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Abstract. Recent crises in international relations have created tensions in communication and hindered the
achievement of understanding between societies. Under these complicated circumstances, young people are not only
objects of public influence but also agenda-setting actors capable of learning and acting on the basis of knowledge
about the international situation. This article focuses on how the Japanese students perceive their close neighbor
Russia and examines how their views on the image of the neighboring country and its citizens have changed from
2021 to 2022. To examine the changes in perception, within the research project “Student’s representations of
neighboring countries: Russia and Japan,” students from four Japanese universities were interviewed (online
questionnaire). In the present work the results of the studies are analyzed in order to draw conclusions about the
drivers of the change in the public perception of Russia. The author focused on university students for this study
because it was assumed that they would eventually become part of the political elite of the country. The tendency
for social and political advocacy among the youth was also a contributing factor that supported university students
being the group favorably consider for this research. The university student population also provides a higher level
of homogeneity among respondents, increasing the internal validity of the findings. Comparing the results of the
2022 survey with the results of the 2021 survey, we can observe some significant changes in the perception of
Russia by Japanese youth. First of all, we can observe a shift in perception from the sphere of culture to the sphere
of security. The quotes from students throughout this article should be taken into account when looking at the results
and analysis. This research also confirms that negative and positive cognitive opinions about a neighboring country
can coexist among Japanese youth.
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BbisiB/IeHHEe U3MEeHEeHU B NOCTKOH(QIMKTHBIX CLLleHApUAX
U NYTSX peadUJIUTALUU: BOCIPUATHE ANIOHCKUMHU CTyJeHTamMu Poccuu
U UCTOYHUKOB MHPopmManuu o Hel B 2021-2022 rr.

JI.B. Kuauna = DA<

Owmcknii rocynapcTBeHHbIH yHuBepcuteT uM. @.M. JlocroeBckoro, Omck, Poccuiickast deneparust
D<larissa-zhilina@yandex.ru

AHHOTanms. B mocnennee Bpems cdepa MEKIOCYAapCTBEHHBIX OTHOIICHHH ITEPEXHUBAaET KPHU3HUCHBIC SBIIC-
HISI, YTO BO MHOTOM co31aeT d(h(heKT HAPsHKCHHOCTH B OOIMICHUH W JOCTIDKCHUH TIOHUMAHHS HA YPOBHE OOIICCTB.
B Takoif HEIIPOCTON CUTyaIMl MOJIOAbIC JIIOH SBIISIFOTCSA HE TOJIBKO OOBEKTaAMHU BO3JCHCTBHS CO CTOPOHBI 0OIIe-
CTBa, HO B TO ’X€ BPEMsI BBICTYNAIOT B PONHU LEJNENONATAIONINX aKTOPOB, CIOCOOHBIX K MO3HAHWIO M JICHCTBHIO,
OCHOBaHHOMY Ha CBOMX 3HAHHUSIX O MEXIyHApOTHOH 0OCTaHOBKE. B cTaThe OCHOBHOE BHUMAHHUE YICISIECTCS TOMY,
KaK SIMOHCKasi MOJIOAEKb BOCIIPUHUMAET CTpaHy, Onmkaiimero cocena Slnonuu, Poccuro, n aHamu3upyeTcs u3Me-
HEHME B3TJISI0B MOJIOJIBIX JIFOJICH Ha 00pa3 coceqHero rocyaapcTa u ee rpaxaad B 2021-2022 rr. YtoObl H3yYHTH
MPOU3OIIEIINE U3MEHEHHs B BOCIIPUATHU CTPaHbI-COCEa, B paMKax MCCIlIeZoBaTeNbCKOro mpoekra «lIpencrasie-
HUS CTYIEHTOB O CTpaHax-coceaax: Poccus m SAnoHus» mocpencTBOM OHJIAWH-aHKETHPOBAHUS ObLTH OMPOIIEHBI
CTYACHTBI YCTBIPEX AMOHCKUX YHUBCPCUTCTOB. I[J'IH OTOro HcCCJI€AOBaHUsA aBTOPOM OBLITH BI)I6paHI>I CTYACHTBI
YHUBEPCUTETOB, TaK KaK IPEAIOjarajoch, YTO OHM, BO3MOYKHO, CTaHYT YacTbO IIOJMTUYECKON IIUTHI CTPAHBI.
TenneHus K COLMAILHON U MOTUTHYECKOW MpoMaraHae cpeau MOJIOJIEKH Takxke Obuta (hakToOpoM, KOTOPBIH CIo-
cOOCTBOBAJ BHIOOPY CTYICHTOB YHHUBEPCUTETOB B KaueCTBE MOJXOMAIICH JUIsl 3TOTO MCCIeA0BaHus pedepeHTHON
rpymmsl. KpoMe Toro, ompoc cpeny CTyIeHTOB YHUBEPCUTETOB 00ecrieunBaeT 0onee BEICOKUI YPOBEHb OJHOPOTHO-
CTH PECIIOHJIEHTOB, MOBHILIAsI BHYTPEHHIOIO JOCTOBEPHOCTh PE3YJIbTATOB. AHAIM3UPYIOTCS PE3yJIbTaThl IPOBEICH-
HBIX MCCJIEJIOBAaHUHN C LIENBIO BBIIBICHUS (haKTOPOB, OMPEAEISIONINX 00IIEeCTBEHHOE BocnpuaTie Poccun Momosl-
Mmu simoHnamu. CpaBHeHUE pe3ynbTatoB orpocoB 2021 u 2022 rr. mokaszano, 4To B BOCHpUATAN Poccuu STTOHCKOM
MOJIOJIEKbIO MPOU3OIIIN HEKOTOPhIE IOKa3aTeIbHble MU3MEHEHUS, CBSI3aHHbBIE IVIABHBIM 00pa3oM €O CMELICHHEM
BOCTIPUSATHS cO cpepbl KyJIbTYphl B CTOPOHY chepsl O6e3onmacHocTH. [lpruBeeHHbIE IUTATHl CTYAEHTOB MO3BOJISIOT
KOHKPETU3UPOBaTh IOJIy4YEHHbIE pe3yibTaThl. MccienoBaHue Takke MOATBEP)KIAET, UYTO y SMOHCKOW MOJIOIEKU
MOTYT COCYILIECTBOBATh HETATUBHbIE U IO3UTUBHBIE KOTHUTHUBHBIE MHEHHUS O CTpaHe-coceIe.

