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1 Introduction  

Making-Love Club is a ‘culture event and magazine aiming to create a space where you can 

discuss politics, love and sex around the same table’. In June 2019 I attended a panel 

discussion organised by Making-Love Club at small, cosy bar in Tokyo’s Koenji, a 

neighbourhood known as a lively centre for urban youth subcultures. The discussion was part 

of the closing event for a small art exhibition and was to be followed by music and relaxed 

socialising. Inside the bar, the three young female speakers sat behind a table already laid 

with the mixers and turntables for the DJ set that would follow. They were Makoto Kikuchi, 

sub chief of the magazine, Haruka Shibuya, well-known editor of the popular HIGH(er) 

Magazine, and their artist friend Tenko, whose work had been on display at the exhibition. 

Their audience crowded around, some standing, others sitting along the bar counter, others on 

window ledges. Attendees were mostly young men and women, casually and fashionably 

attired. 

The title of the discussion was simply ‘Self Confidence’. Grounded in personal reflections, 

the discussion moved fluidly through issues of gender inequality, living abroad and growing 

up with mixed cultural identities. The speakers discussed political communications around the 

upcoming House of Councillors (the upper house of Japan’s National Diet) elections, and 

how best to approach the tricky questions of cultural appropriation and political correctness in 

the creative industry. After final comments about how men ought to be more aware of 

unintended sexism, Tenko jokes about how the bar’s unusual décor had echoed the discussion 

on patriarchy: ‘It’s funny how all this time we have been talking in front of a penis statue!’ 

There is some milling around as the first DJ takes the place of the speakers and attendees stir 

from their places to visit the bar. The evening continues with music, drinking and casual 

socialising. 

Several days earlier I had visited another panel discussion where young people talked politics. 

This event was organised by the Japan Youth Conference (Nihon wakamono kyōgikai), a non-

profit organisation dedicated to advocating the perspective of youth in policymaking. Held in 

a room inside the House of Councillors members’ office building, it brought together 

lawmakers from Japan’s six largest political parties as panellists to appeal to JYC youth 

before the upcoming elections.  
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Passing through a security check and receiving a wad of handouts at the event’s reception, I 

surveyed a room full of suits and uniforms. The event began with a welcome from the master 

of ceremonies, a young woman in school uniform speaking in formal, polite Japanese from a 

prepared script. After this, the event’s detailed and ambitious programme broke down as 

moderators struggled to control the politicians’ long prevarications about policy detail and 

rude interruptions by Yasushi Adachi, a right-wing populist lawmaker keen to pick a fight 

with the communist party representative. 

Leaving the JYC event, attendees found the streets of the governing district partially occupied 

by an anti-government protest held on the same evening. The mostly elderly left-wing 

protesters were kept to the curbs by police to avoid any inconvenience to passers-by. Struck 

by how the JYC attendees seemed to barely notice the protest, I asked one young participant 

what they thought of it. Not showing much interest in the question, she noted only that most 

Japanese take a negative view of protests and that she did not really understand what they 

were protesting about – despite the signs and shouts around us of ‘Protect the constitution!’ 

and ‘Pay our pensions!’ 

The following month saw turnout in elections for the House of Councillors fall to a record 

low of 48.8 percent. It was the second lowest turnout in the history of post-war Japan and 

reflected a sustained trend of political disengagement by Japanese citizens, especially among 

the youth. Only 31 percent of those in their 20s voted (MIC 2019). For many young people in 

Japan, politics seems like an irrelevant, difficult and quarrelsome business, best avoided and 

left to the experts and politicians – though even they are rarely held in high regard. And yet 

despite such negative associations, many do feel a sense of obligation to participate in politics 

and are frustrated by a feeling that they lack the knowledge and opportunities to do so (see 

Tsukada 2015). 

The low turnout in the summer’s elections, not to mention the unshaken dominance of the 

conservative Liberal Democratic Party, was a disappointment to my interlocutors, who 

represent a movement of young Tokyo creatives trying to engage young people in progressive 

politics. For them, events such as those organized by JYC are too stiff, too serious and too 

difficult to be attractive to ordinary young people. The angry left-wing protesters outside, 

meanwhile, seem too extreme, and frankly, too old – the elderly legacy of a tradition of 

radical protest that stubbornly persists despite decades of marginalisation. Instead, these 

young creatives are seeking to put politics in a new context that is attractive, relevant, and 
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easy to approach as part of one’s everyday life. They put it in a bar in Koenji, where it was 

discussed by popular figures in the creative youth culture scene and consumed by fashionable 

youth alongside art and music. Serious topics were broached in an informal conversational 

style, softened with humour and grounded in personal experience. 

1.1 A movement to normalise politics 

The Koenji event is just one manifestation of this movement to make political discourse a 

normal part of life for young Japanese. The movement is centred around a number of new 

media projects and their attendant communities. Making-Love Club publishes a quarterly 

magazine and hosts discussion events about politics at a trendy Shibuya nightclub. HIGH(er) 

Magazine aims to address the everyday interests and anxieties of Japanese youth, but also to 

frankly discuss ‘taboo’ topics such as politics and feminism. The online NEUT Magazine 

aims to broach social problems in a way that is ‘cool, trendy and positive’. These magazines 

represent an effort to counter the political apathy of young people by making politics ‘normal’ 

as a non-deviant, approachable part of everyday life and as a sign of ‘cool’ in youth culture. 

The movement is made up of young creative professionals in Tokyo’s youth culture scene: 

editors, writers, models, photographers, designers, artists and entrepreneurs. Positioned 

precariously in the labour market, outside the stable lifetime jobs of corporate Japan, they are 

entrepreneurial subjects engaged in ongoing curation of their professional and creative 

identities. As such, they are prototypical of an individualistic and reflexive subjectivity 

characteristic of youth socialised within the context of a neoliberal and postmodern Japan, 

where the consumption and careful manipulation of signs is a primary mode of constructing 

one’s self and public identity. As producers of the youth culture that supplies many of these 

signs, these creatives are well placed to pursue the re-signification of political discourse and 

endow it with new positive meanings. They are attempting to politicise an apathetic, 

neoliberal youth and create an attractive new space for political discourse distinct from the 

stiff formality of JYC and the off-putting contentiousness of traditional left-wing movements. 

My research aims to understand this movement and its project to engage young people in 

politics. It understands the present political apathy of many Japanese citizens as a historically 

specific condition that has been produced by a process of depoliticization that has stigmatised 

contentious politics and foreclosed other possibilities for legitimate political agency. This 
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process began after the 1960s Anpo struggle, when confrontational left-wing political 

movements began to lose public support and influence following the failure and violent 

climax of their demonstrations against the signing of a controversial US-Japan security treaty. 

Confrontational forms of political participation were overtaken by more consensus-oriented 

forms of civic engagement that, combined with the depoliticising effects of neoliberal policy 

and ideology, came to produce a passive and apolitical citizen subjectivity (Ogawa 2009, 

Kapur 2019). I explore how the movement of creatives understands the condition of political 

apathy as one where discussion of politics has become ‘taboo’, and where popular notions of 

politics as negative, distant, difficult, and even dangerous must be replaced with a new vision 

of politics as part of everyday life and popular culture, as something that is attractive and 

approachable.  

This thesis asks: How exactly is the movement working to create a more approachable and 

attractive way to participate in politics? What kind of political subject is presupposed in this 

process? What is the significance of this movement for political participation in the context of 

neoliberal Japan?  

My attempt to address these questions is based primarily on analysis of content published in 

NEUT Magazine, HIGH(er) Magazine, and Making-Love Club as well as approximately three 

months of ethnographic research in Tokyo conducted in the summer of 2019. During this 

time, I conducted interviews with people involved in the movement to normalise politics and 

did participant observation at public events related to the movement. 

The movement continues a strand of progressive youth activism which emerged most 

forcefully in 2015-2016 in the form of the Students Emergency Action for Liberal Democracy 

(SEALDs). This movement sought to make political participation more accessible and 

attractive for young people. It excited much attention among scholars, journalists and the 

public for its apparent success in making public protest cool and stylish, something for middle 

class, ‘normal’ young people to take part in (O’Day et al. 2018, Gonon 2018, Kingston 2015, 

O’Day 2015, Slater et al. 2015). 

SEALDs was part of what appeared to be a broad reinvigoration of popular protest politics 

that followed the 2011 Tōhoku region earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster. But as the 

decade has drawn to a close, surveys have continued to show decreasing political participation 

and a declining confidence in the effectiveness of demonstrations (NHK 2019, Kobayashi 
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2015, Inglehart et al. 2014). The conservative LDP retains its hold on power, as it has for the 

majority of Japan’s post-war period. And though the influence and legacy of SEALDs lives 

on in the community that my research studies, no comparable student movement has formed 

since its disbanding in 2016. 

This continued estrangement from politics challenges the expectations of some recent 

scholarship (e.g. Chiavacci and Obinger 2018, Hasegawa 2018, Cassegård 2014) that sees 

post-2011 political movements as signalling a ‘normalisation’ of protest and a revival of 

popular political participation. I argue that to better understand popular engagement with 

politics, it is necessary to look more closely at how Japanese citizens relate to politics and in 

what ways they understand themselves as political subjects and agents. This thesis attempts 

such an investigation, drawing on concepts from linguistic anthropology to understand how 

‘politics’ functions as a sign with a multitude of largely negative meanings that orient many 

Japanese citizens to actively avoid engagement with it. By examining how the movement of 

young creatives aims to transform people’s relation to politics by changing these meanings, I 

hope not only to describe what may prove a significant movement in itself, but to contribute 

to a fuller understanding of political participation in Japan. A more detailed understanding of 

political subjectivity can help explain the deepening of political disengagement even amidst 

the rise (and fall) of confrontational protest movements, and perhaps suggest possibilities by 

which this apathy may eventually be overcome.  

The rest of this introduction provides an overview of the theoretical framework employed in 

this thesis and the findings it has produced. It ends with a description of the thesis’ structure 

that outlines how I develop my argument in subsequent chapters.  

1.2 A metapragmatic project to re-signify politics 

The movement of creatives is attempting to change how politics is perceived, by transforming 

what politics means to Japanese citizens beyond the referential, semantic meaning of 

‘politics’ and its related terms. As it stands, for many, the very word ‘politics’ conjures up 

images of a world quite distant from one’s everyday life. A world of old, stuffy politicians 

and bureaucrats giving boring and difficult speeches about policy in cumbersome, formal 

language, heckling each other in parliament and getting mired in scandals that play out 

endlessly across newspapers and television. Meanwhile outside the National Diet, crowds of 
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septuagenarian communists shout angrily for the resignation of the prime minister. ‘Politics’ 

is perceived as a distant, difficult, and somewhat frightening affair. 

The movement’s initiative to change these meanings, in recognising that politics evokes 

images and associations beyond its formal definition, thus includes within it a socio-linguistic 

analysis of political discourse in the context of Japanese society. To unpack the relationship 

between politics and such images and associations, I draw on the concept of pragmatics from 

linguistic anthropology (Silverstein 1976). Pragmatics examines the use of language in 

context: how words, concepts and signs point to, or ‘index’, aspects of their context beyond 

their literal, referential meaning. In this case, how ‘politics’ refers not only to the activity of 

governance or contest over power – such as one might find the term glossed in a dictionary – 

but how it also indexes other meanings, feelings and images, such as ‘seriousness’, ‘fear’ or 

‘women serving tea to old men in a smoky meeting room in a building guarded by police’ – to 

share one interlocutor’s image of ‘politics’. Such meanings are known as pragmatic 

meanings. 

The concept of metapragmatics refers to how pragmatic meanings themselves become the 

object of practice and discourse. The movement’s goal of changing the pragmatic meanings of 

politics therefore amount to what I refer to in this thesis as a ‘metapragmatic project’. In 

practice, the project is pursued through ‘metapragmatic strategies’ that represent the specific 

means by which pragmatic meanings are changed. These strategies must contend with and 

adapt to existing language ideologies – sets of beliefs and values about the socio-cultural 

meanings of language – that shape dominant ideas about political discourse and how it should 

be practiced (Silverstein 1979).  

My analysis explores how the movement uses various metapragmatic strategies to make 

politics ‘normal’ in practice. Strategies of positive and neutral framing seek to establish 

politics as a non-deviant topic of discussion by adapting to and appropriating aspects of 

prevailing language ideologies that see non-contentiousness as a normative and reified aspect 

of Japanese culture, and which expect legitimate political discourse to be framed as impartial 

and neutral. Other strategies, such as connecting political expression with popular 

personalities, or situating it in trendy leisure venues such as a bar or nightclub, work to make 

politics popular and ‘cool’ through its integration with youth culture. The same strategies also 

make it approachable and personally relevant through integration with the contexts of 

everyday life.  
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Through this integration with youth culture and everyday life, political discourse is endowed 

with sign value and made intelligible, attractive and available as an object of consumption. 

Here I draw on the specific understandings of consumption and sign value advanced by Jean 

Baudrillard (1968). Baudrillard defined consumption not as a ‘material practice’, but rather 

wrote that consumption, ‘in so far as it is meaningful, is a systematic act of the manipulation 

of signs [emphasis in original]’ (1968, 22). Hence our understanding of consumption need not 

be limited to commercial transactions. Signs from political discourse can be consumed not 

just by buying a T-shirt with an anti-nuclear message, but also by sharing anti-nuclear views 

on social media, for example. Through such consumption, one accesses the ‘sign value’ of 

objects, that is, their ability to index social prestige and establish distinction and hierarchy 

between individuals. To make politics ‘cool’ is to make it a sign of social prestige.  

1.3 Interpellating a liberal political consumer 

The metapragmatic project and the strategies it employs presuppose a particular kind of 

political subject. I characterise this subject as a liberal, individualist political consumer: a 

subject who seeks to form their own independent political views in respectful dialogue with 

others and engages politics as an extension of their self-identity, in personalised ways through 

everyday consumption. This presupposition amounts to what Louis Althusser (1971) termed 

interpellation, the process by which individuals recognise themselves as the subject addressed 

by particular discourses and ideologies and thus (notwithstanding dynamics of resistance and 

acquiescence) come to inhabit this subject position.   

In practice, this subject is shaped by how the metapragmatic strategies work to promote and 

facilitate certain ways of understanding the nature of political discourse, political identity and 

political agency, while foreclosing and delegitimising other possibilities. In its adaptation to 

existing language ideologies of positive non-contentiousness and neutrality, the movement 

interpellates a subject who rejects partisan and confrontational modes of political participation 

in favour of a liberal individualism where each person forms their own unique perspective and 

agrees to respect the perspectives of others in turn. Through integration with youth culture, 

political discourse is presented as a realm that supplies subjects with signifiers of ‘cool’ to be 

manipulated for the construction of their personal identity, interpellating the subject as an 

individualistic political consumer. Incorporation of politics into contexts of everyday life, 

meanwhile, presupposes an expanded notion of political agency by interpellating a subject 
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that sees personal experience as a valid source of knowledge on which to ground forms of 

political participation that can be carried out openly in informal contexts. 

In contrast with scholarship on political participation which highlights how political agency is 

reduced and narrowed under neoliberalism (e.g. Muehlebach 2012, Kennelly 2011, Mouffe 

2005), this thesis argues that the movement’s interpellation of a political consumer subject in 

fact represents an expansion of political agency. In the Japanese context, it is not so much the 

case that some collective activist subjectivity is supplanted by the political consumer. Rather, 

apolitical consumers are politicized. This highlights the critical and creative possibilities of 

tensions between neoliberal logics, demonstrating how the neoliberal logic of the ‘sovereign 

consumer’ as a democratic political subject can be deployed against the separate neoliberal 

logic of expert technocrats as privileged political agents. 

The metapragmatic project is about enticing young people wary of politics to take the very 

first step towards engagement. What happens when they do? And how do they respond to the 

subjectivity to which they are interpellated by the project? These are important questions for 

future scholarship. The movement’s project to normalise politics is significant in that it is 

creating a new space of political discourse that does not have a fixed agenda and in which 

critique of the status quo can be aired without necessarily being marginalised as extreme. As 

participation grows and old stigmas associated with political discussion recede, forms of 

politics that transcend political consumerism may emerge. Regardless of whether the 

movement causes some dramatic political transformation, attention to the discursive space it 

is opening will allow a better understanding of young people’s political participation in Japan. 

1.4 Structure of this thesis 

This introduction has provided an overview of my argument as well as my theoretical 

framework concerned with understanding how subjects engage with political discourse as a 

field of signs with varied and often negative meanings. The next chapter applies this concern 

with political subjectivity and the pragmatic meanings of politics to the history of political 

participation in post-war Japan. It argues that in contemporary Japan, confrontational modes 

of collective political engagement have become stigmatised, while collaborative civic 

engagement has been made so collaborative as to cease being political in any meaningful 

sense. It suggests that the SEALDs student movement represented a nascent strand of political 
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participation by middle-class youth – continued by the movement this thesis examines – that 

sought to achieve mainstream acceptance while retaining the possibility of contentious 

politics.  

The third chapter shows how my research picks up on this historical trajectory and gives an 

overview of my field and research methodology. This chapter also describes the political-

economic position of creatives and their characteristics as entrepreneurial and reflexive 

neoliberal subjects sensitive to the manipulation of signs and curation of identity. 

Chapter four begins in earnest my analysis of the metapragmatic project, its metapragmatic 

strategies, and the political subject these interpellate. The chapter begins with a fuller 

discussion of what the project to make politics ‘normal’ is all about, and what, exactly, is 

meant by ‘normal’. It then discusses how the project adapts to existing language ideologies 

valuing impartial and non-contentious forms of discussion through the strategies of neutral 

framing and positive framing – strategies which aim to establish politics as non-deviant and 

function to interpellate a liberal individualist political subject.  

In chapter five, I discuss a number of additional metapragmatic strategies that aim to make 

politics an attractive and ubiquitous part of youth culture and everyday life. These strategies 

are re-contextualisation, aesthetic naturalisation, commercialisation, personification, 

personalisation and colloquialisation. I show how these strategies interpellate a political 

consumer subject by configuring political discourse as a field of ‘cool’ signs that can be 

accessed for consumption in the casual contexts of everyday life. 

In the concluding chapter, I draw on the critical reflections of my interlocutors to highlight 

some of the ambivalences of my argument and complexities of the movement’s 

metapragmatic project. I examine how my argument, and the perspective concerned with 

political subjectivity, addresses limitations in existing scholarship on political participation in 

Japan. The chapter concludes by suggesting that the project to normalise politics may be 

significant in opening a dynamic and creative new space of political discourse and argues for 

the importance of its continued examination as productive for understanding youth political 

participation in Japan.  



 

 10 
 

2 Depoliticising politics: A history of political participation in 
Japan 

Following Japan’s defeat in the Second World War in 1945, the nation was occupied by the 

victorious Allied forces. The United States-led occupation government freed political 

prisoners, introduced a democratic political system and guaranteed freedoms of speech and 

assembly, transforming Japan’s totalitarian wartime regime into a Western-style liberal 

democracy (see Dower 1999). Immediate post-war years were a time of vibrant, if at times 

tumultuous and violent, political participation. Left wing movements, outlawed and 

suppressed during the Japanese empire, re-established themselves in the form of trade unions 

and socialist and communist political parties, while bourgeois intellectuals sought to 

formulate new forms of citizenship suited for a modernising, democratic nation. 

This chapter follows the development of these two strands of left-wing and more bourgeois 

forms of political participation to show how the stigmatisation of the former and the 

depoliticization of the latter has produced a contemporary situation in which ordinary 

Japanese citizens are largely deprived of mainstream, socially legitimate forms of political 

participation. Capitalising on shocking incidents of political violence committed by the 

radical left, state and establishment forces worked to marginalise and stigmatise left-wing 

ideologies and protest politics as dangerous and extreme, while contentious and critical 

aspects of more collaborative forms of ‘citizen’ (shimin) activism have been tamed within the 

context of a neoliberal civil society, organised now as apolitical Non-Profit Organizations 

(NPOs) that function simply to support the state’s agenda. 

Following an account of the stigmatisation of confrontational politics and the depoliticization 

of citizen activism, I describe how the momentary resurgence of contentious political 

movements following the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster set the stage for the re-emergence 

of contentious ‘citizen’ politics in the form of the Students Emergency Action for Liberal 

Democracy (SEALDs) movement. Though SEALDs was distinguished by its pursuit of 

specific goals through political demonstrations, its attempt to address the stigma of 

contentious politics by reconfiguring politics as a normal and ‘cool’ part of youth culture 

represent prototypical iterations of the metapragmatic project and liberal political consumer 

analysed in this thesis. I end this chapter with a review of how politics is perceived in 
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contemporary Japan – the circumstances to which the creative movement studied in this thesis 

are responding to. 

2.1 The marginalisation of confrontational politics 

In 1960 Japan saw massive demonstrations against the signing of a treaty of mutual 

cooperation and security between the United States and Japan. Supported by the conservative 

government, the treaty would place Japan firmly under the United States’ Cold War security 

umbrella. It was opposed by a range of social movement organisations who saw it as 

undermining peace and democracy. These movements included radical students, trade unions, 

groups affiliated with Japan’s socialist and communist parties as well as ‘unaffiliated’ citizens 

groups. Despite the protests – some of the largest in Japan’s history – the conservative Liberal 

Democratic Party government forced through the security treaty. Clashes between more 

radical demonstrators and police left many injured and one student activist was trampled to 

death.  

