

proportion of 

population 

 Concerned with national pride 

 Want greater international 

respect for Japanese identity 

 Permanent UN Security 

Council seat 

 Limited constitutional reform 

Resurgent 

Nationalism 

Increasing 

proportion of 

population, 

particularly amongst 

younger generation 

(e.g. Izokukai – War 

Bereaved 

Association) 

 Extensive constitutional 

reform to increase Japanese 

autonomy in FP 

 “Patriotic Education” 

 More assertive international 

role for Japanese SDF 

 Yasukuni Shrine Visits 

 No return to militarism 

Ultranationalism 

(Uyoku) 

Only tiny proportion 

of population – 

about 10,000 

members – but 

around 1,000 

affiliated groups and 

increasing 

 Restoration of Emperor‟s pre-

1945 status 

 Overhaul of post-War 

diplomatic framework 

 Anti-communism, socialism 

and unionism 

 Defend prestige of Yasukuni 

Shrine 

 Denial of war atrocities  

 Return to militarism 
Source:  Shimazu, N. (ed.) (2006), Nationalisms in Japan (Routledge: London) and 

Shibuichi, D. (2007), “The „Uyoku Ronin Do‟” for Ultranationalism  
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Whilst it is impossible to measure the number of people subscribing to an ideology, Figure 8 

gives an idea of the strength of nationalism in contemporary Japan when used in 

collaboration with the key policy ideals in Table 5. Figure 8 indicates that there is a 

considerable degree of support for policy ideals related to “soft” nationalism and even 

resurgent nationalism. Why is this the case? Certainly, China‟s recent growth in influence 

and economic power could well play an important role in fostering a rise in Japanese 

nationalism, which could potentially be seen as a threat by the PRC in the future. The 

Chinese opposition to Japan having a permanent UN Security Council seat (Hale, 2008, p.65) 

and anti-Japanese protests throughout numerous Chinese cities (Lam, 2006, p.168) have 

undoubtedly been seen in Japan as the affront to national pride that Buzan warned could be 

dangerous. This is an example of the concept of mutual constitution, whereby the actions of 

one group of people leave another group with a limited choice of response. (Fierke, 2007, 

p.170) Consequently, a rise in Chinese nationalist acts precipitates a similar response in Japan 

and simply leads to a continual cycle of growing nationalism, as both countries‟ governments 

seek to protect their national identity. 

 

Added to this, some authors highlight the noticeable generational change that has occurred in 

Japan and explains the decreasing significance of “the war issue” amongst the population. 

(Green, 1999, p.158) Therefore, the favouritism for “patriotic education” shown in Figure 8 

can be seen as a result of changing social norms amongst a younger generation of Japanese. 

This, along with the increasing support for ministerial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine, which 

houses fourteen Class-A criminals amongst Japan‟s war dead (Calder, 2006, pp.133-4), 

suggests that the idea of “war guilt” is no longer so potent amongst the Japanese populace. It 

is therefore easy to see how “soft” nationalism can become resurgent nationalism and 
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although uyoku members currently make up only a small percentage of the population
xii

, the 

threat of ultra-nationalism undoubtedly exists. 

 

The last fifteen years has seen Japan adopt a more assertive foreign policy. The government 

has dispatched the Japanese Self-Defence Forces on international missions, despite left-wing 

criticism (Stockwin, 1999, pp.214-15), and responded strictly to expressions of Chinese 

nationalism. (See Figure 4) This has coincided with a seeming increase in nationalistic public 

opinion and it is certainly possible that these phenomena are interlinked. However, whilst this 

may seem an example of public opinion influencing Japan‟s China policy, such links need to 

be approached with caution. Rather than interest groups exploiting public opinion to advance 

their policy ideals, the reverse may be possible, and that these groups are manipulating public 

opinion to gain support for government policy initiatives. The Nippon Kaigi, whilst 

originating in the public sphere, includes influential Diet members who perhaps use the group 

as an outlet to influence public opinion, and this applies to other nationalist organisations. 

(Asia Policy Point, 2007) 

 

Therefore, it is also possible that this ideological movement, rather than causing changes in 

China policy, has been fostered by successive Japanese governments via changes in China 

policy, in order to increase their powerbase. Numerous politicians over the last few years, 

most notably former PM Koizumi
xiii

 and Tokyo governor Shintaro Ishihara, have pandered to 

nationalist sentiment by criticising China for threatening Japanese national pride. (Solingen, 

2006, pp.22-3) They have enforced this point by appealing to national symbols like the 

Yasukuni Shrine and enhancing the idea of Japanese cultural uniqueness and superiority 

through the nihon-jinron.
xiv

 This arguably helped secure crucial support for the LDP 

government
xv

 and kept them in power longer than expected after a downturn in the economy 



44 Interest Groups and Public Opinion 
 

and political corruption scandals threatened to force them from office earlier than 2009. 

Therefore, political agency could once more be the reason for changing China policy and in 

this case possibly serving a dual purpose by at the same time fostering a populist nationalist 

movement to preserve the challenged notion of a unique Japanese identity and ensure the 

continued success of the LDP.  

 

Thus it may be argued that public opinion is having an indirect impact on policy, as rising 

nationalist sentiment creates a domestic climate likely to be more tolerant to an assertive 

foreign policy towards China. If interest groups begin to differentiate between variant strains 

of nationalism and focus their policy ideals more clearly, it is possible that public opinion 

could be exploited more forcefully to exert some direct influence on government policy. 

However, if the Japanese and Chinese governments continue to espouse nationalist rhetoric it 

could lead to the dangerous strain of ultra-nationalism that could severely destabilise relations. 

It is therefore perhaps a temporary relief that the new DPJ government has vowed for a “turn 

to the left!” (Buerk, 26/10/2009) 

 

“History Matters” - Influencing education policy? 

Another significant result of the “generational change” in Japan is the emergence of a need to 

clarify historical relations with China for those who did not live through the War years. 

Constructivists acknowledge the power of history to mould contemporary inter-state relations 

(Berger, 2003, p.401) and this is particularly applicable to the Sino-Japanese relationship. A 

recent joint Sino-Japanese opinion poll saw “issues of historical recognition” identified as the 

principle area where relations between the two countries could be improved.
xvi

 (Yomiuri Poll, 

November 2009) The Second World War remains a highly controversial and emotional issue  
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between Japan and China with disagreements over the extent of Japanese war atrocities, 

chemical warfare and enforced prostitution still not resolved. (Chu, 2007, pp.31-2) However, 

before any joint study can achieve real success, the divide amongst history education interest 

groups, reflecting polarised public opinion over the issue (Shibuichi, 2008), must be 

overcome. Table 6 shows the competing history interest groups present in Japan and suggests 

Table 6 – Main History Groups in Japan and their Stance on Education Policy 

History Group Stance on History Education Policy 

Progressive Group  Acknowledge the need to recognise 

Japanese war atrocities and accept the 

use of “comfort women” and biological 

warfare 

Revisionists  Deny the use of biological/chemical 

weapons and enslavement of “comfort 

women” 

 Have very low estimate of deaths caused 

during “Nanjing Massacre” which they 

refer to as an “Incident” 

 Want more positive view of Japanese 

history for younger generation 

Tsukurukai Group (Society for 

History Textbook Reform) 
 In addition to revisionist views they seek 

to deny the occurrence of the “Nanjing 

Massacre.” 