KuaroueBble ciioBa: o00pa3bl TOCyIapcTB, ONPOCHl OOLIECTBEHHOTO MHEHHS, YCTAaHOBKH CTYICHTOB,
MPEICTaBICHUS

3asiBiieHHEe 0 KOH()JIMKTE HHTEPecOB. ABTOD 3asBISET 00 OTCYTCTBUM KOH(DIUKTA HHTEPECOB.

BaaromapHocTH. ABTOp BEIpakaeT OnaromapHocTh I-py B. MomomskoBy (Yausepcurer Takycéky, Tokwmo),
r-xe E. Bakyn (YauBepcuter Kancaii, ['opoackoii yauBepcuter Ocaku, T. Ocaka) 3a MOIICPKKY 3TOTO OMpoca
C SMOHCKOW CTOPOHBI. ABTOpP TaKXe MpU3HAaTeNbHa T-HY T. BHIbAMCy (KOHCYJIBTAHT IO MOJUTHYECKUM BOIIPOCAM,
JIoH7I0H) 3a ero IIeHHbIE COBETHI U MPOHMIIATEIbHBIE KOMMEHTAPUU.

Jast uutupoBanus: Kuiuna JI. B. BeisiBlieHHe W3MEHEHHI B TIOCTKOH(MDIMKTHBIX CIEHAPHAX U MyTAX peaduimra-
IIH: BOCIIPHSITHE SIMOHCKUMU CTyAeHTaMu Poccuu 1 McTOYHUKOB nHpopMarmu o Heil B 20212022 rr. // BectHuK
Poccuiickoro yHuBepcutera IpyxObl HapomoB. Cepus: MexayHaponHsle oTHomienus. 2024. T. 24, Ne 2.
C. 306-322. https://doi.org/10.22363/2313-0660-2024-24-2-306-322

Youth, Peace and Security' reflects a similar
belief. The resolution recognized that today’s
generation of youth is the largest the world has
ever known, and they often make up the
majority of the population in countries affected

Introduction

The late Whitney Houston sang a song
called The Greatest Love of All, and the opening
lines were “I believe the children are our future,
teach them well and let them lead the way.”
While most young people may not be familiar

! Resolution 2250 (2015) / Adopted by the Security

with the song, the United Nations Security
Council (UNSC) Resolution 2250 (2015) on
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Council at its 7573rd Meeting, on 9 December 2015 //
UN Digital Library. URL: https://digitallibrary.un.org/
record/814032?In=en (accessed: 14.01.2023).
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by armed conflict. It further suggested that the
youth could play a decisive role in conflict
prevention and resolution, and is a key
aspect of the sustainability and inclusiveness
required  for  successful  peace-building
efforts. The UNSC resolution urges that
youth be given a greater voice in decision-
making at the local, national, regional
and international levels, and that consideration
should be given to establishing mechanisms that
would enable young people to participate
meaningfully in peace processes. If such an
august task is to be assigned to youth, it is
important to examine their capacities or
proclivities to discharge the expectation. As
such it is crucial to determine how do the youth
currently view their counterparts in other
countries, how they are influenced, and how
informed or uninformed decisions are made
about their counterparts?

In an attempt to answer these questions, a
number of criteria were established for
identifying future leaders, as called for in
UNSC Resolution 2250 (2015). Education is a
factor closely linked to the growth and
development of a nation, strengthening social
cohesion and active citizenship among youth.
As such, this is why it was one of the several
contributing reasons for choosing university
students as the target group for our
questionnaire/opinion poll, which aims to
explore perceptions and attitudes towards the
neighboring country, its people and sources of
information about it. The use of students has
also been justified in the literature (Burnett &
Dune, 1986) since it provides a higher level of
homogeneity among respondents, eliminating
certain sources of error and increasing the
internal validity of the findings. It is also
expected that individuals with more formal
university education have higher reading and
comprehension abilities, which are essential for
gaining knowledge on various issues. Moreover,
university attendance tends to lower prejudice
levels and increase global issue awareness.
Again, the main reason for focusing on students
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is that it is assumed that the university students
would, perhaps inevitably, have first-hand
contact or experience with political issues in the
future.

The ignorance of each other’s ways and
lives has been a common cause throughout the
history of mankind, and that suspicion and
mistrust born of ignorance between the peoples
of the world through their differences, have all
too often resulted in war.> Most conflicts occur
in countries with low capacities for intercultural
dialogue, so if there is a desire to solve global
challenges with trust and understanding,
hindrances to cooperation across our differences
must be understood and minimized. This paper
seeks to wunderstand how youth gather
information and the resulting perceptions of
their counterparts in order to outline a likely
strategy for positive youth engagement and
peaceful and productive foreign relations. The
study therefore focuses on university students in
Japan, as it is logically presumed that they will
influence their country’s future policies and
international relations in the Asia-Pacific
region.

Aim of the Study

This paper refers to a project that has its
own “preface.” In 2006-2007 (Zhilina, 2008)
and 2012 (Zhilina & Podalko, 2013), the first
and second series of studies on students’
perceptions of neighboring countries (Japan and
Russia) were conducted under the title
“Students’ representations of neighboring
countries: Russia and Japan. Comparative
studies”® were supported by the Japan
Foundation Fellowship Programs in 2007 and

2 See: Constitution of the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization // UNESCO.
November 22, 2023. URL: https://www.unesco.org/en/
legal-affairs/constitution (accessed: 14.01.2023).

3 Surveys were conducted among university students of
Japan and Russia. Sample size — 400 students per side
(Japanese / Russian). The aim was to study the perceptions
and attitudes of students towards the neighboring
country — Russia / Japan.
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2012. Since then, this
continued in 2021-2022.