Historian Nick Kapur sees this conflict, commonly known as the ‘Anpo struggle’, as 

reorienting Japanese democracy toward a ‘new brand of conciliatory, consensual, and 

consultative politics’ (2018, 265). Shock at the violent climax of the protests helped begin the 

delegitimisation of street demonstration in the eyes of the public, while the courts and police 

took a stricter approach to its restriction. The state and corporate sector established closer and 

more friendly relations with an until then staunchly anti-establishment press. Popular self-

orientalising literature, ‘theories about the Japanese race’ (nihonjinron) emphasized harmony 

and consensus as timeless characteristics of Japanese culture. Writers, artists and students 

turned away from ideological and confrontational politics, and it became fashionable to refer 

to oneself as ‘non-political’ (Kapur 2018, 263-273).  

Though the Anpo struggle represented a turning point, radical left-wing student protests 

continued into the early 1970s. Continuing protests were carried out primarily by the ‘New 

Left’: a group of left-wing organizations that emerged in 1958 when a large number of 

national student leaders ended their affiliation with the Japanese Communist Party. Post-

Anpo, protests involving these groups frequently escalated into violent clashes with the 

police. Wary of the increased violence of the protests, participation by non-student groups 

decreased. The government took a divide and rule approach to policing the protests, cracking 
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down hard on radical groups whilst permitting non-violent groups to carry out less disruptive 

forms of protest. Suppression intensified at the end of 1968, when Cabinet Office surveys 

showed declining public support for protesters, and the wave of protests petered out in the 

early 1970s (Steinhoff 2018, 34-37). 

Public opinion of radical protest politics was decisively transformed by the 1972 Asama-

Sansō incident, in which a police siege of a radical student holdout left two officers dead and 

a bystander fatally wounded. The siege and final assault on the holdout were followed by the 

nation in a marathon live television broadcast by the national broadcaster NHK. After the 

siege, investigators found that the students had carried out an internal purge in which they had 

tortured and killed their own members. The incident marked the end of major protest activity, 

and the national trauma it inflicted came to colour public memory of the entire post-war 

protest movement, a ‘curious temporal inversion’ (Steinhoff 2018, 39) facilitated by how the 

events have been portrayed in the following decades in mass media and state narratives. 

Patricia Steinhoff (2018, 39) describes the effect on public perceptions of protest: 

As a result, the entire period of protest came to be viewed retroactively as a prolonged 
agony of senseless violence, which discredited all protest activity (Steinhoff 2013). 
The image of a helmeted and masked student protester evoked fear and avoidance that 
spilled over to encompass even the mildest of street demonstrations by ordinary 
citizens. Young people heeded their parents’ warnings not to get involved in such 
dangerous activity, and housewives feared social ostracism for their families if they 
participated in anything remotely political. 

Much of the protest action during this period was carried out at university campuses occupied 

by radical students, with 162 campuses experiencing conflicts over a two-year period. These 

conflicts ended only after a 1970 law that forced university administrators to end student 

strikes or see their universities taken over by the Ministry of Education. After the campus 

conflicts, administrations abolished institutions of student government, disrupting the 

continuity of political activism by students. ‘Frightened students did not just avoid 

participating in campus-based political activity; their opportunities to do so had been severely 

depleted. Most of the New Left organizations that had dominated campuses withered away 

and disappeared’ (Steinhoff 2018, 39). University campuses today are largely devoid of 

political student organisations, the civic-mindedness of students instead catered to with NPO-

supported volunteering activities. 
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Corporate Japan, which for a time had eagerly recruited protest leaders for their leadership 

and organizational skills, also turned from the late 1960s to systematically exclude former 

activists in their hiring processes. Government ministries and agencies also screened out 

former activists, who were thus denied entry into the mainstream middle class, furthering 

their marginalization in society and public consciousness (Steinhoff 2018, 40). It remains 

common knowledge, and is often accepted as reasonable, that to engage publicly in political 

activity is to jeopardize one’s employment prospects (see Okunuki 2015). 

The new allergy toward anything political was reflected also in the creative industries in 

which many of my own interlocutors make their living. After the 70s, ‘being political has 

been neither “cool” nor “trendy” for most artists and art critics’ (Yoshitaka 2005, 19). 

Revolutionary politics took a backseat as the ‘Japanese economic miracle’ produced dizzying 

growth in wealth and prosperity. In an interview, one older designer reflected on how things 

changed as left-wing movements petered out:  

From there the times changed, the 80s bubble came along, the Soviet Union collapsed, 
yeah, the circumstances changed in various ways, and in general non-pori, non-
political things became chic. And especially in fields such as art and design it became 
cooler to ignore such [political] things. […] At the same time the economy is growing, 
and for various reasons such as your clients being involved, you can’t talk anymore. 
And so, a culture where those things are ignored was fostered. 

2.2 The depoliticization of civic engagement 

Though the Anpo struggle of 1960 was experienced by the left as a defeat, for others the 

protests demonstrated the successful deployment of the idea of the ‘citizen’ (shimin) to 

‘mobilize unaffiliated people who otherwise might have passively viewed events from the 

sidelines’ (Avenell 2010, 14). This concept of the citizen came to ground a ‘democratic 

subjectivity and activism based on spontaneity, autonomy, everydayness, cosmopolitanism, 

and (for a time) antiestablishmentism’ that was articulated by its intellectual proponents in 

explicit opposition to the ideological style of the left (Avenell 2010, 10). 

While confrontational left-wing activism was increasingly marginalised, these citizen activists 

continued to engage in political movements throughout the 60s and 70s. They mounted 

pacifist campaigns in opposition to the Vietnam war, as well as pragmatic local efforts to elect 

progressive administrators and oppose environmental degradation and overdevelopment. In 

contrast to the rigidity of the left, these movements advocated for a constructive and non-
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partisan civic activism based on ideas of self-help and reasonable cooperation with 

authorities. An excerpt from a pamphlet of the citizen’s movement Koe Naki Koe no Kai, the 

‘Voiceless Voices’, (quoted in Ogawa 2009, 151) shows how the oppositional stance of this 

political citizenship was framed as against politics as such: 

Hello. All of you shimin, let’s all walk together. 
Even if it is only five minutes or just a hundred meters, let’s walk together. 
We won’t stick to any particular political thoughts 
nor will we loudly stake claims. 
But even the “voiceless voices” can distinguish between what’s right and wrong, 
and we really want to protest politics. 
So let’s walk together and quietly show our opposition to politics.  
(Koe Naki Koe no Kai 1962, 30–31) 

Already in 1962, the pamphlet interpellates a startlingly (perhaps paradoxically) apolitical 

political subject: one without any particular political thoughts and who does not make any 

loud claims but rather quietly protests and opposes politics in general.  

The decades following the 70s have been described as an ‘ice age’ for social movements, or at 

least as a time when such movements receded from mainstream visibility (Steinhoff 2015, 

Pekkanen 2006). The period also saw the quiet reconfiguration of relationships between 

activists and the governing and corporate establishment. Seeking to pre-empt more radical 

forms of activism, the establishment worked with cooperative civic groups who for their part 

saw such engagement as a producing concrete, positive results. The state provided logistical 

support and funding for groups working on community and social welfare issues, while from 

the 1980s corporate philanthropy also began to fund civil society initiatives. In contrast to the 

stigma suffered by the left, official rhetoric ‘embraced the imagery of such groups, praising 

their autonomy, their sense of community, and their ethos of self-help’ (Avenell 2010, 18). 

This reconfiguration was the backdrop against which, in the 90s, the state began to expand its 

power over civil society more substantially. 

The 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake served as a major catalyst for the 

institutionalisation of Japanese civil society. While the government response to the disaster 

floundered, over a million volunteers from across Japan travelled to the affected areas to 

provide support for rescue and reconstruction work. Hailed in the mass media as the 

beginning of the volunteering era (borantia gannen), work by Japanese scholars (e.g. 

Yamashita and Suga 2002, Fujii 2002) contrasted the impressive volunteering response with 

the failure of traditional bureaucracy, and ‘dramatized the need for a social and political 
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structure that recognizes the valuable contributions of volunteer-based civic groups and NPOs 

to society’ (Ogawa 2009, 97).  

The state too woke to the necessity and potential of an institutional framework for working 

with civil society. The result was the 1998 passing of the Law to Promote Specified Non-

Profit Activities (the NPO law) which enabled the legal incorporation of non-profit citizen’s 

organisations. The enactment of the law heralded a profound transformation in the political 

relationships between citizens, civil society and the state. 

Anthropologist of Japanese civil society Akihiro Ogawa (2009) argues that the primary 

purpose of the government’s NPO policy was to cut costs in public administration, a key item 

on the neoliberal agenda pursued by the government in the post-bubble, recessionary Japan of 

the 90s. Departments at municipal governments could be reconstituted as community level 

NPOs and staffed with low-paid secretariat and unpaid volunteers. Indeed, the state took an 

active role in mobilising citizens into NPOs. Ogawa provides the example of the ‘lifelong 

learning’ NPO in which he conducted ethnographic research. The leadership of the NPO was 

made up of community leaders who were invited to take on the roles by municipal officials. 

Official patronage provided legitimacy and prestige to the organisation and allowed the 

municipality to exercise top-down control over its activities (Ogawa 2009, 97-102).  

Crucially, the new law forbade NPOs from supporting or opposing any political principle or 

candidate for office. Thus, while institutionalising and legitimising noncontentious forms of 

civic engagement that are supportive of the state, the law denied the advantages of 

incorporation to groups with an explicitly political agenda, furthering their marginalization 

and lack of visibility in the public sphere. Steinhoff (2008, 42) notes that ‘fully independent 

advocacy groups do exist in Japan, but unless they can fit into some other legal category, they 

must remain small and invisible’. 

Institutionalisation has been paralleled by an ideological shift. Ogawa (2009, 93) argues that 

through NPO-based civil society, formal education, and public communications, the state has 

intentionally produced a ‘Foucauldian, coercive, self-disciplined subjectivity’ that channels 

the desires of citizens for meaningful civic engagement into uncritical support for state 

projects. Ogawa calls this ‘volunteer subjectivity’. Volunteers are constructed in official 

discourse as spontaneous, self-organising and self-sacrificing, positive and non-contentious, 

ready to contribute their time and energy for the common good – as defined by the state. 
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Ogawa argues that NPO-based civil society is effectively an extension of the state, with 

citizen volunteers mobilized conveniently as government subcontractors. He writes that ‘the 

Japanese NPO sector, or “civil society,” limits dynamic social and political participation – a 

key component in democracy’ (Ogawa 2009, 184). Ogawa’s critical view is echoed to varying 

degrees by historian Simon Avenell (2010) as well as other Japanese scholars (Yasuda 2002, 

Kurihara 1999, Nakano 1999). Andrea Muehlebach (2012) has explored a similar dynamic 

regarding volunteering and the neoliberal state in Italy. 

This analysis is critically important for qualifying descriptions of NPO-based Japanese civil 

society as a space for political participation, given that the state is ultimately able to 

determine the limits of this participation. It also bids us to be wary of uncritically conflating 

volunteering with politics and attributing anti-establishment agency to volunteering citizens – 

such as the idea that citizens ‘are doing things themselves since the bureaucrats and 

politicians cannot be trusted to get it done’ (Andrews 2016, 290). From the perspective of the 

neoliberal state, such a spirit of spontaneous self-reliance and self-responsibility is, after all, 

entirely commendable. 

This depoliticization of citizen activism and civil society can be seen as one manifestation of 

the broader depoliticising effects of neoliberal policy and ideology. Neoliberalism proposes a 

‘post-political’ understanding of politics where confrontation between ideological projects 

competing for hegemony is replaced with the neutral reconciliation of interests into a non-

conflictual, evidence-based consensus, arrived at through the work of expert technocrats 

drawing on objective knowledge (Mouffe 2005). In Japan’s neoliberal civil society, NPOs are 

subservient to this technocratic process. But the depoliticising effects of neoliberalism are not 

unique to Japan: scholarship has demonstrated how it has precipitated political disengagement 

in developed countries globally (e.g. Hart and Henn 2017, Kennelly 2011, Edwards 2009). 

In Japan its effects are compounded by the intensity with which confrontational politics has 

been stigmatised since the 70s, a process that began before the full onset of neoliberal thought 

in Japan. We should also note the synergy between neoliberal ideals of consensus-oriented 

politics with mainstream conceptions of the uniquely ‘harmonious’ nature of Japanese culture 

and ‘national character’. In post-war Japan, the cultural nationalist discourse of nihonjinron 

has continued to propagate popular notions of harmony and conformity as essential 

characteristics of Japanese culture (see Befu 2001). Such ideas help to undermine the 

legitimacy of social conflict and confrontational political expression. 
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2.3 Fukushima: A resurgence of popular politics? 

On 11 March 2011, a magnitude nine earthquake – the most powerful ever recorded in Japan 

– struck off the east coast of Japan’s Tōhoku region. The quake caused a tsunami which 

drowned tens of thousands of people and triggered the worst nuclear disaster since Chernobyl 

at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. Over 150,000 residents evacuated from 

communities around the plant to avoid the harmful effects of radiation. Clean-up and 

reconstruction efforts continue to this day. 

The volunteer subjects of Japan’s civil society coordinated a massive response. Within the 

year, close to a million volunteers had lent their support in the worst hit areas in Fukushima, 

Iwate and Miyagi prefectures. But the disasters also served to bring fresh life to Japan’s 

dormant tradition of mass protest. The nuclear accident at Fukushima Daiichi was not only a 

terrible reminder of the vulnerability of nuclear plants in natural disaster-prone Japan, but an 

entirely preventable calamity that had been made possible by corporate negligence and lax 

oversight by authorities (see Kingston 2012). After the disaster, Japan’s anti-nuclear 

movement mounted demonstrations of a scale not seen since the 1960s. The largest 

demonstrations during 2011 and 2012 mobilised as many as 200,000 participants in Tokyo, 

gaining support from numerous public figures and widespread public attention (Chiavacci and 

Obinger 2018, 14). 

Participants in these demonstrators included now mostly elderly New Left activists who had 

continued their activities on the margins, as well as new political movements that had 

developed outside institutionalised civil society. These included groups of ‘freeters’, 

marginalised and precarious workers whose numbers had grown with the neoliberalisation of 

the labour market. Freeter groups pursue a relatively radical agenda of opposition to 

neoliberal politics, but have also created new fun, playful and ‘carnivalesque’ forms of protest 

that seek to counter the image of demonstrations as extreme and dangerous (O’Day 2015, 

Cassegård 2014, Yoshitaka 2005). 

Post-Fukushima demonstrations also provided the context for the emergence of the Students 

Emergency Action for Liberal Democracy (SEALDs), the first major student-led movement 

since the 1970s. Although the 2011 disasters served as catalyst for the political awakening of 

many members, SEALDs’ mobilised specifically in opposition to plans by the conservative 

government to reinterpret Japan’s pacifist constitution to allow the deployment of military 



 

 18 
 

overseas. This specific issue anchored more general grievances about the government’s 

perceived violation of the principles of liberal democracy as well as anti-war and anti-

establishment sentiment. SEALDs proved more successful than freeter movements in 

mobilising mass support and capturing the interest of publics both Japan and abroad. 

Commentators hailed SEALDs as upsetting the notion that Japanese youth are politically 

apathetic, and the movement has been the subject of substantial interest in scholarship (O’Day 

et al. 2018, Gonon 2018, Kingston 2015, O’Day 2015, Slater et al. 2015). 

Like freeter activists, the students of SEALDs had to contend with the stigma associated with 

contentious politics and demonstrations. In doing so, they pursued a metapragmatic project 

prototypical to that discussed in this thesis: they sought to overcome the negative pragmatic 

meanings associated with politics and instead make it a normal and cool part of youth culture. 

Robin O’Day (2015, 5) shares the following quote from one of his interlocutors: 

...we think that social movements before us seemed unapproachable, scary and uncool 
for young people. I don’t mean to totally disregard all the old social movements that 
have happened before us, and I know that there have been people who did something 
meaningful and fought for their causes. However, they were a bit hard for us to 
identify with, so we are trying to get rid of that scary image. I think it’s an important 
factor to be fashionable and to use music in order to attract our generation so that we 
can raise our voice. 

The movement drew on the status of its members as ‘normal’ middle-class students from 

good universities and sought to distinguish itself from stigmatised 70s radicalism by its 

commitment to mainstream ‘liberal democracy’. In so doing, SEALDs positioned itself as 

‘speaking from the centre’ against the agenda of the LDP government, which was thus made 

to appear instead as a radical departure from the status quo (Slater et al. 2015, 23). This 

strategy of appropriating the legitimacy accorded to a moderate centre prefigured the strategy 

of neutral framing taken by the creative movement discussed in this thesis, which similarly 

seeks to take advantage of existing values that privilege discourse presented as impartial. 

SEALDs also cultivated a visual style in harmony with the aesthetics of fashion brands and 

youth culture. In their posters, attractive and fashionably attired young men and women strike 

serious, thoughtful poses alongside tastefully arranged typography and the movement’s logos. 

Here too SEALDs prefigured the creatives’ movement, interpellating a bourgeois political 

consumer who could be enticed to engage political discourse when it is presented as cool. As 

journalist Mike Sunda (2015) quipped amidst his description of how SEALDs march through 
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fashionable neighbourhoods and collaborate with trendy clothing stores: ‘It’s not so much 

champagne socialism as it is apparel activism’. The movement tried to make political 

participation and protesting normal: ‘a proposition that you can be a regular student, have 

conventional ambitions, aspire to a middleclass life, and still carve out a piece of yourself that 

is informed and engaged with political issues’ (O’Day 2015, 8).  

In August 2016 SEALDs disbanded, having failed to prevent the government’s 

reinterpretation of the constitution, and having failed to thwart an LDP supermajority in the 

previous month’s upper house elections despite its campaign to get out the vote. In contrast to 

those who enthused about SEALDs as a sign of the re-politicisation of apathetic Japanese 

youth, Anne Gonon (2018) provides a more sobering analysis that sees SEALDs members as 

exceptional compared to average middle-class young people. She notes that most university 

students are risk-averse, support relatively conservative values and are more supportive of 

nuclear energy than older generations. Indeed, though it had many supporters, SEALDs was 

also criticized and mocked by commentators across the political spectrum (Gonon 2018, 109-

110, Hoffman 2015). 

SEALDs, ultimately, did not revolutionise the political participation of young people in 

Japan. While its stylish brand of activism was no doubt successful in activating many 

politically apathetic young people, its struggle also demonstrates just how entrenched anti-

political sentiments remain in mainstream society. Such sentiments having now accumulated 

for decades, it may be too much to expect a political movement to overturn them in just a few 

years, no matter how slick their messaging. But with its limited success, SEALDs arguably 

did demonstrate the viability of an approach that seeks to make politics a normal and ‘cool’ 

part of life. Though less dramatic in its methods and less visible in mainstream discourse, the 

movement of creatives studied in this thesis is continuing this effort. We should examine the 

significance of SEALDs’ ‘metapragmatic approach’ to changing how politics is perceived not 

just in terms of its short-term success or failure vis-à-vis stated goals, but in terms of its 

longer-term effects on young people’s political participation. The existence of the movement 

studied in this thesis shows that the disbandment of SEALDs was not the end of the road for 

its attempt to normalise politics. As the movement itself put it (in English) at the end of its 

disbandment announcement: ‘This Emergency Action is over. But the Unfinished Project 

Must Go On.’ (SEALDs 2016) 
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2.4 Political participation in the late 2010s 

A survey conducted every five years by the national broadcaster NHK shows that all forms of 

political activism, including signing petitions, making donations and participating in 

demonstrations, have been declining since the first survey in 1973. The number of 

respondents who said they had participated in demonstrations has stayed level at 0.6 percent 

since 2008, while the number of respondents saying they ‘did not participate in any particular 

kind of political activity’ in the past year has in fact continued to increase steadily throughout 

the period of post-2011 protests: from 69.1 percent in 2008, to 71.5 in 2013, to 80.8 in 2018 

(NHK 2019, 20). The survey also shows a decline in the belief that activities such as voting or 

protesting are effective, or that the will of ordinary citizens is reflected in national politics 

(NHK 2019, 18). Japanese youth, and the population in general, remain politically 

disengaged. Turnouts are low, and unlike in many other developed nations, when they do 

vote, young voters in Japan lean conservative (see Rich and Yamamitsu 2019). 

The record low turnout of the July 2019 upper house elections triggered a wave of editorials 

at major national dailies sounding the alarm on the poor health of Japanese democracy, 

calling for simplifying the voting process and greater efforts in voter education (e.g. Yomiuri 

2019, Asahi 2019, Mainichi 2019). Scholars have also suggested insufficient citizenship 

education as to blame for political disengagement (Takaya 2017, Tsukada 2015). In his book 

Why politics is hard to understand (2018) Japanese political sociologist Ryosuke Nishida 

takes aim at the media and education for failing to prepare citizens to understand politics. 

Nishida also notes how ideological categories such as conservative and liberal are no longer 

helpful for making sense of politics.  

We can form a fuller understanding of this disengagement by seeing how the historical 

processes described in this chapter have changed how Japanese perceive politics and how this 

has produced a political subject who feels unprepared and frustrated. Political ideologies and 

movements provide frames that simplify the task of understanding of politics, while 

confrontation between political groups allows for identification with a shared agenda and thus 

a greater sense of one’s own stake in the contest (Mouffe 2005, 22-25). But such politics has 

been thoroughly delegitimised, and citizens are actively put off by the conflictual nature of 

politics. This distaste extends not only to left-wing protesters, but to professional politicians 

as well. A survey by Minato City (2013) of young people’s perceptions of politicians 

collected responses such as ‘politicians are liars’, ‘I wonder if politicians are really working 
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for the nation’ and ‘a gathering of hypocrite adults’. According to many of my interlocutors, 

people with strong political identities who subscribe to ideological ‘isms’ (shugi), are 

judgemental and difficult to get along with. Ideological categories are not so much unhelpful 

as they are discredited.  