 See Japan‟s role in WWII as that of 

liberator from European colonialism 

rather than aggressor 

 Blame China for initiating war in 

Manchuria 

 Make claims to several territorial 

regions based on historical occupation 

(e.g. Takeshima Islands) 

The Japan-China Joint History 

Research Committee 
 Seek concessions from both China and 

Japan to produce mutually-acceptable 

textbook 

 Divided on several key issues 

 Seeks academic input from professional 

historians  
Sources:  Rose, C. (2005), Sino-Japanese relations: facing the past, looking to the future? 

(RoutledgeCurzon: London; New York), pp.50-67, He, Yinan. (2006), “National mythmaking 

and the problems of history in Sino-Japanese relations” in P.E. Lam, Japan‟s relations with 

China: facing a rising power (Routledge: Abingdon, Oxon), pp.69-91, Nozaki, Y. & Selden, 

M. (2009), "Japanese Textbook Controversies, Nationalism, and Historical Memory: Intra- 

and Inter-national Conflicts” 
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why successive governments have yet to adopt a clear policy stance on historical recognition 

towards China. Their conflicting policy ideals have been most noticeable during the 

“textbook controversies” that have resurfaced frequently and caused a severe deterioration in 

Sino-Japanese relations on each occasion.  

 

The most significant “controversy” broke out in the mid-1990s, as relations with China hit a 

new low and public opinion turned against the PRC, (See Figure 2) and resurfaced in 2000. 

Nationalist calls for more “patriotic” education that watered-down Japanese war atrocities 

were numerous, especially from the Tsukuru kai group, and were supported by sections of the 

conservative media and a number of young LDP politicians. (Rose, 2006, pp.136-7) The 

publishing of textbooks along these lines was supported publicly by the Ministry of 

Education (MOE), suggesting the “revisionist” and Tsukuru kai interest groups were 

influencing policy. However, before their New History Textbook could be published, the 

MOE backtracked and requested several revisions be made to the most controversial sections. 

This occurred just as Chinese and Korean criticism, as well as from “progressive” groups and 

liberal media like the Asahi Shimbun within Japan, increased. (Rose, 2005, pp.64-7) The role 

of public opinion cannot be ignored here. The contrasting views of the “revisionist” and 

“progressive” history groups, each given greater currency by public opinion, arguably 

impacted equally on government policy and, combined with foreign pressure, maintained the 

status quo.   

 

Because of the polarisation of opinion and equal interest group representation for both sides 

over this issue, the government is seemingly being prevented from holding a clear policy 

stance, which is indirectly undermining its relations with China. This is most notably evident 
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in recent attempts to conduct a joint history study between Chinese and Japanese academics. 

The Japan-China Joint History Research Committee aims: 

 

  in the spirit of facing history and heading towards the future... to deepen objective 

perception toward history through this research and promote mutual understanding 

(MOFA: The First Meeting of The Japan-China Joint History Research Committee) 

 

However, with the fourth meeting just concluded, mutual understanding doesn‟t appear any 

closer. Whilst the Chinese side claims that 300,000 civilians were killed at Nanjing in 1937, 

“the Japanese side said opinions vary over the final death toll, ranging from tens of thousands 

to 200,000.” (Yomiuri, 23/12/2009) It appears divided public opinion, channelled through 

different interest groups in Japan, is partially responsible for the failure to resolve one of the 

key China policy areas, as well as the Chinese refusal to concede any ground. This is 

unfortunate as resolving the “history issue” would promote improvement for Sino-Japanese 

relations.  

  

Clammer acknowledges the “emphasis...on the primacy of emotion in Japanese philosophical 

anthropology” (1995, p.9) and there is no more emotive issue in Sino-Japanese relations than 

that of history.  This perhaps suggests why an area of such emotive importance can make 

public opinion an influential actor on government education policy in regards to China. 

However, as typified by opinion towards the PRC in general, history interest groups remain 

significantly divided on crucial issues. Whilst this is creating an indirect effect of initiating an 

ambiguous government stance towards historical education, it is not a desired effect. 

However, if both sides are willing to make concessions then the potential for public opinion 

having a positive influence on the government‟s China policy is a real possibility. 
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The Media Role – Influencing and Venting Public Opinion 

Whilst the above study highlights the potential for indirect influence over Japan‟s China 

policy, the Japanese media could arguably help public opinion exert a greater influence on 

foreign policy. As with all developed nations, media outlets in Japan are numerous and the 

access they have both to official, governmental sources and public sources puts them in a 

unique position in terms of being able to influence policy. Whilst media sources often contain 

articles venting public opinion they are also the primary reference for the public on the latest 

developments in Sino-Japanese relations. Consequently their interpretation of events often 

attains a degree of “truth”, shaping opinion in the process. (Calder, 1996, pp.89-90) 

 

As Flanagan emphasises, the media in developed nations can initiate the process of cognitive 

mobilisation whereby “people become sufficiently informed about and interested in policy 

and politics to take part in political life.” (1996, p.277) This appears particularly applicable to 

Japan, as the public often express great trust in media reports in comparison to other nations. 

(Pharr, 1996, p.5) However, because the use of language, either written or spoken, is 

naturally persuasive, public opinion on political issues can be manipulated to coincide with 

media interests. But what are the interests of the media in regards to China? Brian McVeigh 

argues that rather than having their own interests the Japanese media are servants of the state, 

expressing the interests of the bureaucracy and politicians whilst giving “far less coverage” to 

input actors such as public opinion and interest groups. (1998, pp.65-6) Under this guise the 

media merely creates a further barrier between public opinion and the foreign policymaking 

process.  
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However, McVeigh‟s argument appears weak for at least three reasons. Firstly, to suggest the 

Japanese media is a neutral actor, continuously espousing rhetoric to mould public opinion  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

along state lines, is not realistic. In the 1950s and „60s the Japanese media were quick to 

amplify Chinese criticism from Beijing regarding Japanese acts of political nationalism such 

as visits to the Yasukuni Shrine. (Green, 1999, p.158) Even in more recent times the media 

have criticised Koizumi‟s visits to the Shrine and been influential in exposing political and 

bureaucratic corruption
xvii

, which McVeigh argues they are unwilling to do. (1998, p.64) 

Secondly, to suggest the media have a shared purpose is erroneous. As with the public and 

Table 7 – Leading Newspapers and their Ideological Stance Towards China 

Newspaper Ideological Stance Diffusion (Daily 

Circulation) 

View on China 

Yomiuri Shimbun 

(National) 

Conservative 14.4m Resents Chinese 

criticism that 

undermines Japanese 

national pride. E.g. 

