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Is Japan different from other countries in the disinformation® age?

It can sometimes seem that way. In a world full of social media, false and wrong online
narratives®? are an increasingly serious problem. They can make political differences
worse, change the results of elections, and even cause violence. Think of the anger over
Russian interference® in U.S. presidential elections, or China’s attempts to influence
Taiwan’s recent vote or the way a social networking service has been blamed for helping
promote attacks against Rohingya®.

Disinformation affects Japan, too. Yet the country’s closed media culture and a
widespread dislike to online political speech have unexpectedly acted as a kind of
protection, keeping the full heat of the disinformation away.

A study shows that Japanese people are exposed to less online disinformation than
people in other countries and are more confident in their ability to recognize lies. Recent
examples include conspiracy theories about COVID-19 vaccines, which Japanese people
overwhelmingly rejected — a fact that helps explain why Japan has one of the highest
vaccination® rates in the world.

Language is often seen as a barrier to information. Japan is the only country where
Japanese is widely understood and spoken. It’s easier to fool people when you can create
reasonable lies in their native language. That’s an easier task in, say, English or Chinese,
which are spoken by a vast number of people around the world.

Yet language isn’t the crucial factor protecting Japan. And the rapid advance of
generative'® artificial intelligence, which can produce accurate and natural speech in any
language, is likely to reduce this protection.

What matters more, we believe, are Japanese attitudes toward the internet and
politics. Specifically, Japanese people are more likely to doubt information they find
online and show lower levels of political engagement— both online and in the real world
— than people in other countries.
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Most disinformation is local. Although global propaganda campaigns by authoritarian
administrations are a real threat to the democratic world, it is domestic actors — from
politicians to social media liars — who are primarily responsible for spreading false
information. Such people exist in Japan, of course, but both their influence and that of
foreign actors has so far been relatively limited.

Japan remains a relatively strong place for dominant media. Although trust in major
newspapers and television networks has declined in recent years, the drop has been
significantly milder than in other parts of the world. Japan ranks at or near the top for
both the amount of news that people receive from dominant sources and the possibility
that people will have confidence in those sources.

Confidence in mainstream media has both good and bad sides. In the early days of
the internet, many welcomed the “democratization” of news and the increase of
perspectives and voices that it enabled. But today the focus has shifted to the negatives,
including the way disinformation campaigns have used low barriers to entry and user-to-
user content sharing to spread false news.

Regarding political disengagement®, open discussion of politics is generally avoided
in Japan. That was true before the internet and it has remained true in the digital age.
Japanese use the internet for personal communication, shopping, gaming — just about
anything except expressing their political views.

More widely, there is evidence that Japanese are retreating ever further from politics
of all kinds. They feel they can’t change the system, so they focus their energies instead
on their personal lives, such as career, family or leisure. People often say they are tired of
politics, but the result has been disengagement rather than anger.

Political disengagement is not, of course, a good thing in itself. You might call it a kind
of “accidental resilience®.” One wonders what would happen if a crisis shook Japanese
people’s trust in dominant news — as happened to a degree during the 2011 Fukushima
nuclear crisis, which prompted a jump in the use of social media — or increased fears
about the future. Would the public rally around liberal democracy after World War II or
be drawn to the tribalism® and authoritarianism{® that guide so much online
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propaganda?

Rather than accidental resilience created by political disengagement, Japan needs to
build more positive defenses against disinformation, including through information-
literacy education. And Japan needs to get better at telling stories about itself to counter
false narratives that seek to influence domestic and international opinion about Japan.

The government, for instance, tends to be diligent about providing facts and raw data
on a range of issues, but weak at explaining what those facts and data mean. That can
lead to a narrative vacuum that can be filled by enemies and political opponents — as has
been seen in disinformation that has been spread online about the release of treated
water at the Fukushima No. 1 nuclear power plant.

The point is that Japan has fared relatively well in the age of disinformation, but its
accidental resilience should not be assumed. “Narrative battle” is heating up worldwide
and it has real-world consequences — for democracy, security and prosperity. The risks

are too high to not worry.

(Adapted from Tetsuro Kobayashi and Maiko Ichihara, “Japan’s accidental resilience in

the disinformation age,” The Japan Times, May 9, 2024.)
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