The technocratic and individualistic version of politics that is left, and the contexts of formal 

electoral politics and NPO-based civil society in which it might be engaged, are seen as 

divorced from everyday life, tedious in their rigid formality, and difficult to understand. To 

engage with politics in such contexts (such as the Japan Youth Conference discussed in the 

introduction chapter) requires serious commitment and knowledge. ‘Lack of study’ (benkyo 

busoku) is an expression often encountered both in reflections of one’s own insufficient 

preparedness, as well as in critiques of others seen as unqualified to express political views. 

Construed as an expert domain, those who do go out of their way to be involved in such 

‘serious’ issues are subject to negative stereotyping as pretentious do-gooders, often described 

in Japanese as ‘highly conscious’ (ishiki takai). A more casual approach, such as taken by 

SEALDs, is conversely criticized for lacking the seriousness appropriate to such important 

matters.  

Despite this, most recognise that political participation is valuable and that voting is the duty 

of a good citizen. Surveys show that, despite their lack of participation, many young people 

express interest in politics, wish to participate in decision making (Cabinet Office 2013), and 

believe matters should not be left entirely in the hands of experts (Takahashi and Murata 

2011). But they have been left almost completely without attractive and socially legitimate 

ways of engaging with politics. Contentious politics is stigmatised, while civic engagement as 

volunteer subjects represents a dead end for political agency. In his study of how student 

volunteers see their role as political citizens, Jun Tsukada (2015) quotes an interviewee: ‘It’s 

not that I’m indifferent toward politics, but rather at a loss not knowing how to interact with 

it’. 

An approach seeking to treat political apathy with improved citizenship education aims 

simply to equip youth with the knowledge to engage technocratic politics. It is based on a 

relatively shallow analysis of political disengagement that does not ask why political 

engagement has come to be so unattractive and to require so much preparation. On the other 

hand, the approach taken by SEALDs and the movement of creatives studied in this thesis 

represents a response to the broader range of meanings that politics has accrued (as difficult, 
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irrelevant, quarrelsome and so on) and the indifferent or frustrated political subject that these 

have produced. The rest of this thesis explores this response.  



 

 23 
 

3 Field and method: Researching a creative community in Tokyo  

SEALDs was like a pre-party (zenyasai) to what is happening now. 
 
I hadn’t thought about my connections to SEALDs, but I suppose there is an indirect 
influence. 
 
I was going to the demonstrations at the same time as making HIGH(er). Now I’m 
doing things like planning The M/All together with the friends I made then. 
 

— Creatives’ comments about the SEALDs student movement 

What happened to the SEALDs movement and its project of making political participation a 

normal, ‘cool’ part of youth culture? This question animated the earliest stages of my 

research, as I set out to explore what continuities and legacies the movement left as it ended. I 

read through media coverage about its disbandment and scoured the social media pages of its 

more visible former leaders. Immediately after disbandment, a group of former members had 

established ReDemos, a ‘people’s think tank’ that would lobby for ‘a law promoting 

constitutionalism and democracy’ (Osaki 2015). But the organization seemed mostly dormant 

after a ‘youth conference’ in the spring of 2018. 

The spring of 2018 also saw another event organized by many former SEALDs members: an 

art and music festival called ‘The M/All’ which sought to ‘connect music, art and society’ and 

create ‘a space where you can experience both culture and social issues’.1 In the lead up to the 

event, the online magazine Be Inspired!2 published articles about some of the leading 

organisers and artists and what the event meant to them. Headlines featured quotes such as ‘In 

front of the National Diet and a nightclub are both spaces of the same society, right?’ and 

‘Prime Minister Abe is hip hop in a way’ (Tashiro 2018a, 2018b). Among the interviewees 

was Aki Okuda, the most publicly visible former leader of the SEALDs movement and now 

an organizer of The M/All. Also interviewed were Haruka Shibuya and Erina Nakagawa, 

founders and chief editors of the magazines HIGH(er) Magazine and Making-Love Club, 

respectively. Both had participated in SEALDs. These media would come to anchor my the 

field, together with Be Inspired!, which in October 2018 rebranded to NEUT Magazine with a 

 
1 The M/All was organised for a second time in September 2019, after I had left the field.  
2 The titles of all the magazines (as well as the name of The M/All festival) referred to in this thesis are 
originally in English. English is often used in this way for the names of publications, brands and companies (see 
Stanlaw 2004).  
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sharpened mission to engage social issues in a way that is ‘cool, trendy and positive’ 

(kakkoyoku, oshare ni, pojitibu ni) (Hirayama 2018).  

While SEALDs as a formal organisation ended, its goal of normalising politics as part of 

youth culture continues to be pursued by the movement that these media and The M/All 

festival represent. The demise of SEALDs thus corresponded with a shift to forms and 

strategies of cultural activism no longer as tightly centred on public protest. This new 

movement, and its iteration of the ‘metapragmatic project’ to make politics cool and normal, 

forms the subject matter of this ethnographic study. In the summer of 2019, I spent close to 

three months in Tokyo conducting interviews and participant observation with the community 

around these media. 

This chapter introduces the field in which the object of my study, the metapragmatic project 

to normalise politics, is situated, and the methodological approach I took to its study. I begin 

with an examination of how I construct my field around articulations of the project, followed 

by a closer description of the people involved with the movement. I then discuss my 

methodology in terms of access, limitations and positionality, research methods, and ethical 

considerations. The next chapter begins with a fuller conceptualisation of the content of the 

metapragmatic project itself. 

3.1 The movement as a field 

The metapragmatic project that forms the object of my study is an analytical construct 

through which I hope to conceptualise an interesting and significant cultural phenomenon: the 

effort by a loosely networked community of young creatives to reconfigure the meanings of 

‘politics’ so as to make it a normal part of culture and everyday life, with the goal of 

facilitating greater political participation by youth. While interlocutors would recognise this 

description, they do not speak of themselves as participants in a formally organized project, 

and there is no authoritative articulation of what the metapragmatic project means precisely. 

Though there is this generally shared goal, there is no overarching organization, no central 

coordination, and no self-evident bounds to the movement that pursues it. The ‘cultural’ 

nature of its goal to change the meanings of politics, and this loose informality in terms of 

structure (though not exceptional to contemporary social movements), make it well suited to 



 

 25 
 

an anthropological approach concerned with the emic understandings of participants (Salman 

and Assies 2017). 

I construct my field site around articulations of the metapragmatic project I encountered at 

public events, in the content of the media and in conversations with the people who create, 

consume and participate in them. To conceptualise such a field, which cannot be sufficiently 

accounted for by the researcher’s mere physical presence in a single geographical location or 

membership in an organization, I draw upon the notion of ‘following’ from George Marcus’ 

(1995) description of multi-sited ethnography. Marcus suggests a number ‘tracking strategies’ 

for constructing a multi-sited field, such as ‘follow the people’ and ‘follow the story’. I see 

this following as part of the process of siting research described by Mark-Anthony Falzon as a 

‘triangular space set up by one’s preunderstanding (itself a product of the current scholarly 

literature among other things), the developing researcher-researched collaborative exchange, 

and – last but not least – scholarly creative choices that are invariably circumscribed by the 

availability of resources’ (Falzon 2015, 104). 

I followed people and discourses from SEALDs to The M/All festival, and from there to 

NEUT Magazine, HIGH(er) Magazine and Making-Love Club. Before my field work in 

Tokyo, I was able to track people and discourses from existing scholarship on SEALDs 

through to contemporary online and social media spaces. Once in the field, I sought to visit 

physical contexts of the metapragmatic project – such as seminars and other events – and to 

meet those who created the media, who featured frequently in their content, and who aligned 

themselves the goals and methods of the project. I sought their understanding of the field, 

soliciting their views on how the goal of normalising politics is pursued through various 

media projects, and how it connected with recent historical events such as the SEALDs 

movement. I did not end my tracking efforts when I encountered NEUT Magazine, HIGH(er) 

Magazine and Making-Love Club. But as I followed the people and narratives of the 

metapragmatic project, I came to see these three media as its central articulations and thus 

made the ‘scholarly creative choice’ to centre them in my construction of the field.  

These were the media which most explicitly and self-consciously pursued the aims of the 

project, and in the content and activities of which the project was most visible. Their readers 

and creators recognised them as related expressions of a trend or movement concerned with 

overturning taboos about discussing politics. They highlighted the domestic, home-grown 

nature of these media, their independence and authenticity, and a sense of being more 
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informal and ‘hand-made’ (tezukuri) compared to established corporate media. Each is 

characterised by strong association with the personality of its chief editor and a sense of 

mission that goes beyond commercial success. Their creators are closely networked: they 

speak at each other’s events, are featured in and write for each other’s media. All participated 

in The M/All festival, which many described to me as a hub at which such separate but allied 

political, cultural and media projects convene. 

In their online and print pages, social media presence and real-world events, these media 

provide the spaces for the pursuit of the project to normalise politics. But although this project 

is the focus of my research, it is not the singular focus of these media. It is pursued within the 

broader context of a creative culture discourse about music, fashion, art, brands, entertainment 

and entrepreneurship. This discourse addresses a broader public in the creative youth scene 

not assumed to be primarily, or even at all, interested in political issues or with the 

normalisation of politics as a topic of discourse. Likewise, while the chief editors and other 

prominent participants in the social movement pursue the metapragmatic project and may 

occupy roles as opinion leaders on political and social issues, they are also artists, editors, 

writers, models, entrepreneurs and social media influencers who pursue other creative and 

commercial projects through which they accumulate followings and establish reputations 

within the scene. Indeed, this contextualisation of the metapragmatic project within a broader 

creative youth culture is central to the strategy of the project and is discussed further in 

chapter five. 

The three magazines represent an influential niche. Compared to more established media in 

the culture scene, their direct following may be relatively small, but their impact flows 

outward through influential personalities, commercial collaborations, and coverage in bigger 

media. For example, while NEUT Magazine’s official Instagram account sports a modest 

8,000 followers at the time of writing, HIGH(er) Magazine’s Haruka Shibuya, who is 

frequently featured in NEUT Magazine’s content, has over 40,000. NEUT Magazine’s chief 

editor Jun Hirayama, meanwhile, was interviewed by the influential fashion magazine WWD 

Japan, which has around 200,000 followers on Instagram. The magazine praised NEUT 

Magazine as an innovative new media responding to the shifting interests of millennials. In 

the interview, Hirayama explains his mainstream ambitions for NEUT Magazine: ‘The 

content is not too subcultural or too specialised. I’d like to create a magazine that is for 

everyone’. Sharing his hopes for the magazine’s public events, he says, ‘If we can connect 

different kinds of people through NEUT, we can create a new movement’ (Ishizuka 2019). 



 

 27 
 

To disambiguate between levels of the metapragmatic project’s context, I use the terms 

‘movement’, ‘community’, ‘culture scene’ and ‘youth culture’ ordered according to their 

distance to the project. All are intelligible also as emic categories based on terminology 

loaned from English: yūsu karuchā, karuchā shīn, komyunitī, mūbumento. ‘Culture scene’ 

refers to people in the creative and entertainment industries involved in the creation of trends 

in music, art and fashion for consumption as part of youth culture. While many young people 

consume the youth culture produced by the culture scene, not all are part of this creative 

community involved in its production. With ‘community’ I refer to the social networks 

structured around NEUT Magazine, HIGH(er) and Making-Love Club: their creators, those 

they cover, and their readership, both as a group of real persons and as an imagined public 

(Cody 2011). Though their creators and many readers are located in the culture scene, they 

aim to address youth culture also in a more general sense. ‘Movement’ refers more 

specifically to those within this community who actively identify with and make efforts to 

realise the metapragmatic project’s goal of re-signifying politics as a normal and positive 

topic of discourse. In this thesis I use the term ‘culture’ primarily in its emic sense as referring 

to the fashion, art, music and so forth produced by creatives in the culture scene, rather than 

as a term of anthropological analysis. 

3.1.1 Neoliberal creative subjects 

What kind of people make up the community around the three magazines? Generally 

speaking, they represent young members of Tokyo’s urban creative middle class: students or 

unmarried university graduates in their late teens or 20s, working as (or aspiring to become) 

writers, editors, photographers, models, artists, designers and entrepreneurs. This creative 

class is positioned somewhat ambiguously in Japan’s post-90s class structure, not 

straightforwardly members either of the stably employed corporate white-collar class nor of 

the lower status categories of irregularly employed workers. 

Existing scholarship provides an account of how the collapse of the bubble economy and 

neoliberal labour reforms have undermined the attainability of the middle class ideal of stable 

lifetime employment and greatly expanded the proportion of part-time and fixed-term workers 

in precarious employment relationships. The social figure of the white-collar corporate 

employee, the ‘salaryman’, has been joined by the ‘freeter’. Though romanticised in the late 

80s as a liberating lifestyle choice which rejects the normative career-oriented path to 
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adulthood and uses part-time work to fund a life of meaningful self-actualisation through 

hobbies and creative projects, the term has come increasingly to evoke a more pitiful image of 

professional and academic failure and a life of low-paid, precarious, dead-end jobs (Smith 

2018, Allison 2013, Ishida and Slater 2010). 

The figures of both the freeter and salaryman are relatively absent in my field, where instead 

the ‘creator’ (borrowed from English as kurieitā) is the most prominent category of 

professional identity. It is defined more by the creative content of the work rather than 

organizational membership or nature of relationship with one’s employer. Though typically 

university graduates, stable corporate jobs are not the norm. Freelancing and entrepreneurship 

are viewed as liberating alternatives to normative career paths that enable the pursuit of 

meaningful creative work and self-actualisation. The identity of the creator is that of an 

independent professional with their own ‘self-brand’ (Gershon 2016, 2011).  

Scholarship on the labour of creators, or ‘creatives’ as they are more commonly referred to in 

the English-language literature, has discussed how they represent a ‘role model’ neoliberal 

labour subjectivity for a relatively highly skilled and high-status class of workers who 

nonetheless do not enjoy the stability and generous compensation of the traditional white 

collar middle class (Kim 2019, McRobbie 2016, Kim 2014, de Peuter 2014). Framed as 

freelancers (furīransā) rather than non-permanent employees (hiseishain) or part timers 

(arubaito), their precarious conditions of work are glamourized as affording the individual 

freedom to pursue creative and personal fulfilment. But unlike the freeter for whom this 

freedom is found in pursuits outside of work, the creative’s freedom is realised through their 

work. And unlike the freeter, the creator enjoys relative prestige and social status despite 

lacking the stable corporate job that has been the sine qua non of middle-class status (see also 

Fujita 2009). 

Yet, like the freeter, the creator is in some ways not a full adult but instead lives an extended 

youth that continues beyond graduation from university – the point at which, at least in the 

traditional ‘transition regime’, one attains full-time employment and is thus admitted to full 

adult membership of society (Smith 2018). Instead of transitioning to the stable adult identity 

afforded by a stable job and the family life this in turn enables, the demands of creative labour 

require continuous entrepreneurship and reflexive refashioning of one’s professional identity 

and self-brand. While the professional identity of the full-time corporate employee is secured 

by their membership in the corporation, the creative’s identity is more akin to that of the 
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corporation itself. Like a corporation, they must keep branding and marketing themselves to 

secure new clients and maintain the existing relationships from which they make a living. 

The individualised and reflexive self-fashioning that characterises creative labour also 

characterises the subjectivities of many Japanese youth, even of those who eventually 

transition to relatively stable ‘adult’ identities defined by employer and family. Young people 

in contemporary Japan today are increasingly socialised within a neoliberal, ‘reflexive 

modernity’ to values of individualism and self-entrepreneurship, with stable workplaces 

increasingly unreliable as a source of identity (Brinton 2010, Suzuki et al. 2010, Takeyama 

2010, Mathews and White 2004).  

Even as their political-economic position may not be quite as precarious as that of the creator, 

they share the sensitive and reflexive disposition towards the careful construction of their 

selves and identities. Much of this reflexive identity-work is carried out in the manipulation of 

signs through consumption, ‘for many if not most contemporary Japanese, […] the major 

available form of self-expression’ (Clammer 1997, 154). Don Cameron, for example, in an 

article aptly titled ‘Off-the-rack identities’ (2000), shows how young people consume the sign 

values of street fashion in Osaka’s Amerika-mura neighbourhood. Learning what different 

styles signify from peers and magazines, they wear particular clothes, adopt hairstyles, get 

piercings, and spend time in fashionable places they wish to associate with their identities. 

They negotiate pressures to conform to trends while establishing subtly differentiated, 

individual identities (see also Stevens 2010, White 1995). 

My characterisation of this reflexive and individualistic subjectivity is intended to ground my 

later analysis of its politicisation. This subjectivity is epitomized by the creatives who 

produce the media and pursue the metapragmatic project, but it is also descriptive of the 

project’s imagined audience within the culture scene and youth culture beyond. They are 

constructed discursively as ‘Gen Z’ and ‘millennials’ in their late 10s or 20s, as ‘youth’ 

(wakamono) in contrast with the ‘adults’ (otona) of their parents’ generation. Readers are 

imagined as sensitive to the latest trends, brands and products, trying to ‘find themselves’ or 

‘know themselves’ as they anxiously navigate the transition to adulthood, but are thought of 

as not conscious of political or social issues. Hirayama describes NEUT Magazine as aiming 

to create ‘articles that can be an opportunity for readers to reconsider their identities’ 

(Ishizuka 2019). In following chapters we see how the strategies adopted by the movement 
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attend to the assumed characteristics of this subject as they seek to reconfigure politics as a 

normal and attractive object of discourse. 

3.1.2 New creative media 

The project to normalise political discourse is fluid and constantly evolving. Although they 

provide concrete spaces for its articulation and so enable its identification and research, I do 

not claim that the three media I have chosen to centre in my research provide a 

comprehensive or lasting representation of the project. Were I to revisit the field, I might find 

the project articulated in new forms in different contexts, or that it has diffused and dispersed 

in ways that elide easy identification and access by the researcher. That said, this section 

provides background to the media that were centred in my research of the metapragmatic 

project in the summer of 2019. 

NEUT Magazine is an online magazine which publishes stories about creators, activists and 

entrepreneurs whose work addresses social and political issues. Following rebranding in 

October 2018, NEUT Magazine adopted the tagline (in English) of ‘Make Extreme Neutral’, 

aiming to break the ‘taboos’ of mass media and ‘overturn the common sense’ on topics such 

as sex, politics and ethnicity (NEUT Magazine 2019a). Its brand and journalistic approach is 

centred on the principle of ‘neutrality’, according to which it aims to provide a perspective 

free of preconceived notions and prejudices on topics typically considered ‘extreme’ in 

mainstream society, such as women’s body hair, tattoos, or indeed, politics. 

Since January 2019, NEUT Magazine has been published by NEUT Corporation, an entity 

established with investment from an IT company called OrangeOne Corporation. It is led by 

CEO and Editor-in-Chief Jun Hirayama. Born in 1992 and a graduate of Seikei University in 

Tokyo, Hirayama spent a year as an exchange student in California where he was struck by 

the how much more interested his American peers were in social and environmental issues. At 

the time of research, the magazine was supported by two other full-time staff as well as 

freelance writers (NEUT Magazine 2019b). It is the only one of the three media to provide 

full-time employment to some of its creators. 

Making-Love Club is a ‘creative collective’, quarterly print magazine and discussion event 

established in March 2017, ‘seeking to create a space where you can talk about politics, love 

and sex around the same table’ (Making-Love Club n.d.). Central to each issue is an edited 
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transcript of a panel discussion held at Making-Love Club’s eponymous event at a trendy 

Shibuya nightclub – a deliberate effort to address serious topics in a context appealing to 

trend-conscious youth. The magazine is headed by the model Erina Nakagawa as its chief 

editor, together with professional editor and writer Makoto Kikuchi as sub chief. The tabloid 

format print paper is sold online and at bookstores for 350 yen. Since the end of my field 

work period, Making Love Club has not held any events or published new issues. 

HIGH(er) Magazine is also a print publication. Starting out in 2015 as a personal project for 

herself and her friends by then art university student Haruka Shibuya, it has since found a 

broader readership and helped establish Shibuya’s reputation as perhaps the single best-

known figure in my field. Typically known by her artist name ‘haru.’, Shibuya is an artist, 

model, influencer, and entrepreneur. Her output is not limited to HIGH(er) Magazine and she 

is frequently featured in media across the creative scene, is a popular speaker at events and 

pursues many creative and commercial projects in addition to the magazine. The five issues of 

HIGH(er) Magazine published since 2015 are sold online and at select bookstores. 

An introduction to the magazine in the guide of the 2019 Tokyo Art Book Fair reads: ‘With 

“Be true to yourself” as our motto, we discuss various topics from politics and sex to 

feminism’. The magazine blends discussion of politics and social issues together with artsy 

photoshoots, coverage of fellow artists and creatives, as well as other content, created in an 

intimate, personal and creative style, that address the everyday concerns of youth in Tokyo. 

While seeking to provide a space for frank discussion especially of women’s issues (such as 

menstruation or body-image pressures), and characterised by many as having a large 

following among young women, HIGH(er) Magazine does not position itself exclusively as a 

‘women’s magazine’ and aims to address an audience of all genders.  