Supports “patriotic 

education”  

Asahi Shimbun 

(National) 

Liberal 12.8m Generally supports 

close ties with PRC 

and criticises Japanese 

government for 

undermining relations 

Mainichi Shimbun 

(National) 

Liberal 6.0m Similar stance to Asahi 

although criticises 

China over censorship 

issues 

Nikkei Shimbun 

(National) 

Economic 4.6m Sees close ties with 

China as beneficial to 

Japanese economy 

Sankei Shimbun 

(National) 

Nationalist 2.9m Anti-China. Heavily 

criticises Beijing and 

supports antagonistic 

Japanese nationalism 

Chunichi Shimbun 

(Local) 

Left 3.1m Socialist paper with 

economic concerns 

that favour close China 

ties 

Akahata (“Red 

Flag”) (Party Paper) 

Communist 1.5m Traditionally a strong 

supporter of Chinese 

and their ruling 

government 

Source:  Adapted from “Japan‟s Mass Media” in S.J. Pharr & E.S. Krauss, Media and Politics 

in Japan (1996), p.6 
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state actors, media groups themselves have widely divergent interests based on their 

ideological premise. As Table 7 shows, the ideological divide in the Japanese media is 

considerable and this undoubtedly furthers the polarisation of opinion towards China amongst 

the public, as different media sources try to promote their own views on the PRC. Thirdly, 

there is evidence suggesting that the Japanese media doesn‟t just mould public opinion but 

gives coverage to it, which has the combined potential to pressure government policy. 

 

The dispute over the sovereignty of the Senkaku Islands became one of the key controversies 

in Sino-Japanese relations during the 1990s due to the potential energy resources present in 

the nearby waters. Whilst any dispute was kept quiet by the government in the early „90s, the 

media seized upon the issue when Chinese oilmen began drilling in the area and this led to a 

flaring of public anger in Japan. (Green, 2001, p.85) Several media outlets gave coverage to a 

group of Japanese Youth Federation members who, in 1996, erected a lighthouse and war 

memorial on one of the disputed islands to show the importance of protecting Japanese 

sovereign rights. Despite outrage from Beijing, the Japanese government did nothing to halt 

the situation and Prime Minister Hashimoto even made keeping the Senkaku Islands a key 

policy commitment in his election campaign of that year. (Green, 2001, p.86)  The media 

coverage of the incident, and the public support it generated through interest group 

collaboration for a strong stance against China in this sovereign dispute, actually led to a 

clear change in Japan‟s China policy. However, we must see the influence of public opinion 

in achieving this as indirect. Without the media coverage of the situation it is impossible to 

think that such public pressure would have been created, making the government feel it 

necessary to alter its China policy. 
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With entrenched state barriers making foreign policy creation a uniquely insular process, 

interest groups in Japan must effectively mould and exploit public opinion to have any 

chance of directly influencing government policy. However, as this section suggests, a 

number of Japanese interest groups with policy concerns towards China have found it 

difficult to exploit polarised public opinion for their own benefit. Indeed, the only groups 

appearing established enough to pressure government policy directly through the harnessing 

of public opinion are the history education groups. Nevertheless, because both “revisionist” 

and “progressive” groups are equally established, they are cancelling each other‟s influence 

out and the only indirect effect they are having on China policy is to make it more ambiguous. 

At the same time, the power of ideology amongst the public must not be underestimated and 

the pandering of LDP politicians to nationalist sentiment is a sign that the government have 

been aware of changing mainstream opinion. However, without differentiating between 

various types of nationalism, ideological sentiment will not be effectively exploited by 

interest groups, and extreme nationalists may instead seek to realise their goals through threat 

constitution rather than peaceful processes. As a result, exerting indirect influence via the 

media appears the most likely cause of public opinion influencing China policy. Situated in a 

privileged position between the political and public sphere, the Japanese media has the 

potential to harness public opinion and thus alter the coalition building processes that over 

time sees elements of opinion incorporated into government policy.  
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Empirical Case Studies – Identifying the Influence of Public 

Opinion 

 

The above study outlines the barriers to public opinion influencing Japan‟s China policy and 

highlights the difficulties in overcoming these through interest group exploitation. Yet despite 

this, there have been intimations in recent years that public opinion can at least play a minor 

role in influencing China policy. To give a clearer view, I propose a three-tiered framework 

(see Figure 9) which shows the ways and the frequency in which Japanese public opinion can 

initiate changes in the government‟s policy towards the PRC. The framework encompasses 

indirect influence of public opinion, direct influence, and a public opinion consensus, which 

can all have been seen to affect Japan‟s policy towards China in the past, albeit in varying 

ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consensus 

Direct Influence 

Indirect Influence 

Effectiveness in influencing govt. 

policy 

Frequency in Influencing China 

Policy 

Figure 9 – Three Tier Framework for Japanese 

Public Opinion Influencing China Policy 
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Tier 1 - Indirect Influence – Food Safety Issue 

Because indirect influence normally takes place over a long period, it is open to individual 

interpretation to make the causal connection between the expression of opinion, the factors 

that maintain the presence of this opinion, and the policy change that it results in. Therefore, 

whilst some would see certain changes in policy as a result of indirect influence, others would 

not make the same connection and probably attribute it to other factors. Nevertheless, one 

good example from my interpretation is the indirect impact of public opinion on the 

government‟s food policy in regards to China. 

 

Concern over Chinese food safety arose amongst a number of the Japanese public after a 

contaminated batch of gyoza dumplings, produced in China, originally caused ten Japanese 

citizens to fall sick with food poisoning in early 2008. (Japan Times, 31/01/2008) Whilst the 

original event only led to sporadic calls from a tiny percentage of the Japanese public to 

review Chinese food imports, the media seized upon the story. Throughout 2008 they brought 

it to a wider range of both the domestic and international population, “just as Beijing and 

Tokyo were trying to cement an improvement in their often-frayed ties.” (Reuters, 7/08/2008) 

The media coverage of the incident led to concerns over the safety of Chinese food imports 

becoming a dominant trend in Japanese public opinion.
xviii

 However, there was no explicit 

interest group campaign for policy change and whilst the government pledged to “take all 

possible measures to restore consumers' confidence in food safety through improvements in 

safety control methods,” (2008 Annual Report on Food, Agriculture and Rural Affairs), in 

reality nothing changed.  