The goal of the present survey is to explore
Japanese youth’s perceptions and attitudes
towards Russia, Russian people, and to identify
the main sources of information about their
neighboring state at a particular point in time. In
this paper, I will analyze Japanese students’
attitudes and perceptions of Russia at the time
of Russia’s ongoing conflict with Ukraine,
and the effect of a political event on the
neighboring country perceptions by Japanese
youth. For this purpose, I use data that was
collected before (April-July 2021) and data
collected during the special military operation
(April-July 2022) in order to understand how
this event influences the views of Japanese
youth regarding their image of Russia and its
citizens.

The overarching research question of the
present study is “How do Japanese students
perceive the neighboring state of Russia and its
people?” This research question can allow for
the exploration of socializing agents influencing
youth perceptions of foreign countries,
information channels which they access to get
knowledge about them, perceptions and
attitudes towards representatives of these
neighboring countries that may help form
sources’ content related to creating of images of
these countries, and for the formation of
youth’ tolerance towards cultural diversity
and mutual understanding of neighboring
countries’ citizens. Ultimately, with the
answers provided, this paper will lead towards
an understanding of the creation and
manipulation of soft power, which lies in the
ability to attract and persuade, as referred to by
J.S. Nye (2004).

project has been

Methodology: Study Design,
Participants, and Data Collection

To achieve the goal of this research, I use
empirical evidence to outline Japanese students’
perceptions and  attitudes towards the
neighboring country and identify the main

INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC COOPERATION

sources and forming factors when it comes to
forming opinions and attitudes.

Both the 2021 and 2022 surveys had the
identical research sample size of 155. The
surveys realized less Japanese participation*
than ideally hoped for. Nonetheless, we felt
confident that the results represented a
sufficiently  stratified random sample to
generalize about the youth population.

Due to the ongoing expansion of COVID-
19 globally, the 2021-2022 surveys were
conducted through online channels. The data
collected through the online survey is
a part of the 15-year research project “Forming
of public opinion about neighboring
countries: Russia and Japan in students’
imaginations.”

In order to properly interpret the data on
the attitudes and perceptions of young people,
and for the purpose of comparison to identify
and track variance, similar questions about the
neighboring state, its people and sources of
information about Russia were asked in both
2021 and 2022.

The online questionnaire was launched in
April 2021 (students had the opportunity to
participate in the survey until July 2021) and for
the same period from April to July in 2022.
The populations observed in this part
of the project were Japanese students aged
17-24. In 2021, 59.4% were male and 40.6%
female; while in 2022, 56.9% were male
and 43.1% female. The Universities that
participated in this study were Kansai
University, Takushoku University, Osaka City
University, and Kobe University. The Japanese
students at these universities majored in
political science, natural science, philology,
history, foreign studies, law, economics, and
global cultural studies.

As mentioned above, this study used an
online questionnaire to examine the Japanese

4 The unwillingness to participate in studies has been a
matter of concern for sociologists in Japan who recognize
the circumstances under which social research is conducted
in Japan have deteriorated and are now considered critical.
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youths’ perceptions and attitudes toward the
neighboring country and its people. The
questionnaire was divided into 3 closed-ended
questions about sources of information on the
neighboring country, and the sufficiency of the
sources about the said state. Three open-ended
questions® focused on attitudes toward the
country, its people, and the perception of the
counterpart’s traits.

Since the language of the questionnaire
affects the way respondents answer the same
question (Harzing & Maznevski, 2002), in order
to overcome language barriers and reduce the
risk of misunderstanding, the questionnaire was
worded in Japanese and the respondents were to
respond in their native language. The Google-
form questionnaire was sent via the Internet. In
addition, it is important to mention that the
confidentiality of the data collected was
ensured.

General Results: Sources of Information
on the Neighboring Country

The image of a place may be formed
through internal processes based on the
individual’s visit and previous experience with
a place, or through external ones, by way of
exposure to additional information. Thus, an
image is created as a mental depiction of a place
“on the basis of information cues delivered by
the image formation agents and selected by a
person” (Tasci, Gartner & Cavusgil, 2007,
p. 414). Students’ attitudes to events in Russia
depend on the sources they rely on for news and
information. This factor is more important than
the region in which the respondents live.
International tensions have had a significant

5 The open-ended questions assumed the narrative
answer in the form of one or more words (in their own
words — not fitting into limited categories) and provided
the participants with more space and opportunity to
express private opinions on the researched topics and
allowed the collection of the maximum amount of
information on the topic which was very important for this
study. The variety of words chosen by the students was
quite large and the codification of the responses was done
by ranking the repeated words and analyzing them
according to the recorded frequency.
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impact on long-term trends involving popular
trust in the accuracy of news information from
different types of media outlets (Figure 1). In
2022, there was a sharp increase of 74% (an
increase of almost 20% from 2021 responses —
54.2%) in students’ trust in television, which
most Japanese youth perceive as a source of
“official information.”

In recent years, the number of viewers and
their level of trust in television news television
news audiences and trust had been steadily
declining. At the same time there was also a
simultaneous increase — from 69.7% in 2021 to
73.2% in 2022 — in the level of trust in Internet
news sources, which had in recent years been
growing steadily. Therefore, we may conclude
from the surveys that since the start of the
conflict, the majority of Japanese students have
more or less retained long-held news source
preferences: most of them preferred to get
their news from state-controlled television.
Television continues to have a significant
impact on Japanese youth despite reports that
they are watching less in recent years.
While traditional media, as represented by
broadcast television and print newspapers
is said to be fading as more and more people
use social media, the survey results suggest
that they are still considered a more reliable
source of information.® Similarly, while trust in
official media has grown against the backdrop
of the conflict, most young people get their
news about Russia online.” The number of
students who got information about Russia from
lectures decreased from 42.6% in 2021 to 35.8%
in 2022.

¢ Also see: Young Japanese Still Trust TV and
Newspapers More than Online Media // Nippon.com.
November 12, 2019. URL: https://www.nippon.com/
en/japan-data/h00577/young-japanese-still-trust-tv-and-
newspapers-more-than-online-media.html (accessed:
14.01.2023).