The three magazines are naturally embedded in a wider media landscape. Closely related 

media include i-D Japan, the Japanese edition of the British youth culture magazine 

publishing articles straddling fashion, music, feminism and sometimes politics. But i-D Japan 

is seen as a prestigious, foreign, established business, less representative of Japan’s home-

grown trends. NeoL Magazine is a creative culture magazine that has given substantial 

coverage to the projects and personalities of the three media that anchor my study, but it does 

not purse their mission of overcoming the taboo on politics quite as explicitly and actively. 

One Media is a trendy creative agency that for a time published visual journalism addressing 

topics such as politics, feminism, and mental health for a youth audience, but was seen by 
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some in the community as primarily a commercial venture by ‘adults’ seeking to cash out on 

the emerging interest of youth in such topics. The M/All festival, though not a publication, is 

otherwise a significant articulation of the project to normalise politics and has a presence 

beyond the real-world event in the form of coverage and promotion in these other creative 

media.  

Geographically the community structured by these media is located primarily (but not 

exclusively) in the trendy and affluent areas of west Tokyo, which include the fashionable 

neighbourhoods around Shibuya and Harajuku. These areas carry such meanings as 

trendiness, youth, and creativity that are central to the community’s self-stylization. They are 

where one can find many of the venues for events hosted by the movement and the bookstores 

hip enough to stock copies of Making-Love Club and HIGH(er) Magazine. 

3.2 Research methodology 

So far, I have made an argument about the historical stigmatisation and ‘depoliticization’ of 

political participation, outlined efforts by movements such as SEALDs to address this stigma, 

and followed continuities in this effort to a contemporary community of young Tokyo 

creatives. Here the trail trodden by existing scholarship ends, and I enter the field to pursue 

the argument through my own primary research. This section outlines my methodological 

approach in terms of access, limitations, positionality, research methods and ethical 

considerations. 

To understand how the community of creatives pursues the metapragmatic project and the 

kind of political subjectivity created through this process, I undertook an approach combining 

analysis of the media content produced by the community with interviews and participant 

observation conducted during an approximately three-month period in Tokyo (described in 

more detail below). This approach allowed me to observe and analyse not only the practice of 

the metapragmatic project as it appears to its intended audiences and readers in the form of 

magazine articles or discussion events, but also to understand something of the motivations, 

reflections and debates that are internal to the community.  

To better grasp the movement’s position and characteristics relative to its broader context 

within Japanese society, I also conducted limited field work with other people and groups 

relevant to young people’s engagement in political and social issues. These included young 
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people not part of the creative community of my immediate field, but who were otherwise 

interested and involved in politics and social issues, such as in the NPO sector, or who were 

working in the creative and entertainment industries and could conceivably be enticed by the 

trendy frame in which the metapragmatic project introduces politics. 

3.2.1 Access, limitations, positionality 

Accessing the field was relatively straightforward. Some initial introductions were made by 

friends in Tokyo, and I was also able to meet interlocutors at public events. Beyond these first 

steps, continuing access was made possible by the helpfulness of interlocutors, who supported 

me in understanding the community and who readily made additional introductions.  

The main limiting factor to my research was the relatively short field work period, a practical 

consequence of carrying out my research as a master’s thesis project. This means that my 

research is relatively reliant on formal interviews and participant observation at publicly 

accessible events – my role in the field was ultimately very much that of an outsider. Another 

limitation concerns my construction of my field, and my research process, as starting at the 

centre of the metapragmatic project and moving outwards. That is, most of my field work was 

conducted with the core of the community involved in publishing the media, being featured in 

them, or otherwise located within these central social networks. Though I was able to do some 

research with less centrally located interlocutors, my data does not allow for a substantial 

analysis of how a broader public responded to the project. Acknowledging these limitations to 

my research, I have aimed to construct an argument that is proportional to the insights which 

the data affords.  

Though my position in the field was that of an outsider – a graduate student researcher from 

Finland – I was warmly received by members of the community, who took an interest in and 

lent their support to my research. Good communication and rapport were facilitated by 

conducting my field work and interviews with the community entirely in Japanese. Being of 

roughly the same generation and having spent parts of my own youth in Japan as a student 

and young professional, I shared some degree of personal familiarity with the cultural milieu. 

I believe that my outsider status as well as the progressive social values espoused by the 

creatives’ community mitigated against the effects of strict age hierarchy or gender roles in 

social interactions, effects which can have the potential to undermine frank and informal 
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communication. Nonetheless, though aiming to be cognizant of such factors in my field work, 

I recognise the impossibility of fully assessing and accounting for their impact on my data.  

In Japan, people who do not look Japanese are inevitably seen as outsiders, regardless of their 

linguistic or cultural competency. My identity as a white European positions me at the top of 

a racial hierarchy that continues to underly Japanese culture (see Russell 2017). It allows me 

to navigate Japanese society relatively unimpeded, with my curiosity construed more as 

flattering than as nosy. Though my access to ‘the native’s point of view’ is limited by such 

outsider status, this status is productive in its own ways: there is much patience for simple 

questions, taken-for-granted assumptions are spelled out for one’s benefit, and interlocutors 

can take a helpful curiosity in exploring differences between their culture and mine.  

3.2.2 Research methods 

Data for this research was collected primarily through conducting interviews, attending public 

events, and reading print and online content published by the three media. While in the field, I 

also followed the community’s social media presence to keep abreast of new events and day-

to-day trends in the community’s discourse. The resulting materials – recordings, transcripts, 

field notes, screenshots, saved articles, and print materials – were analysed thematically and 

according to their relevance to my research questions. 

In total I conducted 26 formal interviews with 27 participants (one interview was with two 

people). Of these participants 16 were women and 11 were men. Around half were with 

interlocutors relatively closely involved in creating the magazines. Five were discussions with 

outsiders to the community: young Japanese with varying levels of interest in politics but no 

previous familiarity with NEUT Magazine, Making-Love Club or HIGH(er) Magazine. The 

rest fell somewhere in between. Interviews were usually conducted at a café or some other 

location convenient for the interlocutor and most lasted slightly over an hour. The content of 

interviews was semi-structured with a set of core questions and discussion topics that were 

reviewed and edited for each interview to build on previous findings. All interviews were 

recorded and summarised in my field notes. The ten most productive interviews were fully 

transcribed while the remainder were analysed more selectively. 

The majority of my media data comes from NEUT Magazine’s website and physical copies of 

HIGH(er) Magazine and Making-Love Club. Though together these magazines publish on a 
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range of topics, my analysis is based primarily on content relating to political and social 

issues. In practice, my research also followed articulations of the metapragmatic project 

beyond these three magazines to other creative and mainstream online media as well as public 

social media activity on Instagram and Twitter. While in the field I kept on eye on the 

mainstream news agenda and explored coverage of the summer’s elections beyond the media 

platforms of the creative community. All quotations from media articles in this thesis have 

been translated from the original Japanese by myself. 

Participant observation included events related directly to my field, such as a sustainable 

entrepreneurship conference supported by NEUT Magazine, the panel discussion organised by 

Making-Love Club in Koenji, or a film screening in Harajuku with HIGH(er) Magazine’s 

Haruka Shibuya. I also attended other events outside the community that provided useful 

points of contrast, some of which are touched upon in later chapters. These included an event 

to discuss politics by the outdoor apparel brand Patagonia, a lecture on Japanese media 

organized by New Left activists and a university campus festival where student societies 

presented on their volunteering projects. Events were not only an opportunity to observe how 

political discourse was presented, but also to conduct ethnographic interviews and establish 

new contacts. 

The focus of my data-gathering and analysis, across these methods, has been on how political 

discourse is framed and contextualised, what kind of engagement is anticipated and what kind 

of subject is interpellated as a consequence. In discussions and interviews with interlocutors, I 

explored associations and images connected to politics and strategies by which these can be 

transformed. I invited interlocutors to share their own reflections on political participation in 

Japan, and to react to my own provisional analyses. Most interlocutors who identified with 

the goal of normalising politics were indeed highly analytical and reflexive about this project. 

My own analysis is much indebted to the insights they shared.  

3.2.3 Ethical considerations 

In conducting my research, I have endeavoured to follow the principles of informed consent, 

avoidance of harm and reciprocity. I understand the principle of informed consent as the 

ethical obligation of the researcher to ensure that interlocutors consent to their participation 

based on an understanding of the purposes of the research project and the consequences of 
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their participation. My view is that informed consent is an ongoing process that can never be 

achieved in a complete, verifiable sense. During my research I sought to establish a degree of 

informed consent with each individual interlocutor that was proportional to the depth of their 

involvement. I did this by always being open about my identity as a student researcher and 

using opportunities for self-introductions to provide a brief explanation of my research 

project. 

To those who collaborated in more substantial ways, such as agreeing to formal interviews, I 

sought to provide a fuller picture of the project. Ahead of interviews, I shared a one-page 

Japanese language summary of my project. This included a short self-introduction, 

information on the purposes of my research, a description of the role of participant 

observation and interviews in anthropological research, an explanation of my interest in 

learning about their personal perspectives and analyses, as well as a note on my commitments 

to the confidentiality of our discussion. In my interactions with interlocutors I aimed to 

remain sensitive to their understanding of my research and provided opportunities for further 

clarifications as necessary. 

The main risk of harm to my interlocutors is in the potential of negative professional or social 

consequences caused by their identification with sensitive reflections shared with me and 

published in this thesis. Although I do not anticipate such consequences arising from the 

interlocutor testimony described in this thesis, I aim to mitigate against such possibilities by 

attributing quotes from research interviews and private conversations anonymously, to an 

‘artist’, ‘magazine editor’, ‘writer’ or similar, with care taken to avoid too many identifying 

details. 

Many important people in the field are public figures, who publish their views in articles, are 

themselves interviewed and featured in media, and share their perspectives on public social 

media accounts for the purpose of communicating to a broader public. When making 

reference to individuals in the field based on such publicly available information, I use real 

names. This allows me to put information into its relevant context, such as when discussing 

how chief editors have publicly expounded on the mission of their media. The names of all 

media and organisations referred to in this thesis are also real. I hope this will enable readers 

to pursue any inquiries of their own that may be inspired by this thesis. 
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4 ‘Make Extreme Neutral’: Positivity, neutrality and the liberal 
individual 

‘We want to make talking about politics normal’. Such sentiments provide the most succinct 

articulation of the goal pursued by the movement of young Japanese creatives studied in this 

thesis. It is the primary goal of their project to change the meanings of politics: from extreme, 

difficult, and irrelevant, to normal, cool, and relatable. But why does politics need to be made 

a normal topic of discussion in the first place? What, in such a statement, is indicated by 

‘politics’? What does it mean to make politics ‘normal’? And how can this all be done? This 

chapter sets out by addressing these questions, discussing the motivations of the 

metapragmatic project and conceptualising the realm of discourse indicated by ‘politics’. I 

then introduce my overarching argument about how the project seeks to achieve different 

meanings of ‘normal’ for politics as an object of discourse through the pursuit of various 

metapragmatic strategies, and how these interpellate a particular mode of political 

subjectivity. The remainder of the chapter discusses how the first two of these strategies – 

neutral framing and positive framing – seek to establish politics as a non-deviant topic of 

discourse and function to interpellate a liberal, individualist political subject. 

I use the term ‘metapragmatic project’ to conceptualise how the creatives’ movement aims to 

change the pragmatic meanings of political discourse – meanings such as ‘extreme’ and 

‘difficult’ that go beyond the referential, dictionary definition of ‘politics’. In practice, the 

metapragmatic project refers to a generally shared understanding of the problem of political 

apathy as linked to such meanings, the idea that political engagement could be encouraged by 

changing these meanings, and the practices by which these changes are sought – such as the 

strategies of neutral and positive framing discussed later in this chapter. The project is 

pursued through the public events and media content created by the movement, a loose 

network of young, primarily Tokyo-based creatives. 

The project can be seen as foundational to a broader liberal political agenda centred on the 

promotion of individual freedom, for which it aims to create a broad and receptive audience. 

Interlocutors in the movement wish to see a society in which all individuals are empowered to 

freely express their identities, to self-actualise and to follow their desired life paths without 

fear of discrimination or prejudice. This agenda is reflected particularly in discussion about 

the challenges posed by living with different gender, sexual and ethnic identities, and the 
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pursuit of one’s dreams and life goals in the context of what are seen as Japan’s narrow and 

conservative norms about the correct way to live one’s life and pursue a career. Participants in 

the movement are motivated by the challenges faced by themselves and their friends in life. 

Many have spent short periods abroad in Europe or the United States and admired the lively 

engagement in social and political discourse they witnessed among youth in these countries. 

They are concerned about environmental issues such as plastic waste and nuclear energy. 

Although not indifferent to questions also of economic inequality, discussion on such topics 

as poverty and labour exploitation is relatively muted compared to issues of identity and self-

actualisation. 3 

Without acceptance of political discussion as normal, however, the sphere of discourse in 

which this kind of agenda might be pursued and conservative norms challenged would remain 

narrow, with few participants and limited potential for any broader impact on society. The 

metapragmatic project, therefore, is less about pushing the specifics of the above agenda and 

more about getting people to engage with such topics at all. As a young female editor 

describes:  

What HIGH(er) and NEUT are doing, in saying that it’s okay to talk about things that 
have been considered taboo, will gradually, really gradually, maybe widen the circle 
of people involved. […] When there are people who are communicating about such 
things, there will probably be those who realise that ‘oh it’s okay to think like that’, or 
‘oh I see there is that way of thinking too’. So then together with such people we can 
think about things. Increasing the number of individuals who can make choices 
(sentaku dekiru kojin wo fuyasu) – I think that’s something that the media can do. 

Though foundational, the normalisation of talk about politics is also not just a pragmatic first 

step towards more direct advocacy of liberal identity politics. It is an important goal in its 

own right: the realisation of something akin to the ideal of the Habermasian public sphere, an 

inclusive space in which engaged citizens enjoy equal status and can participate in a civil 

debate that respects diverse perspectives. 

So far I have glossed the object of the metapragmatic project simply as ‘politics’. But while 

the term for politics, seiji, is itself indeed one object of resignification, the project in fact 

targets a broader field of discourse consisting of a variety of topics considered difficult or 

 
3 My characterisation of this agenda is a generalization based on observation of the community’s discourse, 
rather than a reproduction of some explicit, shared manifesto. Indeed, as I show in later analysis, the mode of 
political subjectivity presupposed by the movement mitigates against explicit articulation and advocacy of 
collective political projects. 
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‘taboo’ to discuss. In this broader field, politics is joined by ‘social problems’ (shakai 

mondai), a category reflecting the concerns of the broader liberal agenda, including topics 

such as gender and women’s issues, feminism, sex and sexuality, race, drugs, tattoos, 

environmental problems and mental health.  

Placed alongside and in contrast to such topics, ‘politics’ evokes the formal politics of 

lawmakers in the national diet or the protest politics of angry activists on the streets outside. 

But my analysis shows how the strategies pursued by the metapragmatic project, which seek 

to integrate political discussion into everyday life and culture, also aim to construct a broader 

understanding of politics in which ‘the personal is political’ (a phrase favoured by 

interlocutors). Here politics is not parallel to social problems but encompasses them. It 

becomes a category that includes both formal and protest politics as well as the above 

mentioned ‘social problems’ – the political dimensions of which become more directly 

acknowledged.  

The object of the metapragmatic project is thus in fact a cluster of signifiers relating to 

discourse on politics and social issues, with overlapping but also differing pragmatic 

meanings. These include ideologies, isms, political identities, actions and issues: signifiers 

such as ‘ideology’, ‘feminism’, ‘liberal’, ‘protest’, ‘nuclear energy’, ‘racism’, ‘sustainability’ 

and so forth. Most share indexical links to a sense of difficulty, formality, seriousness, and 

distance from everyday life. Those related more directly to politics, such as ‘protest’, also 

index further negative meanings of conflict and extremeness. Framing discourse as about 

‘social’ rather than ‘political’ issues can avoid some of the latter’s negative meanings and can 

provide softer way to frame issues. Indeed, while NEUT Magazine describes itself 

straightforwardly as a magazine seeking to cover ‘social problems’ in way that is not too 

serious (majime), it puts ‘politics’ in the category of ‘extreme’ and ‘taboo’ things that it hopes 

to cover in a ‘neutral’ way.  

For the purposes of most of my analysis, however, I will bracket this complexity within the 

cluster of signifiers and anchor my analysis to ‘politics’, addressing differences among 

signifiers only as they become relevant. ‘Politics’ is the term linked to the broadest range of 

negative pragmatic meanings, it can refer to the entire discourse of social and political issues 

targeted by the project, and it is the term on which my conversations with interlocutors 

centred. 
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What does it mean to make this politics a ‘normal’ topic of discussion? Ogawa (2009, 156-

160) has discussed the importance of successful claims to normality for achieving mainstream 

acceptance and legitimacy in Japanese society. He notes how in Yōko Ueno’s (2003) 

ethnography of nationalist textbook reformers, the reformers are described as taking great 

care so that their project not seem too strange in the eyes of mainstream society. The anti-war 

activist Oda Makoto, meanwhile, called participants in the peace movement ‘normal citizens’ 

(futsū no shimin) to emphasise the movement’s broad support in society. Ogawa describes 

how in his own research on an NPO, ‘normal’ was used to describe the kind of persons who 

were considered potentially legitimate participants in the NPOs activities (middle-class and 

ethnically Japanese).  

‘Normal’ (futsū) is the term most frequently used by interlocutors to describe what they 

would like to see politics become, often contrasted with what is perceived as its current status 

as a ‘taboo’ (tabū, used as a loan-word from English) topic. It represents the main goal of the 

metapragmatic project’s mission to re-signify politics. Creating indexical links to other 

pragmatic meanings such as ‘cool’, ‘trendy’, ‘casual’ and ‘everyday’ work to build an overall 

sense of normality and ordinariness for politics. 

My analysis distinguishes three main meanings of normality which the strategies of the 

metapragmatic project aim to achieve: non-deviance, popularity, and accessibility. Perception 

as non-deviant aims to make politics a legitimate item of discussion that need not be avoided 

or marginalised. Popularity aims to take politics beyond passive acceptability and make 

political discourse something that is attractive for subjects to engage with. Accessibility refers 

to making political discourse available for engagement in everyday life without the need for 

specialist knowledge or contexts. 

The metapragmatic project consists of various ‘metapragmatic strategies’ that seek to impart 

these meanings of normality to politics. Generally, these strategies attempt to avoid indexing 

certain contextual aspects while establishing new indexical links to others: avoiding 

traditional political symbols and formal vocabulary, and instead situating politics as a casual 

item of conversation among friends hanging out at a café, for example. This thesis will 

discuss eight such strategies: neutral framing, positive framing, re-contextualisation, aesthetic 

naturalisation, commercialisation, personification, personalisation and colloquialisation.  



 

 42 
 

Silverstein (1976, 47-48) discusses ‘pragmatic strategies’ as ways in which the capacity of 

signs to index aspects of their context is utilised by speakers to achieve particular 

communicative effects. But the movement does not seek only to draw upon existing 

indexicalities for individual instances of communication, but to create new indexicalities that 

establish new pragmatic meanings. Because the pragmatic meanings themselves are the object 

of modification, I characterise these strategies as metapragmatic. The young creatives want to 

shift the pragmatic meanings of ‘politics,’ so that, for example, it conjures images of 

discussion among friends instead of the violent protests of the 70s. 

These metapragmatic strategies operate at three levels that correspond roughly to the three 

meanings of normality outlined above, and work to interpellate a particular kind of political 

subject: a liberal, individualist, political consumer. To achieve non-deviance, the movement 

adapts to and co-opts aspects of existing language ideologies (sets of beliefs about the socio-

cultural meanings of language) about how political discussion should be carried out in a 

neutral and positive way. In doing so the legitimacy of collective and confrontational politics 

is undermined in favour of participation as independent minded individuals who respect and 

appreciate alternative views. To achieve mainstream popularity, creatives seek to integrate 

politics with youth culture, in the process establishing it as a signifier of ‘cool’ to be 

consumed in the construction of one’s identity. Accessibility is achieved through connections 

to everyday and personal life, which are made legitimate contexts for engaging politics. In 

this and the following chapter, I explore these effects and their consequences in further 

ethnographic and analytical detail. 

Desired ‘normal’ Characteristic strategy Interpellated subjectivity 
Non-deviant Adapt to existing language 

ideologies 
Partisan identities rejected for liberal 
individualism 

Popular Integrate with youth culture Politics made a sign to be consumed for 
identity construction 

Accessible Relate to personal and 
everyday life 

Contexts and grounds for legitimate 
political agency expanded 

 
Figure 1. A conceptual overview of the metapragmatic project. 

The metapragmatic project is also expressed throughout the community’s discourse in 

straightforward assertions such as ‘Talking about politics should be normal’ or ‘We should 
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talk about politics in an easy to understand way’. A fundamental premise of the project, 

however, is that such explicit argumentation is not sufficient on its own. Indeed, similar 

expressions of concern about political disengagement and the need to make engagement 

easier and more attractive can be found in mainstream public discourse. Political participation 

is, in the abstract, already considered a civic virtue, even if in practice it seems tedious and 

unappealing – a contradiction apparent in the typical sheepishness with which excuses are 

made for not having voted. The importance of the metapragmatic project, and the focus of my 

analysis, thus lies in how the movement seeks to realise in practice the goals expressed in 

such metapragmatic assertions. 

