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Heritage Conservation and Japan’s
Cultural Diplomacy

Japan’s heritage conservation policy and practice, as deployed through its
foreign aid programmes, has become one of the main means through which post-
World War Il Japan has sought to mark its presence in the international arena,
both globally and regionally. Heritage conservation has been intimately linked to
Japan’s sense of national identity, in addition to its self-portrayal as a respons-
ible global and regional citizen.

This book explores the concepts of heritage, nationalism and Japanese
national identity in the context of Japanese and international history since the
second half of the nineteenth century. In doing so, it shows how Japan has built
on its distinctive approach to conservation to develop a heritage-based strategy.
which has been used as part of its cultural diplomacy designed to increase its
‘soft power’ both globally and within the Asian region. More broadly, Natsuko
Akagawa underlines the theoretical nexus between the politics of heritage con-
servation, cultural diplomacy and national interest, and in turn highlights how
issues of heritage conservation practice and policy are crucial to a compre-
hensive understanding of geo-politics.

Heritage Conservation and Japan's Cultural Diplomacy will be of great
interest to students, scholars and professionals working in the fields of heritage
and museum studies, heritage conservation, international relations and Asian/
Japanese studies.

Natsuko Akagawa is Assistant Professor of Asian Studies in the School of
Social Sciences at the University of Western Australia.
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Preface

This book demonstrates how Japan’s heritage conservation policy and practice,
as deployed through its foreign aid programmes, became one of the main means
through which post-World War I1 Japan sought to mark its presence in the inter-
national arena, both globally and regionally. Japan’s involvement in heritage
conservation has been intimately linked to its sense of national identity and that
Japan’s national interest was reflected in its use of cultural heritage has been an
important element in its self-portrayal as a responsible global and regional
citizen. Building on its historically significant and distinctive approach to con-
servation and the rich scope of its national heritage protection system, Japan has
developed a heritage-based strategy, which it has used as part of its cultural
diplomacy, designed to increase its “soft power” both globally and within the
Asian region.

This focus on Japan’s use of cultural heritage as an element of its cultural
diplomacy is contextualised by exploring the evolution of the heritage conserva-
tion movement in Japan since the Meiji restoration as well as Japan’s positioning
in Asia prior to and after World War II and particularly following the end of the
Cold War. The Nara Conference on Authenticity (1994) and the appointment of
Matsuura Koichiro as the Director-General of UNESCO (1999-2009) are
two specific examples that reflect Japan’s influence at a global level. During
Matsuura’s term in office, the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) (the ‘2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Con-
vention’). was adopted. Seen in retrospect, the Convention represents Japan's
principal contribution to the global heritage system. It parallels the Nara Docu-
ment on Authenticity, Japan's main contribution to the international heritage
discourse.

Regionally within Asia, and especially in East and Southeast Asia, many her-
itage sites with iconic value for national identity have received major heritage
conservation funding from Japan. In this book, Japan’s involvement in cultural
heritage conservation projects in Hue, Socialist Republic of Vietnam, is used as
a case study to examine in detail the role that heritage has played in Japan’s cul-
tural diplomacy within the region. This case study, based on fieldwork under-
taken in Japan, Vietnam and Thailand, reveals how Japan has contributed to the
conservation of Vietnam’s heritage and shows that this was supported by the



Preface xvii

Japanese Government as a form of cultural diplomacy. It also reveals how such
practice impacted on the direction of Vietnamese official policies towards
enhancing that nation’s cultural identity.

An examination of existing publications shows that a comprehensive study
exploring the evolution of Japanese heritage conservation policy and practice in
relation to Japanese national identity and foreign policy has not been undertaken.
This study seeks to fill that gap. In an era where global cooperation has become
increasingly important for humanitarian, security and economic reasons, Japan
used its strength in the heritage field to allow it to exercise a significant degree
of influence in its immediate region and also more generally in the evolving
global discourse on the principles and practice of heritage conservation.

More broadly, the study establishes the theoretical nexus between the politics
of heritage conservation, cultural diplomacy and national interest. Thus, it
demonstrates that issues of heritage conservation practice and policy extend
beyond the provenance of heritage practitioners, heritage policy-makers and
scholars, to fall legitimately within the wider study of geo-politics. In addressing
the political dimension of heritage as a key issue of contemporary concern in the
field of heritage studies, this innovative integrated framework could therefore
provide a model for an understanding of the role of heritage in other countries.
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