7 According to Statista.com, 44% of Japanese adults
trust news media most of the time as of February 2022.
See: Share of Adults Who Trust News Media Most of the
Time in Selected Countries Worldwide as of
February 2023 // Statista. June 2023. URL:
https://www.statista.com/statistics/308468/importance-
brand-journalist-creating-trust-news/ (accessed: 14.01.2023).
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Figure 1. Mode of access to information/content about Russia for Japanese students,
% of all students who took part in opinion-poll in 2021 and 2022
Source: compiled by the author.

In 2022, 14.6% of Japanese responded that information for Japanese students and

books were the next significant source of
information on Russia. This too has
dramatically decreased since 2021 (21.3%). But
there was also a sharp increase in the level of
trust in newspapers as a news/information
source (2021 — 10.3%, 2022 — 17.9%). In
recent years newspapers have been steadily
decreasing in circulation and relevance as a
source of information due to many factors
that are not relevant to this paper — merely
the source. Newspapers in Japan are in the

same situation as with television, which
most Japanese young people perceive
as a source of “official information” about

Russia.

In 2022, 11.4% of Japanese youth believed
that they critically analyzed information about
Russia when they spoke with their friends. This
was an increase of 3.7% of responses from 7.7%
in 2021. The recorded increase suggests
that talking with friends is actually likely to be
one of the most important sources of

INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC COOPERATION

is instrumental in keeping track of the behaviors
of individuals and groups in the social
environment (McAndrew & Milenkovic, 2002).
As such, knowledge or beliefs gained from
talking with friends form the basis of many of
the social beliefs (Sommerfeld et al., 2007).
In 2022, journals and radio as sources of
information about close neighbors were 1.8%
and 0.8% of respondents’ preferences
respectively (3.2% and 2.6% in 2021 for the
same).

The proportion of respondents who
mentioned that the available information on the
respective countries had been “insufficient” for
them changed from 71% in 2021 to 64.2% in
2022. However, in 2021, 7.1% of Japanese
respondents were “satisfied with the volume of
available information” — in 2022, the number
of respondents who were satisfied with the
amount of information about Russia increased
dramatically (17.1%).
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Neighboring State

The country image is conceptualized as an
attitude towards a country (image of the country
as perceived by foreign nationals), i.e. the
attitude towards a country’s territory, its history
and traditions, its domestic economy, public
culture, norms and values as well as its
political ~organization. The image of a
country also includes many elements: national
symbols, colors, clothing, typical buildings,
objects, tunes, pieces of literature, specialties
of the political system, customs, historical

heritage, and much more (Jenes, 2005).
Perceptions are the basis for understanding
the location, extent, characteristics, and
significance. =~ Throughout  people’ lives,

culture and experience shape their worldviews,
which in turn influences their perceptions
of places and regions.® And people’s
perceptions change as they have more life
experiences and getting necessary information
received through the various channels (Zhilina,
2015, p. 7). External perceptions of a country by
members of the international community;
specifically, how a country pursues its relations
with others, and particularly, the behavior of its
citizens at home and abroad, combine
to determine the country’s image. As such,
a country’s image comprises what people
know (or think they know) about the
different attributes of a country and people’s
general feelings towards the country (Buhmann,
2016, p. 43).

As it was noted by country-image experts,
a country’s standing in the international system,
although dependent on some other factors, is
highly dependent on the foreign public
perception being positive or negative (Zimako,
2009). Images and perceptions of Japanese
students’ of Russia were gauged by asking them

8 Geography Standard 6: How Culture and Experience
Influence People’s Perceptions of Places and Regions //
National Geographic. URL: https://web.archive.org/
web/20230908104214/https://www.nationalgeographic.org
/standards/national-geography-standards/6/ (accessed:
14.01.2023).
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to name what they thought’ of when they heard
the word “Russia” (Table 1).

Table 1
Associations that the word “Russia” evokes in Japanese
students: Data from surveys in 2021 and 2022, %

Associations Survey | Survey Changes
with Russia 2021 2022
Cold climatic 18.7 10.3] -8.4
conditions
Geographical 24.7 21,8] -2.9
associations
Historical and political 19.3 14,6] —4.7
figures (leaders)
USSR, socialism, 6.7 1.8] -4.9
Communism,
Communist Party of
the Soviet Union
(CPSU)
Sports and athletes 6.0 3] -3
National cuisine 6.0 6.71 +0.7
Negative incidents and 53 18,81 +13.5
facts
National dances, ballet, 5.0 9,71 +4.7
shows, culture
National symbols 33 3] —0.3
Beautiful people 2.7 24| -0.3
(women) with white
skin
Northern territories 1.3 - -
Particular color 1.0 — —
Multinational state, - 3 +3
nation
Others — 4.9 +4.9
No answer - - —

Source: compiled by the author.

Geographical Imagination

Geographic imagination suggests that the
way people see the world is influenced by many
factors, including social class, education, and
personal and political philosophies. The
particular moments in history in which people
live also play a major role in how they view the
world around them, that is why the
“geographical imagination” has a significant
role in shaping much of the world’s social and
spatial thought (Gregory, 1994). Through the

® There were no blanks in responded questionnaires in
2021. In 2022, 3% of respondents — “No answer.”
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geographic ~ imagination,  people (both
individually and collectively) develop a sense of
boundaries, which separate “our territory” from
theirs. The geographical imagination of
Japanese students is often taken up as a visual
practice of representing space and place: “huge,
beautiful country” with “wide territory” and
“beautiful cities,” but with “terribly cold
climate” and “severe nature.” Respondents also
mentioned  particular  places:  “Moscow,”
“Kamchatka  Peninsula,”  “Siberia,” and
“Vladivostok” — and all these imaginations
could occur at different scales, and any place
could be the subject of geographical
imaginations (Kukkonen, 2011, p. 55).

