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‘Patriotism is not taboo’:
nationalism in China and Japan

and implications for Sino–Japanese
relations

C A R O L I N E R O S E

Abstract: The rise of nationalisms in Japan and China in the 1980s and 1990s aroused
much interest in Western, Chinese and Japanese academic and journalistic circles and
prompted some analysts to speculate about potential con� ict between China and Japan.
This article questions such arguments by examining nationalisms in China and Japan in
the 1980s and 1990s. It identi� es similar trends in the resurgence of state nationalism and
cultural nationalism in both countries, and argues that, although élites in both countries
were active in promoting patriotism in the 1980s and 1990s, their efforts had limited
impact, whereas cultural nationalism, on the other hand, managed to capture the popular
mood. The article suggests that, nonetheless, because both types of nationalism were
predominantly inward-oriented responses to domestic and external changes, relations
between China and Japan remained relatively stable.

Keywords: Japanese nationalism, Chinese nationalism, national identity, Sino–Japanese
relations

Introduction: the demise and rise of nationalism in the 1990s

Classical modernists have argued that nationalism and the nation-state are peculiar to the
modern age, that nationalism was the force that created the nation-state. While national-
ism facilitated the creation of states and ‘territorially bounded national economies’ in the
nineteenth century, in the late twentieth century, it is argued, it lost its function.
Hobsbawm, and, later, postmodernists, argued that with the end of the modern age and
the onset of globalization the nation-state would inevitably break down. Writing in 1990,
Hobsbawm argued that nation-states were ‘retreating before, resisting, adapting to, being
absorbed or dislocated by, the new supranational restructuring of the globe’ (Hobsbawm
1990: 182). This ‘supranational restructuring’, the argument goes, is evidenced by the
transcendence of ethnicity, the fragmentation of national identities, loss of economic
sovereignty and growing political dependence. It soon became evident in the 1990s,
however, that neither nationalism nor the nation-state had disappeared. The breakdown
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of the ideological structures brought about by the end of the Cold War led to a re-
conceptualization of the nation-state which, in turn, produced new discourses on national
identity and nationalism. The rise, rather than the demise, of nationalism was one of the
dominant forces of the post-Cold War period. Ethnic nationalism in particular re-
emerged as a potent force, often leading to violence and con� ict, as we have seen in
Eastern Europe and parts of Southeast Asia, and the origins of renewed ethnic con� ict
have become a major academic concern in recent years. In Japan and China, however, it
was not so much the rise of ethnic nationalism, but that of state nationalism (i.e.,
propounded at the élite level by politicians and leaders usually seeking to shore up their
legitimacy by appealing to people’s patriotism), and cultural nationalism (i.e., ‘popular’
nationalism driven by intellectuals, journalists and writers and focusing on debates about
history, culture, national ‘values’) which were viewed with concern.

Considerable attention has been paid in recent years to the rise of nationalisms in China
and Japan. Some studies tend to interpret what are predominantly domestic debates
aimed at domestic audiences as evidence of a more assertive, threatening, foreign policy
stance. This has been argued by Chinese and Japanese academics, as well as a number of
Western scholars who speculate on the potential for con� ict between China and Japan.1

Controversies in Sino–Japanese relations in the 1980s and 1990s did indeed centre on
highly symbolic issues which struck at the heart of Chinese and Japanese national
consciousness, identity and interests. Problems such as the interpretation of history,
textbook content, apology issues, sovereignty and so on cropped up on a regular basis. Yet
the history of the last two decades shows that, despite these setbacks to the bilateral
relationship, there has been an underlying ability to co-operate and reconcile differences.

