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Abstract:

This thesis is concerned with the question how art and culture can be used in the process of regional
revitalization, and how this potential is being realized in Japan. The way that regional revitalization
is currently understood in Japan promotes bottom-up approach, utilizing of local knowledge, and
community participation. In the first part of the thesis, I analyze this regional development approach
using the theories of neo-endogenous development. In the following chapters I analyze how arts and
culture are used in various strategies of neo-endogenous development, namely in promotion of
cultural tourism, place branding, and support of local participation, while applying the theoretical
knowledge to examples in Japan. Since regional revitalization is not a straight-forward process, I also
give attention to the many challenges of this approach. In the last chapter, I use a case study of a
region in Niigata prefecture to illustrate one of the ways, in which arts and culture can play a vital

role in revitalization of a region.
Keywords:

Japan, regional revitalization, regional development, shrinking regions, neo-endogenous regional

development, art and culture

Abstrakt:

Cielom tejto prace je odpovedat’ na otazku, ako m6Zu umenie a kultira byt’ pouZivané v procese
regiondlnej revitalizacie, a ako je tento potencial vyuzivany v Japonsku. Sposob, akym je v su€asnosti
regiondlna revitalizacia uchopena v Japonsku, silne podporuje bottom-up pristup, vyuzivanie
lokalnych zdrojov, a ucast komunity. V prvej Casti svojej prace analyzujem tento pristup k
regionadlnemu rozvoju prostrednictvom teorii opisujicich neo-endogénny rozvoj. V nasledujucich
kapitolach potom analyzujem ako st pouZivané umenie a kultura v réznych stratégiach neo-
endogénneho rozvoja, Specificky v podporovani kultirneho turizmu, budovani lokalnej znacky, a v
podpore lokalnej ucasti na revitalizacii. Zaroven aplikujem teoretické poznatky na konkrétne priklady
v Japonsku. Ked'Ze regiondlna revitalizacia nie je priamociary process, venujem svoju pozornost’ aj
mnohym néstrahdm, ktoré sa pri tomto pristupe objavuju. V poslednej kapitole prace prostrednictvom
pripadovej Stadie regionu v prefecture Niigata ilustrujem jeden zo spdsobov, akymi moze prave

umenie a kultira zohrat’ ddlezith rolu v revitalizacii.
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Note on romanized Japanese and personal names:

In this thesis, personal Japanese names are used in their original order — family name and then
personal name. All Japanese words are transcribed into English using Hepburn transcription, with the

long syllables being signalized by diacritics.
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Introduction

The issues of regional disparities in Japan, induced largely by the country’s demographic
challenges - ageing, low fertility rates, out-migration from rural to metropolitan areas - have been
receiving attention in the academic and political discourse for decades. Since 1960s, some regions
started to be referred to as kaso chiiki, or kasochi, in English shrinking regions. Later, the term genkai
shiiraku (community on the edge) was coined to use for those regions which are even more affected
by population shrinkage. The issue of shrinking regions has begun to concern many other countries
including those of the European Union, especially the former Socialist countries, as apparent from
the 2008 European Parliament study (Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policy, 2008).
Perhaps this is also why a lot of academic attention globally is being given to Japan’s regions and the
way they cope with population decline. Published academic literature focuses on the economic and
social implications and the attempts for their reversal (such as Matanle & Rausch, 2011), and recently
more and more attention is being directed to the peripheral regions as the areas that are being
reinvented, moving from the negative outlook on the countryside as backwards regions, and exploring
their position in the era of post-growth (see Manzenreiter et al., 2020; Klien, 2020).

This thesis will be concerned with the regional revitalization in Japan, but more specifically, it
aims to analyze how arts and culture play a role in the current understanding of regional revitalization
in the country. Arts and culture are seen as potentially valuable resources in revitalizing stagnating
regions, as shown in the growing academic interest in this relationship, and their use in tourism,
branding, etc. (see for example Go et al., 2015; Dessein et al., 2016). Thus, it seems worthwhile to
ask, how this relationship plays out in the context of Japan and its current tendencies in regional
development.

To understand what resources and strategies are prevalent in Japan’s regional development, and to
be able to understand the position of arts and culture, I will first focus on the current overall tendencies
in regional development in Japan. Considering the changes in Japan’s post-war history shows, that
regional revitalization certainly is not a straightforward, top-down process. It is therefore important
to assess how and by whom this issue is being tackled in Japan. Who are the actors in the current state
of regional development in Japan - and how do their perspectives on the issues of revitalization differ?

While the area of regional revitalization in Japan or elsewhere is vast, this thesis aims to focus
more specifically on the way arts and culture can be intertwined with this process. The second and
central question of this thesis therefore is, what role can arts and culture have in the process of regional

revitalization? Furthermore, how is this potential role being realized in Japan?
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The main topic of this thesis are the regions, a word which will be frequently used with an often
fluctuating range. Thus the issue is, how to define the term region, when talking about its
revitalization or development. The word will be used to address geographical areas, that share
geographical, cultural, historical, or administrative similarities and proximity. When talking about
the regions in Japan, the word region (chiho, or chiiki) can be used to refer to a broader area (such as
Chubu region, or Kantd region) consisting of multiple prefectures, but it can also refer to a more
narrow area within a prefecture (such as Echigo-Tsumari region, that will be analyzed in this thesis).
It also predominantly focuses on rural areas and is often used similarly to the word countryside. In
this thesis, too, rural regions will be the ones most in focus.

In the following text, I will be often using the terms regional development and regional
revitalization, in a very similar meaning. While regional development is a broader term that concerns
a vast spectre of theories - some of which will also be explained in this thesis - regional revitalization
is, at least on the first glance, a more specific process. Revitalization - “returning the life” into a region
that has lost some of its vigour - can, however, be perceived from various perspectives. It can focus
on economic revitalization, community revitalization, etc. There are also differing views on how to
achieve this revitalization, and what its specific outcomes should be. This ambivalence of regional
revitalization will be a recurring theme in this thesis.

When working with Japanese texts, numerous words come up as equivalents to the English terms.
While kaihatsu and shinko both refer to development, revitalization is described in even more terms.
Chiiki kasseika can be used to refer to revitalization of the regions, however it has been noted, that
this wording has been increasingly associated with negative connotations of “hinterland development”
(Klien, 2010, p. 517). Chiiki saisei brings a more universal translation of regional revitalization, while
two other very popular and often used terms, chiiki okoshi (region revival, awakening the region) and
chiiki zukuri (region making), imply (and perhaps also aim to support) a more interactive, even
creative process of revitalization.

Especially the last two Japanese terms also cast some light on how the whole issue of regional
development or revitalization is being tackled in Japan, especially in the recent decades. When
discussing the progress in the regional development strategies in the post-war history of Japan, there
is a clear shift towards decentralization, support of local initiatives, and local responsibility in the
recent era of post-bubble economy and neo-liberal politics. The theory describing this approach -
theory of neo-endogenous development - will be employed to discuss the current trends of regional
development in the country. This theory will be further explained in the following chapter and will

be applied to the case of Japan.



A lot of attention, particularly in the second half of the thesis, will be given to art and culture, and
the role they can play in regional revitalization, specifically in the context of Japan. Culture,
especially, is a very broad term, which can be used to encompass almost any type of social behaviour
and expression. Scaramanga (2015) notes that when talking about place branding (a strategy that will
be addressed in one of the chapters of this thesis), academic literature’s understanding of the word
“culture” is centered mainly on arts, architecture, design, history, heritage, events (such as festivals),
and institutions (such as museums, theatres, etc.). This statement could be applied not only to place
branding, but also cultural tourism, or other strategies used in regional revitalization. In this thesis,
many of the examples will focus especially on art or arts (both visual and performing) and how these
are used and understood in the context of revitalization. I will, however, use the term “arts and culture”
in a broader sense to involve other forms of culture (such as cuisine, heritage, etc.) which may also
play an important role in regional revitalization.

To provide answers to the proposed questions of this thesis, I will first begin by assessing the
demographic challenges that Japanese regions began to face in the post-war era, and how the approach
to regional development in response to these challenges changed throughout the end of the 20th and
the beginning of 21st century. After introducing the theory of neo-endogenous regional development
and its application on Japan’s case, as well as addressing the fluctuating and often unclear concept of
what revitalization actually is, I will move on to identifying the actors who participate in regional
revitalization in Japan.

The following chapters will address the question regarding the role of arts and culture in regional
revitalization. Building on the theory of neo-endogenous development and current tendencies of
revitalization within Japanese context, I will analyze and illustrate the role of arts and culture in place
branding, tourism, and supporting local participation. These strategies are essential in the current
understanding of regional revitalization in the country, and in these chapters I will attempt to show,
that arts and culture have prominent role in all of these, while also addressing the challenges of this
arts and culture-based approach.

Finally, the last chapter before the conclusion will be dedicated to a specific example of art-led
revitalization in the region of Echigo-Tsumari in Niigata prefecture, which hosts an internationally
acclaimed contemporary art festival. The concepts previously introduced in the preceding chapters,

will be illustrated here, to give the reader a more tangible image of the issues proposed in this thesis.
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1.Approaches to regional development in post-war Japan

1.1 Population changes and migration after WWII

In the period following World War II, Japan faced the challenge of revitalizing itself after the
defeat. The progress was characterized by fast economic growth - often named Japan'’s economic
miracle and technological advances. While a deep dive into the economic growth is not vital to this
thesis, it is essential to note that this quick-paced progress was primarily focused on the metropolitan
areas. Although this was understandable from the perspective of Japan gaining competitive
advantages on the international level, it has also brought about some interrelated effects concerning
the relationship between the center and the periphery. As Anthony Rausch notes, “first, that progress
in the center does not automatically result in progress everywhere else; and second, that lack of
progress elsewhere ultimately compromises the power of the center to generate progress anywhere.”
(Rausch, 2009, p. 223)

Most of the industries - heavy, chemical and manufacturing - Japan focused on in this era of high
economic growth were concentrated in the metropolitan areas in the so-called Pacific coast industrial
belt (meaning Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe), and this area thus attracted most of the migrants.

Immediately after the war, Japan’s population increased rapidly. This growth was the result of the
dankai no sedai - baby boom generation, the cohort of around 8 million people born from 1947 to
1949 (Atoh, 2008, p. 12). Although the total fertility rate decreased after that and remained just around
the replacement level until the 1970s, during these two decades of rapid economic growth, Japan
could enjoy a phenomenon called demographic dividend (also called population bonus). The term
describes a moment when both fertility and mortality of the population decrease, and therefore the
population of working age is larger than that of children and elderly. This state is seen from the
demographic perspective as conducive to economic development, mainly because it leads to lower
labor costs, an increase in saving and investment, etc. (Atoh, 2008, p. 13).

The population bonus, along with the industrial development concentrated in metropolitan areas,
resulted in increased migration of young workers from the regions into the cities, especially the
Tokyo-Nagoya-Osaka belt. This migration was even supported by the establishment of special trains
and goodbye-ceremonies for these young people to leave their hometowns for the cities (Matanle &
Rausch, 2011, p.86). Once becoming an adult, moving from one’s home in rural areas to a metropolis
was a nation-wide custom in this era, and continued to be so for the next decades.

The economic growth of the country slowed down in the 1970s due to the oil crisis, and as labor
costs in Japan became more expensive than elsewhere in the world, the demand for industrial labor
in the country slowed as well. In urban areas, employment for university-educated men shifted to
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white-collar jobs and for men without university degrees and women to part-time, dispatch, or
temporary work in retail services, etc. (Matanle & Rausch, 2011, p. 88). The migration from rural to
urban areas slowed down, and there were even signs of modest migration flows back into rural
prefectures - the so-called “U-turn-migration”. The expectation that this could mean a start of a new
era in population development of Japan, one that would be more decentralized, turned out to be false
(Litzeler, 2008, p. 67). Importantly, what also continued to slow down were the birth rates - in 1974,
the total fertility rate dropped below replacement level and has continued to decline (Atoh, 2008, p.
16). Due to this development, from the late 1980s, the populations of outlying prefectures of Japan
began to shrink (Matanle & Rausch, 2011, p. 89).

