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BEE - Abstract

In successful representative democracies, politicians fulfill their constituents’ political will.
Between elections, citizens express their preferences via petitions, demonstrations and, more
recently, social media.

Japan is among the world’s most technologically-advanced countries. It was also one of
the most highly-ranked nations in Freedom House’s 2018 index of democratic health. Yet the
Asian Century Institute refers to it as a “stunted democracy.”

In 2004, approximately ninety percent of Japanese survey respondents supported voting in
elections, but the majority did not want to be involved with campaigns, demonstrations, or even
contacting politicians. Likewise, over fifty percent of Japanese youths surveyed in 2013 claimed
an interest in politics, but only 30.2 percent believed their contributions would matter — this outlook
was the most dismal of seven countries compared. In 2016, the Diet attempted to reverse
decreasing voter turnout by lowering the eligible voting age from twenty to eighteen years old.
However, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications later reported decreased voter
turnout among eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds.

This paper examines trends in Japanese youths’ political participation and explores social
media’s potential to increase their engagement. It first outlines the history of Japan’s
democratization and its citizens’ political participation, concluding with the Students’ Emergency
Action for Liberal Democracy (SEALDs). A comparison to youth political participation in South
Korea, America, and the Middle East follows. Noting the prominent role of social media in each
case, this paper then assesses the merits and shortcomings of its application in the Japanese context
and lastly proposes the creation of a social media application (i.e., a Parliament simulation) for use
in schools throughout the country.
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