Admittedly, Chinese leaders are not averse to whipping up patriotic sentiment from
time to time through anti-US or anti-Japan media campaigns. Similarly, Japanese
politicians often � nd it politically useful to ‘employ some discourse of national self-
assertion’ (Nakano 1998: 521). But patriotic rhetoric is not necessarily translated into an
aggressive foreign policy. In China’s case it is more often aimed at creating the illusion of
internal unity in the face of a perceived foreign or domestic threat, and in Japan’s case at
boosting popular appeal. Of course, such practice is not unique to the Chinese and
Japanese governments. Elites use nationalism as a means of diverting attention from
domestic societal, economic, or political problems, and to shore up support in the face of
external or internal political challenges. Thus, nationalism is a useful device used by élites
to maintain legitimacy and internal unity. Nationalism can increase the possibility of
international con� ict, as scholars working on the correlation between nationalism and
con� ict have sought to explore.2 But this article hopes to show that state nationalism in
China and Japan in the 1980s and 1990s was primarily aimed at a domestic audience and
did not threaten to spill out to the extent that it would jeopardize the stability of Sino–
Japanese relations. One reason for this is that state nationalism, although actively
espoused by élites in both countries, was, in fact, relatively weak. By contrast, cultural
nationalism was strong. This is also a phenomenon observed elsewhere, and is not unique
to China and Japan. Kellas, for example, describes the way in which cultural nationalism
emerged in the 1990s in opposition to state nationalism, explaining that ‘in the conditions
of sudden change in the modern world people turn to their ethnic and (nearest) social
culture as a defence against deprivation in politics and material interests’ (1998: 84).
Cultural nationalism, he argues further, ‘gives con� dence to those disposed towards
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nationalism, since they become aware of the nation’s cultural identity as something
valuable and respectable, and not something to be ashamed of in the face of the culture of
the state or cosmopolitan culture’ (1998: 85).

Despite the obvious political and ideological differences between China and Japan,
factors such as economic success (and failure), increased participation in international
politics, changes in the international balance of power, and domestic political crises
resulted in similar trends in terms of the rise and decline of certain types of nationalism.
The following sections examine three comparable trends. The � rst section provides a brief
outline of the similar effects of economic success which raised con� dence among the
Chinese and Japanese governments and people and fed into discussions about new
national goals. The following section suggests that, while con� dent economic nationalism
temporarily converged with and revitalized state nationalism, the emergence of social,
political and economic problems in both countries gradually led people to question the
legitimacy of their respective leaderships. In response, the élites in both countries
attempted to revive the people’s faith in governmental authority through ‘patriotic
campaigns’, but, I argue, such campaigns failed to achieve their goals. The third section
is the main focus of the article and explores how cultural nationalism attracted increased
levels of support in both China and Japan in the 1990s and appeared to � ll a vacuum left
by a weakened state nationalism. The � nal section offers some thoughts on the implica-
tions of these trends for Sino–Japanese relations.

The rise of con� dent nationalism

In post-war Japan, political nationalism was taboo. Economic nationalism on the other
hand quickly became the ideology of the day, enforced through Prime Minister Yoshida
Shigeru’s policies, which sought economic rehabilitation. Rapid and sustained economic
success produced widespread con� dence among politicians, bureaucrats and big business
in Japan’s abilities, and led to a renewed sense of pride in traditional, cultural values. This
in turn created a ‘new nationalist mood’, which gained momentum as more Japanese felt
that Japan should begin to play a more active political role in international affairs
commensurate with the country’s economic power. Self-assurance and pride in Japan’s
economic success led to a resurgence of political nationalism that had been suppressed
since the end of the Second World War. Academics, economists, journalists and
politicians began to discuss the sensitive topic of constitutional revision, or argued that
Japan should play an independent political role and begin to build Japan’s military power
as be� tted her economic power.

In contrast to Japan’s post-war experience, nationalism was the key unifying force in
Chinese politics and society. During the Mao era, ideology was the source of legitimacy
for the leadership and was based largely on anti-Japanese and anti-Western sentiment,
and the commitment to ensure that China would never again endure the humiliation of
semi-colonial status. In the post-Mao era there was a shift in policy focus away from
ideology to the economy as a means of unifying and strengthening the country. By the late
1980s and early 1990s, rapid, sustained economic growth in China had improved the
standard of living for a large part of the population and was accompanied by the
emergence of a greater sense of con� dence in the nation.3
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The success of economic growth in China and Japan affected the popular mood in both
countries. In Japan, the ‘cultural nihilism’ of the immediate post-war period, which had
rejected traditional values, holding them responsible for the devastating effects of pre-war
nationalism, had itself been rejected by the early 1980s. Foreign and Japanese academics
began to argue that traditional values in fact provided the key to understanding the
Japanese ‘economic miracle’, producing a huge output of ‘success literature’ which
stressed Japan’s uniqueness and hailed Japan as a role model for Western and Asian
economies (Pyle 1995: 46–8).