1.2 Emergence of shrinking regions and its implications

Kaso chiiki, or shrinking regions, which are the key topic of this thesis, were first legally defined
by the Special Measure Concerning Shrinking Regions (1970) and they were stated to be “regions,
which have had the foundation of their communities changed by recent abrupt population decline,
and in which the sustenance of living standards and production functionality is deemed problematic”.
When we look at the currently active law concerning shrinking regions, passed in 2021, its first
paragraphs speak about “regions which have, due to severe population decline, suffered loss of vitality
of their communities, and are, in comparison with other regions, lacking in terms of maintaining
production and living environment” (Special Measure Supporting the Sustainable Development of
Shrinking regions, 2021). They are then further defined by the level of population loss they have
suffered and also by the index of economic power.

Interestingly, there was a short period of time in the 1990s after the collapse of the bubble economy
- the so-called /ost decade - when the net migration rate from the Tokyo region to rural regions was
actually in some cases positive, meaning more people left Tokyo for regions than vice versa. The
reason behind this was the severe employment conditions in the cities, but also high housing prices,
which persuaded workers and university graduates to return to their home regions. After that, the
economy managed to recover, and the migration from rural areas to the cities has resumed (Liitzeler,
2008, p. 67). However, recently a similar situation occurred once again. It has been reported that in
2021, Tokyo’s population shrank for the first time since the lost decade, and its population dropped
by around 48,600 people. The reason behind this phenomenon has been cited as the turn to remote
work due to the global pandemic of Covid-19. The article in Japan Times, titled Tokyo loses
population for the first time in 26 years amid pandemic, features a statement from an analyst at

Mitsubishi UFJ Research and Consulting, who states that more Japanese people in their 20s and 30s
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may now want to live outside of the capital because of the lower prices and more space for living.
Furthermore, he predicts that at least to some extent, remote work would stay as a more common
option than it had been until the pandemic (Japan Times, 2022, January 31). Essentially, the opposite
of kaso, kamitsu (urban overcrowding, the problem mainly concerning Tokyo) is driving people
outside of the metropolis. We will have to wait longer, however, to see if this phenomenon actually
has any lasting effect on the relationship between rural and urban areas in Japan.

For the time being, kaso chiiki are still a phenomenon that both central and local governments in
Japan must deal with. Now it is not only the rural regions but the entire population of the country that
is shrinking, which brings about economic, political, and social consequences. Different levels of
population shrinkage and its implications throughout the country are one of the widening gaps that
Japanese society has to face. In 2021 there were 820 municipalities labeled as kasochi, which equals
47% of the 1,718 municipalities in Japan (Kaso no ohanashi, undated).

Specific consequences of shrinkage in the regions are difficult to calculate. In the 2017 publication
Social Inequality in Post-Growth Japan Lutzeler writes that, based on the data, there is a higher level
of income poverty and unemployment in the rural areas, while on the other hand, urban prefectures
have higher levels of precarious employment and elderly persons depending on livelihood assistance
(Liitzeler, 2017, p. 198). He then concludes that there are lower values of poverty indicators in the
industrially dominated prefectures and that industrialization is a bigger factor than urbanization.
However, the author also writes that the use of prefectures as units of analysis can somewhat
underestimate regional differences in Japan due to the heterogeneous nature of areas within
prefectures (p. 197). In the same book, Matanle states that “less remarked in the academic and
mainstream discourses, perhaps because it is less noticeable, has been the stresses that population
aging and loss have placed on rural regions” (Matanle, 2017, p. 216). So what exactly are these
stresses of shrinking regions?

A policy brief by ESPON' on shrinking regions cites the following symptoms of shrinkage:
mismatch between the supply and demand of services, underutilization, poor maintenance or
unavailability of services, deterioration of living conditions and quality of life, the rise of
unemployment, and scarcity of skilled labor, which further lowers the attractiveness of the locality
for living and working and supports the decline. (ESPON, 2020, p. 6)

Japanese National Association for Shrinking Regions (Zenkoku kaso chiiki renmei) defines 4
specific implications of kasochi: 1. further continuation of depopulation and aging of the society, 2.

economic stagnation due to decline of previously dominant industries in the areas, and difficulty of

' ESPON - European Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion, program funded by
European Union to support policy development related to territorial cohesion.
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creating new businesses; 3. abandonment and decay of land and nature due to shrinking localities, 4.
unequal accessibility of public facilities, infrastructure, healthcare in comparison to urban regions.
(Kaso no ohanashi, undated)

Matanle illustrates the situation with examples of how the population shrinkage affects the
communities. In employment, for instance, it is often no longer available for young people to take the
traditional route of the eldest child - remain in the region and continue the family business while
taking care of aging parents. With the economy in decline and businesses stagnating, they cannot find
stable employment opportunities, therefore, they leave to seek education, employment, or other
opportunities in the cities - leaving the elderly parents and also depriving the community of
reproductive potential. This also leads to more small businesses (such as crafts manufacturers, food
or beverage producers, local retailers, restaurants, small hotels, and other typical businesses for rural
areas) closing, which again causes more economic shrinkage. Shrinkage of employment opportunities
concerns not only private businesses but the public sector as well. Due to decentralization efforts
culminating in the municipal mergers (which brought about the merging of municipal offices), there
are fewer jobs for public officials. Because of merging schools (due to municipal amalgamation as
well as fewer children being born), teachers also have troubles finding employment there. (Matanle,
2017, p. 219)

Another case in point is the overcapacity in housing. As communities shrink, houses, as well as
shops and other buildings, are left behind, along with underworked land. These empty houses - akiya
- look shabby, are overrun with flora and slowly become unsellable, lowering land values in the area
as well. (Matanle, 2017, p. 220)

For the localities with the grimmest prospects concerning their population decline, experiencing
the dramatic implications of shrinking, the term genkai shiiraku (communities on the edge) is often
used. Coined by Japanese sociologist Ono Akira, it is used to describe localities in which more than
50% of the inhabitants are aged over 65. (Matanle & Rausch, 2011, p. 26) Due to the depopulation,
these communities are reaching their limits, or are “on the edge” of collapse. While this term is often
seen in academic discourse (see for example, Matanle & Rausch, 2011; Klien, 2020), it is not used in
the official government documents.

Recently, however, attention has been given to the possible positive outcomes of the shrinking as
well. In the introduction to Japan’s New Ruralities, the authors suggest that, while the public attention
to the shrinking regions focus on the negative phenomenon of decline, the quality-of-life indicators
such as level of health, safety or subjective wellbeing, may in some rural regions be more favorable
than those in urban areas (Manzenreiter et al., 2020, p. 3). Respondents in Susanne Klien’s

ethnographic research on urban migrants to rural regions also depict their post-relocation life in the
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countryside predominantly as a positive experience (despite the practical issues such as lack of shops,
etc.) (Klien, 2020, p. 49). The authors of Japan’s Shrinking regions similarly concluded that, with
the possibilities of living space expansion, reduced pressure on the natural environment, and potential
for better work-life balance, if depopulation is properly managed, it may actually result in an
improvement in people’s lives (Matanle & Rausch, 2011, p. 453).

Therefore, in the following sections, the attention will be given to the reactions and management

of the phenomenon of shrinking regions.

1.3 Changes in regional development strategies

The aforementioned regional disparities in Japan require reactions from various actors - both
government and non-government. The strategies and inevitably also the roles of these actors,
however, can change. In this section, [ will attempt to describe how the general tendencies in regional
development in Japan have changed over the decades and most of all how the changes in the central
government’s policies gave rise to the transformation of roles in the process of regional revitalization.
Subsequently, after assessing these changes, I will attempt to offer some theoretical background on
them and show how the theory of neo-endogenous development is applicable to the case of Japan.
This will lead to the identification of the actors relevant to the current regional revitalization
strategies.

Some of the negative effects of the rapid out-migration did not take long to appear, even in the era
of fast economic growth. While the wealth of the country accumulated along with the population in
the urban areas, the rural areas began to experience stagnation. The central government aimed to
balance the regional disparities by offering financial aid to the affected localities and the tool, created
for this reason, was the local allocation tax (chiho kofuzei). Local allocation tax was first established
in 1954 on the basis of the so-called Showa mergers (Showa dai gappei) - municipal amalgamations
that took place from 1953 to 1956. These mergers downsized the number of municipalities (from
9,878 to 4,668), and this period is mostly notable for the disappearance of around 5,000 villages and,
on the other hand, increasing the number of cities by almost double (Rausch, 2006, p. 138). The
amalgamation of municipalities allowed for the establishment of the National Treasury Subsidy
System and collection of regional support tax, or local allocation tax, which I mentioned earlier. The
aim was to redistribute the wealth accumulated in the richer - metropolitan - parts of the country to
the needy - rural - ones. Thompson notes that this has worked quite well for the needy regions as long
as population levels in the urban areas created enough surplus tax revenue, however, it has naturally

been very costly for the state (Thompson, 2008, p. 366). While the economy grew and the economic,
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technological, and industrial progress was focused on the metropolitan areas, the amount of local
allocation tax that the regions received understandably grew bigger, so the local governments could
use this financial aid to develop their regions. Financial aid from the tax revenue provided to
struggling localities was considerable - especially in the era of high economic growth - but it was the
distribution and use of these funds, that was problematic.

The funding of development in the regions consists of a few types of aid - some of it can be used
rather freely for various needs, but the municipalities must fit into certain strict criteria to obtain it;
other funds are provided for specific projects, and the decision of granting them is largely based on
the judgment of bureaucrats from given ministries. Especially for the latter, the local governments
have had to work hard on lobbying activities to acquire the financial aid needed for their development
projects. (Fukui & Fukai, 1996, p. 274)

Lobbying and different levels of political connectedness of the localities can be nevertheless
difficult to overcome due to complex relationships between the political, bureaucratic, and business
spheres in Japan, usually referred to as the iron triangle, and the intense practice of pork-barrel
politics in the decades from the 1950s. In their 1996 article on this topic Haruhiro Fukui and Shigeko
Fukai noted that “distribution of resources needed for the development of local and regional
economies by pork-barrel politics gets inevitably skewed in favor of localities that are politically
better connected.” (Fukui & Fukai, 1996, p. 285)

Matanle & Rausch (2011, p. 236) are also criticizing the way in which government subsidies were
used - often on projects of questionable relevancy and necessity, such as road construction projects
for unnecessary and unprofitable roads, regional airport projects without realistic needs assessments,
etc. They go further to say that for municipalities labeled as kasochi, it would actually be an advantage
to maintain this status since it meant they would receive financial aid from the central government -
kasosai, based on the special laws concerning shrinking regions (Matanle & Rausch, 2011, p. 250).
The system of government subsidies, while aiming to better the quality of living in isolated
communities, might have even had the opposite effect.

The central government’s outlook on regional development has understandably changed during
the decades. While the era after the Showa mergers focused on redistributing the accumulated wealth
from the urban also to the rural areas and was characterized by financial subsidies, in the 1990s there
was a slight shift in the approach to the issue. In the late 1990s and especially after 2000, the outlook
on regional revitalization shifted to promoting decentralization. This way, the local governments
would gain more autonomy, and thus their way of governing could fit better with the needs of the
communities. At the same time, however, decentralization and subsequent slashing of many types of

financial aid to local governments also reduced the costs for the central government, and therefore
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the policy of decentralization could be also interpreted as shifting the responsibility for dealing with
the issues from central to local governments, as has been noted by various authors (Matanle & Rausch,
2011, p. 253).

The most visible tool of decentralization in this era was a new wave of municipal mergers, Heisei
dai gappei (Great municipal amalgamation of Heisei era). Similarly to Showa mergers a few decades
before them, Heisei mergers aimed to persuade smaller municipalities to merge with their larger
neighbors. The incentive was to cut public spending and simplify government bureaucracies and
services. In 1999 the government passed the Special Law for amalgamation of cities, towns, and
villages (Shichoson gappei tokureiho), which instructed that the mergers were to be accomplished by
March 2005. The aim of the law is stated to be “to improve and establish the governing system of
municipalities in response to changes in economic and social conditions, the progress of
decentralization, widening of economic and social living areas, and declining birthrate and aging
population. With the use of special provisions of related laws and other necessary measures, this law
aims to facilitate the voluntary merger of municipalities, secure the smooth administration of the
merged municipalities, and promote balanced development. The aim is for the merged municipalities
to be able to take upon the role of governing their area autonomously and comprehensively.”
(Shichoson gappei tokureiho, 1999)

In the article from 2006 concerning the progress of the Heisei mergers, Rausch cites an information
packet produced by Hirosaki City (in Aomori Prefecture), which states the following reasons for the
necessity of mergers: “increasing welfare delivery needs of the aging population, the reality of a
widening lifestyle pattern, the support of national decentralization and the severity of the public
finance situation” (Rausch, 2006, p. 141). By creating a smaller number of municipalities via
voluntary mergers - which can either mean creating a new municipality consisting of two or more
formerly independent municipalities (new establishment merger, shinsetsu), or agreeing that one or
more municipalities join an existing one (incorporation merger, hennyii) - the regions can benefit by
strengthening regional revitalization, maintaining and improving resident services, and rationalizing
public finances. However, there are also citizen concerns cited in this information packet, such as the
loss of the local identity and traditions, the increasing distance to the municipal office (which will
lower service), and the effect on taxes (Rausch, 2007, p. 141).