 

Nevertheless, occasional expressions of public opinion continued into 2009 and the media 

gave voice to these, ensuring the issue of Chinese food safety remained in the public domain. 
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In an editorial for the Asahi Shimbun in January 2009, Satoshi Amako emphasised concern 

over food safety was just as important as the Tibet issue in raising “distrust among Japanese 

people.” (19/01/2009) The frequent media referrals to Chinese food safety made it appear that 

there was a mass public concern over government import policy, which led to a gradual 

change in the coalition building process over the issue. The influence of an originally 

minority public opinion, boosted by its maintenance in popular discourse, looks set to have an 

indirect effect on government policy, which could alter relations with China. In October 2009, 

nearly two years after the original incident, the new DPJ regime insisted on food safety talks 

with China. (Asahi, 12/10/2009) This was followed in January 2010 by an announcement that 

new policy had been agreed upon to better monitor food products imported from China to 

Japan (Asahi, 22/01/2010)  

 

Whether this will lead to greater mutual trust or increased resentment in Sino-Japanese 

relations is yet to be seen. What is possible to establish, however, is that it will be the result 

of indirect influence. Whilst Hatoyama‟s claim that the government aims to review its food 

policy because of continuing consumer concern over Chinese-made products (Asahi, 

12/10/2009) suggests public opinion has directly influenced policy change, the reality is not 

so straightforward. Without media exposure of what was originally an opinion held by only a 

tiny percentage of the population, it is extremely unlikely the government would have felt it 

necessary to move towards a policy change. As is shown, the indirect influence took place 

over a long time and required constant media reminders to keep the issue in the public 

domain. Whilst this particular type of influence is difficult to quantify, by tracking the issue 

over time it is possible to establish the link created between the societal environment and 

policy change. 
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Tier 2 – Direct Influence – Nationalist Attacks on Politicians 

The occurrence of direct influence on Japan‟s China policy is fairly rare because of the 

difficulty in penetrating the state monopoly on foreign policymaking. Yet direct influence 

doesn‟t just occur through the policymaking process, but via threat constitution. Indeed it was 

this type of direct influence, aided by the power of ideology, which was primarily responsible 

for influencing an element of the government‟s China policy between 2003 and 2006.  

 

Prime Minister Koizumi‟s antagonistic China policy is explored above, although it was not 

always unchallenged. The growing pressure from former prime ministerial candidate Koichi 

Kato‟s faction within the Japanese Diet in 2006 was threatening to lead to a change in China 

policy, including the end of Koizumi‟s visits to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine. (Japan 

Times, 17/08/2006) Similar criticism to Koizumi‟s China policy had been initiated by Fuji 

chief executive Yotaro Kobayashi in 2003. Both Kobayashi and Kato had business links 

crucial to raising government capital and implementing domestic economic policies, which 

undoubtedly pressured the Koizumi cabinet to consider their policy stance towards China. 

However, the political ambitions of an “increasingly militant group of extreme right-wing 

activists who yearn for a return to 1930s-style militarism,” opposed any change to the 

government‟s stance on the Yasukuni issue. (Clemons, 2006) The clearly unified belief of 

this group that worshipping the war dead was more important than safeguarding relations 

with China led to them leaving undetonated bombs at the house of Kobayashi and burning 

down the home of Kato. (Yoshibumi, 2006) These acts resulted in the withdrawal of criticism 

towards Koizumi‟s Yasukuni policy from Kobayashi, Kato and their business federations. 

(Clemons, 2006)  
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The actions of the uyoku group were undoubtedly given greater significance due to the 

increasingly nationalistic nature of Japanese public opinion during this period. Furthermore, 

the symbolic power of the attacks possibly raised “disturbing echoes of the past” from when 

PM Tsuyoshi Inukai was assassinated by nationalists in 1932 for his failure to take a strong 

policy stance towards China. (Clemons, 2006) The combining factors of these nationalist 

attacks and public opinion trends ensured Koizumi‟s antagonistic Yasukuni Shrine visits 

continued. The perceived threats amongst Kobayashi and Kato‟s factions that further attacks 

of this nature would occur, led them to concede their political demands and, as a result, 

public opinion directly affected government policy via threat constitution. 

 

Direct influence may be rarer than indirect influence in affecting Japan‟s China policy, but its 

effect is greater. It results in immediate rather than drawn out implications for government 

policy and has the potential to significantly change Sino-Japanese relations with one act. It is 

troubling that direct influence often involves violent or destructive action such as above. Yet 

without public inclusion in the policymaking process it is this threat factor, reinforced in 

Japan by the historical (and contemporary) power of right-wing ideology that forces 

immediate policy changes.  

 

Tier 3 - Public Opinion Consensus – Suspension of the “Yen Loans”  

With the divergent opinion amongst the population regarding China policy, the chances of a 

public consensus forming over one issue in Japan is extremely unlikely. Yet this is the most 

effective way of the public influencing government policy; by uniting behind a cause to 

create the maximum amount of pressure. The rarity of a consensus forming amongst the 

Japanese public over a single China policy issue is so pronounced that it is only possible to 
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identify one example of it occurring in recent years, in the build-up to the suspension of the 

“yen loans” in 1996. 

 

The Chinese nuclear tests in 1995 (conducted despite several Japanese warnings) and their 

deployment of several missiles during the Taiwan Straits Crisis in 1996 (Lam, 2006, p.168), 

led to a significant increase in negative Japanese public opinion towards China. (See Figure 2)  

These acts were particularly insulting to the Japanese population, whose state‟s Official 

Development Assistance to China, known as the “yen loans”, seemed to be being spent on 

acts of aggression.
xix

 As a result, the public demand for a swift response to China was 

overwhelming and pressure was applied on the government to act quickly. However, there 

was significant opposition within the government to suspending the loans because “it would 

lose an important tool with which to promote Japanese interests in relation to China.” 

(Takamine, 2006, p.125) Furthermore, based on the nature of the Japanese state examined 

above, it is likely that there was significant bureaucratic and business support for continuing 

the loans in order maintain personal economic benefits. These factors are crucial in why the 

influence of Japanese public opinion on government policy is not greater. However, on this 

occasion the government subdued the dissident voices and suspended $75 million of aid, 

horrifying Chinese diplomats in the process. (Green, 2001, p.81)  

 

The reason this policy change occurred, despite it being against the interests of several state 

actors, lies in the fact that a consensus had emerged amongst the Japanese public that the 

“yen loans” must be halted to discourage China from initiating similar acts of aggression in 

the future. Those leaning more to the “right” felt this necessary to dissuade China from 

threatening Japanese sovereignty and to show a strong national response in the face of 

adversity. On the other hand, left-wing public critics were determined to see the loans halted 
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to express Japan‟s strong commitment to anti-nuclearisation and prevent China from breaking 

international nuclear norms again. (Green, 2001, p.81)  Whilst they may have reached their 

conclusions in different ways, the Japanese public formed a rare consensus that the 

government simply couldn‟t ignore whatever their own desires may have been. 