At a popular level, renewed con� dence or ‘arrogance through success’ showed itself in
opinion polls in which respondents revealed a sense of superiority over the West, or a belief
that Japan no longer had foreign role models (Pyle 1982: 239). In the early 1980s writers
such as Shimizu Ikutarō and Etō Jun represented the ‘� rst wave’ of new nationalists
(labelled neo-nationalists by their critics) to be replaced by Ishihara Shintarō, Watanabe
Shōichi and others in the late 1980s. These new nationalists had their critics. The book that
is seen as the embodiment of 1980s new nationalism – Morita Akio and Ishihara Shintarō’s
The Japan That Can Say No – was criticized as emotional, illogical and promoting a narrow,
anti-American cultural ideology. Anti-Chinese sentiment contained in the sequel The
Japan That Can Still Say No and in subsequent interviews and articles did not endear
Ishihara to Chinese politicians and academics whose references to ‘a handful of rightists
attempting to revive militarism’ invariably included (and still include) him.

In China, rapid economic growth also began to take effect on the national mood. Zhao
describes the emergence of a nationalistic discourse among academics in the humanities
and social sciences, noting that the rapid economic growth of the 1980s and 1990s ‘built
up Chinese intellectuals’ self-con� dence in their tradition and awakened national pride’
(Zhao 1997a: 739). As in Japan, there was also an arrogant side to this new mood. Barmé
argues, for example, that the change of national spirit in the 1990s was not ‘based on
mature re� ection or open discussion but rather on a cocky, even vengeful, and perhaps a
purblind self-assurance’ (1996: 201). In a manner reminiscent of Japanese economists in
the 1980s, Chinese economists began to argue ‘whether the ‘‘Chinese model’’ was limited
in applicability to China or whether it had universal characteristics’ (Fewsmith 1997: 18).
Fewsmith describes how China’s approach to economic reform ‘came to be viewed as a
unique, wise approach’, and ‘success literature’ of the type produced about Japan in the
1980s soon began to appear in Chinese bookshops.

The new ‘national spirit’ which developed in both China and Japan in the 1980s
converged with and boosted ‘of� cial’ or state nationalism. Japan’s con� dent nationalism
of the early 1980s facilitated the LDP’s new policies of internationalization introduced
under Prime Minister Nakasone after 1982. Similarly, the popular mood in China in the
late 1980s converged with the of� cial line of the time, and helped to reinforce the image of
the Communist Party as the ‘paramount patriotic force’ responsible for unparalleled
economic success (Barmé 1996: 201). This began to change however as economic and
political problems emerged. The early to mid-1990s were marked in both countries by the
need to respond to a new international environment in the wake of the Cold War, a
disillusionment with the West, domestic economic problems and political/ideological
crises. But, despite efforts by leaders in both countries to raise patriotic sentiment and
thereby hang on to their legitimacy, the 1990s saw a gradual weakening of state
nationalism.
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The weakening of state nationalism

In Japan, the mid-1990s saw the return to power of LDP government and a series of
developments which seemed to indicate a shift towards acceptance of a more assertive,
patriotic mood. Prime Minister Hashimoto’s Yasukuni shrine visit, of� cial recognition of
the Hinomaru and the Kimigayo as the national � ag and anthem respectively, the revision
of the US–Japan defence guidelines, the construction of the Shōwa Hall (a national peace
memorial hall dedicated to the victims of the Second World War), Ishihara Shintarō’s
successful bid to become governor of Tokyo, and the revived debate about constitutional
revision are just a few examples of the way in which the government seemed to be
encouraging a more assertive national mood.4 Indeed, Connors notes that the politicians
and bureaucrats she interviewed in 1996/7 commented that they felt that ‘the time was
ripe to create a sense of patriotism’.5

On closer analysis, however, it appears that the extent to which of� cially inspired
nationalism achieved its goals is questionable. Rather than stirring ‘mass’ patriotic
feelings, LDP efforts to create a sense of patriotism (through � ag hoisting, war
museums, etc.) were more often met with, at one extreme, vocal opposition or, at the
other, cynicism or indifference. Better-known examples of outright opposition to
of� cial attempts to peddle patriotism were the furore concerning the Shōwa Hall, in
particular protests against the decision to exclude exhibits relating to the sufferings of
Japan’s victims of the Second World War.6 Another widely covered example is the
boycotting of the national � ag/anthem ceremony by school students in 1998.7 At the
other extreme, an indifference to the government’s efforts to raise patriotic awareness
was revealed in a Kyodo News opinion poll of senior high-school students which
showed that over half the students did not know the meaning of the words to
Kimigayo and only one-third thought it appropriate as a national anthem. The
Hinomaru had a higher degree of acceptance, but overall the ‘survey showed a
yawning gap between the perception of students and the government’s attempt at
of� cial recognition’.8 Connors notes that, although younger generation Japanese
‘reported feeling tearful or moved when they saw the Hinomaru � ag � ying and heard
Kimigayo being sung’, public opinion polls nonetheless revealed that ‘those in their
twenties and thirties believe themselves to have a relatively weaker love of country
than people of other nations, and that they are less likely to agree with the statement
that it is necessary to foster a feeling of love of country’ (1998: 5–6).