The rest of this chapter discusses two of the metapragmatic strategies that are most significant 

at the first level of the project: adaptation to existing language ideologies by framing political 

discourse in a way that is neutral and positive. It must be noted here that, though analytically 

the metapragmatic project may be dissected as per Figure 1, in reality strategies overlap with 

each other and address various aspects simultaneously. As a strategy, neutral framing, for 

example, works in the first place as an attempt to establish non-deviance, but the movement 

also makes new connections between neutrality and diversity that expand ideas about who can 

legitimately participate in discourse. Some strategies feature more prominently in the content 

of one media, some more in that of others. My analysis of the metapragmatic project in this 

chapter and the next will work through the three conceptual levels of the project while 

drawing on ethnographic examples of how metapragmatic strategies work at each level. 

4.1 Being neutral 

To participate in public discourse about social and political issues in Japan, and to have one’s 

perspective taken seriously, requires one to speak convincingly from a position of supposed 

neutrality (chūritsu, chūsei or nyūtoraru), impartiality and objectiveness. To pick a side, or to 

be transparent about one’s political commitments, is to be seen as biased and lose one’s status 

as a valid commentator. Overt commitments to a political ideology or support for a political 

party are readily seized upon to discredit the speaker. Discussing this, one artist told me about 

an episode he had observed on Twitter around a popular account (@miraisyakai) which 

posted data-based analysis and commentary in the lead up to the July upper house elections: 
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Until the very end of the elections, they did not write even once about what party they 
supported, they just shared accurate data. But in the very end, they wrote things like 
‘unfortunate that so-and-so was elected’ or ‘I’m glad that so-and-so made it’ and such. 
They took a side, in other words, they took that step. And having done so, of course, 
this caused an outcry, ‘How dare you!’ and so forth. 

During my field work in Tokyo, I attended a discussion event (not directly connected to the 

creative community) about political communications in the lead up to the elections. The 

speakers were political sociologist Ryosuke Nishida and writer Masanori Tsujita. In response 

to my question about whether there might be room in Japan for ideological debate as a third 

area in addition to the opposition the pair had been discussing between policy debate and 

image-based marketing, Nishida responded that, while an interesting idea, it is difficult 

because of Japanese people’s ‘bias phobia’ (katayori fobia). 

Later in the discussion, Nishida demonstrated how he negotiated this ‘phobia’ to maintain his 

position as an expert commentator. After he suggested that corporate and income taxes should 

be raised and made more progressive, he was teased aggressively by Tsujita, who said 

Nishida was as total communist: ‘you’re bright red!’ (makka!). Nishida denied this and 

hastened to make more pragmatic, non-partisan justifications for his view. Speculation about 

his potential political allegiances was a source of joking throughout, and he later took it upon 

himself to balance accusations of communism by saying others had accused him of 

conservative sympathies and called him an ‘LDP dog’. Nishida joked that only when he starts 

to respond to questions about his affiliations with ‘no comment’ should listeners be worried. 

As popular commentators, Nishida and Tsujita can speak as individual, unaffiliated experts, 

but need to avoid overt political commitments to maintain the legitimacy of their views.  

We can see the two speakers as negotiating a language ideology – a set of beliefs about the 

socio-cultural meanings of language (Silverstein 1979) – that here construct notions of good 

and legitimate political discourse as such that takes place between unaffiliated, well-informed 

individuals who draw upon objective knowledge to form moderate and reasonable opinions. 

Claims are perceived as most legitimate when seen as made from a neutral standpoint and as 

representing a balanced assessment not tilted towards any extreme.  

The dominance of this ideology can be linked to the historical marginalisation of 

confrontational, ideological and partisan modes of politics. It is an alternative, technocratic 

mode of discussion that avoids many of the negative associations of such politics – a dynamic 

not unlike that described by Jessica Greenberg (2014) of how, in post-socialist Serbia, the 
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sense of politics as morally suspect and corrupt led democratic actors to pursue legitimacy by 

‘depoliticising’ politics through bureaucratic proceduralism. This style of discourse as it 

exists in Japan also fits with political scientist Chantal Mouffe’s (2005, 1) characterisation of 

the liberal ‘post-political’ vision that has become ‘common sense’ in Western societies, that 

‘partisan conflicts are a thing of the past and consensus can be obtained through dialogue’. 

Those who wish to participate in mainstream political discussion must accommodate the 

requirements of this language ideology and distance themselves from overtly partisan (and 

therefore deviant and suspect) modes of politics. For example, though its focus on 

demonstrations led the SEALDs student movement to be connected in public discourse with 

the radical protests of the 70s, the movement worked hard to distinguish itself from 

association with this ‘extreme’ legacy. The movement emphasised the middle-class 

background of its members and their commitment to conventional liberal democracy, 

asserting that it was the actions of the government that were in fact the extreme deviations. 

(Slater et al. 2015, 23). 

The young creatives seeking to normalise political discourse are likewise critical and 

deliberate in adapting to this language ideology. I expound this engagement here mainly 

through the example of NEUT Magazine, which centres a claim to speak from a neutral 

standpoint as part of its brand and identity. On the magazine’s ‘About’ page, Chief Editor 

Hirayama explains the name of the magazine as an abbreviation of ‘neutral’, described as ‘a 

state of not being biased towards anything’ (nani ni mo katayoranai sama). The page goes on 

to explain magazine’s mission: 

Holding up the slogan of ‘Make Extreme Neutral’, we cast a light on topics and 
people considered ‘extreme’ by society: problems of sex, politics and race considered 
taboo to be covered in mass media, and people and activists putting forth new ideas 
that overturn the common sense in various industries. 
 
We work as a media to deliver a neutral perspective not bound by preconceived 
notions to more people. 

It is worth noting here the significance of the magazine’s preference for the loan-word 

nyūtoraru rather than the largely synonymous native terms chūritsu and chūsei, the meanings 

of which are quite intuitive to grasp from the characters of which they are composed: ‘middle’ 

and ‘stand’, and ‘middle’ and ‘quality/nature’, respectively. The precise meaning of the loan-

word is not similarly self-evident, and so represents a ‘linguistic resource’ that can be more 
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creatively deployed (Stanlaw 2004, 17). Use of the loan-word signals to readers that they are 

encountering what may be a more specialised and complex concept that requires more 

explanation than the idea of simply being in the middle. 

Indeed, in July 2019 Hirayama was invited to share his perspective as chief editor of the 

magazine on a Nippon TV (a major Japanese TV network) broadcast discussing the 

challenges of legislating against hate speech. On the segment Hirayama holds up a small 

whiteboard with the word nyūtoraru and is invited to explain the concept: ‘Well, while it also 

has the meanings of chūritsu and chūsei, we define it as not being partial, and as not 

excluding [my emphasis]’. By providing its own exegesis on the concept and by centring the 

concept of neutrality in its branding, the magazine establishes itself as something of an 

authority on the idea. The neutral branding essentially asserts that everything published under 

the NEUT Magazine masthead represents a neutral perspective on the world. 

In addition to this proactive appeal to neutrality, NEUT Magazine also accommodates the 

prevailing language ideology by avoiding styles of expression that might be considered 

politically biased. Both the discursive content and especially the visual vocabulary of the 

magazine is largely devoid of any reference to political ideologies or groups. Generally, a 

great deal of care is taken to approach political topics in a way that does not seem partisan, as 

too ‘political’. One writer explained that it can be better to avoid using the word ‘liberal’ in 

articles, saying ‘it may be seen as political and therefore be seen as extreme’. In an article 

discussing the rebranding of Be Inspired! to NEUT Magazine and its new concept of 

neutrality, Hirayama (2018) ends by quoting the following words of a long-time supporter of 

the magazine: 

In these times, when even ‘being liberal’ feels like being biased, I think the word 
closest to this concept may be ‘neutral’.  
 
Accept yourself without denying others. 
Really it should be just this simple principle of behaviour. 
Therefore, I have very high expectations for NEUT.  

By going out of its way to discredit the category of liberal as potentially biased – even as it 

represents a category with which many participants in the movement do, ultimately, identify – 

the magazine seeks to further strengthen its claim to neutrality. 
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As the above examples show, NEUT Magazine interprets neutrality as not just the passive 

impartiality of an unaffiliated expert, but as active affirmation of diversity and avoidance of 

exclusion and social bias. An editor at the magazine expounded on their view of ‘neutrality’ 

as built around the idea of not excluding other people and ideas. Discussing how in reality it 

is ultimately impossible for a person to be unbiased, but that one should nonetheless work to 

communicate in way that avoids advocating a particular perspective as much as possible, the 

editor explained: 

When thinking about what could be a principle that we can advocate (oshitsukete ī 
seigi), it was the idea of not excluding some issue because it is difficult, and of 
looking at people without bias. Thinking that this would be a good perspective for 
more people to have, the word ‘neutral’ came to represent that concept for us. 

Building out the meaning of neutrality to include diversity and inclusion is relatively safe in 

that they represent fairly uncontroversial values and signifiers. 4 They already permeate public 

and corporate discourse and are not strongly associated with negative images of politics. One 

of the mottos for the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, for example, is ‘Unity in Diversity’. Indeed, as in 

the article quoted above, being neutral is suggested as a less biased (and so implicitly as a less 

‘political’) alternative to the tolerant stance otherwise entailed by ‘being liberal’. Anchoring 

diversity and inclusivity to the idea of being neutral suggests a way to sidestep the overtly 

political category of ‘liberal’ altogether. Conflating different notions of bias (such as 

journalistic impartiality and social prejudice), this strategy allows liberal arguments against 

social bias such as sexism and racism to instead be presented as grounded in an apolitical 

‘neutrality’.  

Through the explicit claims to a neutral standpoint made through its brand and identity as a 

media, and through its authoritative articulation of neutrality as synonymous with diversity 

and inclusivity, NEUT Magazine creates a context in which previously challenging topics can 

be introduced without them being marginalized on account of being perceived as dangerously 

radical or extreme. In a seeming paradox, it provides a context in which politics can be 

discussed without seeming political. What is being done, however, is that the indexical links 

to ideological, partisan politics that ‘seeming political’ consists of are decoupled from the 

signifier ‘politics’, while new indexical links are made to the socially valued and less 

 
4 In my field, diversity was expressed in Japanese with the loan-word daibāshitī or the native tayōsei. Inclusivity 
was usually expressed with the loan word inkurūshibu, or in the negative with the native expressions ‘to not 
exclude’ (haijo shinai) or ‘to not deny/negate’ (hitei shinai).  
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‘political’ categories of neutrality, diversity and inclusion. In so doing, the magazine aims to 

present politics as a non-deviant, normal topic of discourse.  

For example, an interview with the musician ‘ermhoi’ mentions that she ‘clearly expresses her 

opinions on politics and environmental problems’ on Twitter. The article does not expand on 

what these opinions are, but instead discusses the importance of open political expression 

itself: ‘Regardless of whether you are an artist, a normal person, just a human being or a 

taxpayer, your right to speak out should be recognised as a matter of course’. Avoiding the 

substance of political issues to focus on the importance of political expression, the article can 

sidestep the ‘politicalness’ that concrete discussion of ‘politics and environmental problems’ 

might index. Political expression, meanwhile, is discussed from the perspective of diversity 

and inclusion. Excluding someone for expressing their political opinions is positioned 

alongside other forms of prejudice as something to be avoided. The title to the article 

promises to explain to the reader ‘the basis for her values of having an opinion but not 

excluding anyone’. 

Although my discussion here has focused on NEUT Magazine, which engages most 

proactively with ideas about neutrality, most participants in the movement are in general 

agreement about the value of a neutral perspective. They are not indifferent to the 

contradiction of advocating for particular perspectives while claiming a neutral standpoint (as 

NEUT Magazine undeniably does), but see great value in the ideal of putting aside 

preconceptions and according respect and legitimacy to diverse perspectives and people. 

Many are critical of a how a neutral stance can amount to passive acceptance of the status 

quo, but nonetheless see a neutral style of communication as necessary for reaching a 

mainstream audience that is wary about anything that seems too political. 

4.2 Being positive 

Framing political discussion as neutral overlaps with the metapragmatic strategy of framing 

discussion in a ‘positive’ way. This strategy also represents an accommodation to existing 

language ideology, in this case ideology founded on widely shared beliefs about the 

essentially harmonious nature of ‘Japanese culture’ and the importance of a positive, polite 

and collaborative disposition in social interactions (Maynard 1997, 156-157).  In the field of 

political discourse specifically, this orientation is strengthened by the values of consensus and 



 

 49 
 

reconciliation that are associated with constructive modes of civic participation and promoted 

by (neo)liberal views of politics. With politics commonly associated with negative, off-

putting images of rudely heckling politicians, corruption scandals and emotional quarrels, 

avoiding such associations and drawing on associations with positivity, solutions and mutual 

respect instead represents a strategy for delivering political topics to wary audiences in a more 

easily digestible way. Consider the following comment from a young female editor: 

We are conscious of facing problems without being negative. Probably in 
broadcasting there are many media that communicate facts. I think this is very 
important, but for what [we are] trying to do, to get people who are not interested to 
take an interest – if it’s just a shock, for example saying that ‘this abuse happened’, 
it’s just shocking, but I feel in many cases it’s not really connected to action. So, it’s 
easier for everyone if we always provide a solution. Instead of having to think from 
the beginning when you learn about a problem, if you are told ‘for this kind of 
problem there is this kind of product’ you can maybe feel that ‘ah okay I will buy it’. 
We want people to take positive actions that can be done easily. 

A male artist explained his view that in Japan people have an unfavourable view of opposing 

things in general: 

So, this makes opposition to the government and LDP seem negative as well. In 
school you are not encouraged to have opinions and are punished for disturbing the 
harmony (wa wo midasu). Everyone wants to be normal and live in peace and safety, 
people don’t like being made to confront negative realities. 

Another young editor discussed her fears of encountering disagreements among friends, 

explaining how it would make her feel bad and she would not know how to react or what to 

say. Many interlocutors reflected on a general fear of confrontation which they attributed both 

to themselves and society at large. They are afraid they lack sufficient knowledge to stand up 

for their views and are anxious about the social costs of an argument ending in the defeat and 

humiliation of either party. Such dangers are associated especially with people who have 

strong political identities and are thought to be judgemental and incapable of cooperation as a 

result.  

Before election day in July, I attended an ‘Election Café’ (senkyo kafe) event organised as 

part of a public relations campaign by the outdoor clothing brand Patagonia (see Funazaki 

2019). The campaign sought to encourage people to vote and take an interest in the elections. 

At the event, participants were encouraged to discuss politics openly with each other in small 

groups, but were also instructed that expressing support for any particular candidate or party 

was forbidden. Organizers hoped to mitigate against the risk of conflict between participants 
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and put at ease those who may be discussing politics for the first time in their lives. Indeed, 

there was no quarrelling, but neither did I witness any expression of political opinions – only 

shared agreement on the importance of voting and talking about politics. 

The contemporary strength and popularity of ideas about conflict aversity as supposedly 

inherent to Japanese culture can be linked to the historical process that saw confrontational 

political movements marginalized and constructed in collective memory as violent aberrations 

and national trauma (Steinhoff 2018, 39; Cassegård 2014). Kapur (2018, 267) notes how the 

delegitimisation of confrontational politics after the Anpo struggle coincided with the 

popularity in mainstream discourse of the self-orientalising literature known as nihonjinron: 

‘Classics of the genre, such as Nakane Chie’s Japanese Society (1970) and Doi Takeo’s 

Anatomy of Dependence (1971), presented a new vision of Japanese identity, positing that a 

timeless and unchanging “Japanese culture” had always prized harmony and consensus and 

resisted social conflict’. This discourse undoubtedly helped to marginalise confrontational 

political action as exceptional and deviant. 

The collaborative, consensus-orientated nature of neoliberal civil society reflects such views. 

In his discussion of volunteer subjectivity, Ogawa notes how normative positivity is intrinsic 

to the civic engagement of volunteerism. He shows how at the NPO where he conducted his 

research, ‘normal’ described an ideal volunteer who could be relied on to do as they are 

instructed and not ask too many questions. Volunteerism is never used to describe any forms 

of critical or anti-establishment activism and ‘volunteer subjectivity is only praised for 

maintaining, strengthening, and improving the existing society’. He notes that those who 

advocate views that differ from the political mainstream are called ‘people in anti-

establishment groups’, but never ‘volunteers’ (Ogawa 2009, 111-112). 

Contemporary political movements have thus had to adapt to the association of any kind of 

negative activity as deviant. The SEALDs movement, even as it sought mainstream 

legitimacy by ‘speaking from the centre’ was nonetheless perceived by many as extreme 

because of its confrontational and overtly anti-establishment stance. Protests by freeter 

movements, and more recently by young climate activists, have also tried to make their 

protests seem cheerful and festival-like instead of confrontational and scary (Yoshitaka 2005, 

Mesimäki 2019a). 
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NEUT Magazine, HIGH(er) Magazine and Making-Love Club must also somehow 

accommodate the risk that publishing strongly critical writing or bringing attention to 

unhappy realities may alienate potential readers and risk marginalization from mainstream 

culture – even as they do pursue their goals of challenging conservative social norms and 

highlighting social problems. In NEUT Magazine (recall its mission to discuss social 

problems in a way that is ‘cool, trendy and positive’ [my emphasis]), articles balance critical 

exposition of social problems with descriptions, typically in admiring and aspirational style, 

of the accomplishments and successes of the individuals addressing these problems.  

In an article titled ‘It’s fine to feel “I want to make society better” in moderation. The just 

right stance towards social change of this 25-year-old social good crowdfunding company 

CEO’ a discussion of how individuals can take interest in social problems is attached to the 

personal story of the successful young CEO, who is shown smiling broadly in the 

accompanying photographs (Minami 2019a). Another story features a critical discussion of 

overproduction and overconsumption in the apparel industry, but contextualises this critique 

within the inspiring story of two progressive young fashion designers creating sustainable 

clothing from waste materials (NEUT Magazine 2019c). Readers are not left without any 

solution to the problem, but are encouraged to take small steps in their own lives to reduce 

waste, such as by avoiding plastic straws and bags. Having suggested such positive solutions, 

the text nonetheless takes care to reassure readers that they will not be cast out for insufficient 

commitment to the cause: 

The two don’t take the approach of ‘this is bad because it’s not eco’ or ‘plastic is 
absolutely wrong’, but think about environmental problems based on the simple 
actions that can be taken now.  
 
‘I think it’s good to act based on what is possible for you’. 
 
As you can understand from Natsuki’s words, one does not feel like they are trying to 
deny (hitei) anyone.  

Positive framing can also be understood through what is absent or left relatively unexplored. 

HIGH(er) Magazine’s issue four includes interviews with the editor and one seller of The Big 

Issue – a magazine employing homeless people to sell issues on the street. The content of the 

interviews focuses comparatively less on the injustice, hardship, and political failures 

represented by homelessness, than on the challenges overcome by the editor in pursuing her 

life goals and running the magazine, and on the diligence and cheerful disposition with which 
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the seller approaches his work despite his difficult homeless life. Interestingly, the 

interviewed editor also notes that while The Big Issue aims to cover otherwise ignored social 

problems, readers will be turned away by too much ‘dark and heavy’ content (Shibuya and 

Koyanagi 2017).  

The values of diversity and inclusivity, central in the movement’s agenda and its 

interpretation of neutrality, are also deployed to mitigate against fears about the consequences 

of confrontation and disagreement. Association of political discussion with being judgemental 

and defeating (and humiliating) others in debate are countered by affirmation that everyone’s 

perspective deserves to be respected without being excluded or denied. Readers are 

encouraged to understand how issues can be approached from many different perspectives, to 

form their own opinions, and respect those of others. 

Jones (1990) analyses how in certain contexts in Japan conflict can be ‘ratified’ as culturally 

appropriate – such as in television debates where participants can argue fiercely and without 

compromise about political issues. In my field, however, I found such television debates 

described by interlocutors as ‘dirty’ (kitanai) and used as examples to illustrate the 

disagreeable image of politics. More than attempting to ratify conflict as acceptable in a 

broader range of situations or encourage people to take a positive view of conflict itself, the 

creators of the magazines use positive framing to downplay the presence and intensity of 

conflict.   

This is not to say that the media are uniformly characterised by some relentless optimism. 

Indeed, Making-Love Club in particular is contrasted with the other media by interlocutors 

who describe it as taking stronger critical stances, being ‘full-on politics’ (gattsuri seiji), and 

hence as more challenging to approach for the novice reader. Each media attempts in its own 

way to negotiate a balance by which they can encourage readers to become aware of and 

reflect critically on problems in society, without scaring them away in the process by 

appearing too confrontational and negative. As one designer reflects on this challenge:  

Everyone is worrying about this. See there’s a dilemma. Actually, we would like to go 
harder. But, umm, if you throw the ball too hard the wall just goes up higher, in the 
case of Japan, right? But if the throw is too weak you won’t even make a hole in the 
wall.  

Positive framing is just one metapragmatic strategy, one with which the media attempt to 

avoid marginalization on account of being perceived as too confrontational and negative. 
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Critical expression and discussion of unhappy topics and problems is balanced with indexical 

links to more positive contextual aspects (e.g. being homeless is tough, but you can take pride 

and pleasure in your work selling magazines). Readers are reassured that discussion about 

politics need not end in social conflict. The effect of positive framing overlaps with that of 

neutral framing in that it similarly aims to delink politics from pragmatic meanings of 

negativity and confrontation.  

4.3 Participation as liberal individuals 

The strategies of neutral and positive framing of discourse represent adaptation to prevailing 

language ideologies about how to discuss politics (as a neutral, impartial individual) as well 

as how a ‘normal’ Japanese person should express themselves (in a positive and non-

confrontational way). Although NEUT Magazine claims a position of special authority to 

proactively draw legitimacy from the social value accorded to neutrality, in general these two 

strategies can be characterised as defensive, in that their main function within the 

metapragmatic project is to avoid the marginalization of political discourse as deviant. The 

strategies aim to secure the survival of the movement’s expression within the context of 

mainstream language ideology. In doing so, rather than challenging this ideology, it buys-in 

to most of its central premises. Partisan, confrontational and ideological ideas of politics are 

discredited, while the importance of neutrality and positivity are affirmed.  