Many scholars have also mentioned that
spatial emotions can be identified in all aspects
of politics, culture and geography (Crawford,
2000; Davidson & Milligan, 2007) and play a
critical role in ‘“geopolitical representations”
(Dempsey & McDowell, 2019) and in the
“geographical imaginations” of youth. In 2021,
young Japanese described Russia not only in
terms of civilization, but also politically and
economically — that Russia is a “distant
neighbor,” “neither European nor Asian,”
“A country with a very large land area.
It’s a country geographically close to Japan, but
it doesn’t feel very close to me,” “The country
is big and the military power is strong.”
In 2022, students identified the neighboring
state as “A big country and now there’s a war,”
“It’s a close country, but I don’t know much
about it!”

Political Leaders or Historical Figures?

The Japanese tend to equate the personality
of the leader of a foreign partner country with
the ‘identity’ of the country. The image of the
leader is therefore extremely important as
it is unconsciously projected on to the country
as a whole. This circumstance has a special
significance in the case of Russia due to
the Japanese citizen’s relatively scanty
knowledge about this country (Chugrov &
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Streltsov, 2017, p. 33). In 2021, the list of
mentioned by Japanese students’ political
officials consisted of world political leaders,
both contemporary and those regarded as
symbolic figures that are familiar to most
Japanese citizens: V.V. Putin, M.S. Gorbachev,
V.I. Lenin, 1.V. Stalin, Catherine the Great and
Tsar Nicolas II (Romanov). According to the
2021 survey’s results (before special military
operation), the Russian President was
mentioned in connection with Russia by
78.3% of all Japanese students, who mentioned
historical/political ~ figures in  connection
with Russia. In 2022, 96.6% of respondents
who mentioned political figures recalled only
“Putin.”

Culture or Symbols?

Indeed, the terms “country” and “culture”
are often used interchangeably. Russia’s image
in Japan is influenced by the factor of one-off
events, which can create fluctuations in public
sentiment: performances given by Russian
theater and circus companies or musicians draw
full houses and are good publicity for the
country (Chugrov & Streltsov, 2017, p. 34).
Examples of associative words, mentioned by
students, range from ‘“cultural exports”
like music (“cute music”), classical ballet
(“There is a very good ballet troupe”), novels
of famous writers (F.M. Dostoevsky) and
artists to popular goods that become iconic and
strongly associated with their country of
origin — “matryoshka.” Song “Katyusha”
(“Katyusha and Russian army”) and symbols —
“Kremlin” and “the Red Square” were
mentioned too. In comparison with 2021,
in 2022 the number of Japanese students who
associated Russia with cultural items increased
from 5 to 9.7%. 1 may suppose that the 2018
year of cultural exchange between both
Japan and Russia may account for an
increasing interest of the Japanese public
to Russian culture. In 2018-2019 the cultural
exchange  program  included  numerous
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events which aroused interest in Russian
culture in Japan, with many Japanese
participating in or experiencing some aspect of
the Russian culture during the festival. Looking
at the responses to the survey, it can be said that
interest in Russian culture is very high among
Japanese youth.

National Cuisine (gastronomy)

National cuisine is part of a place’s culture
and may be part of country perceptions.
Therefore, national gastronomy becomes a
significant resource in country image-building,
being part of the cultural heritage of the
geographic areas. It should be noted that Asian
countries pay special attention to the kitchen
and food culture, elevating it into a kind of cult
(Kim & Vasileva, 2017, p. 9868). 6% of
Japanese students in 2021 and 6.7% in
2022 associated the national cuisine with the
image of the country: most of all Japanese
respondents mentioned “pirozhki” (pies) and
“borsch.” In 2021 33% of Japanese students
who associated Russia with national cuisine,
mentioned “vodka” in 2022 this was
unchanged (“vodka and Moscow,” “bears and
vodka,” “vodka and pies,” “the nature is severe,
but the people are cheerfully and strongly
drinking vodka”).

Negative Incidents and Facts

As was stressed in the works of scholars,
“negative information about various kinds of
unpleasant incidents in bilateral relations,
presented by the media in a certain way, is well
received and corresponds to the existing
Japanese public opinion” (Chugrov & Streltsov,
2017, p. 34). In this context, it seems important
to see how Russia is perceived by Japanese
respondents in context of the conflict with
Ukraine context as the complex of culturally
and  historically  situated  geographical
knowledge and understanding that characterizes
a certain social group. In 2021 only 5.3% of
Japanese students associated Russia with
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negative incidents and facts — but in 2022 this
number dramatically increased more than in
three times to 18.8%.!°

As the responses illustrate, in 2022
perceptions of Russia as ‘“a military threat”
sharply increased across Japanese youth and
appear to be heavily influenced by geographical
proximity to Russia. Japan, which is closer
geographically to Russia, appears to be
significantly concerned by Russia’s aggressive
behavior: “Sorry, but I have an image of a
country that invaded Ukraine. It has nuclear
weapons and it’s putting pressure on Japan,
which is scary.” 100% of respondents who
mentioned negative incidents mentioned
“war with Ukraine,” “incursion into Ukraine,”
“the country is in war with Ukraine now,”
“Russian army,” “it has strong military power
and a high international status after getting
involved in the Cold War with the USA)”
etc. Here we can assume that certain conflicts
and negative events may be magnified by the
media, thereby giving meaning and
interpretation to the incident (Hall, 2002),
what in turns shapes Japanese youth’
negative perceptions toward the neighboring
state.

Neighbors

Most people hold beliefs about personality
characteristics typical of members of their own
and others cultures. These perceptions of
national character may be generalizations from
personal experience, stereotypes with a “kernel
of truth,” or inaccurate stereotypes. The
perception of a nation in international relations
is the perception of foreign nationals, and that
said perception of the people of a foreign state
is also partly a function of their political
leaders’ actions and character. Japanese students
were also asked to share their perceptions of the
Russian people.