The in� uence of Chinese state nationalism also appeared to be in decline in the 1990s,
despite concerted efforts by the leadership to raise patriotic spirits. In post-Mao China,
with the emphasis on reform and economics, ideology temporarily lost its priority
position. As problems associated with the ‘evils of materialism’ emerged, so too did a
gradual loss of faith in the Communist Party. Deng and his successors attempted to
redress the balance with a return to ideology as a means of legitimizing the Party.
Campaigns to raise patriotic awareness were one of the hallmarks of this return to
ideology. Such campaigns are not new – the Chinese leadership has used patriotism as a
means to gain ‘the desired love and support for the new China’ since 1949. But the
ideological crisis which culminated in the Tiananmen Square demonstrations in 1989
made the task of developing an ideological framework an even greater priority (Townsend
1996: 18). The concept of socialist spiritual civilization, a useful ideological tool used in

Caroline Rose 173

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 0
0:

24
 1

3 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
11

 



the 1980s to counter ‘bourgeois liberalization’, was once again actively promoted in the
early 1990s and regularly reiterated at party congresses and plenums.

However, as with LDP efforts noted above, the effectiveness of these sorts of campaigns
was questionable as disillusionment with the state increased. Chen argues that, rather
than raising patriotism, the familiar methods employed in political and ideological
campaigns were no longer effective, and ran the risk of increased cynicism about ideology
(Chen 1998: 275). Similarly, Barmé argues that, although the Communist Party relied
increasingly on nationalism by ‘mobilizing nationalistic symbols and mythology to shore
up its position’, in the 1990s patriotic sentiment was ‘no longer the sole province of the
Party and its propagandists’ (1996: 185).

As in Japan, it seems that Chinese patriotic awareness campaigns became part of a
routinized, ritualized ‘� agging’ to the Chinese of their national identity. Such ‘banal
nationalism’, Billig argues, can be useful as a means of maintaining a certain level of
awareness of the state as strong and successful, but it does not necessarily represent an
‘irrational’, dangerous nationalism.9 As described below, alternative forms of nationalism,
expressed by alternative groups, caught the attention of Chinese and Japanese audiences
by the mid- to late 1990s.

The rise of cultural nationalism

If the patriotism espoused by party leaders in Japan and China failed to achieve its aims in
the 1990s, the same cannot be said about cultural nationalism, which appeared to have a
stronger (or at least a louder) voice and greater popular appeal in both China and Japan.
Of course, it helped that cultural nationalists were partially encouraged (or at least not
discouraged) by their respective governments, and to a certain extent there was a
symbiotic relationship between state and cultural nationalism in China and Japan in the
1990s.10

Chinese government-led ‘patriotic education campaigns’ of the 1990s facilitated the
emergence of a strong cultural nationalism, because they produced a more relaxed
environment conducive to debates about Chinese cultural values and national identity.
In Japan, the return to power of the LDP in 1996 after an uncertain period of coalition
governments created a more favourable atmosphere for neo-nationalists such as Fujioka
Nobukatsu to air their views. To a certain extent, cultural nationalism in both countries
complemented the ‘party line’ of the time and was therefore useful to governments in as
much as it seemed to reinforce their own messages. But at the same time the debates at
intellectual and popular levels were also highly critical of the state, and often attacked state
nationalism for being weak and inconsistent.

In both countries debate took place at two levels. ‘Serious’ academic journals devoted
numerous special issues to culture and civilization, national identity, international status,
post-Cold War dynamics and so on, while, at a more popular level, a less moderate version
of the same sort of debate was played out in current affairs magazines and on television.

Japan and the rise of neo-nationalism

From the mid-1990s, issues of history and textbooks, the war and war responsibility,
culture and civilization, values, and Japan’s international role were revitalized and debated
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on television programmes, in journals (new and old), weekly magazines, newspapers and
manga. That there was more open and frank discussion of such sensitive topics as war
responsibility and history was welcomed by some who saw it as a potentially positive step
forward for Japan in its search for a new national identity. Others, however, viewed the
debates as potentially worrying, especially given the growing popularity of the ‘new right’
among the post-war generation.

