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In the 2010s, Japan’s cultural diplomacy entered a new stage of development. Whereas in the 

post-war period its main task was to restore trust in the country and overcome the negative image 

associated with the experience of the Second World War, by the beginning of the twenty-first century 

culture was increasingly viewed not only as a means of humanitarian exchange but also as a resource 

for foreign-policy positioning, economic promotion, and nation branding. The Cool Japan strategy 

acquired particular importance in this process. It was aimed at using the international appeal of 

Japanese popular culture, creative industries, gastronomy, design, fashion, tourism, and regional 

brands. 

The relevance of this topic is determined by the fact that it was in the 2010s that Japanese 

cultural diplomacy began to acquire a more pronounced interagency character. The promotion of 

culture abroad ceased to be the exclusive domain of Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Japan 

Foundation. The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry of Japan, JETRO, JNTO, MEXT, and other 

institutions became increasingly involved in this process. Within the official logic of Cool Japan, 

culture was regarded not only as a symbolic resource of attractiveness but also as a factor of economic 

growth, export support, and the attraction of foreign tourists [Cool Japan Strategy 2026]. At the same 

time, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan continued to link cultural and public diplomacy with the 

tasks of strengthening trust in Japan and forming a stable interest in Japanese society [Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2013]. 

In scholarly literature, Japan’s cultural diplomacy is examined within the broader discussion of 

“soft power”. The theoretical basis of this study is Joseph Nye’s concept, according to which soft 

power is the ability of a state to achieve desired outcomes through attraction rather than coercion or 

direct material inducement [Nye 2004]. Jan Melissen’s works are also important for the analysis of 

public and cultural diplomacy, as they consider cultural diplomacy as part of a broader system of 

interaction between the state and foreign societies [Melissen 2005]. The Japanese model of cultural 

diplomacy is examined in the works of Kazuo Ogoura, Koichi Iwabuchi, Nissim Otmazgin, Aurelijus 

Zykas, and Katja Valaskivi. These authors show that the distinctive feature of Japanese soft power lies 



in the combination of state initiatives with the market-driven spread of popular culture: anime, manga, 

video games, fashion, design, and gastronomy [Iwabuchi 2015; Otmazgin 2008; Valaskivi 2013]. 

The aim of the paper is to identify how the Cool Japan strategy was embedded in the system of 

Japanese cultural diplomacy in the 2010s and what role state and quasi-state institutions played in this 

process. 

To achieve this aim, the following objectives are set: first, to determine the place of Cool Japan 

in the transformation of Japanese cultural diplomacy in the 2010s; second, to examine the role of 

Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs in shaping the diplomatic framework of cultural promotion; third, 

to analyze the significance of METI as a key institution in the economization of cultural policy; fourth, 

to characterize the functions of the Japan Foundation, JETRO, JNTO, and MEXT in promoting 

Japanese culture, language, education, tourism, and creative industries; and fifth, to identify the 

contradictions of the Japanese model associated with the combination of cultural exchange, 

commercialization, and nation branding. 

The methodological basis of the study consists of historical-institutional analysis, analysis of 

official documents, and elements of the comparative-political approach. The historical-institutional 

method makes it possible to trace the transition from the post-war model of cultural exchange to a more 

pragmatic and economically oriented cultural policy. The analysis of official documents makes it 

possible to identify how Japanese state institutions formulated the tasks of promoting culture, public 

diplomacy, exports of creative industries, and tourism positioning. The source base of the study 

includes the Diplomatic Bluebooks of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, documents of the 

Cabinet Office and METI on the Cool Japan strategy, Japan Foundation reports, and materials from 

JETRO and JNTO [Cool Japan Strategy 2026; Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2013; The Japan Foundation 

2015; Ministry of Economy 2012]. 

The study shows that in the 2010s Cool Japan became one of the most visible directions of 

Japanese cultural diplomacy; however, its content was not limited to the promotion of anime, manga, or 

video games. In its official interpretation, Cool Japan included a wide range of elements of Japanese 

attractiveness: media industries, fashion, design, gastronomy, tourism, regional products, and lifestyle. 

This allowed the state to present Japanese culture as both a symbolic and an economic resource. In this 

sense, Cool Japan became an instrument not only of cultural influence but also of foreign economic 

strategy. 

METI played a key role in this transformation. It was through the activities of this ministry that 

culture came to be viewed as part of industrial, export, and investment policy. In METI documents and 

related materials, Cool Japan was described as a way to support Japanese companies, enter foreign 



markets, develop small and medium-sized enterprises, attract tourists, and revitalize regional 

communities [Cool Japan Strategy 2026; Zykas 2011]. Thus, METI effectively economized cultural 

diplomacy by shifting it from the sphere of primarily humanitarian exchange to the sphere of creative 

industries and international competitiveness. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan performed a different function. For MOFA, cultural 

diplomacy remained part of broader public diplomacy aimed at strengthening trust in Japan, expanding 

international mutual understanding, and forming a favorable foreign-policy environment. In this sense, 

MOFA did not reduce culture to a commercial resource. For the ministry, cultural exchanges, 

educational programmes, the promotion of the Japanese language, work with foreign audiences, and 

support for interest in Japan were elements of a long-term diplomatic strategy [Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2013]. As the study demonstrates, in the 2010s MOFA linked cultural diplomacy not only with 

the dissemination of culture but also with the formation of trust, international ties, and the country’s 

sustainable reputation. 

