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ABSTRACT

Japan has been struggling to reclaim a secure and stable
national identity since its defeat in World War II. Polls have
shown that while a majority of citizens believe that
patriotism should be fostered, only half actually feel love for
their country, and thus the desire of some Japanese for openly
expressed patriotism has been unfulfilled. In a book first
published in 2006 and then updated in 2013, which sold over
half a million copies, the current prime minister of Japan, Abe
Shinzo, laid out his bold agenda for a solution to this problem
and a more self-confident Japan. He has been particularly
eager to strengthen what he terms "healthy nationalism" and
to advocate for greater assertiveness in Japan’s external
relations. Western media has been at odds over how to qualify
the Abe brand: is he a neoconservative reformer or right-wing
militarist nostalgic? The article presents and discusses the
key themes of Abe’s roadmap and argues that the
contradictory nature of his ideological claims, which claim to
be at the same time ethnic and civic, conservative and liberal,

exclusionary and universalist, must be understood within the
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context of the globalization challenge facing Japan: how to
simultaneously safeguard a strong national identity and be a

respected international partner?
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Introduction

Nationalism has been a recurrent theme in Japanese prewar and postwar
history. There have been repeated attempts by conservatives to impose their
extreme views of history and national identity (Berger 2014). Former Prime
Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro from the LDP governing party once said: "Japan has
one state, one ethnicity, one language. It is very good that we are a mono-ethnic
country, and it's something that we should be proud of'(Yoshimura 1988, 38).
Closed boundary markers such as "ethnicity,” "family” or "rice-culture" give
meaning to the special and specific nature of Japanese people. There are two
words in current use to refer to nationalism: minzokushugi (ethnic nationalism)
and kokuminshugi (civic nationalism). A third term kokkashugi (nationalism),
which combines the characters for "state” and "family," is less common and
viewed rather as a reminder of prewar ultranationalism. Understanding the
nation through organic metaphors such as "family" is thought to create the
illusion of unity and the controllability of its character (Sleeboom 2003).
Symbolic markers have, however, remained popular. The reference to the
symbolic stereotype of rice civilization or mizuho no kuni (land of vigorous rice
plants) by Abe (2014) fosters the myth of the unique, sacred, and exclusive nature
of Japanese culture as rooted in rice planting. Similar concepts of nationalism
rooted in symbolism may have informed past discourses of Japanese uniqueness
and homogeneity but are unable to account for the domestic neo-nationalist
trends of modern Japan. In other words, contemporary nationalism has to
reinvent and reposition itself in an ever-changing, globalizing world. The beliefs
of Japanese nationalists have changed during the course of history and so have
their policies. Since beginning his second term in 2012, Abe has made it clear
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that he wants to liberate Japan from the shackles of postwar history. The LDP’s
slogan of the last general election was "Winning Back Japan" which not only
signified winning back Japan from the Democratic Party administration which
had won in the 2009 general elections but also, as Abe wrote, "depart from the
post-war regime" (2014, 254) and “fight by the people of Japan to regain national
control over Japan” (2014, 254). Abe has not publicly defined what he means by
this, but it can be inferred that he believes that Japan is not a fully sovereign
nation and that the postwar order, ie., the US occupation of Japan, has
prevented the Japanese from running their own national affairs with full
independence.

The rise of conservative neo-nationalism under Abe represents one of the
boldest attempts in Japanese postwar history to implement fundamental
changes in domestic policy and thus to restore and reclaim an assumed lost
national pride (Stockwin 2014). These changes include: the celebration of a new
ceremony called Restoration of Sovereignty Day (Shuken kaifuku no hi) in 2013;
the tabling of a law to protect special state secrets; the upgrading of the Self-
Defense Forces (SDF) Agency to the Ministry of Defense; an increase in the
defense budget for the first time in ten years; a relaxation of the ban on arms
exports; the signing of post-Fukushima nuclear technology export cooperation
agreements with Turkey and the United Arab Emirates (with similar pacts being
negotiated with India, Brazil, South Africa and Saudi Arabia); a reinterpretation
of Article g of the Constitution to allow for collective self-defense; the tightening
of controls on school textbooks; and the establishment of a US-style National
Security Council. What factors might explain Abe’s motivation to pursue such
policies in the first place? How does a context of domestic, regional, and
international dynamics influence, encourage, or restrict domestic nationalist
trends?

A glance at the existing literature shows a gap in the understanding of the
intellectual foundations and sources of Abe-style nationalism. The following will
describe and summarize the pillars of Abe’s nationalist ideology as laid out in
his Japanese language book Atarashi Kuni E (Toward a New Country) written in
2006 and updated in 2013. I will discuss topics raised in the book from the
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context of the theoretical nationalism discourse, domestic considerations,
regional geopolitical developments and global security threats, pointing to
inconsistencies in Abe’s conceptual thinking and arguing that "healthy
nationalism" is not as widely endorsed and entrenched as many Western
observers might believe. More specifically, I will focus on the ideas that have
shaped his world view, i.e. defense initiatives, views on history, immigration
policy, North Korea, territorial disputes with China and education. While these
issues may be quite different in terms of their ideational underpinnings, they
manifest a discourse "which links a variety of projects, policies and movements

undertaken in the name of the nation" (Wilson 2003, 2).
Theoretical Approaches to Nationalism

The study of nationalism addresses questions about the links between state,
culture, citizenship and territorial borders. Political science distinguishes
between various views of nationalism. First is the primordialist view which
posits that ethno-cultural nations have always existed and maintain themselves
organically through genetic predispositions. Second is ethno-symbolism which
rejects the idea that nations are primordial and argues that nations source their
power from the encoding of cultural myths, language, religion, and symbols. The
phenomenon of nationalism is, therefore, not modern but can be traced back to
ancient times. The major states of nationalist collective psychology are seen as
victimhood and violation of self-determination, chosenness/ uniqueness, and
mission (Roshwald 2006). A national defeat or catastrophe is often utilized in
nationalistic discourse. Third is the modernist school represented by Gellner,
Hobsbawm and Anderson who argue that nations are the product of modern
capitalistic developments. In their view, nations are either imagined or purely
invented constructs. Anderson argued that nations are "imagined communities"
(rather than invented or primordial). Disparate individuals within a body called
nation are able to identify with each other and feel mutual sympathy without
any interpersonal contact. He sees that both belonging to a nation and the
nation itself depend on individual perceptions rather than on more objective
factors such as borders and natural resources. The nation is imagined as a
community because the nation creates a sense of solidarity: "Ultimately it is this
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fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many
millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die for such limited
imaginings"(Anderson 1983, 7).What unites these different views on the origins,
root causes, and manifestations of nationalism is their belief that nationalism
strongly influences relations between the state and its citizens. In the words of
Anthony Smith, nationalism aims to create the conditions "for a greater

congruence between state and nation"(Smith 1983, 1).

Having defined nationalism in general terms, the next question deals
with the forms and manifestations of the different nationalisms. Spencer and
Wollman argued that it is wrong to see nationalism in terms of simple

dichotomies — "our benevolent patriotism ‘“versus" their ugly

jingoism/chauvinism' —and that | N
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