The Great Heisei Mergers managed to lower the full number of municipalities in Japan
dramatically. While in 1999, the year when the special law was passed, the number was 3,232, by the
next seven years it decreased to 1,821 (the current count as of 2022 is 1,718) (Koiki gydsei, shichdson
gappei, undated). The biggest changes occurred in Hiroshima, Ehime, Nagasaki, Oita, and Niigata

prefectures, while the smallest difference can be seen in Osaka, Tokyo, or Kanagawa (Kohara, 2007,
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p. 7). From the perspective of achieving the main goal of the special measure, this can be viewed as
a success. But another question that arises is how these mergers affected the regions’ potential for
local revitalization.

The fear concerning the mergers in the context of regional revitalization was, that while it will
most likely succeed in some saving of public finances, the responsibility for regional revitalization
will be shifted to localities, while the subsidy cuts and other effects of the mergers will make it
difficult for them. To make an example, Rausch (2009, p. 225) makes a case for local branding as an
important tool in regional revitalization but stresses, that while a lot of place names were officially
eliminated due to the mergers, “such a loss of place-name designation, along with the loss of local
identity that accompanies it, greatly limits the potential for such a place to effect its own local
revitalization.” In another context, Thompson (2008) writes about the continuation of traditional
crafts which are also affected by the changes in municipal administration. He uses the case of folk
performance groups in northeast Japan operating largely on a voluntary basis, which experience a
high level of competition in regards to the financial support from the local allocation tax, undermining
of the social support of their organization, and overall difficulty to continue their operation.
Thompson states that “grassroots level folk performance traditions in similar rural, regional
townships are vulnerable in the same way” (p. 382) and concludes that “very little attention has been
paid to how state measures to combat these problems [those caused by declining population and the

falling birth rate] are also changing life at the local level in undesirable ways.” (p. 383)

1.4 From exogenous to endogenous development

Let us examine the theoretical background behind the changing approach to rural revitalization in
Japan. While the decades of high economic growth until approximately the 1990s were characterized
by government financial aid, tax allocation, and redeveloping infrastructure in struggling regions, at
the end of the 20th century, the rhetoric changed and the buzzwords in regional revitalization became

29 ¢¢

“local action” “endogenous development”, later on even “creative shrinking” or “smart shrinking”.
Blazek and Uhlif describe the current tendencies in regional politics as “eclectic”, influenced
primarily by institutional and neoliberal approaches to regional development. The neoliberal
approach to regional development, present significantly in Japan since the 1990s, can be described as
focused on local initiative, deregulation policies, supporting innovations, decentralization,
cooperation of public and private sectors, etc. (Blazek & Uhlit, 2002, p. 167)
We can also label the current outlook on regional development - in Japan as well as in many other

countries - as neo-endogenous development. 1 will borrow a definition given in Adamski and
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Gorlach’s article, where they describe neo-endogenous development as “a developmental idea rooted
in the assumption that two different types of resources should be utilised side by side: internal
resources, unique for a particular community, and external resources, offered by the state, non-
governmental organisations and supranational institutions and organisations. The combination of
two major types of knowledge plays an important role in this mechanism: so-called external, expert
knowledge contributed by experts and representatives of the said institutions and local knowledge,
contributed by members of the local community and based on experience and tradition.” (Adamski
& Gorlach, 2007, p. 481) The authors then assess that success (and by success meaning specific
changes occuring in the regions) is guaranteed only by an adequate combination of both types of
knowledge.

Another interesting point made by Adamski and Gorlach concerns further distinction of the
different perspectives, with which various actors in regional development operate. They divide these
into three major types, thus further specifying them from the local versus external dichotomy:
scientific knowledge, which is meant to be applicable in various settings and objective;
managerial/administrative/political knowledge, which is more focused on decision-making and
execution of decisions, but also shares characteristics of the scientific knowledge, and lastly local
knowledge - this one being different from scientific and managerial, because it is highly subjective,
and rooted in the experience of a specific locality. The authors point out, that rather than a consistent
and fully shared system of information, we must perceive the local knowledge as a “pluralistic
current of collective wisdom” (Adamski & Gorlach, 2007, p. 488). Local knowledge is not objective,
cannot be calculated or applied in different settings, but from the perspective of neo-endogenous
development, it is crucial to pay close attention to this type of knowledge.

While the government subsidies characteristic for the period of high economic growth and bubble
economy were clearly tools of exogenous development, the 21st century brought about the
incorporation of more endogenous tools, cited for instance as “(emphasis on) local initiative, self-
responsibility, individual entrepreneurship” (Manzenreiter et al., 2020, p. 160). The government
subsidies are still an important part of regional development, but the access to them has become
somewhat conditioned by the local initiative in revitalization plans. Decentralization - another tool,
cited earlier by BlaZek and Uhlif as prominent in the current neoliberal approach to development -
took shape of the aforementioned Heisei mergers of 1999-2005.

Mergers are a strategy of municipal restructuring where the basic premise is cost savings and
simplification of bureaucracies. As we saw in the previous section in the case of recent Heisei
mergers, there is an ongoing debate about the efficiency of this step from the perspective of the

regions, even though it does bring government savings. In the 2006 article, Rausch also mentions that
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municipal mergers are “the exception rather than the contemporary trend” (Rausch, 2006, p. 134).
Nevertheless, Heisei mergers were not the first instance of an organized municipal amalgamation
process in Japan. They were preceded by Meiji mergers in 1888-1889 and the aforementioned Showa
mergers. The first, Meiji mergers, gave way to the current municipal system and re-organized them
from natural settlements (shizen shiiraku) into modern cities, towns, and villages, and subsequently
downsized the number of municipalities from 71,314 to 15,859. Showa mergers gave way to the

National Treasury Subsidy System. (Rausch, 2006, p. 139)

1.5 Living beyond growth: goals of rural revitalization

Finally, an important aspect of the discussion of regional revitalization is the assessment of what
the realistic goals of revitalization are. What does it mean to revitalize a rural region in Japan at the
moment? The immediate goal of revitalizing a stagnating region may be seen as obvious - slowing
down the population decline, bringing in new residents to the regions, and therefore stabilizing the
economy - and in many cases, the process is focused mainly on this. The local governments are
working hard on building an image of their region as a comfortable place to live, away from the noise
and busy pace of the city, while also attempting to provide for the essential needs of the newcomers
(such as education facilities for children, etc.).

The effect is visible in some cases - which may be seen as a success of the local government
policies, but also the result of changes in generational trends of living - with some people moving
back to their furusato after spending time in the city (these are referred to as U-turn migrants) or
others abandoning the city life for a rural region they have no previous ties to (I-turn migrants). As
becomes apparent from Klien’s (2020) study of urban migrants in rural regions, these newcomers,
often consisting of younger people, enjoy the countryside living, proximity to nature, and distance
from the mundanity of the city corporate jobs, but also taking part in the community life. Their
presence may bring a newfound vitality to the communities, changing their atmosphere from genkai
shiiraku, to a kibo shiraku, “community of hope”, to borrow the expression from Klien’s interviews
with the locals. Klien mentions the cases of Tokamachi in Niigata prefecture, and Ama in Shimane
prefecture, as examples of rapidly shrinking localities successful in attracting multiple young urban
migrants in their revitalization process (Klien, 2020, p. 49).

These cases, however, in comparison with most of the rural regions aging and depopulating, still
remain an exception rather than a rule, “drops in the ocean” (p. 20), as Klien puts it. Although the
Covid-19 pandemic might bring some changes in the migration tendencies within the country, as of

now, it is too early to tell what kind of impact this will have on the rural regions.
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While the population decline in the regions seems inevitable, the discourse has moved to an
arguably more positive approach, highlighting some of the benefits the depopulation may bring (such
as Manzenreiter, et al. 2020) and focusing on the local needs and engagement. Concepts of chiiki
zukuri (region making), machi zukuri (town making), or mura okoshi (village revitalization), which
are being used to describe a diverse range of activities concerning regional revitalization, underscore
the active local participation and bottom up in “creating” a place, be it region, town, or village.

In conclusion, the fundamental changes in the attitude towards regional revitalization, consist of
the shift from centralized financial subsidies for the redevelopment of infrastructure to
decentralization and support of bottom-up approach, but also the shift from focusing on re-growth, to
achieving sustainable management of the shrinking regions, to be able to “live beyond growth”

(Matanle & Sato, 2010).

1.6 Actors in regional revitalization

In the previous sections, I introduced the current neo-liberal tendencies in regional development
strategies and explained the term neo-endogenous development and how this theoretical approach is
applicable to the case of Japan. Since this approach’s prominent characteristics are the bottom-up
approach, promotion of local initiative, and local knowledge, it is clear, that there will be various
actors involved in this process. This leads me to focus this section on the way the revitalization of
rural regions in Japan is tackled currently and more specifically the way in which the roles in these
processes are distributed amongst the actors.

Central government naturally has a big impact on how regional revitalization is being approached.
While also offering financial aid to struggling regions (although the level of this financial support is
considerably lower than during the eras of economic growth), the government’s role could be
summarized as managing the process - creating central measures, accumulating knowledge on the
revitalization strategies and the best-practice examples to support the regions which are lacking. The
Japan Revitalization Strategy from 2014, focuses on the comprehensive strategy for the revitalization
of Japan’s economic growth and proposes strategies for various areas of growth - including the
regional. The government’s plan is to monitor the achievements and review the performance in the
areas through Key Performance Indicators and base its measures on these reviews.

Concerning regional revitalization, the strategy aims at “building a support platform” for the
realization of rural revitalization strategies, the “hometown specialty support” led by regional small
and medium-sized enterprises, support of the regional collaboration among primary, secondary, and

tertiary industries, and developing attractive tourism areas (Shushd Kantei, 2014, p. 15). The latter
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point was especially focused on international tourism, aiming at the national level to ease the visa
issuance requirements, promote multi-language services in tourist attractions and double the number
of tax-free shops in the country by 2020 (p. 30). (Needless to say, this goal was halted by the global
pandemic of Covid-19, which has made Japan close its borders for foreign tourists for more than two
years - as of April 2022, foreign tourists still cannot enter the country.)

Due to the decentralization efforts, and also as it becomes apparent from the Japan Revitalization
Strategy, it could be argued that the larger responsibility for the revitalization is on the prefectural
governments and municipalities. “Meanwhile, the national government’s unilateral uniform support
for regional efforts alone cannot be expected to produce effects. Such support would be unsuccessful
unless regional communities take advantage of their originality and ingenuity to revitalize tourism
in cooperation with neighboring communities. National government support should accompany the
initiatives of motivated regional communities.” (Shusho Kantei, 2014, p. 14)

The role of prefectural governments and municipalities could therefore be summarized as
identification and active use of local resources for revitalization. This can mean participating in the
local branding by promoting the hometown specialties, promoting tourism, supporting local
businesses and the cooperation between them, promoting the attraction of the region as a place to
live.

The focus on local initiatives and local knowledge also promotes the role of non-government
actors. Local small and medium-sized businesses creative incentives for the people to move into the
regions, create employment opportunities, enhance the economic growth, and also participate in
building the regional image through place branding, which will be further discussed in a later chapter.

Apart from businesses, another important actor from the non-government sphere are NPOs.
According to the official government website for Japanese NPOs, there are currently 3,014 non-profit
organizations in the country, whose activities are focusing on the topic of “rural regions” (NPO hojin
potaru saito, undated). These organizations answer to various specific needs identified within the
localities, from protecting the natural environment or coordinating the communication between
generations of citizens, to providing assistance to ageing or disabled citizens.