The so-called ‘neo-nationalists’ (or new neo-nationalists) represented, among others,
by Tokyo University professor Fujioka Nobukatsu, philosophy and German literature
professor Nishio Kanji, historian Takahashi Shirō, and manga artist Kobayashi Yoshinori
established two main organizations in the 1990s, the Japanese Society for History
Textbook Reform (Atarashii rekishi kyōkasho o tsukuru kai) and the Association for the
Advancement of a Liberalist View of History (Jiyūshugi shikan kenkyūkai). The overriding
aim of these groups was to develop a sense of pride by teaching schoolchildren a ‘correct’
version of history in place of the ‘masochistic’ version, which, they argued, was being
presented in history textbooks.11

According to some observers, the popularity of the neo-nationalist movement had
waned in 1997, outfaced by a barrage of criticisms which appeared in the popular monthly
journals.12 However, the groups remained active, and apparently popular, throughout
1998 and early 1999. They held regular symposiums from September to December 1998,
the proceedings being published in journals like Seiron or Shokun. Membership of the
‘Society for Textbook Reform’ was put at over 6,500 in late 1998, and a meeting held in
Tokyo in September that year drew a capacity audience (2,200, mainly ‘young’ people),
with at least 200 people being turned away.13 Just a cursory glance at the contents of
magazines and journals in the last � ve months of 1998 showed that the debate about
patriotism and Japan’s national identity was certainly no longer taboo.14 To take one
example, a special issue of Sapio published in February 1998 carried articles on football
nationalism, an interview with � lm producer and television presenter Beat Takeshi on
patriotism (‘Patriotism is not taboo’), and an opinion poll which revealed that Japanese
are the least patriotic of the ten countries polled. The topics of Kobayashi Yoshinori’s
regular comic strip ‘Shin Gōmanizumu sengen’ (New Declaration of Arrogance) in the
same issue were entitled ‘The Japanese wake up to the need to resist Americanism’ and
‘‘‘The truth about Nanjing’’ is not the truth’ – the former an attack on the loss of Japanese
traditional values to American values, the latter a critique of John Rabe’s diary of the
Nanjing Massacre exposing the contradictions and inaccuracies contained in Rabe’s
account.15

The sort of attention shown to the topic of patriotism and national identity in this
February 1998 edition was, and is, not uncommon. Sapio is just one of a number of new
magazines established in the early 1990s, directed at a young, male readership, which
share an ‘aggressive style’ of reportage and which often focus on nationalistic issues.
Yoshimi Shunya’s study of nationalism in the media describes similar sorts of articles in
magazines like Spa, Sapio and Brutus (Yoshimi Shunya 1998: 195–212). The increase in,
and persistence of, what Yoshimi calls ‘aggressive nationalism’ has been attributed to
reactions against the changes of the post-Cold War world, in addition to the rise of
feminism and the emphasis on gender studies. These factors go some way to explaining
some of the key themes in the voluminous output of the neo-nationalists – the comfort
women issue became one of the early focal points, and anti-US, anti-China and anti-Korea
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themes make frequent appearances.16 Fujioka explains that his beliefs stem from Japan’s
humiliating experience in the Gulf crisis and an emotional resentment of Japan’s prolonged
subordination to the US and lack of international status (McCormack 1998: 20).
Kobayashi, in defending his best-selling Sensōron (Theories of War) against the many critics
who have slammed the book as an exercise in sophistry, claimed that the aim of the book was
to pay homage to people of his grandfather’s generation who had fought in the war.17

While the neo-nationalists consider themselves liberals, many of their critics see them as
no different from the ‘traditional’ right wing and argue that they could be potentially
‘disturbing’ if they integrated with the established right-wing groups (McCormack 1998:
17). Others dismiss the idea that the groups are a threat given their emotional, incoherent
arguments, lack of a sound intellectual basis, and inability to agree among themselves.18

Throughout 1998 and early 1999 there was a steady stream of articles and monographs
produced by academics and journalists discrediting the neo-nationalists’ arguments, but
the neo-nationalists continue to respond to these criticisms indicating that the debate is far
from over.19