10 1n 2021 we could see the positive trend in 15 years
(2007 — 7.5%; 2012 — 6.1%; 2021 — 5.3%)).
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In 2021 there were 12.9% “don’t know”
responses and in 2022 it was about the same —
13%. As for the personality of the Russian
people, identified by the Japanese respondents —
according to students’ responses it is
determined by “the cultural and social diversity
of Russia and its people (nationalities)”
generated by its historical background. The
stereotypical image of typical Russians has not
changed much: both in 2022 and 2021
respondents associated the Russians with words
related to attitudes such as “friendly” and
“kind” (2021 — 11.6% and 2022 — 8.9%]) (“I
think they are kind people. I was in Moscow
and St. Petersburg two years ago and was very
impressed”). Interestingly, in 2022 the youth
seemed to be more focused on “patriotic” traits
of the Russians (“There are many patriots”;
“Actually I had the opportunity to talk to the
Russians, 1 think they have a strong love
for their country”) (2021 — 1.9%, 2022 —
8.1%7) and named them “patient and enduring”
(2021 — 2.6%, 2022 — 6.5%7) while in 2021
respondents had more impressions based on
such attitudes as “strong, great spirit” (2021 —
6.5%, 2022 — 1.6%]) and “gentle and calm”
(2021 — 6.5%, 2022 — 0%)]), “sociable,
cheerful and easygoing” (2021 — 5.2% and
2022 — 4.9%]) and “COOL” (2021 — 1.9%,
2022 — 0%)]) which, in turns, led to positive
impressions of Japanese students. Youth’
positive attitude towards Russians is also
associated with “their caring about their
families and friends” and “their value of friends
and families” (2021 — 5.8%, 2022 — 8.6%71):
“They value those they trust,” “Family bond is
strong,” “Cherish family and friends.” Service
to the family is viewed by Japanese youth as a
significant component of the moral behavior of
Russians.

In both 2022 and 2021, Japanese students
noted that Russian people are “peaceful” and
argued their responses with reasoning such as:
“I think the Russians have peaceful thoughts,
similar to the Japanese,” “Like the Japanese,
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these people should not want war” (2021 —
2.6%; 2022 — 3.1%?1).

Traditionally, in volunteering perceptions
of Russia, respondents mentioned words related
to appearances such as “pretty”, “beautiful”

and “white-skinned” — as respondents noted

“personal  charm, wit, and  physical

attractiveness” all contribute to this factor.
However, n 2022 some new

determinations of traits of Russians such as
“nation,” “unity of the nation” (5.7%). Students
mentioned that “Russians have a strong sense of
camaraderie and unity,” “Unity in one nation,”
“I think the whole nation is one,” “Unity seems
strong.”

Students’ responses also included some

negative impressions of Russians such as
“impatient,” “suspicious,” “greedy,” “scary,”
“stick their noses up” (2021 — 2.3%,

2022 — 7.9%1) and “unfriendly” (2021 —
1.5% but in 2022 — 6.5%7). The strong image
of the Russians as “drunkards,” “strong to
alcohol” (“There are many people who love
vodka! And resistant to cold!”; ‘“Alcohol-
resistant and patient people”) has not changed
so much (2021 — 10.3%, 2022 — 8.1%).

To sum up, in 2022 conditionally negative
character traits were mentioned by 25% of
Japanese students (2021 — 25.7%) and
conditionally positive character traits by 62%
(2021 — 61.4%). Comparing 2022 with 2021,
this rate has not changed significantly in
general, but changed in some students’
assessments.

Discussion

People base their decisions and actions
towards social entities on their cognitive
representations (images) of those entities. The
way individuals, organizations and countries
can function in their respective social
environments is greatly determined by their
image among the people and groups that
constitute these environments. For countries,
this is the image among foreign publics
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(Buhmann, 2016, p. 17). In the context of
international public relations and public
diplomacy, this requires knowledge of how the
public in a given country perceive a foreign
entity (organization or country) and how they
behave towards it (Sriramesh & Vercic,
2009). As we could see, the young
perceive political reality through the lens of
their “world view” and develop their
attitude to international political events
through their system of values (Zhilina, 2019,
p. 66). In this connection I should mention,
despite the obvious need for deliver more
differentiated and comparative analyses of
country images and perceptions among different
groups (such as politicians, foreign political
publics,  experts, journalists,  students),
researchers have so far largely neglected the
development of generalizable concepts of the
country image that could be applied to
comparative analyses of different groups
(Buhmann, 2016, p. 20).

Sources

For Japanese youth, Russia-related
information and content were mainly sourced
through online media (the Internet). However,
unlike the case in 2022, the results showed that
in 2021 access to information through the
Internet was relatively higher than through other
sources for students. Interestingly, Japanese
students in both 2021 and 2022 access more
Russia related information and contents through
TV compared to journals and newspapers. This
could be interpreted as a result of the increase in
Russia-related contents in traditional (official)
media outlets in Japan, such as news programs
and documentaries, current news, etc. So,
information that flows through the “visual”
media plays a crucial role in the process of
representation of the foreign country, because
visual representation is placed in the center of
stereotypes’ structure that is accompanied by
differences of different groups of people
(McAuliffe, 2007). But as experts mention, in
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addition to TV, radio and other purely
informational services, a negative image of the
country and its businesses can also be shaped
indirectly through the education and public
science systems, art and film, music, etc.
(Degterev, 2022, p. 358). This is also reflected
in the results of the survey.

Country

The results of the 2022 survey showed that
21.8% of Japanese youth (2021 — 24.7%)
selected “geographical connections” as one of
the top association with Russia. When talking

about Russia, the majority of Japanese
participants mentioned ‘“vast territory” and
“cold climatic conditions” (2021 — 18.7%,

2022 — 10.3%). This seems to reflect the
weight and importance of the ‘“geographical
imagination” and “visual representation” that
has a significant role in shaping the image of the
country for Japanese youth. Other strong key
associations selected by the youth are “negative
events and incidents” (2021 — 5.3%, 2022 —
18.8%) and “political leader” (2021 — 19.3%,
2022 — 14.6%). Students also ranked “culture”
(2021 — 5%, 2022 — 9.7%) and “national
cuisine” (2021 — 6%, 2022 — 6.7%) as the
most significant in the country’s representation.
Another possible influence on what influences

students’ positive perceptions of Russia
could be personal experience (such as
travel,  language  skills, and  foreign

news exposure) and experiences with Russian
culture.