Lastly, it is necessary to identify the local residents of the regions as actors in regional
revitalization. Not necessarily only members of an NPO or business owners, the residents play a vital
role in the revitalization process of their locality - be it their commitment to and perception of their
local identity, their willingness to accept new residents from different backgrounds, but also their
participation in creating a certain image (brand) of the region.

Moreover, it might be said that the citizen’s participation is desired even beyond the locals actually

living in the areas. For instance, the Japanese government has launched the Kankei jinko campaign
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(Related population), aimed at people who have a relationship with a certain rural area, not as
residents, but also not simply as tourists. This includes people who have roots or family ties in the
region, or who have the experience of working or temporarily residing in the region. The government
website for this campaign asks the visitors to discover a furusato, or hometown for themselves by
participating in various kinds of community activities in the region (Furusato mitsukete mimasenka,
undated). These kankei jinko are then expected to become a sort of ambassadors to the places and
take part in the chiiki zukuri.

The distinct nature of the actors analyzed in this section shows, that the process of regional
revitalization is multi-layered, and depending on the specific needs and anticipations of these actors,
the outcomes of revitalization strategies may vary significantly. This makes the process of
revitalization all the more challenging, as we shall also see in the next chapters. Keeping this
irregularity in mind, I will now move on to the next part of this thesis, where I analyze how the role
of art and culture can be perceived in this ever-changing multi-layered definition of rural
revitalization in Japan. To assess this role, I will focus on three important areas of regional
revitalization, in which the potential of arts and culture is prominent - place branding, tourism and

community building.
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2. Art and culture as tools for local branding

2.1 Local branding in regional development

In the previous section I explained how the utilization of local knowledge and taking advantage of
regional specifics is deemed useful in the current approach to regional development. In this chapter,
the concept of local branding, which is often used in regional development to create an attractive
image for localities, will be addressed. I will first explain the relevancy of this strategy, originally
used in business, for this topic, and next, I will focus on the role that arts and culture can play as
“commodities” to base the brand upon, in the context of Japanese regional revitalization.

Branding of places has been described by Allen (2007) as “a natural extension of corporate brand
theory”, based on the idea that physical places - just like products - can be branded (p. 60). While
tourism marketing is the dominant use of place branding, it may also be defined as “multi-
dimensional in its objectives, objectives that include enhancing exports, protecting domestic or local
businesses, attracting and retaining factors of development, and positioning the place in economic,
political and social terms”. (Rausch, 2009, p.228)

Although there are many similarities between product and place branding, there are also crucial
points in which they differ, and which make place branding a difficult strategy to manage. These are,
according to Allen’s (2007) article, mainly the management of stakeholder groups and the role of
government as a dominant stakeholder.

Stakeholder groups in place branding are essentially all groups participating in creating the brand
- this includes government agencies but also business owners, people working in services, residents,
media, etc. Thus, while a corporate brand i1s managed by a specific division within the company and
carried by the employees, a place brand is carried by practically everyone involved in the place, with
many of the actors (such as residents) not consciously realizing that they are contributing to branding.
This stakeholder fragmentation is a factor making the two important attributes of a brand - coherency
and consistency - extremely difficult to achieve (Allen, 2007, p. 64).

Another important issue lies in determining what the brand content should be. How to create a
brand that is meaningful, attractive, and also presents the reality of the place - and does this change
over time? Subsequently, we may ask - can art and culture play a role in this process?

The challenges of place branding strategies are summarized in Ikuta et al. (2007, p. 140) as the
three gaps occurring in regional branding attempts - the first gap being the one between the targets of
measures and their goals (meaning for instance the successful promotion of a certain product, but the

loss of the connection to the region), the second gap being the systems of implementation (meaning
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the common failure at establishing a system of cooperation between the various actors) and the third
“reality gap” (emerging from the discrepancy between the presented brand and the actual regional

image) .

2.2 Branding culture

The role of arts and culture as the main element of a place’s image, or brand, has been richly
debated in academic discourse (see for example Go et al., 2015). Cultural events, institutions, and
others may provide authentic features, create an accessible identity, and they add value to the place.
Importantly, presenting authentic local cultural resources has a strong potential in a globalized
society, where often places begin to look similar (Scaramanga, 2015, p. 43).

While the positive implications of culture-based place branding may seem obvious, there are
challenges present in this resource, too. Eversole (2003) generally agrees with the notion of the
importance of the arts and culture in regional development. “Art can reflect, and recreate, meanings
and identities for regional communities. Artists can also communicate their region, their community,
and their culture to outsiders in ways that generate interest, respect, and even understanding. Thus,
artistic expression is important in both the ways that local people relate to their region and the ways
in which outsiders perceive disadvantaged regions.” (Eversole, 2002) However, she also warns
against the over-commodification of culture, and while focusing mainly on cases of Australia and
Latin America, she makes valuable points relevant to the issue of culture-based regional branding in
general. “Marketing,” she writes, “may mean losing the context and meanings of traditional and
craft, as designs become valued for what they can earn rather than what they say.” Eversole cites a
positive case of a Bolivian city museum focused on textile weaving of indigenous people from the
land, which helps raise public awareness of the area’s indigenous heritage and traditions, while also
helping to improve weavers’ livelihoods. On the other hand, the commodification of culture can lead
to a loss of cultural significance and artistic expression, when it results in the mass-production of
tourist-marketed items, and the creation of objects is pressured to respond to the demands of export.
While craft products derived from their cultural significance and driven only by outsiders' tastes can
still generate income for the localities, they will lose their ability to communicate, reflect or express

the identities of the group (Eversole, 2002).
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2.3 Local branding in Japan’s neo-endogenous regional development

In this section, I will look at the theoretical concepts of branding - consistency, the existence of
multiple stakeholders participating in branding, brand content - in the context of the current
tendencies in Japanese regional revitalization.

For Japan, branding is a popular strategy in multiple layers. While the nation-branding strategies,
aiming to show Japan as cool (such as the Cool Japan campaign, which started in 2005), usually focus
on presenting the country as a whole, they also recognize the potential of various regional assets and
aim at promoting these as a part of the Cool Japan Strategy. For example, the Regional Cool Japan
Promotion Council has been established, and the dissemination of knowledge on branding, exchange
of perspectives on this strategy, and promotion of nationwide effort of boosting Japan’s image in the
world have been the goal of the Regional Cool Japan seminars, taking places in cities across the
country (Kiiru Japan senryaku, undated).

Furthermore, the strong potential of using local resources for creating regional brands has been
recognized, too. Through the Japan Brand Development Assistance Program? which started in 2004,
the government supports the identification of regional brands which are capable of international
competition and aims to support the demand for the products of small and medium-sized businesses
outside of their regions, stimulate regional economies, and contribute to the recognition of regional
small and medium-sized businesses (Japan burando ikusei shien jigyd, undated).

The 2006 revision of the Trademark Law allowed localities to register their local products or
services with a place-designated name, such as Sendai miso, Kitamoto tomato curry, or Kameda jima
(Kameda weaving). This step, which will be further mentioned in the next section, has helped the
prefectures and municipalities gain authority in their place branding process and support the

designation of specific and authentic local brands.

2.4 Stakeholders in Japan’s regional branding

The role of the government as the dominant stakeholder or the leader managing the place brand is
also not clearly defined. As I have explained earlier, the Japanese government has opted for the path
of decentralization in the past decades, and its view on regional development is aimed at providing
support to local initiatives and promoting a bottom-up approach. In this context, it may be difficult to

establish 7ow and by whom the brand should be managed, as we shall see in the following example.

2 Under Japan’s Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry.
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The relationship of various actors in branding (or in the revitalization process overall) and the
struggle this entails, can be illustrated by a recent study on wine tourism in Yamanashi prefecture by
Jentzsch (2020). The study focuses on the promotion of wine tourism and the conflicting interests of
local and extra-local actors involved in the process of revitalization and can serve as an interesting
example of the current tendencies in regional revitalization in Japan.

The author describes Yamanashi as a structurally weaker prefecture, which has been shrinking
since 2000, dealing with the consequences of depopulation, such as declining agriculture, and has
recently re-discovered the potential of tourism for revitalization. The problem discussed in the article
revolves around attempts to promote wine tourism (essentially creating a certain brand of the “wine
region”) within the so-called Kyotd Region (consisting of the cities of Koshii, Fuefuki, and
Yamanashi), which has a long tradition of wine production. The prefectural government of
Yamanashi began a revitalization project titled Kyotd Region Wine Resort in 2015, whose main
activity is organizing a wine-tasting trip - a two-day trip around wineries in the region, with one night
stay at a local onsen resort - for tourists. This tour reportedly makes up for more than half of the
project’s budget, with the rest being spent on PR activities, meant to promote wine tourism. This
project has, however, faced criticism from city officials, representatives of wineries, and also from
other organizers of local initiatives with similar aims. Jentzsch writes, that the main reasons for the
criticism are the varying opinions on the right way of promoting wine tourism between stakeholders,
and a lack of understanding of the local socio-economic realities (Jentzsch, 2020, p. 163).

As for the local initiatives participating in wine tourism promotion, the author focuses on the
successful attempts of Wine Tourism Yamanashi, which had organized very similar popular wine
tours around the region prior to the prefectural government’s project. These tours, which began in
2008 and have been successful in bringing, are seen as the main inspiration for the prefectural Kyoto
Region Wine Resort trips. Essentially, what becomes apparent from the author’s research and
interviews with the local stakeholders - winemakers and local officials from Koshi - is that the
prefectural project is seen as a “waste of money with no sustainable impact on wine tourism in the
regions”, “promoting an old style of wine tourism” and the government is seen to have “absorbed
an already flourishing local initiative to present it under its own label” (p. 165). While the
government’s funding and support could be beneficial in other issues concerning the wine industry
in the region (such as the growing issue of decreasing supply of quality grapes used for wine
production, or navigating the differences in the nature of wine industries in different localities that
have been merged together in the Heisei dai gappei), it is only focusing on the wine tours, which

results in the project being seen as a failure from the local perspective (Jentzsch, 2020, p. 167).
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In this example, we see multiple actors participating in regional revitalization - prefectural
government, municipal administrations, local businesses, and organizations, who share the common
goal of revitalizing a region by creating a successful brand. While they all agree on the broad idea of
the brand content (in this case, wine production), the problem lies in #ow to put this brand into action
and who should be the primary decision-maker in the process. While the central government promotes
decentralization and a bottom-up approach, cases like this one show us, that this change might not be
straightforward.

Furthermore, as I mentioned earlier, managing a place brand involves making it as much consistent
as possible, although the attempt to do so is often undermined by the fragmentation of stakeholders.
Ikuta et al. (2007) argue that the regional branding measures in Japan are often “carried out before
the relationship between conventional-type individual brands (such as local products) and regional
image branding has been sufficiently identified” (p. 133), meaning that the approach to branding is

not holistic, and rather than region branding, it is focused on supporting local product brands.

2.5 Regional products as resources for place branding

Arguably the most well-known “catchphrase” of Japanese branding strategy is the Isson ippin or
“One village, one product”. This way of branding originated in the prefecture of Oita and was initiated
by the prefectural governor Hiramatsu Morihiko, in 1979. Matsui (2006) summarizes the aim of this
movement in Oita prefecture as a “process of determining a regional resource for each town and
village within the prefecture, which can boast a nationwide value, and subsequently increasing this
value by the means of manufacturing, sales and marketing” (p. 10) while stressing that unlike an
official government policy or strategy, this was a fairly informal campaign aimed at promoting the
idea of branding amongst the municipalities, who would then have the responsibility to independently
initiate the process and obtain the funding. Essentially, it aimed to promote and inspire a bottom-up
revitalization.

In the eyes of Governor Hiramatsu, the “product” could be almost anything, from a special variety
of rice to locally produced wine or a more abstract thing such as a natural scenic place, or an exhibit
of folk tradition.