The movement’s adoption of neutral and positive framing interpellates a liberal individualist 

political subject. Some interlocutors are ambivalent about the identity of ‘liberal’ due to the 

explicitly political nature of the category, but I nonetheless use the term here to indicate their 

individualist disposition to ideal political discourse as a civil, collaborative exchange that can 

accommodate difference.  

This subject, indeed, is not so different to the subject interpellated by mainstream political 

discourse, which might likewise be characterised as liberal individualist who is not involved 

in collective politics and values discourse construed as reasoned, moderate and unbiased. The 

main difference is that the creatives’ magazines aim to make participation in political 

discourse less daunting through their emphasis on diversity and respecting others’ opinions. 

While mainstream broadcast journalism, for example, interpellates a passive subject ‘that 

expresses their emotions but is reluctant or unable to engage in political matters and/or 
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deliberation’ (Tsukada 2016), the discourse in creative media draws on the value of inclusion 

to actively encourage and reassure audiences about the validity of their political engagement. 

I emphasise the subject’s individualism beyond that already implied by the term ‘liberal’, as 

even the collective identity of ‘liberal’ is criticised in the movement’s discourse. Participants 

in the movement are wary of finding themselves in ‘bubbles’ composed of only like-minded 

fellows, and emphasise the importance of unbiased, independent thinking and exposing 

oneself to alternative viewpoints. In an article published in NEUT Magazine, the interviewee, 

discussing their concerns about nuclear energy, proposes a pluralist, individualist approach 

even to participation in such collective action as demonstrations (Honda 2019). 

In order for your perspective to not become biased, you can participate in 
demonstrations at which people with various different ways of thinking gather, or in 
relaxed gatherings known as ‘walk demos’ (o-sanpo demo) and take care to think 
about issues around nuclear power from various angles.  

The interpellation of such a liberal individualist political subjects suggest a foreclosure of 

solidarity and action based on collective political identities and shared ideological 

understandings of the world – an understanding of politics and political participation that 

remains effectively delegitimised in the movement’s discourse. Practices of substantial 

criticism and confrontation retain the risk of marginalization. 

The most legitimate position to hold is that of perpetual tentativeness regarding one’s own 

position: never making an unequivocal commitment, always thinking for oneself instead of 

joining groups, always willing to consider other views and reflect on one’s own. Such a 

position is likely intuitive to occupy for neoliberal creative subjects who are already 

accustomed to perpetual transition, reflection and re-fashioning of their selves and identities. 

The individualism presupposed by neutral and positive framing also supports the strategies 

discussed in the next chapter that work to integrate politics as a signifier to be consumed in 

projects of self-expression and identity construction. As we will see, this self-creation is a 

fluid process where individuals constantly re-fashion themselves using signs available from 

their surrounding culture. This process is characterised by the pursuit of individual social 

distinction and the ease with which interchangeable signs can be manipulated. It is thus very 

compatible with the non-committal, difference-affirming stance of the liberal individualist. 

The analysis in this chapter has shown that the movement attempts to make political 

discussion approachable as ‘normal’ and non-deviant largely by cutting off, rather than 
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seeking to legitimise, aspects of politics that are unfavourably perceived in mainstream 

society – such as conflict and ideology. The metapragmatic strategies do, however, seek to 

transform at least one aspect of prevailing language ideology. The movement does not 

espouse the need to speak from a position of authority or technocratic expertise, but affirms, 

through the principles of diversity and inclusivity, the legitimacy of all participants and views. 

Here the invocation of diversity also lays the foundation for how additional metapragmatic 

strategies, discussed in the next chapter, seek to actively establish the legitimacy of more 

inclusive and non-specialist approaches that draw on personal experience as a valid source of 

knowledge for discussing politics in the contexts of everyday life. 
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5 ‘Wear politics like fashion’: Consuming the ‘cool’ of politics in 
everyday life 

Framing political discourse in neutral and positive ways may save it from marginalisation and 

stigmatisation. But there is little reason to assume that establishing politics as a non-deviant 

topic of discussion will also make it an appealing one, or that people will consider themselves 

competent and capable of engaging with it. This chapter discusses how the metapragmatic 

project to normalise politics addresses these challenges through strategies that integrate 

politics with culture and with contexts of everyday life. Political discourse is configured as 

providing attractive signifiers of ‘cool’ that subjects can access through informal, everyday 

and personal contexts that are made legitimate areas for the exercise of political agency. 

These strategies and the new meanings they establish interpellate a political consumer subject 

who engages with political discourse as a source of signs that can be consumed for the 

construction of their individual identities. Politics here is normalised, made popular and 

accessible, through politicising consumption – one of the dominant logics by which neoliberal 

subjects already relate to their world. 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the function of ‘cool’ within the context of neoliberal, 

postmodern Japan as an index of sign value that can be drawn upon to establish social 

distinction. I thereafter discuss how various metapragmatic strategies (strategies for changing 

the meanings of political discourse) function, firstly, to integrate political discourse with 

popular culture, and secondly, with the contexts of everyday life. These integrations, I argue, 

represent two distinct effects, even as they are achieved through overlapping metapragmatic 

strategies. I end by examining the subjectivity of the political consumer interpellated through 

these strategies.  

What does it mean for politics to be presented as a way that is ‘cool’ (kakkoī, iketeru) or 

‘trendy’ (oshare)? During the question and answer time at Making-Love Club’s event in 

Koenji (described in the introduction chapter), I asked the panellists – HIGH(er) Magazine’s 

chief editor Haruka Shibuya and Making-Love Club’s sub chief Makoto Kikuchi – to 

elaborate on the importance of making politics trendy. Their responses below are paraphrased 

from my field notes.  

Kikuchi: Making-Love Club is for trendy people to talk politics – that’s how we 
designed it. We deliberately wanted to target the cool kids (iketeru kizzu) and therefore 
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chose to do the event at a nightclub in Shibuya during the weekday – so that if you are 
hairdresser who goes partying in the weekends you can still attend our event during 
the week. Cool kids wouldn’t want to attend an event just for a seminar, so we decided 
we need DJs as well. It was a success.  
 
Shibuya: There’s no need to go out of your way to make something lame (dasai). 
Making it trendy helps bring it to your everyday life. I was in SEALDs, and nobody 
wanted to hold lame placards then. 

These responses lead us to some important insights about how ‘cool’ works in the 

community. Kikuchi makes explicit the assumption that ‘cool kids’ are unlikely to be 

attracted by the substance of a seminar on politics, but can be enticed to attend through 

contextual factors (the nightclub venue, music and so on) that index ‘cool’. This presupposes 

an orientation towards engaging with objects at the level of their sign value: their ability to be 

consumed for the construction of one’s individual identity and attainment of social status and 

distinction (Baudrillard 1968). ‘Cool’ thus refers to the social prestige attainable through such 

identity construction and the capacity of signs to confer this prestige.  

Shibuya’s response, in which making politics trendy helps integrate it with everyday life, 

suggests that such a sign-value oriented relation to objects is commonly shared within the 

culture scene. One young photographer reflected on the ubiquity of relating to culture in this 

way: 

All culture is fashion: music, literature, photography, everything. There are good and 
bad sides to this, but it makes things easy to adopt (mi ni tsukiyasui). Everything is 
like fast fashion; the trends of the moment determine what is right (sono toki no hayari 
ga seigi). People adopt interests and styles just to be cool, they think that ‘the me who 
goes to vote’ or ‘the me who listens to this music’ is trendy. […] Culture is developing 
so fast. It’s hard to keep up, there’s no time to think. 

To make politics trendy is to incorporate it within culture as fashion, as attractive and ‘easy to 

adopt’. It joins the brands, interests, hobbies, lifestyles, outfits and hairstyles, likes and 

dislikes, educational affiliations, professional titles and personal affectations – the whole 

multitude of signs understood as available, useful, and valuable for the curation of one’s 

social identity. ‘You can wear politics like fashion. This is not the true nature of politics, but 

it’s a way of getting people interested’, said one magazine editor. 

The subject’s relation to the signs afforded by political discourse becomes that of 

consumption. But here consumption does not refer in a narrow sense just to the purchase of 

commodities. Rather, following Baudrillard (1968, 22), consumption is best understood as the 
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‘systematic act of the manipulation of signs’. The consumption of a sign need not involve a 

monetary transaction, and the sign need not be materialized in a physical commodity. To 

consume the sign is to access its meanings to construct one’s identity and achieve social 

distinction. These meanings have sign value in as much as they serve this purpose. When 

voting is construed as ‘cool’, the action of voting is a consumption (a manipulation) of its 

meaning as ‘cool’ to construct the socially prestigious identity of ‘the me who goes to vote’. 

While perhaps exemplified by the purchase of branded commodities, for subjects in 

neoliberal, postmodern contexts this consumption of signs can be seen as a dominant mode of 

relating to the world, one’s self and one’s identity. 

Contemporary Japan is exemplary as just such a context. Drawing on philosopher Hiroki 

Azuma’s (2009) notion of Japan as a ‘database society’, Miyako Inoue (2016) describes how 

within the context of postmodern, post-bubble Japan, identities are ‘molecularised’ as bundles 

of surface elements: temporary and modular assemblages of signs drawn from a database of 

cultural meanings that do not need to be held together by any greater historical narratives or 

ideologies. Inoue illuminates this through the example of how the indexicality of Japanese 

women’s language (forms of speech associated with feminine refinement) has ‘regressed’ 

from the second order of indexicality that would link it to social reality and historical 

narratives, such as of gender and class. Instead, the first order of indexicality, the domain of 

affect, or of the ‘virtual’, gains primary significance. Women’s language becomes an element 

in the database that can be consumed as a sign to index ‘feminine elegance’ in the 

construction of identities, without this elegance needing to index any deeper level of social 

reality beyond this affect. This modularity and shallow indexicality allows for ease and speed 

in the manipulation of signs. There is little concern for authenticating (Bucholtz and Hall 

2005, 601) the feminine elegance invoked through certain speech forms in terms of whether it 

indexes some real social or class background. The indexicality of such speech affects 

becomes as flat as that of a brand-name handbag, as easy to adopt or discard, and just as 

credible.  

Inoue (2016, 171) draws attention to work by Japanese scholars (Doi 2009) showing how 

children are developing their identities through the manipulation of ‘instantly changeable’ 

social attributes, such as ‘the teaser, the joker, and so on’. This is the generation of my 

interlocutors, who have been socialised in neoliberal Japan to engage in constant reflexive 

self-fashioning of their identities. The political-economic position of many as precariously 

employed creatives, dependent on their ability to sell their skills and themselves as experts in 
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the manipulation of signs (as editors, models, photographers and so on), intensifies this 

orientation. As they employ their creative skills and sensibilities to produce cultural products 

for their clients, so too they employ this same sensitivity to curating the ‘self-brands’ on 

which they rely to secure new work and sustain their professional status and livelihoods.  

Azuma describes Japanese nerds known as ‘otaku’, ‘those who indulge in forms of subculture 

strongly linked to anime, video games, computers, science fiction, special-effects films, anime 

figurines, and so on’ (2009, 3) as ‘database animals’ – prototypes of Japan’s postmodern 

subject for the way they consume culture. I believe we can see my neoliberal creative subjects 

as similarly prototypical of how Japanese youth relate to culture. 

The concept of the database is useful for characterising Baudrillard’s ‘system of signification’ 

in the Japanese context. Though Baudrillard describes the system of signification in consumer 

capitalism as ultimately ‘universal’ and ‘totalitarian’, the malleability of database culture and 

its susceptibility to rapid transformation also open the possibility of intervention into the 

nature of meanings within the system. Such intervention need not be insignificant, even if the 

overall logic of the system is not challenged.  

The creatives’ project to normalise politics, in seeking to integrate the signifiers of political 

discourse within culture and the contexts of everyday life, represents such an intervention. 

Integration with culture is the work of making politics cool: establishing new indexical links 

between politics and fashion, art, entertainment, and so on that endow the signifiers of 

political discourse with the quality of ‘cool’ and allow it to be used to establish social 

distinction. Integrating politics with everyday life expands the range of legitimate political 

practices by which the signifiers of politics can be accessed for consumption. Bringing people 

into contact with political discourse in their everyday life may certainly have implications 

beyond the consumption of signs – and I touch on this in the concluding chapter – but for the 

metapragmatic project the significance lies in making these signifiers broadly available and 

accessible.  

Integration with culture and everyday life is about making politics ‘normal’ by embedding it 

in these ways of relating to the world that are already familiar to subjects. The metapragmatic 

strategies by which the two corresponding aspects of normality (popularity and accessibility) 

are pursued overlap. Below, I first discuss the strategies in terms of how they use culture to 
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make politics cool. I then discuss how the same strategies, as well as the additional strategy of 

colloquialisation, integrate politics within everyday life to make it accessible. 

5.1 Integrating politics with culture 

Participants in the movement regret the depoliticization of Japanese culture: how since the 

70s it has become taboo and uncool to mix politics with music, fashion, art and entertainment 

(see also Kapur 2018, 266; Yoshitaka 2005, 18). They are keen to show how there is always 

an inherently political dimension to culture, and how the consumption of culture can be a 

practice of political agency. In analytical terms, this amounts to (re)introducing the signifiers 

of politics to the system of signification consumed as the culture of the creative scene and of 

popular youth culture more generally. By creating indexical links between politics and this 

culture, the movement hopes that politics will come to be perceived as ‘cool’ and itself 

become popular as sign that subjects wish to access as a source of ‘cool’.  

Re-contextualisation is the metapragmatic strategy of siting political discourse in contexts 

where it is alongside other configurations of signs in the culture scene. The aim is for it to 

share the context with these other signs on a more or less equal footing. As a move it aims to 

diminish the perception of politics as existing in its own separate and distant realm and to 

present it instead as a signifier capable of indexing ‘cool’ in the same way as other signifiers 

in the shared context. In practice this refers to cases such as the Making-Love Club panel 

discussion described in the introductory chapter, where political discourse is situated in a bar 

and shares this context with other cool-indexing signifiers such as the surrounding 

neighbourhood associated with art and youth culture, the musical performances and 

performers, the fashionable attire of attendees, and the reputations of the speakers. Many 

events in the community reflect this re-contextualising strategy, most notably The M/All, 

where political panel discussions share the context of a two-day music festival held at trendy 

venues in Shibuya (the heart of Tokyo youth culture), with DJs, live music and stylish young 

attendees. 

This kind of re-contextualising is not limited to contexts defined by physical or geographic 

space. The publishing of political discourse within the online and print pages of NEUT 

Magazine, HIGH(er) Magazine and Making-Love Club represents a similar contextualisation 

that situates politics as alongside other signifiers and thus implies a sense of equivalence in 
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their capacity to index ‘cool’. Much as discussion on political topics typically represents just 

one activity in the programming of an event, on the pages of magazines political discourse is 

positioned alongside and within numerous other topics. NEUT Magazine publishes articles on 

art, fashion, books, films, entrepreneurship, youth trends and local communities. An editor at 

HIGH(er) Magazine, meanwhile, explains: 

So, with HIGH(er) too, after our article about Henoko [the controversial site of 
relocation for a US military base] in Okinawa, the next pages are super culture-
oriented; music and fashion and so forth. Yes, there is a strategic element to it. It’s 
mixed in there. 

Recalling Shibuya’s comment that there is ‘no need to go out of your way to make something 

lame’, we can see that in re-situating politics the topic is not singled out as somehow 

exceptionally cool or attractive. Rather the aim is to blend it into the system of signifiers so 

that it has no special status (or where such status is at least downplayed) on account of its 

politicalness. Ideally, it is longer associated with its own separate realm and the 

accompanying associations of difficulty and confrontation, but instead appears as just another 

sign in the culture scene capable of indexing ‘cool’. 

Aesthetic naturalisation represents a related metapragmatic strategy, where the visual context 

of political discourse is made continuous with the aesthetics of the culture scene. Very few 

visual elements index anything obviously political. The pages of the magazines typically 

feature photography of people, events and activities that do not index political aspects of the 

content. In his interview for the fashion magazine WWD Japan, NEUT Magazine’s chief 

editor Jun Hirayama explains the magazine’s approach to photography: ‘All our photos are 

taken on film. I hope that people who are sensitive to and like culture and fashion will take an 

interest “because the photos are cool”’ (Ishizuka 2019). Posters for Making-Love Club’s 

events and covers for its magazine issues are often illustrated with moody, artistic photos or 

abstract and surreal design pieces that give little information about the political content of the 

magazine or event. 
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Figure 2. A poster for Making-Love Club’s eighth event and a cover for issue seven. Photos 
by Ameya (left) and Cailin Hill Araki (right). Reproduced with permission. 

Politics does not have an aesthetic or symbolic repertoire of its own and works primarily as a 

discursive sign that readers engage with as part of reading the text, after they have already 

been exposed to visual elements that are in harmony with the broader aesthetic sensibilities of 

the culture scene. One female entrepreneur reflected somewhat critically on what she saw as 

the ‘camouflaging’ of politics into culture based on the patronising notion that people would 

only engage with political discourse if it comes in a cool package. 

It’s as if they are camouflaging political claims, insisting that ‘it’s not political’. It’s 
pretty close to saying ‘this is not political expression, it’s just normal talk about 
culture, right?’ […] I have quite a strong impression like this of Making-Love Club for 
example. 

Though troubled by a sense that there is something cynical and opaque about the strategy, her 

comments strike at the heart of the dilemma faced by the movement. As another interlocutor, 

a male artist, put it: ‘If we are straightforward, people will be put off’. 

There are, however, tentative steps towards a new visual vocabulary for politics that does not 

invoke traditional political ideologies or the troubled history of the 70s. The M/All, for 
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example, raised money for the festival by selling T-shirts with political messages. The shirts 

cover themes such as bodily autonomy, pacifism, environmental degradation and the 

importance of voting. Many are quite subtle about their political message and there are no 

partisan or ideological symbols. The designs are stylish streetwear as much as political 

statements, many indeed created in collaboration with apparel brands supporting the event. As 

politics becomes more established as capable of indexing cool, such use in visual design may 

become increasingly attractive and less risky. As streetwear aesthetics help to re-signify 

politics as cool, politics may in turn become a ‘cool’ element for use in streetwear. 

 
 
Figure 3. A screenshot from The M/All’s online store selling T-shirts with political messages. 
The shirts are modelled by HIGH(er) Magazine’s chief editor Haruka Shibuya. Designs by 
12XU, Ryō Yoda and COLD (left to right). Reproduced with permission. 

Commercialisation of political discourse refers to the incorporation of politics within the 

commercial milieu of brands and advertising. Though not all consumption of signs is through 

commercial brands, the logic of branding and advertising represents the language ideology 

through which neoliberal subjects learn to appreciate objects for their sign value and thus to 

desire their consumption. In Japan, as in other developed capitalist societies, consumption is a 

primary way in which individuals learn to construct their identities (Stevens 2010, Clammer 

1997, Tobin 1992). In a database society, as the elements through which identities are 

assembled lose their depth, the distinction between consuming signs in commercial and non-

commercial ways is blurred. Commercial consumption becomes just one convenient and 

precise way to manipulate signs, no more or less authentic than others.  

By incorporating political discourse within brands and advertising, it can attain pragmatic 

meanings of ‘cool’ and ‘trendy’ through association with existing brands. Brands, advertising, 

products, commercial collaborations and coverage thereof permeates the culture scene and the 
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media pursuing the metapragmatic project. NEUT Magazine covers ethical brands and social 

entrepreneurs. Making-Love Club publishes advertising for ethical apparel brands, and 

HIGH(er) Magazine creates original content, such as photoshoots, together with well-known 

fashion labels. HIGH(er) Magazine’s chief editor Haruka Shibuya frequently works with 

brands in her capacity as an influencer and in summer 2019 founded her own creative agency. 

Also in summer 2019, Shibuya worked together with Nike Japan to produce EA Magazine, a 

one-off magazine about women’s empowerment and feminism distributed at Nike stores 

across Japan and at a pop-up space in Tokyo’s fashionable Harajuku district. The magazine’s 

content featured many female and LGBTQ athletes, artists, models and other creators, with 

discussion about ‘knowing yourself’, being confident and overcoming challenges, as well as 

commentary about the need to discuss political and social issues more openly in Japan. 

Putting discourse about politics and feminism in a Nike marketing campaign allowed it to be 

communicated to audiences typically uninterested or actively put-off by such issues within a 

context that was familiar and attractive to them. It is likely that these audiences have more 

positive associations with the brand of Nike than with feminism. As Nike seeks to draw on 

feminism to establish itself as a socially responsible and progressive brand, it simultaneously 

associates feminism with the cool, youthfulness and athleticism of the Nike brand5. By 

situating politics in such a commercial context, the movement aims to associate political 

discourse with the cool of brands. 