In 2021, the perception and image of
Vladimir Putin’s among university students was
mixed — “President Putin: Strong military
power”; “Putin’s socialism™; “Putin, Soviet
Union, Belarus.” Japanese students’ attitude
towards the Russian state leader, moreover,
showed statistical significance in 2022. The
perception of the leader was more negative than
that of the country as a whole, and this might be
influenced by the current political rhetoric that
argues for evaluating a government / leader
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separate from the perception of the country
itself. One respondent captured this statistically
relevant fact as follows: “Before President
Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, it was image of
harsh nature where people drink vigorously and
heavily. I believe that the invasion is not the
whole nation, but the Putin administration, so
the image of the nation is not aggressive, but the
same as before.”

In connection with “negative facts” it is
important to note that in 2021 the number of
Japanese students who linked Russia with
“territorial dispute” (Northern territories issue)
was only 1.3% and 0% — none in 2022.!
This may be a reflection of the focus in state
media, but consequently there is no positive
correlative data to suggest this may be
influenced by positive images or considerations
as was noted as the Russian cultural festival in
Japan.

When analyzing the responses to the 2022
survey, there are some significant differences in
the level of perceptions in comparison to 2021.
In particular, in 2022 the students demonstrated
a more negative perception of Russia than in
2021: as previously mentioned in areas
pertaining to Russian society and relations with
Ukraine. However, in 2021 the perceptions of
Russian “culture” and “national cuisine” were
observed to be lower than those in 2022.
Likewise, in 2022 Japanese youth indicated
a less positive perception of “relations with
the neighboring state — Russia” in contrast
to responses of the 2021 survey: perceptions
of Russia as “a military threat” in the
situation appear to be heavily influenced by
geographical proximity to Russia. The results of
the 2022 survey showed lower positive
perceptions of Russia among young people
compared to the 2021 survey, which may be due
to the ongoing military conflict with
Ukraine. This suggests that antecedents defined

"' In 2012 the percentage of students who mentioned
“Northern territories” increased from 2.8% (2007)
to 5.2% — the figure was doubled.
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2021 negative perceptions of Russia as “a threat
due to proximity,” but there was no
commensurate rise in the perception of Russia
as “a threat” in this regard in 2022. There are a
lot of inferences to be taken from this revelation
as it pertains for foreign policy / soft power
prescription. However, this paper will not
address them.

As experts note, for countries that are
subject to ongoing conflicts, if a person already
possesses a negative attitude about the place,
prior unfavorable memories will emerge, and
the effect of the new harmful information or
incident may act as reinforcement to this
negative image (Heslop, Lu & Cray, 2008). In
any case, Japanese youth perceptions of
Russia in 2021 were quite favorable;
however, more data and further analysis would
be needed to identify the reasons behind such
differences.

Based on discernible evidence,
international events, terrorist attacks, and
natural disasters all play a role in shaping the
image of a country by changing the existing
knowledge that a person may have about
the area. Individuals may gradually become
more knowledgeable about a place through
their exposure to information (Stepchenkova
& Morrison, 2008), either through planned

communication activities, or through
contact with movies, news or word of
mouth.

People

The differences in responses between 2021
and 2022 could be attributed to the way that
Japanese are more exposed to Russians in 2022.
Japanese students are likely to receive most, if
not all information about Russia in an indirect
ways, such as through social media and
television broadcasts or literature (“I feel that
this is an honest nation. I haven’t read much in
Russian literature, but there seems to be a lot of
violent stories”), and this perhaps forms
impressions of Russians, but generally the
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survey suggests their impressions are formed
based upon officials who appear on television.
On the other hand, Japanese respondents are
able to generate their impressions based on
more direct interactions with local Russians
such as friends and professors through their
daily lives (“From the experience of
communicating with my Russian friend, I can
easily tell if he is good or bad”). For Japanese
students, their impressions on Russian people
centered on words related to “patriotism,”

“value of family and friends” and “kind
people,” as well as appearance-related
associations such as “white skin tone,”

“beautiful” and “tall people with beautiful blue
eyes.” Japanese youth’s impressions of Russian
people also included mixed perceptions, with
both positive and negative impressions. Such
impressions are formed through various
channels and could be influenced by how youth
encounter Russian people, such as when
travelling to Russia or when interacting
with Russian students at their universities.
It is quite plausible that this could also be

due to their limited wunderstanding of
and interaction with representatives of
Russia.

The attitude to the Russian people, based
on perceptions towards the country, leads to
formulating a perception of the people in that
country. As we can see, political incidents have
a negative effect on the perceptions
that Japanese youth have of Russia. However,
it appears that respondents tend to be
more  sympathetic toward the Russian
people. With only anecdotal correlative
data at hand, the “sympathy effect” was linked
to the contemporary political situation and
expressed by some respondent in the 2022
survey (“As for the Ukraine invasion, I thought
that not all of Russians supported President
Putin, because many Russian soldiers refused
to participate in the war in Ukraine”; “There
is a very harsh climate, which makes people
drink alcohol a lot and heavily”; “I believe
that those who invaded Ukraine are not
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the whole nation, but the Putin administration,
so the image of the nation is not aggressive,
but the same as before”). While we can only
offer this as a speculation and it may be the
question of further research.

In light of the above, it is critical to
understand how international incidents and
negative events, media reports, or other sources
of information affect the country’s image and to
determine whether this influence is temporary
or has a more lasting effect in order to turn this
data into an evidence-based policy tool.
Some researchers also consider the length of
time during a negative event will
commensurately produce negative perceptions
and attitude (Heslop, Lu & Cray, 2008). They
concluded that the influence of a negative event
is however reduced with time. In order to
confirm or to refute this supposition
(assumption) it is necessary to conduct a
longitudinal study to analyze the influence of
negative information on the image of a country,
and to conclude if perception returns to a level
similar to that before the incident, in the
absence of new events that reinforce the
negative image.