The potential of place-branding did not remain to be discovered only by Oita prefecture but was
embraced by the Japanese government as an attractive strategy of supporting the regions and
contributing to the overall image of the country on the international scale (nation branding). The
utilization of place branding strategy through the Japan Brand Development Assistance Program and

revision of the Trademark Law was mentioned in the previous section.
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Figure 1 shows that, as of March 2022, there are 796 registered regional collective trademarks
(chiiki dantai shohyo) in Japan according to the Trademark Law, organized into 23 different
categories. The prefectures with higher numbers of registered trademarks are Hokkaidd, Ishikawa,
Gifu, Shizuoka, and Aichi, but they are surpassed visibly by Hydgo prefecture and with almost double
the count by Kyoto. On the other hand, the lowest numbers are seen in Iwate, Miyagi, Ibaraki, Tottori,

Kagawa, and Kochi prefectures.
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Figure 1: Table showing all registered regional collective trademarks (chiiki dantai shohyo) in March 2022
Source: Chiiki dantai shohyo kensaku pgji (undated)
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While overall there are more trademarks designated for food products (such as a special variety of
rice, vegetables, flavorings such as miso, etc.) than non-food products (such as ceramics, wooden
objects, textiles, etc.), a deeper look into the values shows, that in the cases of the prefectures with
the fewest trademarks, this disbalance is much more apparent. When participating in regional
branding, the more rural prefectures tend to focus on the agricultural and aquacultural local products,
while urban prefectures such as Kyoto or Hyogo have much more local brands from the various
categories of crafts and cultural commodities.

This supports Rausch’s (2009) assessment, that “as much as this branding movement may be
understood as important in aiding outlying rural areas in their economic revitalization, it is clear
that the advantage still goes to prefectures and municipalities that either benefit from a nationally
predominant historical trajectory or have already established themselves and/or their goods on a
national level.” (p. 230) He argues that if the purpose of regional branding is to help differentiate one
rural place from the other, and to create a brand accurately and attractively presenting the rural
regions, the potential is to be found in cultural commodities, rather than agricultural products (p. 233).
These cultural commodities are a broad concept that is thought to include numerous categories of
cultural production and activities, such as design and architecture, traditional arts, crafts, literature,
and even historical sites, etc.

Rausch further makes the case for two specific cultural commodities of Aomori with very different
historical backgrounds, and their potential in regional branding - Tsugaru nuri (Tsugaru lacquerware)
and Tsugaru shamisen. Even though both the lacquerware and the shamisen performance are
nationally unique and directly originate in Tsugaru, their potential in branding is diminished by the
current perception of them within and outside of Aomori, and the lack of connection to the place of
their origin. Tsugaru lacquerware is deemed rather old-fashioned within its home region and is
marketed mainly as a tourist souvenir, but is not relevant to the actual lifestyle in the locality. Tsugaru
shamisen, on the other hand, can boast nationwide popularity, but over time, due to this popularity,
perceived connection to its home region has diminished - various national competitions of Tsugaru
shamisen started taking place outside of Tsugaru, etc. Rausch stresses that a shift in this perception
and recognition of the importance of these cultural commodities, as well as their potential in regional
branding, is vital for a better embrace of the branding strategy in Aomori. He concludes that regional
brands emerging through cultural commodities “are meaningful and attractive across a broad
geographic scale and, as they are often based on historical trajectory and the inherent transitions of

such processes, universal and timeless in their relevance.” (Rausch, 2009, p. 242)
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The identification of the gaps concerning the employment of a strategy such as place branding is
crucial for their success. What needs to follow is the identification of steps necessary to make the
regional brand successful, while at the same time mirroring the specific needs and circumstances of
the regions. The role of arts and culture in Japan’s regional branding is prominent, with many regions
priding themselves in various unique art products and cultural traditions that are worthy of preserving
and sharing with the world outside their communities. Attention must be drawn, however, also to the

adequate and sensitive realization of the branding process.

32



3. Art and culture as regional tourist attractions

3.1 Tourism strategies as a tool in regional revitalization

While the previous section aimed to provide an insight into the country’s strategy of place-
branding in the context of regional revitalization and the role of art and culture in this strategy, this
chapter will follow the potential and challenges of art and culture in tourism strategies in the regions.
After assessing the overall tendencies in regional tourism in Japan, I will introduce the concept of
cultural tourism and the way in which this type of tourism is currently linked to regional revitalization
in Japan.

The growing attractiveness and mainly the availability of traveling have contributed to the growth
of the tourism industry and the transformation of travel, from a luxury good into an integral part of
people’s lives (Stylianou-Lambert, 2011, p. 407). As such, governments, as well as businesses, have
been supporting tourist strategies as a means of supporting the economy.

Although at the time of writing, Japan is not accepting foreign tourists into the country due to
ongoing covid-19 restrictions, support of tourism - both domestic and international - has been one of
the priorities of the government for years. Japan Revitalization Strategy of 2014, mentioned in the
previous chapter, announced as one of its goals “developing world-class attractive tourism areas”
(Shusho Kantei, 2014, p. 29). The aim of supporting international tourism seems to be successful
since there is a steady growth in the number of visitors to the country in the statistics of Japan National
Tourism Organization. In 2009 the number of visitors to Japan was approximately 6,7 million people,
while in 2019, the year before the beginning of the global pandemic, the country attracted more than
31 million visitors (Trends in Visitor Arrivals to Japan, undated). (Since it is difficult to establish how
the tendencies of tourism in Japan will be changed after the pandemic when the country once again
opens its borders to international travelers, and this also is not the ambition of this chapter, I will not
be addressing the years after 2020 in this section and instead, I will be looking only at the general
tendencies until 2019.)

Although the number of international tourists in Japan has been increasing, the statistics of INTO
also show that most of the visitors’ goals are, unsurprisingly, the urban prefectures of the country.
Almost 50% of the visits are to Tokyo, which is followed by Osaka, Chiba, and Kyoto. Niigata and
Yamaguchi both get 0.6%, and the least visited prefectures (by international tourists) with 0.2% of
the visits are Shimane, Fukui, and Kochi (Visits to Regions of Japan, undated). On the other hand,
domestic tourism also has the potential in bringing revenue to the regions. According to White Paper
on Tourism in Japan, published by Japan Tourism Agency in 2020, Japanese domestic travelers make
up more than 80% of Japan’s total tourism consumption, and 60% of the consumption is related to
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visits to regional areas (which, by the definition of the Ministry, refers to prefectures excluding
Saitama, Chiba, Tokyo, Kanagawa, Aichi, Kyoto, Osaka, and Hyogo) (Japan Tourism Agency, 2020,
p. 21).

There have been numerous attempts by the prefectural as well as the central governments to
persuade both international and domestic tourists to visit the more remote locations, and thus support
the regional revitalization with the tourist revenue. However, many authors agree, that these attempts
have rarely proven to be successful (see for example Matanle & Rausch, 2011; Klien, 2010). There
is, of course, the infamous case of the city of Yiibari in Hokkaido, which tried to reverse its economic
decline caused by depopulation and the decline of its primary industry of coal mining. Yubari
attempted to achieve this by reorienting itself on tourism and over-investing in tourism development
(such as opening a coal-mining museum). This strategy, however, failed and Yibari became the first
city in Japan to go bankrupt (Matanle, 2017, p. 220). It is just one - albeit a very famous one - case
of attempting to attract tourism into the region as a means of revitalization. Moreover, this case is
now more than 15 years old (Hendy, 2014). However, the case of Yiibari’s tourism development plan,
run by the municipality, may be seen as an example of two things: first, it is symptomatic of the high
economic growth era’s focus on financial subsidies, as well as the pork barrel politics focused
especially on the heavy construction in the regions. I have explained these phenomena in the earlier
chapter. Second, it shows the challenges of creating a new image (or brand) of a place and also
establishing and managing a meaningful and sustainable tourist strategy. The latter will be addressed

in this section, in the context of cultural tourism.

3.2 Cultural tourism

Cultural tourism is a broad concept that is receiving gradually growing attention, both in the
academic discourse, as well as in the tourism development schemes. Prentice (2001) defines cultural
tourism as “fourism constructed, proffered and consumed explicitly or implicitly as cultural
appreciation, either as experiences or schematic knowledge gaining.” (p. 8) Stylianou Lambert
(2011) lists activities of cultural tourism as “visits to such places as museums, art galleries, historical
and archaeological sites, festivals, architecture, artistic performances, and heritage sites” (p. 405).
Lehman et al. (2017) makes the case for cultural tourism having “the potential to underpin new forms
of community-building and innovative business practices that generate incremental income and job
creation”’, which makes this type of tourism an attractive investment opportunity for the governments

(p. 467).
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Examples of ambitious cultural tourism development projects which are deemed successful are
very well-known, namely the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain (built in 1997), MONA
(Museum of Old and New Art) in Tasmania, Australia (2011), Louvre-Lens in Lens, France (2012)
and others. Taking a brief look at these three cases, we can surely spot the similarities. Guggenheim
Museum as well as Louvre-Lens profit, of course, from their name and connection to prominent
organizations, recognized well beyond the art world, while MONA is a project of well-known
Australian businessman and art collector David Walsh. All of them are located in areas not previously
known as popular tourist destinations, all of them have had a notable economic and social impact on
their area. And - perhaps most importantly for this chapter - all of them are in a certain way utilized
as revitalization projects from the perspective of the regional governments (even though this ambition
may not always be the primary impulse for establishing such an institution). The case of the
Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao even gave rise to the term “Bilbao effect”, which points to the notable
positive impact the museum establishment can have on a city and its development (Moore, 2017).

The reason why these art institutions are seen as successful local revitalization projects - and why
there is a prevailing notion that projects like these have the potential to play a role in regional
revitalization - would be best described as primarily economic. As popular tourist destinations, they
manage to bring in thousands of visitors, who come to the region, spend a night in local hotels, spend
their money in local businesses, etc. Lehman also describes the possible indirect impact of boosting
business confidence or inciting tourists to even more regional travels, as in the case of MONA in
Tasmania (Lehman et al., 2017, p. 469).

Furthermore, although the economic impact of these projects is perhaps the easiest to assess and
calculate, the possible social benefits of cultural tourism and its role in revitalization, are not to be
ignored. In their evaluation of the culture’s contribution to area regeneration, Evans (2005) mentions
boosting local identity, inciting greater participation in community life and local pride in the tourist
success (p. 966). Boosting of local pride is an effect that seems to be present even if the local
communities themselves are not actually consuming the culture being presented in tourist attractions,
but they do feel the impact it has on their area and take pride in the attractiveness to outsiders (Quinn,
2009, p. 300). European Commission, which developed the European Capitals of Culture initiative
(designed to enhance the contribution of culture to the development of EU cities) in 1985, recognizes
the potential of the initiative in “enhancing the image of cities in the eyes of their own inhabitants”,
and “breathing new life into a city’s culture” (European Capitals of Culture, undated). This potential
of benefitting from carefully crafted cultural tourism strategies in other ways than economically, is

recognized by regional and central governments, and is also echoed in the Japan Revitalization
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Strategy cited in the earlier section (although this strategy plan focuses more on the economic
revitalization).

A strong feeling of local identity, pride in the region, and the “community spirit” are furthermore
vital resources in the neo-endogenous regional development, which is, as explained earlier, largely

based on local participation and citizen-led initiatives.

3.3 Utilization of cultural tourism in regional revitalization

Similarly to place branding, it seems that effective utilization of cultural tourism in the context of
revitalization and neo-endogenous development is based on the various stakeholders’ ability to
cooperate and raise joint goals. Coming back to Lehman’s analysis of the MONA’s impact on the
region of Tasmania, it mentions three general tendencies regarding the interaction of the government
and the cultural institution that seem to be beneficial to MONA’s economic and social impacts. The
three factors are: 1. ability to form a cooperative relationship between governments and the cultural
institution (in this case, the Tasmanian regional government acknowledging the potential of MONA
and supporting it), 2. related and supporting industries (the ability to exchange ideas and skills with
service providers and community), and 3. ability to demonstrate its immersive capacity to its salient
stakeholder groups (specifically offer the visitors a meaningful and attractive cultural experience)
(Lehman et al., 2017, p. 473). The latter is supported by various studies stating that cultural
experiences are more impactful when the individuals are able to actively engage in the experience,
get involved creatively, compared to simply passively consuming (p. 475). This culminates in
Prentice’s (2001) definition of experiential tourism, which, as a genre of tourism, has been receiving
increased popularity in the past decades and is defined by the inclination towards perceived authentic
tourist experience in the visitor’s destination, “pretending to offer the non-tourist tourist experience”’
(p. 9). Based on Prentice’s explanation, I would argue that the pursuing of the authentic is a potential
asset of the rural regions. One of the dimensions, in which consumers define the authenticity they are
seeking, is the number of tourists - to put it simply, the fewer visitors a place has, the more authentic
it seems (Prentice, p. 12). This is an asset possessed by the rural regions, which can therefore seem
more authentic to visitors aiming to discover the real/ Japan, in comparison to big and popular tourist
destinations such as Tokyo or Kyoto, which are catering to tourists, more likely to contain “tourist
traps”, etc. This asset is not ignored by the regions, which often employ the wording of discovering
or rediscovering something hidden and underappreciated within their lands (such as Kumamoto’s
Journey to rediscover Kumamoto (Kumamoto Saihakken no tabi, undated), JR East campaign -

Rediscover the regions (Chiiki saihakken purojekuto, undated), or Veltra’s campaign Rediscover the
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light of Japan: Journey to the beauties of the unknown Japan (Nihon no kagayaki wo saihakken,
undated).