China and the rise of neo-conservatism

In China too in the 1990s similar intellectual and popular ‘movements’ emerged as part of
the search for a new national identity involving discussions of history, culture, values and
so on. The upsurge of nationalism in China in the 1990s was viewed by some Chinese
academics as a natural reaction to the predominant mood of the 1980s which, by contrast,
had been marked by ‘national cultural nihilism’. Chinese academic Shi Zhong (pen-name
of Wang Xiaodong), for example, argued that because China was ‘abnormally non-
national’ in the 1980s, levels of nationalism simply returned to normal in the 1990s.20

Certainly the 1980s was marked by a period of ‘cultural fever’ (wenhua re) during which
academics attributed China’s failure to modernize to negative aspects of traditional
culture and of national character. Yet, despite their criticisms, Zhao maintains that ‘most
anti-traditionalists remained in their heart deeply nationalist’, and television programmes
like River Elegy, though critical of Chinese values, also revealed a distinctly patriotic
element (Zhao 1997a: 725).

If the 1980s were dominated by ‘fervent patriotism’ posing as cultural nihilism, then the
intellectual discourse of the 1990s saw the pendulum swing in the other direction.
According to Zhao, ‘Chinese intellectuals rediscovered the value of the Chinese cultural
legacy which the Party had relentlessly attacked for so long. There was a . . . need to
articulate a more vivid sense of collective identity of the Chinese people’ (1997a: 731). In
the early 1990s, neo-conservatism espoused by some intellectuals enjoyed a degree of
(tacit) of� cial support because of its convergence with the of� cial line (Kam and Cheung
1998: 559). Zhao explains, for example, that the intellectual discourse

supported the of� cial version of state nationalism by arguing that a centralized power
structure must be strengthened in order to maintain social stability and economic
development. It also vocally promoted cultural nationalism or an ‘anti-Westernism’
movement by advocating a nativist value system and exploring Western mistreatment of
China in modern history and the contemporary era.

(Zhao 1997a: 732)
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The two key themes of anti-Westernism and nativism were stressed at different times by
different groups. He Xin, a former professor at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences,
produced the ‘� rst wave’ of anti-American literature arguing that the US wanted to
‘decompose’ China. But He Xin was seen as being too close to of� cial circles (Li Peng in
particular) and gained ‘little popular response’ (Whiting 1995: 230; Zhao 1997a: 733). By
1994 various schools of thought had emerged, representing the ‘second wave’, all of which
criticized one or other mainstream Western theory and sought alternative, nativist
explanations.21 These debates were carried mainly in new academic journals launched in
the mid-1990s such as Zhanlue yu Guanli or Dongfang (Zhao 1997a: 736). These journals
are more ‘highbrow’ than the new Japanese magazines like Sapio and Brutus but still reach
a fairly wide audience. At a more popular level, the ‘third wave’ of anti-Westernism was
perhaps best represented by Song Qiang’s China Can Say No (Zhongguo keyi shuo bu). As
with its Japanese equivalent, the book became a best-seller, was soon followed by a sequel
(China Can Still Say No) and sparked off a mini publication boom of books sharing similar
messages.22 Wang Fei-ling explains the popularity of China Can Say No as follows:

At a time when the of� cial ideology of the PRC has been on the decline for nearly two
decades and the economic capacity and military potential of that country have been on
the steady rise, such a hastily made popular reading appears at the right time and this
becomes politically useful and emotionally pleasing to many Chinese.

(Wang Fei-ling 1997: 162)

This third wave of neo-conservatism has much in common with Ishihara’s new national-
ism of the 1980s and Fujioka’s neo-nationalism of the 1990s since all display a ‘reactive’,
emotional nationalism which appeals to ‘latent’ anti-Westernism. Xu, for example,
describes China Can Say No as ‘catering to the nonrational mentality of some social
groups by using extreme language to express non-mainstream anti-Western sentiment
which lay latent in the social consciousness’ (1997: 43). The output of the new
nationalists is sensationalist, emotive and often weak on facts, but nonetheless pleasing
to its (predominantly young) readership. This ‘reactive’ nationalism is a response to what
its proponents perceive as unfair treatment by, continued subordination to, or a perceived
threat from another state – usually the US. Thus, in The Japan That Can Say No, Ishihara
cited the US–Japan defence agreements and the perennial issue of trade friction as
examples of the way in which the US applied pressure on Japan.23 In China Can Say No,
Song Qiang listed China’s failed Olympic bid, trade friction with the US, and blocked
entry into the WTO as evidence of humiliations by the US. Alternatively the ‘other’ can be
China or Japan. Just as one element of Japan’s neo-nationalist output included attacks on
China, so in China anti-Westernism also includes Japan. Anti-Japanese sentiment runs
through China Can Say No and other books of the same genre, usually depicting the
Japanese as weak, ambivalent or dangerous.24