 

It is possible to argue that this consensus in public opinion not only led to the “yen loan” 

suspension but also to the strengthening of the US security alliance and revision of the 

National Defence Program Outline in 1996, as a provision against any future Chinese 

aggression. (Green, 1999, p.155) What is discernible is the great effectiveness unified public 

opinion can have on government policy. Whilst direct influence can initiate temporary policy 

change, it is not normally long-lasting. The nationalist attacks on Kato and Kobayashi may 

have been important in allowing Koizumi to continue visiting the Yasukuni Shrine in the 

short-term. But this policy has not been continued by Koizumi‟s successors and looks set to 

end with the new DPJ government.
xx

  

 

When a consensus forces a change in foreign policy it is normally a long-term change, as it 

changes the state perception of the Public Interest. Indeed, the strengthening of the US 

security alliance in 1996 has become an enduring “cornerstone for Japan‟s entire 

diplomacy”
xxi

 and the suspension of the “yen loans” set the precedent for Japanese 

governments and businesses to withdraw financial support for China if it engages in 

provocative behaviour.
xxii

 A consensus is therefore the most effective method of public 

opinion influencing Japan‟s China policy. (See Figure 9) However, it is also the most 

unlikely method, as divisions in public opinion and within Japanese interest groups remain 

pronounced on China policy issues. Direct influence can have an immediate impact but even 

examples of this expression of public opinion are elusive. The insular nature of the Japanese 
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foreign policymaking process combined with the failure of interest groups to regularly exploit 

polarised public opinion ensures this is a rarity. If anything, indirect influence is most 

prevalent in Japan‟s China policy. Whilst it is difficult to substantiate how significant it is in 

comparison to other factors and usually takes time to take effect, making gradual alterations 

to the coalition building process through media collaboration allows the complex 

policymaking process of the state to be subverted. These case studies at least show that the 

possibility is there for public opinion to influence Japanese China policy, even though the 

difficulties in doing so are clear to see. Furthermore, the Hatoyama regime‟s desire for 

political reform offers hope that public opinion may be able to directly influence state policy 

more frequently without the need for the frightening methods employed by right-wing 

extremists.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Exploring the influence of public opinion on an aspect of a nation‟s foreign policy is 

extremely complex and the peculiarities of Japanese domestic politics make the task even 

harder. Therefore, returning to the two objectives detailed in the introduction to this 

discussion, it is possible to give a more confident answer to the first objective.  

 

Japanese public opinion towards China is shaped in numerous ways, which are often linked 

to the state construction of national identity. The LDP government has, in the past, sought to 

emphasise the cultural superiority and uniqueness of Japan, and attempted to preserve this 

identity through pandering to nationalist sentiment. This has undoubtedly influenced a 

proportion of the population to take a fairly condescending view of China. Yet at the same 
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time, a number of the public are also significantly influenced by developmental and cultural 

norms deriving from China and the West, as a result of Japan‟s unique development. These 

factors, accentuated by new forms of electronic communication, ensure public opinion 

towards the PRC is divided on most policy issues.  

 

This leads to the only obvious conclusion for the second objective of this discussion: there is 

no public opinion consensus influencing government policy moves towards China. As a 

consensus is the most effective way of public opinion influencing government foreign policy, 

this immediately limits the chances of Japanese public opinion having a major say over China 

policy. In addition to this, its influence is further limited by the insular and complex nature of 

Japan‟s foreign policymaking process. The institutionalisation of complex bureaucratic 

interactions and manipulative politician behaviour cuts off interest group accessibility to key 

policymakers or distorts their desires through the process of ringisei. This is crucial, as a key 

way for public opinion to influence foreign policy is when it is harnessed by interest groups 

to give currency to their policy ideals. However, the state barriers to this occurring appear 

entrenched and the “Iron Triangle” still seems to take precedence in foreign policymaking in 

Japan. Furthermore, interest groups appear unable to overcome these barriers to influencing 

foreign policy as they find it difficult to utilise divided public opinion or fail to recognise the 

subtleties in opinion, as highlighted by right-wing group‟s unsuccessful attempts to 

effectively exploit growing nationalist sentiment in Japan.   

 

Whilst this gives the impression of a state dominated foreign policy network, it is possible to 

identify the indirect influence of public opinion on Japan‟s China policy. Although not easy 

to recognise, indirect influence plays an important role in changing the coalition building 

processes that guide policymaking, even if does take some time. In particular, the role of the 
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media cannot be ignored in giving coverage and momentum to expressions of public opinion, 

which can combine to create greater pressure on government policymakers than public 

opinion alone, as the food safety issue highlights. Furthermore, the power of ideological 

sentiment amongst the public cannot be underestimated, as an increasingly nationalistic 

public opinion creates a domestic environment more likely to accept assertive foreign policy 

moves against China.  

 

Consequently, the potential of public opinion influencing Japan‟s China policy, whilst limited, 

is evident and suggests that it might be more appropriate to see the foreign policy network as 

democratic corporatist, albeit in favour of state actors. There is also encouragement that this 

role will grow under the new DPJ government. So far they have pledged to increase public 

participation in the policymaking process by streamlining the overinflated and 

disproportionately influential bureaucracy and creating easier interest group access to 

policymakers. With an approval rating of only thirty-seven per cent (Asahi, 23/02/2010), the 

DPJ are undoubtedly aware that they need to solidify their popular mandate in order to 

prevent another swift return to power for the LDP. However, whilst these commitments are 

laudable, reform of the state has been tried before without much success and whilst the DPJ is 

pledging to end bureaucratic influence and corruption, it must also make sure its own 

politicians refrain from such practices. Furthermore, balancing the contrasting policy ideals 

of the public over China issues will no doubt prove difficult for any future government and 

surely prevent any resolution to Japan‟s ambiguous China policy.   

 

This discussion does not seek to suggest that public opinion should play a role in every 

foreign policy issue, and indeed the current public disinterest towards foreign policy 

matters
xxiii

 suggests a further reason for the limited impact of public opinion. Nevertheless, 
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when increasingly negative Japanese public opinion is seen as one of the major destabilising 

factors in Sino-Japanese relations, it would make sense to give the public a greater say in how 

this issue could be resolved. However, without significant state reform and increased unity in 

public opinion over China policy issues, the chances of this occurring appear remote; 

ensuring Sino-Japanese relations will continue to vary significantly depending on the actions 

of the respective governments, as well as any external influences that may exist. 
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Appendix 1 

Public Opinion Polls for Japanese Opinion of China, 1990-2006 (Fig. 1) 

Survey Organisation: Shin Joho Center              Survey Sponsor: Prime Minister‟s Office 

Sample Description: National Adult                    Interview Method: Personal 

Question: How closely tied do you feel towards China...very closely, somewhat closely, not very closely, or not closely at all? 