3.4 Challenges and criticism of cultural tourism approach

While there seems to be a remarkable potential in the cultural tourism approach to regional
revitalization, it is necessary to acknowledge the challenges concerning this approach.

The first challenge consists of unsuccessful, ineffective, or overall absent cooperation of
governments and cultural organizations. While Lehman et al. (2017) stress the importance of genuine
cooperation in order to achieve the economic and social benefits of the cultural tourism approach (p.
476), the previously cited case study of Yamanashi wine tourism shows, that the regional government
realizing the potential and subsequently overtaking the initiative can actually have a negative effect
on the attempts of revitalizing a certain industry. This shows that not only the financial cooperation
between the government and private funds is necessary, but also acknowledging the varying
expectations and goals of the stakeholders.

The expectations laid on cultural tourism as a means of revitalization bring us to the second
challenge of this approach. This could be described as the challenge of high expectations toward
cultural tourism in a short period of time. The rising popularity and attractiveness of utilization of
tourism in the revitalization context bring about higher expectations for the outcomes, with successful
and well-known cases such as Bilbao and others perpetually being shown as examples of how art can
transform a region. However, this can quickly result in a “one size fits all” approach, where both
private and public stakeholders aim to revitalize an area quickly and effectively by bringing in culture
in a form of a museum, organizing a festival, etc. In a 2008 Wall Street Journal critique of
architectural and development ambitions titled When Buildings Try Too Hard, the author notes:
“Architectural icons are generally anointed by the public and sometimes a long time after they are
built. So why do developers think that they can create instant icons? Frank Gehry and the Bilbao
Guggenheim, that’s why.” (Rybczynski, 2008) This statement, while written about architecture, could
as well be applied to other culture-related attempts. As more and more regions and cities resort to
boosting the cultural tourism attraction in the hope of financial and social revitalization, it seems
important to note that the impact of cultural policies is rarely immediate and straightforward.
Markusen & Gadwa (2010) conclude that without a thorough analysis and evaluation of specific
revitalization goals and their implications (such as the efficiency of investment, equity concerns, the
merits and weaknesses of specific strategies, etc.), cultural planners operate simply on the basis of “if

we build it, they will come” mentalities (p. 388).
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This leads us to the third identifiable challenge, which concerns the relationship between the
culture that is being presented in a tourism strategy, the residents, and the visitors from outside of the
region. By appointing the cultural tourism strategy, the organizers must determine (although it might
be unknowingly) the extent to which they will cater to the needs and expectations of the visitors, and
do so without alienating the local communities. While I previously wrote that perceived authenticity
is one of the key factors in attracting cultural tourists into regions, it is also true that this authenticity
is mostly a marketing strategy appointed by the private and public stakeholders in the region. Opting
for the cultural tourism strategy often results in the external orientation and commodification of the
region’s culture. But what does this mean for the relationship between the local communities and the
cultural institutions or events in question? Quinn’s (2009) findings suggest, that the outward
orientation of cultural events as well as institutions can have a negative impact on their relationship
with the local populations. In their article, Quinn analyses two cultural festivals taking place in
Ireland, where the organizers aimed to create a “model tourism event” oriented at outsider visitors,
further aiming to bring in more tourists into the region. They conclude that by orienting externally at
the visitors and catering to their expectations and desires, the festivals risk undermining their
relationships with the locals (p. 301). The challenge, therefore, lies in adequately balancing the
expectations of the local population, the visitors, and the cultural event, activity, or organization.

The fourth challenge of cultural tourism strategy toward regional revitalization is battling the direct
or indirect negative impacts this strategy might have on the areas. Although I have presented some
demonstrable potential of it as implied by various academic studies, and while it is indisputable that
this potential is being realized by various governments and private stakeholders, it has also become
clear that cultural tourism (or any other tourism for that matter) often does bring some adverse
implications, too. Tourist strategies aiming to attract the most tourists (and therefore, revenue) can
result in overtourism, which can further serve as a factor in the gentrification of an area.

World Tourism Organization defines overtourism as “the impact of tourism on a destination, or
parts thereof, that excessively influences perceived quality of life of citizens and/or quality
of visitors experiences in a negative way” (World Tourism Organization, 2018, p. 4). Examples of
overtourism resulting from application of a cultural tourism strategy are not hard to find. Park &
Kovacs (2020) illustrate the adverse impacts of overtourism on the case of Thwa Mural Village in
north-central Seoul, South Korea, which is an area in the city where a state public art initiative, meant
to revitalize old residential neighborhoods in decline, was appointed. This initiative involved multiple
professional artists, who created numerous murals in the alleyways in the stairs and resulted in a few
iconic and recognizable (“instagrammable”) art projects, such as a painting of koi fish that are

seemingly swimming up and down the staircase (p. 1). The authors of the study explain, that during
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the ten years after the appointment of this public art project, the murals have attracted excessive
numbers of visitors, eager to take pictures of themselves with these artworks, which resulted in the
issues of litter and noise pollution, but also “residents’ perceived loss of privacy” (p. 5). These
negative impacts felt by the local residents led to anti-tourist sentiments, protests, and even
vandalization of the art-works, when some of the murals have been painted over by the residents.
The challenges of employing a cultural tourism strategy toward regional revitalization are naturally
interrelated, and from the available research dealing with these issues, it is getting clear that these
challenges and their impact vary greatly among different areas. In the aforementioned article on Thwa
Mural Village in Seoul, the authors pose an interesting issue generated from the discussions of local
communities and the planners of the arts-based initiative, which concerns the question of “who
benefits” from this type of cultural tourism revitalization strategy. The researchers found, that even
though overtourism was indeed very adversely experienced by the residents, the catalyst for the
outburst of negative emotions and of vandalism towards the artworks was the publishment of a new
regeneration plan of the area, which designated some of the areas as commercial-residential, and some
as residential only. In other words, it prohibited some of the residents from commercially profiting
from the tourist popularity of their area, while they still had to endure the negative aspects of said
popularity (Park & Kovacs, 2020, p. 5). Similarly, although in a different context, Quinn (2009) found
that although the outward orientation of cultural festivals may result in the risk of undermining their
relationship with the local residents, this was perceived in a less negative way by the residents, if their
dissatisfaction was somehow compensated (by revenue flows in the off-peak season or sense of pride
in the festivals’ achievements). It may therefore be concluded, that although tackling some of the
challenges of cultural tourism is inevitable, their negative impact is not objectively measurable, and

its perception is also largely based on the positive impacts that tourism brings.

3.5 Cultural tourism as a strategy in Japan’s regional revitalization

In the introduction to this chapter, I wrote about the Japanese government’s aim of attracting
international tourism, as well as the distribution of the tourism revenue across the prefectures. So
what role might cultural tourist attractions in the regions play in their revitalization?

On the topic of cultural tourism, The Annual Report on the Tourism Trends Survey from the Japan
Travel Bureau Foundation identifies the importance of supporting the appointment of bunkazai
(Cultural Properties) and more specifically, enhancing the attractiveness and better understanding of
these cultural properties as tourist resources (kanko shigen) (Nihon kotst kosha, 2020, p. 180). This

is supported by programs such as Living History (lkita rekishi taikan puroguramu), which aims to
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make Japan’s cultural properties more approachable and available to be experienced by tourists (Jigyo
shokai, undated). The notion of experiential tourism is also supported by the Japan Tourism Agency,

which stresses the importance of offering “value-added travel plans and services in the face of
population decrease” (Japan Tourism Agency, 2020, p. 21). This includes supporting the
development of “Japanese traditional house and farmhouse establishment to offer appropriate farm
stay experiences; enhancement of farming experience programs’; “castle stay, temple stay,

glamping” (p. 30). The document further stresses, that “it is important for each prefecture to develop
strategies to increase the number of international visitors and nights stayed by utilizing specific local
characteristics” (p. 26).

While such specific local characteristics are often historical-cultural sites such as temples, shrines,
or non-place cultural heritage such as Japanese cuisine (deemed to be a very attractive cultural asset
of Japan, according to international tourist surveys (Japan Tourism Agency, 2020, p. 28), various
other cultural tourist attractions have been also getting attention. Particularly popular in the recent
decades is event tourism or festival tourism. Various studies have been concerned with the impact of
festivals and related tourism activities on regional revitalization (see for example Quinn, 2009; Qu &
Cheer, 2021; Shrivastava & Cucuzzella, 2017; Klien, 2010).

Research on cultural festivals and their role in regional revitalization in Japan is particularly
interesting since there have been numerous festivals, that have strongly identified regional
revitalization as one of their main ambitions. Perhaps the most notable and influential is the Echigo-
Tsumari Art Triennale in Niigata prefecture, which can be seen as a pioneer of geijutsusai (art
festivals) in Japan. The Triennale, focused on displaying contemporary art in the Niigata countryside,
was initially funded by a grant from the Niigata prefectural government as a part of its revitalization
strategy. The management has been run by a director of a successful gallery in Tokyo, and thanks to
this, many acclaimed Japanese and international artists have accepted the invitations to display their
art there. The art festival attracted more than half a million visitors in 2015 (an increase from the
162,800 visitors in the first year of 2000) and has had a demonstrable impact on the region (Hanaoka
etal., 2006, p. 2) .

Apart from the significant tourism revenue that Echigo Tsumari Art Triennale brings to the region,
it has also popularized the concept of art festivals, and many others have since started to take place
all over the country. These include the similarly acclaimed Setouchi Art Festival, but also smaller
scale and more recent projects, such as Nakanojo Biennale, Reborn Art Festival, Oku-Noto festival,
etc.

Considering the previously analyzed theoretical approaches to cultural tourism, these art festivals

serve as interesting examples of cultural tourism-based revitalization strategies. First, they bring
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acclaimed contemporary art, otherwise seen only in museums and galleries of big cities, to the
countryside (and they do so often in site-specific installations which attempt to complement and
highlight their surroundings, opting to use the abandoned houses in the villages to house the artworks)
(Art House Project, undated). Moreover, since the artworks are often scattered through vast areas,
they incite the tourists to walk or ride across the countryside to explore even more of it. Second, they
attempt to foster urban/rural community exchange and utilize local knowledge by organizing
cooperation on the artworks, and employing volunteers from the local communities to take part in the
building of the festival (Hanaoka et al. 2006, p. 2).

In conclusion, this chapter aimed to analyze the potential of art and culture-based tourism in the
process of regional revitalization. While it is clear that regional tourism can bring much-needed tourist
revenue into the areas, numerous challenges of this approach have been identified as well. In Japan,
the popularity of the cultural tourism approach to revitalization is apparent from the government
strategies introduced in the last section, as well as from the existence of various bottom-up cultural

initiatives, such as the geijutsusai, which also aim to support regional revitalization.
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4. Art and culture as the building blocks of community

4.1 Local participation, community pride, and bottom-up initiatives in regional revitalization

In numerous parts of this thesis so far, I have mentioned bottom-up initiatives, community
participation, support of local knowledge, and local pride as important resources in the neo-
endogenous regional development. This also culminates in the Japanese term of chiiki zukuri, region-
making, often used in the debates on regional revitalization. This concept of regions, places as
something being made, relies heavily on the local participation in the creation.

Since this is an important part of the debate on revitalization, it makes sense to discuss these
concepts further in a specific section, and ask what role can art and culture play in the enhancement
of local participation, and community pride.