Cultural nationalists, though strident in their anti-foreign attacks, are also often aiming
their criticisms at their own governments and people as much as, if not more than, the
‘external menace’. Consider, for example, Ishihara’s criticisms of the Nakasone adminis-
tration, a key theme running throughout A Japan that Can Say No. Similarly Kobayashi
Yoshinori openly voices his criticisms of Japan’s ‘pro-Americanism’, Hashimoto’s con-
cessions to the US government, or Obuchi’s ‘grovelling’ diplomacy of apology (towards
Korean President Kim Dae-jung).25 Song Qiang’s China Can Say No contains implicit
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criticisms of weak government, and one of the underlying aims of a popular new genre of
anti-Japan war literature produced in China in the 1990s was to discredit the ‘myth that
the CCP led the nation to victory’.26 Thus, cultural nationalists in both countries took
every opportunity to attack their own governments.

Conclusion: implications for Sino–Japanese relations

A number of studies of Sino–Japanese relations produced in the mid-1990s (and since)
foresaw potential con� ict between these two neighbouring powers. The basis for con� ict
was believed to be China’s creeping assertiveness (as evidenced, for example, in the South
China Seas) and authoritarian nationalism. Japan’s increasingly assertive role in inter-
national politics was also seen as a key dynamic.27 Yet despite a number of admittedly
controversial issues in Sino–Japanese relations in the 1990s, the relationship remained
(and remains) stable and less volatile than predicted, and this can be explained in part by
close analysis of the nature of nationalisms in both countries.

As with state nationalism, the intellectual debates and the popular patriotic outputs in
China and Japan in the 1980s and 1990s were preoccupied with domestic issues of
national identity, history and culture. The primary target of both types of nationalism was
the domestic audience. By the mid-1990s state nationalism was less effective than cultural
nationalism in reaching its target audience, and this can partly be explained by the fact
that cultural nationalism often ‘touches on passions and raises issues that the government
would prefer not to deal with’ (Fewsmith 1997: 17).

While cultural nationalism can be useful to governments if it complements and boosts
the of� cial line, it can also cause dif� culties for the governments if taken to extremes. In
China’s case, for example, ‘spontaneous’, grass-root anti-Japan protests in China not only
cause embarrassment to the Chinese government and put economic and/or cultural
exchange at risk, they also run the risk of turning into anti-government protests (as did
demonstrations against Japan’s ‘second invasion’ in summer 1985). This may also explain
the moderate response of the Chinese government to the 1996 Senkaku (Diaoyu) island
dispute when Chinese, Taiwanese and Hong Kong activists protested against the activities
of a right-wing Japanese group. The Senkaku island dispute is a perennial issue in Sino–
Japanese relations, and could easily have been used by the PRC government in 1996 to
demonstrate its nationalistic credentials to its domestic audience through an assertive
foreign policy. Indeed, at a time when the Communist Party was pushing its patriotic
education campaigns, it appears somewhat puzzling that the opportunity was not seized
upon as a means of bolstering popular support. Yet the response of the PRC government
to the Japanese government was markedly restrained, and, instead, the government
clamped down on pro-Diaoyu demonstrations, probably out of fear that they might
escalate into anti-government protests. In addition, Downs and Saunders correctly argue
that another reason for playing the issue down was due in large part to the potential
economic costs to China should the China–Japan relationship deteriorate.28 Sino–
Japanese relations were fairly rocky in 1995–6, and, by adopting a moderate stance, the
Chinese government was able to restore some stability to the relationship.

Similarly, the Japanese leadership has displayed ambivalence towards the new nation-
alists in Japan, and, despite its own attempts to instil greater patriotism in Japanese
schoolchildren, is nonetheless mindful of the effect a return to ‘old’ nationalism would
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have on its relationship with China. While there is some tacit political support for the new
nationalist groups, the government is careful not to become too associated with the anti-
China views of people like Fujioka whose output is closely followed in the PRC. As Chujo
states, ‘the new nationalist movement is permissible, so long as it does not exacerbate
Japan’s bad reputation in Asia’ (1997: 96).