Year Month Very Closely 

(%) 

Somewhat 

Closely (%) 

Not Very 

Closely (%) 

Not closely at 

all (%) 

Don‟t Know 

(%) 

Sample Size 

1990 October 13 39 29 13 6 2,206 

1991 October 15 36 29 16 5 2,134 

1992 October 14 41 26 14 5 2,166 

1993 October 13 41 29 14 4 2,134 

1994 October 12 39 30 14 5 2,061 

1995 October 10 39 31 17 3 2,093 

1996 October 9 36 31 20 4 2,015 

1997 September 10 36 32 18 4 2,080 

1998 November 12 37 30 18 4 2,116 

1999 October 13 37 31 15 4 - 

2000 October 11 38 30 17 4 - 

2001 October 11 37 31 17 4 - 

2002 October 9 37 32 17 5 - 

2003 September 10 38 30 18 4 - 

2004 October 7 31 35 23 4 - 

2005 October 6 26 39 24 5 - 

2006 October 7 27 39 23 4 - 
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Public Opinion Polls for Japanese Opinion of China, 2007-2009 (Fig.1) 

Survey Organisation: Pew Global Attitudes Project 

Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: Personal 

Question: Please tell me if you have a very favourable, somewhat favourable, somewhat unfavourable 

or very unfavourable opinion of China. 

Notes: Favourable combines "very favourable" and "somewhat favourable" responses. Unfavourable 

combines "very unfavourable" and "somewhat unfavourable." 

Year Favourable (%) Unfavourable (%) 

2007 29 67 

2008 14 84 

2009 26 69 
 

 

Appendix 2 

Public Opinion Polls on Issues Related to China Policy (Table 1) 

1. Politician Visits to the Yasukuni Shrine 

Survey Organisation: GENRON NPO             Sample Description: National Adult 

Gender: Male 48.5%, Female, 51.5%              Sample Size: 1,000 

Year: 2006 

Question: What do you think about Class A war criminals being enshrined at Yasukuni Shrine? 

Year Japanese 

politicians 

can visit the 

Shrine 

(%) 

Should build 

a national 

memorial 

facility with 

no religious 

affiliation 

(%) 

Politicians 

should not 

visit the 

Shrine (%) 

Don‟t Know 

(%) 

No Answer 

(%) 

2006 27.4 33.9 17.8 20.6 0.3 
Link: http://www.genron-npo.net/pdf/20070817_e_press.pdf  

 

2. See Close Economic Ties as Beneficial 

Survey Organisation: GENRON NPO              Sample Description: National Adult 

Gender: Male 48.5%, Female 51.5%                Sample Size: 1,000 

Year: 2007 

 

http://www.genron-npo.net/pdf/20070817_e_press.pdf
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Question: Is your position closer to A or B about economic relations between Japan and China? A: 

Favourable, mutually beneficial economic ties/B: Economic competition has escalated, each 

becoming a threat to the other 

 

3. Cooperation on Energy Issues 

Survey Organisation: GENRON NPO                       Sample Description: National Adult 

Gender: Male 48.5%, Female 51.5%                         Sample Size: 1,000 

Year: 2007 

Question: How should Japan-China relations develop over natural resource dispute? A: Japan should 

cooperate with China. B: Japan should protect its interests. 

 

Link: http://www.genron-npo.net/pdf/20070817_e_press.pdf  

 

10.1%

18.8%

30.4%

12.8%

27.6%

0.3%

Close to A

Somewhat Closer to A

Somewhat Closer to B

Close to B

Don't Know

No Answer

31.4%

33.3%

9.7%

7.2%

18.3%

0.1%

Close to A

Somewhat Closer to A

Somewhat Closer to B

Close to B

Don't Know

No Answer

http://www.genron-npo.net/pdf/20070817_e_press.pdf
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4. Should Constitution be Amended? 

Survey Organisation: Asahi Shimbun                    Sample Description: National Adult 

Poll Title:  Asahi Shimbun April 2009 Public Opinion Poll on the Constitution 

Question: Do you think it is necessary or not necessary to amend the current constitution? 

Note: The numbers in ( ) are the results from a poll conducted on April 19 and 20, 2008. 

Necessary 53%            (56) 

Not Necessary 33%             (31) 

Don‟t Know/No Answer 14% 
Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-11.htm  

 

5. Should Article 9 be Amended? 

Survey Organisation: Asahi Shimbun                    Sample Description: National Adult 

Poll Title: Asahi Shimbun April 2009 Public Opinion Poll on the Constitution 

Question: Article 9 states a “renunciation of war and the right to a military.” Do you think Article 9 

should or should not be amended? 

Note: The numbers in ( ) are the results from a poll conducted on April 19 and 20, 2008. 

Should be amended 26%     (23) 

Should not be amended 64%     (66) 

Don‟t Know/No Answer 10% 
Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-11.htm  

 

6. Upgrading Defense Agency to Ministry Status 

Survey Organisation: Yomiuri Shimbun                Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: Personal - stratified two-stage random sample  

Sample Size: 1,780                                                 Year: January 2007 

Question: The Japan Defense Agency was raised to the status of the Ministry of Defense on January 9. 

Do you support this or not? 

 

 

 

 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2007/poll-07-5.htm  

 

7. Officially introducing “patriotic education” 

Survey Organisation: Yomiuri Shimbun                Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: Personal - stratified two-stage random sample 

Greatly Support 16.3% 

Somewhat Support 29.4% 

Do not support very much 27.8% 

Do not support at all 11.4% 

Don not know/no answer 15.0% 

http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-11.htm
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-11.htm
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2007/poll-07-5.htm
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Sample Size: 1,780                                                 Year: January 2007 

Question: The revised basic education law took effect last December. Under this new education law, 

the spirit of patriotism is incorporated as stated: “to respect tradition and culture, and love the nation 

which has cultivated them, and to nurture the attitude of respect for other nations and contribute to 

international peace and development”. Do you support the fact that the spirit of patriotism was 

incorporated in the law, or not? 

Greatly Support 27.5% 

Somewhat Support 39.1% 

Do not support very much 21.3% 

Do not support at all 7.5% 

Do not know 4.6% 
Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2007/poll-07-5.htm  

 

8. Should Japan Reflect on WWII Atrocities? 

Survey Organisation: Asahi Shimbun                  Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: Personal - two-layer random sample method   

Sample Size: 1,805                                              Year: December 2006 

Question: How do you think the Japanese people should approach Japan‟s attacks and colonial rule 

over Asian nations in the past? 

Need to deeply reflect 32% 

Need to more or less reflect 53% 

Not really a need to reflect 9% 

No need to reflect 2% 

Don‟t Know/No Answer 4% 
Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2007/poll-07-2.htm  

 

 

Appendix 3 
Explanation of Japanese Policy Moves towards China, 1990-2009 (Figures 2 

and 3) 

Controversial Policy Moves 

1.1995 – Second Textbook Controversy – Japanese Ministry of Education introduced revisions to 

history textbooks which downplayed Japanese war crimes in China during WWII 

2.1996 - Senkaku Islands Dispute – PM Hashimoto made keeping Japanese control over the islands a 

key policy commitment during election campaigns that year despite them also being claimed by China 

http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2007/poll-07-5.htm
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2007/poll-07-2.htm
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3.1996 – “Yen Loan” Suspension – After Chinese nuclear tests in 1995, the Japanese government 

suspended $75mn of Official Development Assistance (known as the “yen loans”) to China 

4. 1996 - Clinton-Hashimoto Declaration – US President Clinton and Japanese PM Hashimoto 

strengthened the security alliance between their two countries and outlined a security strategy for East 

Asia including Taiwan, which China sees as a part of its sovereign territory. 