Conclusion

The current study was conducted on a
sample of students with a relatively high level
of political sophistication, as evidenced by their
level of education and educational aspirations,
and with a narrow age range of only 4 years (the
time they spend at university). Japanese
students’ answers have shown a deep influence
of the “communication factor” on the perception
of neighboring countries (and people), which in
turn, this contributes to their political
socialization. Many young Japanese do not have
the opportunity to communicate with foreigners,
so when they do, they tend to change their
attitude a bit. In the 2021 survey, some images
of Russia were based on stereotypes of the
former Soviet Union. Although the stereotypical
perceptions were noticeable, they should not be

MEXJIYHAPOIHOE AKAJJEMWYECKOE COTPYIHNUYECTBO



Zhilina L.V. Vestnik RUDN. International Relations, 2024, 24(2), 306-322

overestimated, because such associations in the
responses of Japanese students in 2021 were not
statistically significant in 2022 (2021 — 6.7%,
2022 — 1.8%). These statistical anomalies and
emergent facts that defy conventional wisdom,
as captured by respondents’ perceptions and
attitudes towards Russia offers new scholarly
understanding and may certainly be of interest
to policy makers. On the one hand, their view of
the other country is formed by the global
networks that are influenced from outside. On
the other hand, the respondents seem to be free
from many perceptual barriers of the past.

Some new trends should be mentioned
here.

In 2022, Japanese students are found to
primarily utilize TV and the Internet to get
information and contents on Russia, which is
also consistent with the results of the previous
survey in 2021. Such results are not very
surprising, especially as data have shown how
invasive the Internet and social media have
become globally and certainly in Japan. While
Internet and social media usage has grown
exponentially in recent years (especially since
the COVID-19 pandemic forced many to
interact and communicate through digital
platforms), this study identified a new trend in
which 74% of Japanese youth trust television as
a source of “official information.” In 2022, the
proportion of respondents who mentioned that
available information on respective country was
“insufficient” for them decreased by 6.8% to
64.2% from 2021’s 71%. Certainly, more in-
depth research into why young people have a
greater acceptance of official information in
potentially  turbulent times would be
illuminating, but this survey was not designed
to investigate this outcome, only to identify it as
a consequence.

A comparison of the 2022 results with
those of the 2021 survey reveals some
fundamental changes in how Japanese youth
view Russia, as impressions shifted from a
“cultural aspects” perspective to a “conflict-
centered” perspective based more on the
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dominant mainstream media news that reflected
the official state perspective. In 2021, Russia
was perceived as “rich in resources,” “modern”
and having a “rich culture,” but in 2022, the
words that painted the images of Russia
revolved mainly around terms related to “war,”
“invasion in Ukraine,” and the “Russian army,”
etc. Statistically, the answers showed a
significant shift in the concerns of Japanese
youth about Russia and a change in perception.

The findings also suggest that the growing
popularity of Russian cultural content may have
had a notable influence on Japanese students’
impressions of Russia and Russian people.
Similar “effects” could also be seen in the
youth’s 2022 impressions of the Russian
people as words associated with state and
social relationships such as “patriots,” “love
their families and friends” and “unity” were
more common and may be attributable to
information that they viewed through Internet
sources. This was particularly pronounced in the
responses among youth in 2021 compared to
2022 that focused more on attitudes of Russian
people such as “gentle and calm,” “friendly,”
and “kind.” One reason for this may be that
students in Japan in 2021 had more
opportunities to interact directly = with
representatives of Russia through universities,
and thus formed their impressions based on real
interactions.

In addition, this research confirms that
negative and positive cognitive opinions (the
cognitive component of country perceptions
includes awareness of the respective country,
attitudes and beliefs that reflect conscious
perceptions of the country) regarding a country
can simultaneously exist. In this sense, Japanese
young people have negative beliefs about the
reputation, level of security, and respect for
liberties and laws of Russia, aspects that shape
its cognitive image. However, their opinions
concerning Russia’s level of culture, which is
shown to directly and positively influence the
intention to visit, are positive. The conclusion
that can be drawn from this is that Japanese
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youth are ready to separate the actions of the
state from those of the people. It is suggested
that the positive attitudes towards Russia may
have a similarly positive influence on Japanese
students’ decision to travel to Russia for studies,
and that the experiences they may have after
visiting Russia have a positive multiplier effect
on perceptions for Russia. Perhaps this could be
incorporated into further policy research to
compare how Japan and Russia have managed
their soft power.

The study proves an important contribution
to the literature by providing a better
understanding of image formation in the case of
a country that has already suffered from a bad
image due to an ongoing crisis situation. In
addition, this research confirms that negative
and positive cognitive opinions regarding a
country may coexist.

Further investigation of such observations
may be helpful in gaining important insights
into how such situations could be addressed in
the future. Russia’s neighbors are painfully
aware of the military imbalance between
Russian  forces and their own much
smaller forces, and the need to redress
this imbalance through NATO support.
However, the surveys discussed in this
paper do not support the conclusion that

perceptions of Russia, defining it for the
foreseeable future as a competitor and potential
adversary rather than a partner.

However, this study is not without some
limitations that should be addressed through
further research. First, it is not based on an
ideal sample size to extrapolate to the
broader national population. The investigative
study questionnaire was not administered
as and done an online, which has resulted
in a lower response rate especially in Japan
survey.

As 1 mentioned earlier, the university
students would, perhaps inevitably, have
firsthand connection or experience with political
matters in the future and can influence the
political views of Japanese citizens, so the
results also possess a certain prognostic
value. Therefore, further research should
be carried out to fully wunderstand the
image formation and image change processes
for those countries that suffer from a negative
image and who are exposed to political conflicts
and other incidents. The degree to which
various levels of negative perceptions influence
the country image is a fruitful area for future
investigations, and authoritatively attempt to
identify the factors that determine soft power
and prescribe a means to actively assume

perceptions of the Ukraine crisis have command ofit.
irrevocably altered the world’s security
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