Personification is the metapragmatic strategy of creating indexical links between political 

discourse and well-regarded, aspirationally portrayed individuals rather than groups, 

organizations or schools of thought. The chief editors of the three media play key roles as 

such persons. I asked one young editor to elaborate on the role of the chief editors as such 

‘influencers’: 

I think it’s more reassuring (anshinkan wa aru) when you can see the person’s face. I 
think that’s very much the case. With Haru too for example, thinking that ‘the person 
creating this [magazine] thinks in this way’ will probably get you to pick it up. And 
with people who feel that Haru herself is attractive (miryoku kanjiru) it will become 

 
5 Why would a brand such as Nike wish to draw on such potentially controversial discourses? A full treatment of 
this question is beyond the scope of my thesis, but it can be noted that many if not most companies in Japan are 
indeed very wary of addressing such themes. Those that take such risks are often foreign companies such as 
Nike or Patagonia. But recall also how Patagonia forbade expressions of support for specific parties at the 
discussion event described in the previous chapter, a move one interlocutor immediately explained to me as ‘risk 
management’.  
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even more popular. And NEUT and others are like that too. It’s definitely the case that 
knowing the individual leads people to take an interest. 

This strategy draws on Japan’s ubiquitous culture of celebrity intimacy and the role of 

celebrities in promoting and endorsing products and trends (Galbraith and Karlin 2012). The 

stylish SEALDs student movement similarly sought to take advantage of Japan’s celebrity 

culture, cooperating with media outlets that portrayed leading activists as celebrities. Aki 

Okuda, perhaps the most public SEALDs activist, was profiled in Quick Japan magazine in a 

feature consisting of some thirty photographs of the activist, details on his personal and 

political thoughts, and a list of ‘100 Cultural Products’ that Okuda felt defined his tastes. As 

O’Day, Slater and Uno (2018, 192) note: 

To some, these media narratives may suggest that if young Japanese can see a part of 
themselves in these SEALDs members, or even find themselves attracted to them, 
they might take politics more seriously and seek out more serious coverage. […] 
These SEALDs members look like idols or celebrities hired to endorse a product – but 
in this case their product is politics. 

This is the logic of personalisation as a metapragmatic strategy. Participants in the movement 

explain that showing ‘cute’ and ‘cool’ people engaged in serious issues is a good way to get 

people interested. 

One of most striking such uses of high-status individuals was a promotional video to 

encourage voting shared by the movement on the day of the July upper house elections (see 

Kirigaya 2019). In the video, close up shots of various people are shown in between text 

saying, ‘I am a voter’. The video ends with a voice over: ‘Today, 21 July 2019 is election day. 

There is still time to vote’. There is no further discursive content to the video, the 

effectiveness of which is premised on the assumption that viewers will be moved simply by 

seeing cool and respected individuals in the culture scene endorse voting. ‘It’s a method 

straight out of marketing, but you’re putting a message into it,’ explained one designer, 

agreeing with my suggestion that the video seemed akin to commercial influencer marketing 

techniques. 

While politics is linked in this way to people with established reputations in the scene, the 

way that individuals are covered in the media also constructs them as cool and attractive, even 

when they may not be previously well known. NEUT Magazine, for example, almost always 

centres its coverage around particular individuals. Interviewees are built-up through flattering 

photoshoots and a focus on their personal achievements and challenges they have overcome. 
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Their views are presented with an admiring tone and are never challenged. ‘“The more 

difficult the social problem, the more critical it is to communicate it to the masses in a popular 

style”: Why Creative Director Asako Tsuji fights “social inequality”’ reads one typical title 

from the magazine (Kanaitsuka 2019). As Hirayama explains in his WWD Japan interview: 

In articles, we take care to go in depth about the background and formative 
experiences of the people we cover. At NEUT we often cover social problems, but 
more than wanting people to think about social problems, we want them to imagine, 
‘What an interesting person! So, what can I do?’ (Ishizuka 2019) 

Personalisation refers to a closely related metapragmatic strategy by which political signifiers 

are shown to be useful for the construction of difference and individuality in the expression of 

personal identity. The movement wants young Japanese to recognise that ‘the personal is 

political’ and to reflect on the political nature of everyday life. Such reflection, it is thought, 

can lead to a fuller understanding of one’s identity and to concrete political action. One male 

editor explains: 

Not so much politics in terms of like, ‘let’s go vote’, but things like what you eat, […] 
what you wear, what you express. […] It’s definitely connected [to politics], and it 
becomes part of your identity. So, for example, being against nuclear energy because 
you like the environment, or if you think it’s difficult to live as a woman, thinking, 
umm, that more women should vote, for example. In this way, because your identity is 
connected with politics, if you can’t see what you want to realise in your own life or 
what kind of society you want, you won’t know who to vote for anyway. 

Content in the three media provide examples of how to form a political identity derived from 

one’s personal interests, preferences, life experiences and professional pursuits. In NEUT 

Magazine, for example, an interview with the musician Mars89 discusses how his love of 

science fiction as a tool for critiquing contemporary society influenced his political 

maturation and the ‘rebel music’ that he creates (Minami 2019b). An interview with the 

photographer ‘WOODDY’, meanwhile, discusses how living by the sea and having many 

surfer friends lead to an interest in environmental problems (Honda 2019). In the interview, 

he explains how paying attention to our everyday preferences as consumers can be a way to 

reflect on what we want from politics: 

Even with the same kind of thing, people buy different things, right? Take beer for 
example, there are various people who make beer. If you prefer to buy from people 
who make it in an environmentally friendly way, that might show that you would want 
politicians to take measures regarding environmental problems. In this way, I think 
what a person wants from politicians is reflected, even if subconsciously, in what they 
buy.  
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The personalisation of politics in this way is, in fact, a necessary prerequisite for its ability to 

have sign value and index the social prestige of ‘cool’. Baudrillard (1968) uses the term 

‘personalisation’ to refer specifically to the way in which marginal differences between signs 

are consumed by individuals to fulfil the social requirement of producing a unique personality 

and participating in the competition for social standing. Without the ability of political 

signifiers to establish distinctions – if ‘being political’ signified always precisely the same 

meanings for everyone – its utility and attractiveness for providing signs of ‘cool’ would be 

extremely limited.  

For politics to be cool, it must be possible for one’s political identity to differ from those of 

others. With political parties, movements, and ideologies associated with quarrelling and 

confrontation, the creatives’ movement instead suggests ways to derive differences from 

individual interests and preferences, allowing neoliberal creative subjects to create political 

identities that are as ‘personalised’ as their identities otherwise. 

5.2 Making politics accessible in everyday life 

Above I have shown how metapragmatic strategies are used to incorporate political discourse 

with culture and make it intelligible and attractive as a source of signifiers capable of 

indexing ‘cool’. Such integration is in itself one aspect of bringing politics closer to everyday 

life. Here I discuss how these same metapragmatic strategies, as well the additional strategy 

of colloquialisation, make political discourse not only present, but more easily accessible in 

contexts of everyday life. Politics is linked with meanings of informality and personal 

relevance to allow everyone to engage openly in politics. The cool signifiers of political 

discourse become ‘normal’ in that their consumption is made possible and legitimate in a 

broad range of contexts – amounting to an expansion of opportunities for the practice of 

political agency. 

Re-contextualising politics within the informal contexts of the culture scene, both in terms of 

physical event venues and the pages of the media, the movement seeks also to create new 

indexical links to casualness. ‘In Japan, the image that “social problems = serious” has not 

been overcome’ writes chief editor Hirayama (2018) at the time of NEUT Magazine’s 

rebranding. Hirayama continues to explain how, by connecting ‘social problems’ to a broader 

context, the magazine can overcome the associations with seriousness: 
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And so, by having the media NEUT in Japan we can connect ‘social problems and 
creatives’, ‘social problems and business’, ‘social problems and youth’. In this way I 
think it will be great if we can become an intermediary that connects social problems 
with various things and wipe away the image that ‘social problems = serious’.  

Because it is often associated with the stuffy formality and conservativism of parliament and 

bureaucracy, connecting politics to creatives, business and youth is a way to reconfigure 

established images of politics as an exclusively serious affair. 

Thus re-contextualised, politics and social problems are presented alongside other topics and 

activities that index not only ‘cool’, but also casualness and informality. Panel discussions on 

social problems are held in leisure venues like bars, nightclubs or even bowling alleys, fitted 

into a program including less serious entertainments such as live music, and where casually 

attired attendees can crowd around sitting on floors and window ledges, drinking beers as 

they listen. Likewise, politics is discussed in magazines alongside topics like fashion, art, 

music and entertainment not associated with a sense of formality and seriousness. 

 
 
Figure 3. A photograph from the interview with WOODDY. In the article, this photo is 
followed by discussion of WOODDY’s interest in environmental problems. Photo by Yuuki 
Honda. Reproduced with permission. 
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Aesthetic naturalisation also works to create links between political discourse and casual, 

everyday contexts. In NEUT Magazine, for example, the interview with WOODDY about his 

relaxed approached to thinking about and participating in politics is illustrated with images of 

him, casually attired in a cap and hoodie, taking photos at a skatepark, talking with people 

next to a beer stand and walking along sunlight streets (Honda 2019). In Making-Love Club’s 

publication, meanwhile, photographs of the panel discussions held at the Shibuya nightclub 

accompany transcripts of the discussion published in the magazine, thus framing the text 

within the same informal nightclub context. 

Colloquialisation is a metapragmatic strategy specific to imparting pragmatic meanings of 

informality and everydayness. It refers to the conversational, personal, and accessible style of 

language used to discuss political discourse at events and in magazine articles. As a strategy, 

it aims to bring politics to familiar linguistic contexts rather than situating it within a special 

frame marking it as ‘political discussion’ and entailing its own set of conventions. This 

contrasts with other contexts of political discussion, such as television programs where 

political argument is set within the format of debate to permit open conflict between 

participants (Jones 1990, 116).  

While panel discussions certainly represent a slightly more prescribed format than 

spontaneous conversation, they are nonetheless kept as casual as possible. Rituals for 

beginning and ending discussions, which in more ‘serious’ contexts may involve formal 

language read from prepared scripts, are kept spontaneous and minimal. There is relatively 

less in the way of rigorous moderation or timekeeping, and participants collaborate in sharing 

speaking turns with each other.  

Writing in the three media is generally speech-like and approximates the conventions of 

spoken Japanese. This is common in lifestyle and fashion magazines generally and is in 

contrast to the more formal written styles one would encounter in daily newspapers and more 

‘serious’ current affairs magazines (for discussion on such differences see Maynard 1997, 49). 

The media use conversational and personal genres of writing such as letters, diary entries and 

essays in which the author is present and readers are directly addressed. Direct quotations are 

used liberally. Interviews or discussions are frequently transcribed and published in dialogue 

format, including interactional details such as laughing that help give a conversational feel to 

the text. 
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Below is an example of dialogue published in Making-Love Club issue seven (Nakagawa et 

al. 2019, 7), from a transcript of a discussion held at one of its events. Here the three 

participants, all magazine editors and artists, are discussing discrimination against 

homosexuals in the South Korean military: 

Nakagawa:  Well, I guess if they don’t say anything nobody will know, right? 
Utashiro:  Shocking… 
Nakagawa:  But – it’s a means of separation based on what’s convenient for 

improving the nation’s military power effectively, as it were. The idea 
is that there will be trouble if you get romantic feelings in the midst of 
communal life during two years of military service, right? 

Utashiro:  No, no, no. I think it’s completely wrong. 
Watanuki:  Who is it in consideration to? 
Haru:   Yeah, what’s the point?  
Nakagawa:  Well, there’s also the question of why you shouldn’t be allowed to have 

sex there anyway. 

The dialogue provides readers with a concrete demonstration of how to discuss such issues 

with friends. The speakers, though respected figures in the scene, do not provide authoritative 

interpretation, but can be witnessed together reacting to, making sense of, and exploring 

further dimensions of the issue at hand. The dialogue transcript is not edited to provide a 

coherent, consistent analysis, but remains faithful to the spontaneous flows of the real-life 

conversation it is based on. Within the context of such a conversational exchange, an 

unfamiliar and ‘serious’ topic is made more approachable and relatable for readers, whom it 

may help to more easily imagine similar discussions with their own friends. 

Commercialisation, in addition to utilizing the ‘cool’ of brands to re-signify politics, also 

makes it possible to access signifiers of political discourse through commercial consumption. 

A number of studies looking at political engagement among youth in the United Kingdom 

have shown how socialisation to neoliberal market values, individual responsibility and 

scepticism regarding the efficacy of traditional political action has lead young generations to 

see political consumption – choosing what to buy based on ethical and political assessments – 

as an attractive form of political agency and self-actualisation (Allsop et al. 2018, Hart and 

Henn 2017, Kyroglou and Henn 2017). A similar analysis can be applied to my field, where 

the movement sees everyday choices about consumption as an important area for practicing 

political agency. 

One male editor told me how, during his student exchange in the United States, he had been 

impressed by the ‘conscious’ choices people made when choosing to purchase organic food, 
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for example. He explained how a movement is needed to create demand for such products so 

that they can become cheaper and more widely available: 

When the price goes down everyone will at last be able to purchase it. Organic food 
will be democratised, as it were. But to create that we need to change the economy, so 
in the end we need to create a movement [to buy such products]. 

Interlocutors hope that political consumption will compel corporations to engage with social 

issues. A NEUT Magazine interview about advertising with HIGH(er) Magazine’s chief 

editor Shibuya explains: 

‘It would be good for the values of corporations to come out more in advertising’, 
Haru points out. Indeed, will it not become necessary for each corporation to express 
their values through their advertisements and products in order to secure the support of 
consumers in the future?  

Promoting political consumption – here ‘consumption’ in the narrower sense of buying 

commodities – is another way to bring politics to a familiar, everyday context. It is a form of 

political participation that can be legitimately practiced by any individual without expert 

knowledge or credentials, while the media themselves provide education on how to choose 

good products. NEUT Magazine’s series of articles on ethical brands, ‘Good Goods Catalog’, 

for example, is introduced with: ‘If you’re going to consume, you might as well choose 

something with a good effect on society’ (NEUT Magazine n.d.). The title for a recent article 

published in the series reads: ‘“Valuing the environment like we value ourselves, we aim for 

honest craftmanship”. Skincare and lifestyle brand athletia gives a choice to be kind to both 

nature and ourselves’ (Takahashi 2020). 

Personification, in linking political discourse to specific aspirational individuals, represents 

an attempt to harness their ‘cool’ reputations to demonstrate and endorse an open and casual 

approach to political expression. This is a critical response to mainstream views that political 

views should be kept private and that only experts can comment such matters publicly. Being 

open about one’s political views is typically felt to both violate social norms and to risk 

practical consequences such as discrimination on the labour market. Interlocutors frequently 

also contrast how outside Japan, popular entertainers and artists are seen to openly voice 

opinions on social and political issues, whereas in Japan such statements can lead to torrents 

of criticism from fans who are upset about the politicization of culture, or even ostracism 

from the industry as TV stations and sponsors seek to avoid any controversy. Celebrities are 

told that their job is to entertain and that it is inappropriate for them to comment on serious 
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political issues they could not possibly be sufficiently knowledgeable about (see The Japan 

Times 2019, Edogawa and Hayashi 2020).  

The movement aims to show that anyone can practice political expression openly and 

casually, without expert knowledge or the trappings of seriousness. The interview in NEUT 

Magazine with Momi Sako, CEO of a crowdfunding company that raises money for projects 

addressing social problems, critically addresses such expectations (Minami 2019a). The 

article quotes Sako on the expectations she faces on account of working with social issues: 

Doing this kind of job, I am told things like ‘I thought you would be a more serious 
(kichinto shiteiru) person’. ‘Oh, you go out partying at night?’ and so on – to be 
honest there is a pressure to be pure and upright (seiren keppaku), and I have even 
been scolded with ‘If you do such a job you should think about what you wear’! 

The interview with the electronic music artist Mars89 also makes a point of emphasising his 

openly political expression (Minami 2019b): 

Mars89 has a clear stance on society and actively speaks out on social media. In media 
interviews he insists on the importance of being interested in politics, and on Twitter 
he openly posts criticism of the prime minister as well as criticism and support of 
specific political parties.  

In a context where political views are expected to be kept private, and where public 

expression by non-experts is considered taboo, the coverage on individuals like Sako and 

Mars89 provides readers with examples that show how political expression in itself can be a 

legitimate form of agency that can be practiced even without an expert role or serious and 

formal presentation. Without legitimating such open expression, subjects might wish to avoid 

the risks of a publicly political identity, ‘cool’ as it may otherwise be.  

Personalisation, as a metapragmatic strategy, aims not only to allow unique ‘personalised’ 

styles of political self-expression to be derived from one’s personal life and interests, but to 

allow people to indeed experience the political as something close-by and personally relevant 

rather than as something that happens only between politicians in the National Diet. The 

strategy also aims to show how personal experience is a valid ground for informed 

deliberation on political issues and a legitimate alternative to expert knowledge.  

In one illustrative article, the model Nairu Yamamoto ‘who has not spoken about feminism 

and politics with her childhood friends’ visits her home town to hang out with these friends at 

their usual restaurant, Saizeriya (a casual chain restaurant), to talk about the casual sexism 
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they experience in their lives as adult women. In the dialogue format article, Yamamoto’s 

friends talk about problems such as the unfair sharing of housework and childcare: 6  

Nairu:  You recently got married, didn’t you? Do you have any thoughts about that? 
 
N:  I’m one of two siblings with my brother, and since I was a child was brought 

up being told ‘because you are a girl’. I wasn’t even allowed to do part time 
work and had to take care of my grandparents at home every day, so it’s 
normal for me that women do housework. So, I guess I don’t really feel 
anything about that with regard to my married life now either. 

 
M:  During high school you were always doing work at home! 

The piece ends with the following reflections from Yamamoto: 

There is a perception that topics such as these are difficult and often shunned, and I 
may have had a preconception that I wouldn’t be able to discuss them with my 
hometown friends. Everyone had dissatisfactions and their own opinions about 
inequality. They just did not have a place to share their opinions, or someone who 
could teach them that they are connected to feminism and problems in society. From 
now on as well I want to be able to talk about things like this normally at Saizeriya 
(haha). (EA Magazine 2019, 40-41) 

The article provides a concrete example of how everyday experiences are in fact relevant to 

politics, and how one can discuss ‘feminism and politics’ based on personal experience. It 

shows how this can be done in a friendly, casual way in an informal context. 

5.3 Participation as political consumers 

In their analysis of political consumerism as a neoliberal response to the political 

disengagement of youth in the United Kingdom, Kyroglou and Henn (2017) identify its basis 

in the shift away from sociodemographic grounds for political participation, such as social 

class, to what Giddens (2003) terms ‘life-politics’: politics conceived through the reflexive 

processes of self-actualisation. Summing up the central claim of political consumerism as a 

postmodern phenomenon, they write: 

Attempting to respond to the increasingly restrained options for democratic agency in 
the face of neoliberal capitalism, it is argued that the postmodern citizen-consumer 

 
6 Discussion of family and marriage is quite rare in the movement’s discourse. That they come up in 
Yamamoto’s discussion with age peers in her home town, who are already settling down with families, 
highlights the comparatively longer ‘youth’ of the urban creatives. 
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will resort to the politicisation of leisure and consumption as a means to assert their 
political agency and self-actualisation. (Kyroglou and Henn 2017,8) 

Kyroglou and Henn highlight findings indicating how political consumerism represents an 

essentially individualist form of political participation practiced primarily by people who are 

distrustful of political institutions – a neoliberal style of political participation based on 

‘individualised responsibility taking’ (Stolle and Micheletti 2013, 2). 

Though in their analysis consumption is limited to how subjects choose commodities to 

purchase, we can productively expand this to the broader notion I have used in this chapter of 

consumption as the systematic manipulation of signs. Thus, their analysis of political 

consumerism can characterise how my interlocutors engage with politics across different 

practices. Buying ethically produced apparel, voting, attending a seminar, or discussing 

politics with friends can all be understood as individualised practices of political agency and 

self-actualisation through the manipulation of signs.  

Integration of politics into culture and everyday life through the metapragmatic strategies 

discussed in this chapter amounts to the ‘politicisation of leisure and consumption’. By this 

process politics becomes intelligible, attractive and accessible as a sign to be consumed 

within the existing system of signification. In being made attractive (made to have sign value) 

politics is positioned to attain mainstream popularity. In being made accessible to 

consumption in ordinary, everyday life, the signifiers of politics are, in theory, made available 

to all. Together with the strategies of neutral and positive framing by which politics is 

presented as non-deviant and its marginalization is avoided, these effects represent the quality 

of ‘normal’ (futsū) which the metapragmatic project aims to achieve for politics. 

Within the metapragmatic project’s paradigm then, the normalisation of politics lies within its 

incorporation into the existing ways through which neoliberal creative subjects relate to the 

world. The interpellation of a liberal individualist stance towards politics (discussed in the 

previous chapter) is built upon a subjectivity already concerned with individuality, freedom, 

and appreciation of difference. Similarly, the interpellation of a political consumer is built 

upon a subjectivity already closely engaged in the consumption of signs as a central mode of 

relating to the world and crafting their self and identity. Engagement with politics, which in 

traditional modes of collective confrontation or formal technocracy appears distant and 

unapproachable, is within the paradigm of the project to normalise politics incorporated into 

the existing orientations and practices of the creative subject. 
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In incorporating political discourse within a system of signification drawn upon to achieve 

individual distinction, the integration of politics with culture strengthens the tendency against 

collective politics. It also becomes vulnerable to the many critiques levelled against political 

consumerism (see Stolle and Micheletti 2013) and so suggests further foreclosures. Its mode 

of political practice is limited to an urban, middle class elite who have both the material 

wealth and the cultural capital required to access and successfully manipulate the signifiers of 

politics as part of a cool identity. It may construct an ethically and politically enlightened 

identity exclusive to discerning elite consumers, who themselves may ultimately have little 

motivation to engage politics beyond a preoccupation with sustaining the prestige of such an 

identity. As one university student, outside the creative scene but otherwise keenly interested 

in politics, told me when I showed him copies of Making-Love Club: ‘These people are too 

trendy. I don’t feel like this is a place for a country bumpkin (inakamono) like me. The people 

in these photos are too unique (koseiteki sugite)’. The movement’s embrace of brands and 

corporations as potential allies in changing society may limit its ability to form political 

critiques beyond the confines of the neoliberal paradigm. 