5.2000 – ODA Suspension – Japan suspended ¥17.2bn in ODA to the PRC after Chinese naval 

vessels continually carried out exercises in Japanese waters 

6.2001 – “New History Textbook Approved” – the government initially approves the publication of a 

new school textbook that whitewashes Japanese aggression towards China during WWII 

7.2004 – Joint-US Missile Defence Agreement – Japan and the USA begin working on a missile 

deterrent system that significantly improves Japanese military capacity on its West coast. 

8.2005 – Fifth Koizumi Visit to Yasukuni Shrine – PM Junichiro Koizumi visits the controversial 

Yasukuni Shrine yet again, which holds the remains of 14 Class-A war criminals from WWII, as a 

show of national pride. 

9. 2007 – Introduction of “patriotic education” – changes are made to the Basic Education Law in 

Japan that put emphasis on teaching children patriotism, which includes downplaying Japan‟s 

aggressive, militaristic past. 

 

Positive Policy Moves 

1.1990 - Quick Aid Resumption after Tiananmen Incident – Japanese ODA to China returns a lot 

earlier than other aid donors to the PRC after sanctions were imposed following the Tiananmen 

Square Incident. Japanese politicians claim it was part of China‟s internal affairs. 

2. 1995 - Murayama War Apology – PM Murayama gives the most comprehensive apology yet to 

China and Korea for Japan‟s war crimes during occupation of these countries before and during 

WWII, on the 50
th
 anniversary of the war‟s end. 

3. 2001 - Increased ODA to China – Japan increases its development aid to China with a new “yen 

loan” package 

4. 2005 - Sino-Japanese Trade Agreement – Japan and China agree a trade deal that agrees to cut 

import tariffs on several products between the two countries   

5. 2006 – East China Sea Drilling Agreement – Chinese and Japanese governments agree to begin 

joint exploration for energy resources in the disputed East China Sea 

6. 2008 - Mutual Friendship Declaration – PM Yasuo Fukuda invites Chinese Premier Hu Jintao to 

become the first Chinese leader to visit Japan in over a decade. During their meeting the two declare a 

mutual friendship for future Sino-Japanese relations 

7. 2008 - Air Force Chief Sacked – the chief of the Japanese Air Force is sacked after writing a 

nationalist essay which portrayed Japan as colonial liberators rather than committers of war atrocities 

in China during WWII 
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8. 2008 - Treaty of Peace and Friendship re-affirmed – on a visit to Beijing in October 2008, PM Taro 

Aso re-affirmed the friendship agreement signed between Japan and China 30 years before 

9. 2009 - Hatoyama‟s East Asian Community Pledge – New PM Yukio Hatoyama expresses his 

desire to create an East Asian Community led by China and Japan as part of his new commitment to a 

more Asia-centric foreign policy. 

 

 

Appendix 4 

Ministerial Speeches, Opinion Polls and Policy Outcomes – Rhetoric vs Reality 

(Table 3) 

 

1.Energy Cooperation 

Public Opinion 

Survey Organisation: Cabinet Office of Japan                 Sample Description: National Adult 

 

Sample Size: 2,067                                                           Year: October 2004 

Question: On which areas do you think Japan should focus when it promotes its economic relations 

with foreign countries? Please choose as many as apply. 

A) Promotion of liberalization of trade and investment, including 

utilization of such mechanisms as free trade agreements (FTAs) and 

economic partnership agreements (EPAs) with specific countries and 

regions, and World Trade Organization (WTO) initiatives 

34.3% 

B) Securing Energy Resources 58.5% 

C) Securing Food 41.1% 

D) Promotion of direct investment to Japan 7.0% 

E) Support for Japanese corporations‟ overseas activities  24.3% 

F) Protection of intellectual property rights including patents 12.4% 

G) Promotion of tourism to Japan 12.9% 

H) Promotion of understanding about Japanese economy among 

foreign countries (more active public relations) 

19.0% 

I)Others 0.1% 

J) Don‟t Know 12.1% 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2005/poll-05-6.htm  

 

http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2005/poll-05-6.htm
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Speech 

Title: “Press conference by Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi following the ASEAN+3 Summit” 

Year: 30/11/2004 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/koizumispeech/2004/11/30press_e.html 

Outcome 

News Report: “Stakes rise in Japan, China gas dispute”, Asia Times 

Date: 19/10/2005 

Link: http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Japan/GJ19Dh01.html 

 

2. Yasukuni Shrine Visits  

Public Opinion: (See Appendix 2.1) 

Speech: (See Appendix 3.1) 

Outcome 

News Report: “China cancels meeting with Machimura”, Japan Times 

Date: 19/10/2005 

Link: http://search.japantimes.co.jp/member/member.html?nn20051019a1.htm 

 

3. Dialogue with the People 

Public Opinion 

Survey Organisation: Nikkei Shimbun                   Sample Description: National Adult 

Date: March 2009 

Question: What is the biggest reason for your lack of approval?  Please choose one from the following 

six answers: 

Processing of political funds is non-transparent 35% 

Policy content is bad 25% 

Policies are executed slowly 33% 

Opinions/intentions of the public are not reflected 53% 

Image of Japan's future is not outlined 36% 

There are no politicians that can be relied on 38% 

Other 10% 

Cannot say/Do not know 11% 
Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-06.htm  

Speech 

Title: “Basic Policies” 

Year: 27/08/2007 

http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/abespeech/2007/08/27housin_e.html 

 

 

http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/koizumispeech/2004/11/30press_e.html
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Japan/GJ19Dh01.html
http://search.japantimes.co.jp/member/member.html?nn20051019a1.htm
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-06.htm
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/abespeech/2007/08/27housin_e.html
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4. Accepting Responsibility for War Atrocities 

Public Opinion: (See Appendix 2.8) (2006) 

Speech 

Title: “Address by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe at the 62
nd

 Memorial Ceremony for the War Dead” 

Year: 15/08/2007 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/abespeech/2007/08/15sikiji_e.html 

Outcome 

News Report: “Shinzo Abe‟s Double Talk”, The Washington Post 

Date: 24/03/2007 

Link: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/03/23/AR2007032301640.html 

 

5. Food Safety 

Public Opinion 

Survey Organisation: Yomiuri Shimbun                           Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: stratified two-stage random sample    Sample Size: 1,780 

Year: January 2008 

Question: Recently, have you been concerned or not about the safety of food? 