The Japan Foundation retained the role of a key institution of cultural and language exchange. 

Its activities were connected with the promotion of the Japanese language, support for cultural projects, 

academic ties, and humanitarian interaction. Unlike METI, the Japan Foundation worked not so much 

with the commercialization of culture as with the creation of long-term contacts between Japan and 

foreign societies [The Japan Foundation 2015]. JETRO, by contrast, was engaged in promoting 

Japanese goods, services, and creative products in foreign markets, while JNTO linked Japan’s cultural 

appeal with the development of inbound tourism. As a result, Japan’s cultural diplomacy in the 2010s 

acquired a multi-level character: different institutions used culture to solve different but interrelated 

tasks. 

The main result of the study is that Japanese cultural diplomacy of the 2010s can be 

characterized as an interagency model in which Cool Japan became a point of intersection between 

cultural, economic, and image policies. Its specific feature was that the state did not create Japan’s 

cultural attractiveness from scratch. To a large extent, it had already been formed by private companies, 

media industries, and foreign consumers of Japanese popular culture. The state’s task was to 

institutionalize this attractiveness, incorporate it into official strategies, and use it to promote national 

interests. 

At the same time, this model had internal contradictions. MOFA, METI, the Japan Foundation, 

JETRO, and JNTO operated according to adjacent but not fully coinciding logics. For some 

institutions, the priority was strengthening trust and international mutual understanding; for others, it 

was exports, tourism, investment, and the commercialization of cultural products. Therefore, Japan’s 



cultural diplomacy in the 2010s was large-scale and flexible, but not always fully coordinated. This 

makes it possible to view Cool Japan not as a single centralized ideological strategy but as an attempt 

by the state to use Japan’s already existing cultural appeal for the purposes of foreign-policy and 

economic positioning. 

Thus, in the 2010s, Japan’s cultural diplomacy moved beyond the framework of classical 

cultural exchange and became part of a broader strategy of nation branding. Cool Japan played a key 

role in this process, as it made it possible to combine popular culture, creative industries, tourism, 

exports, and image policy. The Japanese model shows that in contemporary international relations 

culture can function simultaneously as a means of attraction, an instrument of economic promotion, and 

a resource of long-term foreign-policy influence.  

 

References 

Cool Japan Strategy // Cabinet Office, Government of Japan. URL: 

https://www.cao.go.jp/cool_japan/english/index-e.html (accessed: 11.05.2026). 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. Diplomatic Bluebook 2013. Chapter 4. Japan’s Diplomacy Open 

to the Public. URL: https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/page22e_000013.html (accessed: 11.05.2026). 

Nye J. S. Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York: Public Affairs, 2004. 191 p. 

Melissen J. The New Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations. Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2005. 221 p. 

Iwabuchi K. Pop-culture diplomacy in Japan: soft power, nation branding and the question of 

“international cultural exchange” // International Journal of Cultural Policy. 2015. Vol. 21, No. 4. P. 

419–432. 

Otmazgin N. Contesting Soft Power: Japanese Popular Culture in East and Southeast Asia // 

International Relations of the Asia-Pacific. 2008. Vol. 8, No. 1. P. 73–101. 

Valaskivi K. A Brand New Future? Cool Japan and the Social Imaginary of the Branded Nation // 

Japan Forum. 2013. Vol. 25, No. 4. P. 485–504. 

The Japan Foundation. Annual Report 2013/2014. Tokyo: The Japan Foundation, 2015. URL: 

https://www.jpf.go.jp/e/about/result/ar/2013/index.html (accessed: 11.05.2026). 

Japan External Trade Organization. JETRO. URL: https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/ (accessed: 11.05.2026). 

Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry. White Paper on International Economy and Trade 2012. 

Section 2: Cool Japan strategy capitalizing on the appeal of Japan. URL: 

https://www.meti.go.jp/english/report/downloadfiles/2012WhitePaper/4-2.pdf (accessed: 11.05.2026). 



Zykas A. Traditional and Popular Cultural Discourses within the Post-war Development of Japan’s 

Cultural Diplomacy // Acta Orientalia Vilnensia. 2011. Vol. 12, No. 1. P. 105–119. 

Ogoura K. Japan’s Cultural Diplomacy, Past and Present. Tokyo: Japan Foundation, 2009. 