The resurgence of Chinese and Japanese nationalisms in the 1980s and 1990s can be
seen as part of a universal reaction to the breakdown of Cold War structures and an
adjustment to new international norms. In addition, domestic developments such as
economic successes (and failures), political shifts and ideological issues prompted
nationalists at élite and popular levels to revitalize age-old debates about national identity,
history and culture. These common trends in the development of Chinese and Japanese
nationalisms help to explain why some of the issues in Sino–Japanese relations arose in the
� rst place. But they also help to explain why con� ict did not develop, since they were
overwhelmingly domestic debates with domestic aims. Nationalism remains an important
force in China and Japan, but the extent to which it threatens to affect Sino–Japanese
relations adversely is still open to question.
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Notes

1. See, for example, Chūgoku Jōsei Kenkyūkai 1998; Edo 1998; Bernstein and Munro 1996; Zishui 1996.
2. See, for example, Van Evera 1994.
3. For a study of China’s ‘con� dent nationalism’, see Oksenberg 1987.
4. See Japan Times 15 August 1996, 26 March 1999; Japan Times Weekly 16 March 1999: 1, 6.
5. Connors 1998: 7–8.
6. Hammond 1995; Japan Times 26 March 1999.
7. See Japan Times 26 March 1999; Japan Times Weekly 16 March 1999. See also Aspinall and Cave’s

treatment of the � ag/anthem issue in ‘Lowering the � ag: democracy, authority, and rights at Tokorozawa
High School’ , unpublished conference paper, British Association for Japanese Studies, Birmingham, UK,
April 2000.

8. Kyodo News 26 March 1999.
9. Billig’s study of ‘banal nationalism’ focused on the US and UK where politicians and the media employ

‘banal � agging’, i.e., references to the ‘homeland’ using language and symbols which constantly reinforce
images of a strong successful state. This practice seems to apply to both China and Japan too where ‘� agging’
allows established nations to keep reproducing nationhood, ‘their citizenry being unmindfully reminded of
their national identity’ (1995: 154).

10. Zhao notes that China’s intellectual nationalistic discourse emerged largely independently of ideological
propaganda (1997a: 738).

11. See Kersten (1999) for a detailed discussion of the aims of the ‘liberal school of history’.
12. For example, Rekishi Hyōron, Kyōiku, Sekai, and Shūkan Kinyōbi.
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13. Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform 1998: 30; Sekai 1998, 12: 91; Seiron 1998, 12: 230.
14. These included journals across the political spectrum such as Ronza, Sekai, Chūō Kōron, Seiron, Sapio, and

Shokun.
15. ‘Aikokushin wa tabū dewa nai’ Sapio 4 February 1998, 10(2): 14–134.
16. Nishio and Fujioka 1997; Kobayashi 1998.
17. The December 1998 issue of Seiron carried the entire proceedings of the Fifth Symposium of the ‘Society for

Textbook Reform’ with contributions from Kobayashi, Nishio Kanji and other members of the group.
18. Nakamura describes, for example, how Nishio Kanji and other members of the group failed to substantiate

their arguments and lost much credibility by launching personal attacks on other members of a panel
(notably Chūō University professor Yoshimi Yoshiaki) in a late-night television debate in February 1997
(1998: 24–9).

19. For critiques of neo-nationalism see, for example, Komori and Takahashi 1998; Nihon no sensō sekinin
shiryō sentō 1998; Ronza December 1998; Sekai December 1998.

20. What Shi Zhong calls the ‘reverse racism’ of the 1980s was in part encouraged by the government, but was
mainly an intellectual movement which ‘permeated all ideological, academic, cultural and media � elds, and
even in� uenced members of the ordinary public’ (1997: 9).

21. For an overview of their arguments see Zhao 1997a and the special issue of Chinese Law and Government
1997, 30(6), on nationalism and neo-conservatism.

22. See, for example, Song et al. 1996a, 1996b; Jia 1996; Peng et al. 1996.
23. Ishihara 1989: 33–41, 66–71,
24. See Song et al. 1996a: 106–22; Zhao 1997a: 739–4.
25. Sapio 2 April 1998, 25 November 1998.
26. Guo Yingjie 1998: 184.
27. For a more recent example of this type of argument, see Friedman, in Friedman and McCormick 2000.
28. Downs and Saunders (1998) provide a detailed analysis of China’s response to the Diaoyu dispute.
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