Academic debates on the process of regional development suggest that engagement at a
community level (Anwar McHenry, 2011, p. 246), social networks, and proximity (Battaglini,
Dessein et al., 2016 p. 249) play a vital role in revitalization. Furthermore, attention has been given
to the concept of territorialization, defined as “a process in which communities (although involved
in unbounded networks) perceive the specific nature and characteristics of their place, attribute
symbols to resources and to local peculiarities, and reify, structure and organise space. (...) a process
of co-construction and co-evolution that is started along with a dialogic relationship, in which social
configurations and the local environment, in its physical characterisations, both have
agency ”(Dessein et al., 2016, p. 4). The concept of sense of place, has been linked to sustainable
development, and it is suggested, that more people need to reconnect with the place of their home and
maintain a sense of place, in order to create sustainable communities (Horlings, 2016, p. 49).
Moreover, a sense of place may also play a role in inspiring people to collective action, as suggested
by Horlings. In other words, the sense of belonging to a certain place, within a certain group of people
sharing that space together, is an immensely valuable resource of regional revitalization, albeit

arguably the hardest to measure or quantify.

4.2 Arts and culture in territorialization

The role of arts and culture in the building of this sense of place has been a popular topic of research
in recent years. Anwar McHenry (2011) writes in their article on the arts-led revitalization of rural
Australia, that arts are “primarily concerned with meaning and are utilised as a form of

communication”, and thus they can serve as “a vehicle for participation, for example, as an agent of
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social change through their use as a social marketing tool to raise awareness of a particular issue,
to make a statement, or in protest”’(p. 246). They identify the role of arts in the region in three
concepts: culture and sense of place (suggesting that art provides a sense of mutual belonging), civic
participation and exclusion (suggesting that they serve as a potential means for increasing civic
participation), and social participation and division (suggesting that arts can provide a social
opportunity for people in remote and isolated areas battling depopulation) (p. 248-250).

While arts, culture, and creativity are often more discussed in the context of urban areas, and rural
regions are seen as defined by “their lack of or distance from culture ”(Duxbury & Campbell, 2011,
p. 4), this prejudice has been contested in numerous ways. Woods (2012) for example, in their article
titled Creative Ruralities, argues for a more radical approach to recognizing the inherent creativity of
rural society. Creativity, in their view, can be a part of the strategy of adaptation to the ever-changing
status of rurality, it can also be used by rural residents as a strategy for generating income (as I have
also illustrated in the previous chapters of this thesis), and lastly, it serves a purpose in bringing
together the community to decide on shared actions while also providing a means of articulating local
identity in the context of globalization (p. 8). This suggests, that while the quantifiable impact of a
culture-led strategy of revitalization may include an increase in tourism revenue, or successfully
employed place branding supporting local businesses, it is also valuable to think beyond the economic
impact and focus on the positive impact of this revitalization may have on the residents’ sense of

place and community belonging.

4.3 Culture and the sense of place in Japanese neo-endogenous development

In the case of Japan’s regional revitalization, it is first necessary to assess the concept of
territorialization and the sense of place within the context of neo-endogenous development. For
Japanese rural regions, decentralization and the municipal mergers of Heisei era also imply some
changes in the sense of belonging to a place going through institutional transformation.

While one of the official aims of the mergers has been to give municipalities more autonomous
status and authority of decisions, they actually have a questionable impact on neighborhood-level
citizen engagement, as implied by Rausch’s (2006) analysis of the Heisei dai-gappei. Another
analysis of municipal mergers from Mabuchi (2001) also suggests that amalgamation could lead to
loss of identity and have a negative impact on community relationships (p. 200). It, therefore, seems
all the more necessary to address the issue of not just region-making, but also community-making as

part of regional revitalization.
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When discussing the role of art and culture in this part of the revitalization in Japan, some research
can be found on this issue, although arguably more attention has been given to the previously analyzed
role in tourism and local branding. This notion of community building can be especially often found
in the discussions surrounding events and festivals, which have also been mentioned in the previous

chapter.

4.4 Art festivals and their role in community-building

So how do the culture-based revitalization initiatives aim to participate in community building? I
will attempt to illustrate this by looking at the Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale, since this festival has
the longest history of related activities, and is also very vocal about the importance of such community
building in the process of revitalization.

Echigo-Tsumari Triennale is a festival strongly oriented at revitalizing the rural communities,
which is often vocalized in articles, interviews, or lectures with its director Kitagawa Fram. “I¢ is the
elders’ enjoyment of life that matters most. It has been seventeen years since I began to think about
Echigo-Tsumari, and, within that time, I decided that the triennial’s purpose needed to be primarily
this: to give the elderly the matsuri (festival) experience once every three years in a community that
no longer has enough people to have its own traditional annual matsuri. It is this central premise that
the Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale is based on.” (Kitagawa, 2015, p. 14) Since the beginning of their
activities, Echigo Tsumari has been using the support of their group of volunteers (kohebitai). These
kohebi, as the volunteers are called, come mostly from the region of Echigo-Tsumari, or travel there
from Tokyo. Some of them (often art students or art fans), however, also come from other parts of
the world, which demonstrates the international acclaim the festival has attained (Kohebitai to wa,
undated).

Members of the kohebitai have various responsibilities, where the main activities consist of
preparing or building the artworks before the festival’s start, maintenance of the artworks during and
after the festival, checking the tickets as well as guiding the visitors. The main ambition of the festival,
when it comes to this network of supporters, is to foster communication between different
generations, between people coming from different urban or rural backgrounds, but also different
cultures. According to the ETAT website, kohebitai “plays a vital role in the process of chiiki zukuri,
by supporting new interactions between various domestic and international visitors, participating

artists from all around the world, and local residents.” (Kohebitai to wa)
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Year of festival Number of people registered into kohebitai
2000 800
2003 711
2006 930
2009 350
2012 1,246
2015 2,270
2018 2,742

Fig. 2: Number of kohebi supporters in the ETAT history

(Source: Kore made no ayumi, undated.)

The number of volunteers participating in the kohebitai program has grown significantly since the
beginning of the Triennale. According to the Triennale’s annual report from 2015, with the rising
number of international visitors who wished to participate as kohebi, they established a special
category of volunteers, the local supporters (jimoto sapota), who were employed only from the area
of Niigata prefecture. In 2015, the total number of the jimoto sapota was 465 people. Their aim has
been to attract more local people to the volunteer group (Daichi no geijutsusai jikko iinkai, 2016).

Positive experiences as well as challenges, when it comes to the social interaction of kohebitai and
local residents as well as integration of the volunteers within the communities, are discussed in
Klien’s (2010) article. Based on field research conducted within the areas of the festival artworks,
she brings out cases of a few artworks during the festival, which had various responses from the
residents. She explains instances, when the initial lack of trust of the locals for the artwork occupying
space in their villages, subsequently grew into acceptance. In another case, locals cooperated closely
with the artists while building the artwork, which resulted in building closer relationships (p. 529).
While some villages’ residents were hesitant about accepting the sudden interest of tourists in their
small communities, others recognized the opportunities of such revitalization attempts and concluded
that the project “brought life back into the village to some extent”(p. 535). Despite the festival’s aim
of community building, this process is not straightforward, nor universally achievable.

On a similar note, Qu & Cheer (2021) write, “drawing from the Japanese experience, we argue
that a proven way to revitalise and build more resilient rural communities is through the
implementation of small-scale, bottom-up initiatives — the exemplar of focus is rural, community-led

art festivals. Art festivals as a device for rural revitalisation have proven to be effective as creative
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change-makers for communities in decline in Japan.” (p. 1757) The authors take on the case of
Mitarai, Hiroshima prefecture, a small village hosting the yearly art festival Shiosai, beginning in
2017. They argue in favor of smaller, grassroots initiatives, rather than large-scale government or
corporate-funded rural art festivals, such as the Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale or the Setouchi Art
Festival. These are often characterized by elitism and cultural colonization, which is supported by
Klien’s (2010) analysis of the Echigo-Tsumari (Qu & Cheer, 2021, p. 1757). While from the
perspective of creating an attractive tourism strategy, these large-scale ambitious projects are
succeeding, Qu and Cheer argue, that small-scale rural initiatives are more successful in earning the
community’s trust, ensuring a balance between maintaining its attractiveness for tourists, while also
respecting and promoting local cultures and communities. Even though the value of community
participation is acknowledged also by the organizers of the larger festivals, as apparent from their
own statements or activities coordinated by the festivals, a number of challenges have been identified
concerning trust in the smallest hamlets (Klien, 2010, p. 538).

This is not to say that the large-scale art festivals cannot have an overall positive impact on the
community lives in the regions where they take place. It is apparent from the presented research,
however, that the positive outcomes in these cases can be highly divergent between villages and
perhaps, with a growing number of rural art festivals taking place in Japan, more focus is to be given

to the smaller, grassroots initiatives.
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5. Arts-led revitalization in practice: The case of Echigo-Tsumari region, Niigata
prefecture

While the previous chapters were dedicated to the analysis of academic research of the role of arts
and culture in regional revitalization both globally and in Japan, and also to the analysis of the
approach adopted by Japanese central and regional governments, this chapter will provide an
illustrative example of one of the Japanese prefectures.

Since the reality of regional revitalization and arts-based revitalization varies greatly among
countries, but also among regions within one country, it is certain that there will not be any “one size
fits all” measure that could be possible to apply to all of Japanese prefectures. Instead, it seems to be
useful to analyse revitalization attempts within their regional context.

I will therefore no longer theoretize in this chapter, and instead, offer a brief illustration of the
steps taken within Niigata prefecture (and more specfically focus on the areas in the southern part of
the prefecture) to revitalize the regions using art and culture. Ideally, this illustration would also be
based on field research executed within the area, however, due to the covid-19 pandemic and related
restrictions of travel imposed by Japanese government, it was not possible to execute such research
in Niigata. Instead, I will work with open-source data (prefectural government reports, municipal
websites, etc.) as well as academic research already published on this topic in the prefecture. I believe
that this can serve as a useful part of the thesis and may present the reader with some practical
implications of the theories presented until now.

This chapter therefore also aims to provide somewhat of a summary of the concepts mentioned in
the previous chapters - such as the impacts of decentralization in Japanese regions, various
stakeholders’ outlooks on revitalization, rural areas as contested space, and potential (and realized)
role of art and culture in the process of revitalization.

I will focus again especially on the Art Triennale, taking place in the Echigo-Tsumari region in
the prefecture. While it is important to remember, that this is obviously just one example of many
various art initiatives concerned with regional revitalization or cultural approaches to the process of
revitalization, I believe it has the ability of offering us some perspective on many of the issues brought
up in this thesis, since I see this initiative as quintessential neo-endogenous development project.

In this chapter, I will first briefly introduce the relevant specifics of Niigata prefecture. Then I
move on to describing how the organizational framework of regional revitalization in the prefecture
works and how the previously identified actors in regional revitalization work together. I will then
focus on the use of arts- and culture-led revitalization within the prefecture, and this will bring me to
analysis of the Triennale. How did this initiative come to existence? Can the Triennale be classified

as a local, bottom-up initiative? What is the prefectural government’s role in the creation of this
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project? And can we see some ways in which the Triennale has transformed the towns where it is

taking place?

5.1 Niigata and Echigo-Tsumari region

According to the April 2022 data, 63% of Niigata prefecture’s cities, towns and villages (either
wholly, or in part) are identified as shrinking — kasochi (Kaso chiiki détabanku, undated). Included
in this percentage is the region of Echigo Tsumari - hilly, rural region consisting of 762 square
kilometres, and formerly 6 towns - Tokamachi, Kawanishi, Tsunan, Nakasoto, Matsudai and
Matsunoyuma (Klien, 2010, p. 514). These were merged in Heisei dai gappei into two municipalities
- Tokamachi and Tsunan, when Niigata’s number of municipalities dropped by 69%, from 112 to 35
(Matanle, 2017, p. 219).

Two specific characteristics of the region’s landscape are prominent - first is the heavy snowfall
in winter months isolating the mountainous regions in Niigata. The second are the picturesque
terraced rice paddy fields (tanada), and the small villages in hamlets in their vincinity, referred to as
satoyama.

Another rural characteristic concerns the demographic situation in the region - its aging and
shrinking population. In Tokamachi, 40% of the residents are in post-productive age, in Tsunan it is

43% (Niigata ken suikei jinkd, undated).