Very Concerned 48.7% 

Somewhat Concerned 33.8% 

Not Very Concerned 13.8% 

Not Concerned 3.4% 

Do not know; No answer 0.3% 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2008/poll-08-04.htm  

Speech 

Title: “Joint Japan-China Leaders‟ Press Conference” 

Year: 07/05/2008 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/hukudaspeech/2008/05/07kaiken_e.html 

Outcome 

News Report: “Japan, China agree on food safety talks” 

Date: 12/10/2009 

Link: http://www.asahi.com/english/Herald-asahi/TKY200910120073.html 

 

6. Nuclear Proliferation 

Public Opinion 

Survey Organisation: Yomiuri Shimbun-Gallup                     Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: stratified two stage random sample          Sample Size: 1,024 

http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/abespeech/2007/08/15sikiji_e.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/03/23/AR2007032301640.html
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2008/poll-08-04.htm
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/hukudaspeech/2008/05/07kaiken_e.html
http://www.asahi.com/english/Herald-asahi/TKY200910120073.html
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Year: November 2009 

Question: U.S. President Barack Obama pledges to work for the realization of a world without nuclear 

arms.  Do you agree or disagree with this policy? 

 Japan The U.S. 

Agree 92 46 

Somewhat Agree 4 17 

Somewhat Disagree 1 7 

Disagree 2 28 

Do not know/no answer 1 2 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-30.htm  

Speech 

Title: “Address by Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda at the Nagasaki Peace Ceremony” 

Year: 9/08/2008 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/hukudaspeech/2008/08/09aisatu_e.html  

Outcome 

News Report: “US documents point to secret Japan nuclear pact” 

Date: 14/10/2009 

Link: http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,26208923-12335,00.html   
 

7. Civil Service/Amakudari Reform 

Public Opinion 

Survey Organisation: Yomiuri Shimbun                       Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: stratified two-stage random sample       Sample Size: 1,827 

Year: June 2008 

Question: From following list, please select all applicable issues, if any that you would like the 

Fukuda Cabinet to prioritize: 

Economic conditions and job security 54.1% 

Fiscal reconstruction 24.7% 

Tax reform and the issue of the consumption tax 35.7% 

Social security reform, including pensions and healthcare 61.9% 

Support for child care and countermeasures for declining birth rates 27.4% 

Education reform 17.5% 

Problems of income disparities 22.6% 

Administrative reform, such as cutting back the number of 

government employees 

21.5% 

The problem of money in politics 31.9% 

Foreign policy toward Asia, including China and South Korea 9.9% 

Issues with North Korea 19.5% 

National defense and security 7.4% 

Constitution reform 4.2% 

Disaster prevention and crisis management 10.2% 

Public safety and crime prevention 24.1% 

Environmental protection 23.4% 

Food-safety measures 30.3% 

Other; Nothing in particular; Do not know; No answer 3.0% 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2008/poll-08-09.htm  

Speech 

http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-30.htm
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/hukudaspeech/2008/08/09aisatu_e.html
http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,26208923-12335,00.html
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2008/poll-08-09.htm
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Title: “Press Conference by Taro Aso, Prime Minister” 

Year: 21/07/2009 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/asospeech/2009/07/21kaiken_e.html 

Outcome 

News Report: “Ex-bureaucrats score big” 

Date: 9/12/2009 

Link: http://www.asahi.com/english/Herald-asahi/TKY200912090130.html 

 

8. Constitutional Reform 

Public Opinion: (See Appendix 2.4) 

Speech 

Title: “Address by H.E. Mr Taro Aso Prime Minister of Japan at the Sixty-Third Session of the 

General Assembly of the United Nations” 

Year: 25/09/2009 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/asospeech/2008/09/25speech_e.html 

Outcome 

Speech: “New Year's Press Conference by Prime Minister Taro Aso” 

Date: 04/01/2009 

Link: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/asospeech/2009/01/04kaiken_e.html 

 

Appendix 5 

Public Opinion Polls for Nationalist Policy Ideals in Japan (Fig. 4) 

 

1 .Pride in Country 

Survey Organisation: Yomiuri Shimbun                     Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: Personal - stratified two-stage random sample 

Sample Size: 1,780                                                      Year: January 2008 

Question: Are you proud or not of the fact that you are Japanese? 

Very Proud 54.8% 

Somewhat Proud 37.9% 

Not Proud 5.6% 

Do not know; no answer 1.7% 
Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2008/poll-08-04.htm 

 

2. Revise Constitution (See Appendix 2.4) 

http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/asospeech/2009/07/21kaiken_e.html
http://www.asahi.com/english/Herald-asahi/TKY200912090130.html
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/asospeech/2008/09/25speech_e.html
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/asospeech/2009/01/04kaiken_e.html
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2008/poll-08-04.htm


74 Appendix 5 
 

 

3. Limited Constitutional Revision 

Survey Organisation: Asahi Shimbun                   Sample Description: National Adult 

Poll Title:  Asahi Shimbun April 2009 Public Opinion Poll on the Constitution 

Question: (For those 53% of people who answered “necessary” [see Appendix 2.4]) What is the 

reason for this? Please choose one answer from the following three choices: 

A new constitution should be written up by 

ourselves (Japanese people) 

9% 

There is a problem with Article 9 15% 

Should include a new system of rights 74% 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-11.htm 

4. Permanent UN Security Council Seat 

Survey Organisation: Cabinet Office of Japan              Sample Description: National Adult 

Interview Method: Personal                    Sample Size: 1,704        Year: October 2006 

Question: At the United Nations, discussion is moving forward on expanding the Security Council in 

order to strengthen its functions and enhance the representation of each region at the council. What do 

you think about Japan joining the permanent members of the Security Council? Choose one of the 

following: 

Support 43.8% 

Tend to support 31.4% 

Tend to oppose 6.9% 

Oppose 2.2% 

Others 0.1% 

Don‟t Know 15.5% 
Link: http://www8.cao.go.jp/survey/h17/h17-gaikou/3.html 

5. “Patriotic Education” (See Appendix 2.7) 

6. Dispatching JSDF Abroad 

Survey Organisation: Asahi Shimbun                          Sample Description: National Adult   

Interview Method: Telephone - three-stage random sampling method (the Asahi RDD)  

Sample Size: 2,094                                                       Date: April 2009      

Question: Switching topics, the Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) has been dispatched to combat 

the frequent pirate attacks against freighters off the coast of Somalia. Are you in favour or against 

dispatching the MSDF to Somalia to combat piracy? 

In Favour 61% 

Against 26% 

Not Sure 13% 

Link: http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-09.htm  

7. Yasukuni Shrine Visits (See Appendix 2.1) 

http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-11.htm
http://www8.cao.go.jp/survey/h17/h17-gaikou/3.html
http://www.mansfieldfdn.org/polls/2009/poll-09-09.htm
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8. Revision of Article 9 (See Appendix 2.5)    

 

Appendix 6 

Interviews Conducted 

 

1. Saori Shibata, PhD student specialising in trade union activity and former local 

government worker in Japan, Birmingham (10
th

 October 2009) 

2. Kazoh Koyama, PhD student specialising in Sino-Japanese relations, Oxford (19
th

 

December 2009), joint interview with 3 

3. Shinji Goto, PhD Student specialising in Japan and the Global Financial Crisis, 

Oxford (19
th

 December 2009), joint interview with 2       
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