The creatives pursuing the metapragmatic project, however, are not indifferent to such 

concerns, but reflect critically on the potentials and limitations of the strategies they adopt. In 

my final chapter I discuss some of these reflections further and attempt to situate the 

movement and its project within the broader context of popular politics in Japan. I also 

discuss the significance of a question that may already have occurred to the reader of this 

chapter: What might lie beyond the metapragmatic project, if and when young people are 

successfully enticed to engage with political discourse?   
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6 Conclusions: A new space for critical political discourse 

This thesis has been a study of what I term a ‘metapragmatic project’ to normalise politics: an 

initiative by a movement of loosely networked young urban creatives to counter negative 

meanings of politics as difficult, irrelevant and dangerous by reconfiguring politics as 

ubiquitous part of everyday life and culture. Doing so, they aim to tackle the disengagement 

of youth from politics and precipitate broader participation in a liberal political discourse. 

They hope to create a space for vibrant, diverse and civil political exchange as foundational to 

the pursuit of a progressive political agenda centred on individual freedom, identity politics 

and self-actualisation. I have explored how this project is pursued through various strategies 

that work to link politics with new meanings such as ‘positive’, ‘cool’, and ‘casual’. These 

strategies and meanings presuppose a liberal individualist political consumer enticed to 

engage with political discourse as a field providing valuable signs to be manipulated in the 

construction of one’s identity and the achievement of self-actualisation and social distinction.  

In this final chapter, I begin with a summary of my overall argument and a further discussion 

on some of its ambivalences and complexities. I advance an argument for the importance of 

studying citizens’ relationship to the political realm for understanding the development of 

popular politics in Japan and for addressing the limitations of existing research. While 

acknowledging the limits of my own study as focusing primarily on those who have pursued 

the project, rather than those who have been its audience, I also argue for the potential broader 

significance of the metapragmatic project as working within neoliberal logics to create a new 

space for critical political discourse. I propose that attention to the fate of this discursive 

space, which may or may not prove a catalyst for further political transformation, can 

continue to provide valuable insights on the nature of political participation in Japan. 

6.1 The metapragmatic project to normalise politics 

The metapragmatic project pursued by young creatives aims to normalise politics. That is, to 

establish it as a topic of discussion that is considered non-deviant, popular and accessible. To 

avoid marginalization as deviant, discourse is adapted to existing language ideologies that 

require political discourse to be carried out from standpoints of expert impartiality and 

‘neutrality’, and which stigmatize negative and contentious forms of expression. The 
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movement accedes to the value of positivity, reassuring audiences that political discussion 

need not be a quarrel. In its engagement with the concept of neutrality, the movement affirms 

its importance but expands the meanings of neutrality to include values of diversity and 

inclusivity that assert the validity of all identities and perspectives. 

To popularise engagement with politics, the movement aims to re-integrate politics with 

youth culture. Through metapragmatic strategies such as commercialisation and 

personification, political discourse is incorporated within the existing system of signifiers 

from which Japanese youth draw upon for constructing their identities. Politics is positioned 

as an attractive source for signifiers of ‘cool’ – a resource in the personalised self-fashioning 

through which subjects establish social distinction. To make the signifiers of politics 

accessible to everyone, the movement aims to integrate political discourse within personal, 

informal and everyday contexts of life. Content produced by the movement shows how 

everyday contexts can be sites for political agency and how anyone can openly and freely 

express their thoughts on politics based on their personal life experience, without need for 

serious and formal presentation. 

Politics is incorporated as a ‘normal’ part of how neoliberal creative subjects already engage 

with the world through the consumption and manipulation of signs in their everyday life. The 

liberal individualist political subject thus interpellated is effectively a politicized version of 

this neoliberal creative, who now adds the political realm to the repertoire of signs with which 

they create their identities. This subject understands politics as a field for individual and 

personal reflection, self-actualisation, and social distinction. They practice discourse within 

an idealised public sphere where individuals engage openly in a respectful dialogue that 

affirms the validity of all perspectives. Recognising that ‘the personal is political’ they engage 

with politics in the contexts of everyday leisure and consumption.  

In recognising a broader range of contexts, identities, practices and knowledges as legitimate 

grounds for political participation, this subjectivity entails a significant expansion of political 

agency. All manner of topics – approached with a ‘neutral’ stance – can be legitimately 

broached. But in creating a version of politics attractive and approachable for the neoliberal 

subject, old stigmas against confrontational partisan politics are maintained, and possibilities 

of collective political solidarity and action are foreclosed. The centring of a consumerist 

approach obscures the politics of material inequality to privilege a bourgeois participant with 

economic and cultural capital, posing questions about what diversity and inclusivity really 
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mean in practice, and limiting the possibilities of forming substantial critiques of neoliberal 

capitalism itself. 

6.2 Ambivalences and critical reflections 

In this thesis I have attempted to provide an analysis of a cultural phenomenon that, while 

distinct in its main characteristics, is in reality heterogenous and fluid, full of exceptions and 

details that complicate my analytical simplifications. Participants in the movement are not 

thoughtless dupes to neoliberalism, but reflect critically on the same challenges, limitations 

and contradictions that my analysis has brought to the fore. The movement’s metapragmatic 

strategies are careful negotiations of the structural limitations and agentive possibilities of 

Japan’s anti-political, neoliberal context. In this section I further complicate aspects of my 

overall argument and discuss some of the critical ways in which interlocutors reflect on the 

project. 

I have highlighted the movement’s individualist approach to politics as foreclosing political 

possibilities and entailing a limited scope for collective political agency. But it is also possible 

to see individualism as a democratising and politicising force in a cultural context where 

collective identities have also functioned in depoliticising and undemocratic ways, such in 

pressuring individuals to not voice any political views at all, or even to campaign and vote in 

the interests of their employer (Okumura 2000, 5). One male artist, commenting on the 

movement from a more philosophical perspective, emphasised the importance of individual 

expression and freedom as an important counter to a ‘society that crushes the individual and is 

totalitarian and fascistic’. He nonetheless took care to say that he did not see neoliberalism (a 

term otherwise rarely addressed explicitly in the community) as a path to such individual 

freedom.  

A young female editor emphasized how their magazine’s emphasis on self-reflection is about 

understanding how we are embedded in society and how social problems are not unrelated to 

us. 

Yes, that’s what diving into yourself is about. So, for example, in Japan you are really 
appreciated if you are the same as everyone else. But if you think back to why you had 
such a hard time at a certain point in your life, or why you were bullied at a that time, 
if you think back to such things you will be able to see the structure of society, right? 
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It is also undeniable that, even as they may construct politics as an individual pursuit, the 

media of the metapragmatic project are self-consciously building a community of people 

engaged in political discourse. Many of my interlocutors said that just in the past several 

years, a distinct and growing group of young people interested in politics had begun to 

emerge around them. And even as it may lack organizational structure or agreement on a 

single unified agenda, the metapragmatic project itself is ultimately a collective endeavour, 

loose as this collective may be. It may thus be premature to assume that the individualism of 

the political subject it interpellates precludes all collective possibilities. 

In its emphasis on respecting all views and accommodating to requirements for neutrality and 

positivity, it is tempting to criticize the movement for a naïve liberalism that does not 

recognise the inherently conflictual nature of the political (Mouffe 2005). But earnest as 

participants may be about the importance of values such as impartiality and neutrality, the 

movement is also not without critical voices and perspectives that see their adoption as 

foremost a matter of strategy. ‘Japanese people prioritise the middle ground. […] The one 

who speaks out is always considered extreme’, regrets one filmmaker, continuing that, in 

reality, ‘opinions are always in confrontation with something’. A male designer interpreted 

NEUT Magazine’s branding as a cunning strategy, commenting approvingly: 

Actually, I think that NEUT is taking a counterintuitive approach (gyakusetsu ni 
neratte iru). ‘Neutral’, after all, is exactly what needs to be destroyed. But what NEUT 
is doing is using the name NEUT to publish things that are not neutral at all.  

Considering the recent history of confrontational political movements, such a careful 

approach is understandable. Despite their efforts to disassociate from the stigma of 

confrontational politics, it is hard to view the short-lived SEALDs movement or the activities 

of marginalised freeter activist groups, for example, has having been unqualified successes in 

achieving their goals or normalising contentious politics. A magazine editor, reflecting on the 

legacy of SEALDs, described Japan as lagging behind other countries where people engage 

actively with politics, explaining that the movement is engaged in a long-term project to ‘raise 

the foundation’ (sokoage): ‘First we need to think about politics from within our everyday 

lives, from our own identities.’ Indeed, if we see the stigmatisation of contentious politics as a 

process that has continued since the 60s for as long as half a century, a gradual approach to its 

reversal may well be necessary. 
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Characterising the movement’s approach to political agency as centred on consumption easily 

suggests an accusation of superficiality and insincere motivations. Participants in the 

movement, however, are well aware of the superficial aspects of their strategy. The 

metapragmatic project is, after all, precisely about changing the ‘first impressions’ that 

Japanese youth have of politics, helping them take the very first step across what may seem a 

frightening threshold. The approach is a deliberate strategy to create space for politics in a 

neoliberal context. I asked one artist what they thought about the danger of political activism 

being co-opted by commercial interests: ‘If you aren’t commercial, nothing will change in a 

general sense’. The techniques of advertising and marketing can work both ways, they are a 

‘double edged sword’ that can be appropriated and turned against the system. 

Participants in the movement were also critical of what they saw as bad faith initiatives to 

take advantage of the growing cachet of political discourse. One target of such criticism was 

One Media. Now a straightforward marketing agency, when I entered the field the company 

had just abandoned an apparently unprofitable experiment in visual journalism. For a time, 

One Media had published snappy, infographic-laden videos in which attractive influencers 

introduced issues such as mental health, feminism and the debate about US military bases in 

Okinawa. Some editors and writers involved with other media were ambivalent about its 

output. Glad to see attractively produced political content geared towards younger audiences, 

they nonetheless questioned its originality and journalistic integrity, characterising it as an 

opportunistic business venture by an older generation seeking to take advantage of a political 

awakening among youth. 

Writers and editors at the three media are cognizant of the limitations of their message and its 

appeal. Two writers told me of criticism they received, especially from young Japanese who 

have experience living abroad, that their output is too superficial and positive. Though 

acknowledging the criticism as fair, they said that such already politically conscious readers 

are not the target demographic, but rather those who are still taking their first steps. They also 

recognised the focus on ‘middle class identity politics’ and expressed some regret that they 

did not really know how to properly address issues of class and material inequality. One 

editor situated their work as just one part of a broader field of political activity: 

I think it’s good if there is really specialised stuff too, and stuff that just researches 
ideology, for example. I think people who are serious and attend lots of 
demonstrations are really great too. We shouldn’t deny each other. […] I think it’s 
good if we can have different activities simultaneously. 
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In highlighting these critical reflections by my interlocutors, I wish to draw attention to both 

the ambivalences that lie beneath my argument as well as the lively heterogeneities and 

complexities within the movement’s own discourse. These enjoin us to recognise that the 

discursive space opened by the movement may yet develop in creative, uncertain and 

unpredictable ways with possibly transformative potential. In the following sections, I argue 

for the importance of continued attention to its development. 

6.3 Being political in neoliberal Japan 

The metapragmatic project to normalise politics, and the strategies it includes, are a response 

to the ongoing difficulty of openly engaging with politics in Japan. Many participants in the 

movement would certainly be surprised to hear claims by scholars that activism in Japan is 

‘no longer a stigmatized activity’ (Cassegård 2014, 235).  

In their introduction to the edited volume Social movements and political activism in 

contemporary Japan: Re-emerging from invisibility, David Chiavacci and Julia Obinger argue 

that the Fukushima nuclear disaster of March 2011 heralded a new era of contentious politics, 

‘an unprecedented resurgence in social and protest movements and a new civic engagement’ 

(2018, 14). They identify five factors to support their proposition that Japan is at the 

beginning of a new protest cycle: ‘Emerging geopolitical risks, the ongoing perception of a 

socio-economic crisis, the increasingly inflexible and even authoritarian behaviour of the 

conservative establishment, the nuclear energy question and new mobilisation opportunities 

and infrastructures [social media]’. Chiavacci and Obinger suggest that Japan will witness 

confrontational political activism similar to the first post-war decades, noting that ‘one key 

problem that led to the end of the post-war protest cycle – the thorough stigmatisation and 

delegitimisation of public political protest – has now been mitigated through the efforts of the 

new, peaceful, and playful protest style of the 2011 anti-nuclear movement’ (2018, 17). 

As the decade concludes, there are reasons to doubt this projection. Election turnouts remain 

low and surveys indicate decline in all forms of political participation, including 

demonstrations (NHK 2019). Despite widening inequality and a popular discourse 

highlighting Japan’s ‘gap society’ (kakusa shakai), the minority of young people who do vote 

show consistent preference for the conservative Liberal Democratic Party, choosing to 

support the status quo out of risk-averse fatalism or economic self-interest (Matsutani 2019). 
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The end of the decade has seen very little of the post-2011 protesting energy. Particularly 

striking has been the struggle by Japan’s young climate change activists to muster attendance 

for their demonstrations, despite social media outreach, coverage in traditional media, and 

conscious efforts to project a cheerful, non-confrontational image of their activities 

(Mesimäki 2019b). 

Closer attention to ‘the thorough stigmatisation and delegitimisation of public political 

protest’ can help address this discrepancy between expectations and reality. Chiavacci and 

Obinger (2018, 2) ‘caution against culturalistic and monocausal explanations’ that rely on 

stereotypes of Japan as harmonious and group-oriented, but in doing so perhaps close 

productive avenues of more sophisticated cultural analyses of what they otherwise recognise 

is a ‘key problem’. To understand how factors such as growing inequality or nationalist 

politics impact political engagement, a fuller understanding of how people perceive and relate 

to politics in the first place – what kind of political subjects they are – is necessary. This is not 

just my own analytical contention, but the foundational premise of the metapragmatic project 

itself, a project that is all about changing perceptions of politics.  

Politics in all forms, not just protest, remains unattractive and unpopular – there would be no 

need for a project to normalise politics were it not so. Many Japanese are actively disengaged 

from the political realm, quite indifferent to ‘geopolitical risks’ and ‘socio-economic crisis’, 

without a sense of themselves as legitimate agents capable of engaging with such issues. 

Those pursuing the metapragmatic project understand that some initial experience of oneself 

as a capable political agent motivated to engage with political discourse is necessary before 

such factors can bear upon a person’s political participation. Stereotypes of cultural harmony 

and group orientation too, though inadequate as a scholarly analysis, are part of self-

conceptions to which many Japanese are socialised and have an effect on how they relate to 

changing political circumstances, be it widening inequality or the emergence of new political 

movements.  

Acknowledging the importance of political subjectivity bids us also to consider the 

significance of neoliberal ideology to popular political engagement, beyond the level of 

policy. In the Japanese context, the most significant contribution in this area has so far been 

made by Akihiro Ogawa (2008) who has shown how civic engagement by ‘volunteer 

subjects’ unable to criticize the status quo should perhaps not be seen as political participation 
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at all – a critical insight that casts doubt on other arguments about the supposed vibrance of 

Japan’s democracy and civil society (e.g. Haddad 2012, 2007).  

Ogawa’s argument shows how neoliberal policy and ideology supported the taming of 

potentially contentious civic engagement into non-contentious forms. Other research 

(Tsukada 2015, Takaya 2017) showing feelings of apathy, frustration, unpreparedness and 

low trust in political institutions among youth – though not making explicit connections to 

neoliberalism – also suggests that in the Japanese context neoliberalism has similarly 

depoliticising effects as elsewhere (e.g. Hart and Henn 2017, Muehlebach 2012, Kennelly 

2011, Edwards 2009). Belief in the efficacy of democratic processes is eroded, the scope of 

politics is narrowed to preclude interventions in free market economics, and the expertise of 

technocrats is privileged over the concerns of ordinary citizens – whose mode of contribution 

to and participation in the broader organisation of society is construed primarily as individual 

consumers or as volunteers. In Japan, these effects build upon and are compounded by a 

longer historical process of depoliticization that predates the onset of neoliberal policy and 

thinking. Dominant social values about the importance of harmony and consensus can thus be 

recognised as historically specific, ideological products, rather than just as orientalist 

stereotypes.  

6.4 A new space for critical political discourse 

My research confirms that these depoliticising processes do not fully eradicate frustrations 

and desires for political participation. It shows how even quintessentially neoliberal subjects 

such as urban, middle class, young creatives can reflect upon and engage with the structures 

and logics of their neoliberal context to claw out a space for critical politics. In her 

ethnography of youth activism in neoliberal Canada, Kennelly (2011, 8) writes of how the 

‘imagined possibilities of activist engagement’ are ‘limited to individualized acts of 

consumption by apparently choosing subjects’. My argument shows, however, that in the 

Japanese context, political consumption represents not necessarily a reduction, but rather an 

expansion of political agency. 

The ‘commodification of dissent’ popularly refers to the co-option and sedation of resistance 

and counterculture under consumer capitalism (see Frank and Weiland 1997). But it might 

also describe a reverse process whereby previously marginalised expressions of dissent are, 
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through the logic of brands, consumption and commodities, smuggled into mainstream 

discourse. In my field, it is not the case that some collective, activist subjectivity is mollified 

through commodification. Rather, the creatives’ movement aims to use commodification to 

ease discourses of dissent into to the everyday life of previously apolitical consumers and 

interpellate them in political ways. These creatives may be well positioned to carry out such 

schemes, given their professional expertise and structural position as those who shape the 

culture, entertainment and media that constitute the system of signification that is consumed. 

The very superficiality and rapid change that characterise this system of signification (or 

‘database’) may provide fertile ground for dynamic political creativity. 

Though there are certainly limits to political consumerism as political participation, that it is a 

dead end for the expansion of political agency is not a foregone conclusion. When political 

consumption is understood as not limited to the purchasing of commodities in the 

marketplace, but as the manipulation of signs that can be accessed and ‘consumed’ though 

non-purchasing behaviour such as posting about politics on social media, we can recognise its 

broader creative potential. The neoliberal logic of the consumer as a legitimate democratic 

agent can ground a creative expansion of political agency even to contest the separate 

neoliberal logic privileging the agency of the expert technocrat. My argument here aligns with 

scholarship highlighting the malleability and heterogeneity of neoliberalism, and the capacity 

of neoliberal logics to ground forms of anti-establishment and subaltern agency (e.g. Graan 

2013, Comaroff and Comaroff 2009, Ong 2006). 

What comes after the metapragmatic project? The system of signification within which it re-

signifies politics as something accessible and attractive is not a language, but a code of social 

standing (Baudrillard 1968, 19). Meaningful political discourse cannot be practiced only 

through affectations and ethical fashion brands. However, in drawing upon this system, 

subjects also come in contact with the actual discourse of politics. Publicly retweeting an 

article by NEUT Magazine, they manipulate the code of social standing – by reading it, they 

participate in the discourse. To what extent do subjects go beyond the consumption of signs to 

engage actively with this political discourse? What happens when they do?  

Though answering these questions is beyond the scope of my thesis, I will end with an 

argument for their significance. In the second chapter, I explained how two historical strands 

of political engagement – ideological confrontation represented by the New Left and 

pragmatic collaboration organised eventually as NPO-based civil society – led to the 
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stigmatisation of the former and the near complete depoliticization of the latter. SEALDs 

represented an attempt to revive a more contentious form of civic activism that was not 

upsettingly ideological and was palatable to middle class society. Their protests were direct 

action, but their ‘apparel activism’ (Sunda 2015) inaugurated a new mode of bourgeois 

political consumerism that was prototypical to the metapragmatic project analysed in this 

thesis. Though SEALDs pursued an agenda with specific demands, the version of the 

metapragmatic project represented by NEUT Magazine, HIGH(er) Magazine and Making-

Love Club does not pursue a specific agenda as much it they seeks to encourage participation 

in political discourse more generally. 

The project is thus creating a new space for critical political discourse. A space without a 

fixed agenda in which the status-quo can be questioned without such criticism being 

marginalised as radical or precluded by the normative non-contentiousness and institutional 

constraints of NPO-based civil society. Though the strategies taken by the project presuppose 

a particular form of liberal individualist, perhaps superficial, engagement with politics, they 

also aim to secure mainstream participation and acceptance for a broad range of issues and 

perspectives that might otherwise be considered ‘extreme’ or ‘taboo’. How this space expands 

(or does not), who comes to participate in it, how they are changed by such participation, and 

what kind of issues are taken up in the future are all important open questions. It is possible 

that discourses and practices transcending political consumerist approaches develop in this 

space, particularly as participation expands, the confidence of participants as capable political 

agents grows, and old stigmas around politics continue to be eroded. It is within such a 

discursive space that issues such as widening social inequality may at last bear upon the 

political behaviour of citizens in properly significant ways. 

Though more nebulous and less spectacular than the post-2011 anti-nuclear protests and the 

stylish SEALDs movement, this nascent discursive space that is developing in their wake 

merits continuing attention. Whether or not it proves to catalyse major change, attention to its 

development enables a more sophisticated understanding of how young Japanese citizens 

relate to their political circumstances and allows us to avoid being led astray by the drama of 

demonstrations alone as evidence of some sea change in popular politics. 
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