5.2 Focus of Niigata’s revitalization

The areas of regional revitalization covered by the prefectural government are apparent from the
official prefectural Niigata website, which has a designated page concerned with chiiki zukuri and
chiiki shinko (region making and regional development). The prefectural government collects the
information about NPOs and other organizations concerned with chiiki zukuri, supporting
dissemination of local knowledge on this topic. It also focuses strongly on attracting the potential
migrants from other parts of Japan - a website, Niigata kurashi (Niigata living) is a fine example of
this strategy. Run by the prefectural government, this website aims to present Niigata prefecture as a
comfortable place to live and to collect information useful for potential migrants. It contains practical
information such as the employers in the prefecture, childcare services, but also provide a service,
where potential migrants can experience otameshi kyojii (trial-living) for a month in one of the

farmhouses on Niigata’s countryside (Niigata de kurasu, undated). Furthermore, there are 13 Regional
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Development Promotion Bureau (Chiiki shinkokyoku) - one for each region within Niigata - that focus
on the specific steps taken within the municipalities, promotion of tourism, or managing the regional
brand (Chiiki zukuri, undated).

Tourism and brand of Tokamachi, or the Echigo-Tsumari region, profits a lot from the Art
Triennale, taking place across the region. In this following section, I will attempt to describe, how
this festival began and what lead to this way of employing a culture-based strategy of regional

revitalization.

5.3 Nyi-Niigata risé puran and creating the Echigo Tsumari Art Triennale

According to Japan’s Ministry of Culture, the New Niigata Rural Revitalization Plan (Nyi Niigata
riso puran) was adopted in 1994 by the prefectural governor Hirayama Ikuo (Bunkachd, 2015, p. 4).
This plan aimed to support chiiki zukuri based on the local initiative rising from regions within Niigata
prefecture. Essentially, it was a financial aid program, although Satani & Fukukawa (2001) note, that
there were some specific tools that this plan used, which made it stand out in comparison to other
such programs in the country. These were the following: 1. the plan did not target the whole prefecture
together, but rather focused separately on the regions (at the time, 14 separate regions were identified),
2. it did not target the regions equally, but rather gave them the opportunity to separately come up
with an idea and consensual plan towards revitalization, 3. it allowed space for very different concepts
of revitalization stragies, based on the specific of the regions. For example, Tokamachi opted for a
strategy of “sekai no dtisuto to chiiki jiimin no kyodo ni yoru utsukushii sato zukuri” (Creating a
beautiful countryside through a cooperation of international artists and local residents). 4. once a
revitalization strategy had been proposed, it financially supported this strategy for up to 10 years (p.
811)

In Tokamachi area, the arts-led revitalization was proposed, and the person appointed as a director
in charge of creating such revitalization project, was Kitagawa Fram, born in Niigata, but working in
Tokyo on his Art Front Gallery in Shibuya (Bunkacho, 2015, p. 4). Kitagawa, already having
experience with public art projects, established contacts in the art-world, and also being a local, thus
understanding the cultural nuances of the region, seemed like a perfect choice for the job. The
government document states, that one of essential qualities that culture producer aiming to organize
such event must have, is to be able to explain the benefits of this strategy to the locals, and persuade
them of its appeal. Kitagawa proposed the concept of satoyama ato wo meguru tabi (Journey around
the satoyama art), which essentially points to what the Echigo Tsumari Art Triennale is today - a

contemporary art festival with the artworks scattered around the satoyama, requiring the visitors to
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walk around the Niigata countryside to view them. In various instances, Kitagawa mentions the
process of gaining support for this project, as well as the initial scepticism towards this proposal. “4s
we began to realize the triennial, we were faced by a number of problems. We hosted informative
presentations for neighborhood residents, community settlements, associations for the promotion of
localities, school officials, hospitality businesses, agricultural cooperatives, the media, and local
assemblymen, and their responses were extremely sceptical: There’s no way that you can do
community building with art! or There’s no sense in spending money on something as unintelligible
and inscrutable as contemporary art.” (Kitagawa, 2015, p. 15) “Even as we were beginning the
festival in 2000, there was just a lot of “It’s so hot” and “Why is he making us walk around such a
huge area?” from many people, or the officials were saying “Hey Kitagawa, why don’t we just make
it all in one place anyway?” and stuff like that.” (Kitagawa, 2010, p. 14)

Kitagawa also describes the organizational issues concerning the finances, disagreements among
the municipalities and people in charge, which lead to the postponing of the planned inauguration of
the Triennale from 1999 to 2000. The meetings of Kitagawa and various local stakeholders, officials,
local residents, or potential sponsors, took place in the span of three years (Kitagawa, 2015, p. 16).

At their end, however, was the gradual acceptance and even willingness to cooperate on this
project, by providing public and private spaces for displaying the artworks.

Since then, in over 20 years of existence, the Echigo Tsumari Triennale has grown to attract
hundreds of thousands of visitors, but also volunteers from within the regions (the kohebitai concept,
described in the previous chapter). Museum Echigo Tsumari in Tokamachi was established in 2012,
attracting visitors even when the Triennale is not taking place. The off-season is used for other
activities within the region, such as art workshops, lectures, sports events, aiming to keep the
community spirit alive (Tstinen no torikumi, undated). Kitagawa also aims to support other similar

art initiatives around the country, by sharing their knowledge in the area.

Year of festival Number of visitors Number of kohebitai | Number of artworks | Number of artists
2000 162,800 800 153 148
2003 205,100 711 220 157
2006 348,997 930 334 225
2009 375,311 350 365 350
2012 488,848 1,246 367 310
2015 510,690 2,270 378 363
2018 548,380 2,742 379 363
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Figure 3: Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale data

Source: Kore made no ayumi (undated)

5.4 Festival’s impact on the region

Japan’s Ministry of Culture recognizes various accomplishments of this art initiative within the
region, many of which have already been addressed in this thesis. Apart from bringing profit from
tourism, the Triennale managed to create a project connecting various actors - the government,
businesses, and residents - with varying perceptions of what the right strategy might be. This is
epitomized in Kitagawa’s (2015) statement: “What I learned from this time is that each of the parties
involved - the residents of the communities, the municipal officials, myself - had different perspectives
about what machizukuri meant.” (p. 16) It also managed to become financially independent after the
end of government financial support from the Nyii Niigata ris6 puran in 2010, by accumulating a
group of sponsors, ticket revenue and goods selling. The festival also helped establishing a certain
brand for Tokamachi, which is aiming to attracting tourists in the off-season with other cultural or
natural attractions. Furthermore, the Triennale attracts international attention and has been featured
in global media (Bunkacho, 2015, p. 51).

Tokamachi is mentioned a few times in Klien’s (2020) study on urban migrants moving to the
countryside of Japan. She presents an interview with young residents of a share house in the town,
where various (mostly younger) people live for a shorter or longer period of time, and indulge in
creative projects such as opening a pop-up store for self-designed clothes in the building (p. 57). In
another chapter, Klien mentions Risa, young Japanese woman working with Karl Bengs, a German
architectural designer who has been living with his wife in Niigata since the late 1990s and works on
revitalizing the old farmhouses (kominka) in Tokamachi hamlets, and thus making them attractive for
new, young residents in the region (p. 76).

Tokamachi’s ability to attract these entrepreneurs, who come into the town either with a motivation
to (re)build something, or to just run away from their city life, might be a symptom of a spillover
effect, where such individuals or initiatives bring the area recognition and bring in more like-minded
individuals. For example, while the German architect rebuilding kominka, has no affiliation with the
Triennale, the interviewee from Klien’s study, who has worked with him on opening a restaurant in
one of the reconstructed houses, recalls that the restaurant enjoyed a lot more visitors than initially
expected when it first opened, due to the Echigo Tsumari Art Triennale taking place at that time

(Klien, 2020, p. 76).
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Skepticism towards its impact, however, is also still present in the case of the Art Triennale. I have
previously mentioned Klien’s (2010) study of the art projects in Echigo Tsumari, where she focused
on analyzing the participation of local and non-local actors in the making of artworks and the way in
which locals reflect the presence of this festival. Klien’s article does not condemn, nor glorify the
impact this festival has on the locals, but rather points out to a romanticization of rural hamlets, that
the festivals takes part in and concludes, that the festival organizers produce an idealized picture of

the cooperation between urban and rural dwellers on a common goal.

5.5 Conclusion

As I wrote in the introduction to this chapter, the Echigo Tsumari Art Triennale is, in my view, the
perfect example of Japan’s neo-endogenous regional development, especially in its beginnings in the
1990s. It uses a combination of top-down (the government employing the revitalization plan) with
bottom-up approach (the specifics of the plan being a decision of the municipalities, the regions
having to come up with the initiative) and highlights local knowledge (the creator of the concept
being a Niigata native, the approach of debating the strategy with the locals, the use of the region’s
agricultural history).

It is also a fine example of the use of arts and culture to propel a revitalization strategy. Here,
contemporary art is being used to support tourism, create a brand of the “art region”, to create jobs
and activities to participate in for the residents.

However, it is also symptomatic of the other side of neo-endogenous development. Since the
success or failure of a strategy depends heavily on the very specific circumstances of the regions, it
is often nearly impossible to be able to obtain more general or universal solution. While this kind of
large-scale art festival seems like an attractive approach to the issue of culture-led revitalization, and
the popularity of such art initiatives has been rising in Japan, it can hardly be said that it would fit any
region. Further research on such initiatives (both large- and small-scale) is necessary for better
understanding.

Furthermore, this approach is heavily dependent on an existence of a strong-minded individual or
group of people, who have a powerful vision, enough skills and large enough network, to organize
this kind of revitalization strategy. In the case of this festival, there is a clear advantage of the director
being both a Niigata native and a successful entrepreneur in Tokyo, with a rich network of contacts

and resources to take on this project.
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Conclusion

This thesis aimed to provide an insight into how arts and culture are understood and utilized in
the context of regional revitalization in Japan. To better understand this issue, I first focused on the
approaches to regional revitalization in Japan, and how those have changed since the post-war high
economic growth era. It is clear from the shifts of government policies in this area, that the approach
to revitalization of the regions has changed from one oriented on financial subsidies and top-down
planning, to a neo-liberal approach of promoting bottom-up initiatives and strong local participation.
By applying the theories of neo-endogenous development, we can see that in this approach to
revitalization, it is essential not to see the central government as the sole actor managing the whole
process. Instead, a network of multiple actors, that I identified in the chapter 1.6, is necessary. These
actors - central and prefectural governments, municipal administrations, businesses, NPOs, residents
- have often varying perceptions on the needs of the regions that are being revitalized, and on the
steps which are to be taken. Thus, when talking about any strategy or resource which can be used in
the process of regional revitalization, these layers, irregularity, and challenges arising from them,
must be kept in mind.

Apart from the multiplicity of actors, another significant characteristic of the current tendencies
in regional development in Japan is supporting the local initiatives aimed at promoting the
attractiveness of their region in the eyes of tourists, businesses, and potential migrants. In attempt to
find the answer to my question: What is the potential role of arts and culture in regional revitalization
and how is this potential being realized in Japan? I used the next three chapters to address place
branding strategies, promotion of cultural tourism, and finally, encouragement of community
participation. In these chapters I have shown that the role of arts and culture in these goals is
prominent, as their promotion is able to highlight the uniqueness of the regions, attract tourism and
extra-local revenue, but also support the building of local identity within the community itself. This
potential is often being realized in Japan in the various initiatives and projects mentioned throughout
this thesis. However, the challenges arising from the implementation of these arts and culture-based
strategies are present even in the projects that seem the most successful.

Yet, these challenges do not only concern the arts and cultures approach but are symptomatic of
the overall neo-liberal approach to regional revitalization. Decentralization, municipal
amalgamations, and conditioning of financial aid help the national budget but sentence the regions to
being responsible for their own revitalization and mobilizing their resources in an effective manner,
while naturally facing the competition of other regions and a lack of human resources due to

depopulation. Furthermore, localities cannot count on simply implementing strategies already used
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elsewhere, since the demographic and economic situation, available resources, mentality, and many
other factors differ amongst the regions.

Nevertheless, the perception of rural regions in Japan is certainly changing. Susanne Klien’s
ethnographic study of urban migrants coming to rural regions shows, that increasingly, regions are
seen as an experimental space, and have the ability to attract young U-turners and I-turners. This
process may be even accelerated by the covid-19 pandemic and the way in which it has altered the

priorities and needs of people, however it is uncertain how lasting this change might be.
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