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Abstract: This article explores the impact of state politics on LGBTQ individuals through a compar-

ative study of LGBTQ groups in China and Japan. Despite both countries sharing similar cultural 

and demographic backgrounds, there is a great divergence in the political status of LGBTQ individ-

uals in these two countries. Previous studies have highlighted cultural reasons for this divergence, 

but political factors are seldom examined. This article aims to analyze the political logic of China 

and Japan to explain the great divergence and examine the political mechanisms of their respective 

political systems. It argues that in China, the suppression of LGBTQ individuals is a complementary 

action towards the Second-Child/Third-Child Policy, due to the potential exacerbation of demo-

graphic challenges. Ideologically, this suppression is a form of Chinese anti-Westernism. On the 

other hand, in Japan, promoting LGBTQ activism is beneficial since it aligns the country with the 

global trend. Domestically, the LGBTQ population is considered a crucial political tool for elections, 

as public sentiment is influenced by a teleological social progressiveness that sees the U.S. as a 

model. In general, this article elucidates that authoritarian regimes tend to eradicate potential polit-

ical threats by directly suppressing LGBTQ activism, which holds progressive or subversive ideo-

logies and spreads them through various movements to avoid political instability. In contrast, dem-

ocratic governments are more “short-sighted”, and tend to align with LGBTQ activism by following 

current influential ideologies to secure voting blocs. 
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1. Introduction 

LGBTQ individuals have faced widespread discrimination for thousands of years 

around the world. However, the rights of LGBTQ individuals are now being legalized 

and protected by governments in many countries. Nonetheless, in many culturally con-

servative areas, particularly in East Asia, LGBTQ rights are still not legally recognized. 

Although, in general, East Asian culture is relatively unfriendly towards LGBTQ individ-

uals, the political situations of LGBTQ individuals in different East Asian countries vary 

significantly. LGBTQ groups in China, a state under the control of the Chinese Com-

munist Party (CCP), have a much lower political status compared to those in Japan, a 

country with a different political system from China. Such a disparity under different po-

litical systems is being intensified by the recent politicization of the LGBTQ community 

in both countries.  

In China, LGBTQ individuals face constant political repression, which has become 

increasingly severe in recent times. In 2021, numerous WeChat LGBTQ accounts run by 

college students were shut down without any explanation. In the following year, the Chi-

nese government repeatedly shut down many LGBTQ public accounts online [1]. Thus, 

although the decriminalization of LGBTQ occurred after 1997 with the lifting of the crime 

of “hooliganism”, which could be seen as progress, the recent political suppression of 

LGBTQ activism has hindered the promotion and propagation of LGBTQ rights, poten-

tially considered a retrogression. Meanwhile, in Japan, various political parties, including 

the ruling party Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), prepared bills for debates in the Japanese 

Diet to protect LGBTQ rights in 2016. The bills passed in the Diet included provisions such 

as prohibiting discrimination against LGBTQ individuals in governmental agencies and 
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private entities, as well as spreading sufficient knowledge about LGBTQ to the general 

public [2]. During the most recent election in 2022, all political parties in Japan, without 

exception, highly politicized the LGBTQ community through official discourses during 

their election campaigns, proactively declaring their support for LGBTQ activism [3]. 

At large, countries in East Asia share a similar cultural background, which exhibits 

less tolerance towards LGBTQ activism. As a result, there are still a few conservative pol-

iticians who hold anti-LGBTQ attitudes, even in Japan [4]. The cultural context plays a 

significant role in the discrimination and repression faced by LGBTQ individuals in East 

Asia, as highlighted by numerous previous studies. In addition to the conservative tradi-

tional culture, there is a pragmatic and realistic concern regarding the connection between 

demographic challenges and LGBTQ activism.  

Regarding the traditional cultural antagonism towards LGBTQ individuals and the 

current demographic challenges, China and Japan share similarities. Therefore, it is intri-

guing to analyze the great divergence in the politicization of LGBTQ individuals between 

the two countries. Why do LGBTQ individuals in China and Japan have opposite political 

statuses? And what can be inferred from the motives behind states’ actions toward 

LGBTQ activism by establishing a framework to analyze the impacts of state politics on 

LGBTQ individuals? This article will explore the relationship between the political status 

of LGBTQ individuals and state politics through a comparative study of China and Japan. 

Despite their numerous contextual similarities, the two countries differ in terms of politi-

cal systems. This article will develop a model for analyzing the impact of politics on 

LGBTQ individuals.  

This article will be divided into three parts. The first part aims to provide a compre-

hensive analysis of the great divergence in the politicization of LGBTQ individuals in 

China and Japan. It will begin by discussing the existing theories and debates in previous 

studies concerning the social status of LGBTQ in these two countries. Subsequently, it will 

highlight the inadequacy of these explanations and propose a political science approach, 

by demonstrating the impacts of politics on shaping contemporary culture. To facilitate a 

comparative analysis, the second part will initially focus on the similarities between China 

and Japan, particularly the cultural background in East Asia. This part will then examine 

the demographic challenges currently faced by both China and Japan, illustrating the sim-

ilar severe socioeconomic challenges in these two countries. About the great divergence, 

this article will analyze the official categorization of the LGBTQ phenomenon by govern-

ments, the dissemination of LGBTQ-related information to the public, and the recent po-

litical actions taken in both China and Japan. The third part will explore the differences in 

the political logic between China and Japan by analyzing their differences in political con-

cerns regarding globalization and strategies for continuing political careers. Furthermore, 

this part will establish a connection between the political situations of LGBTQ individuals 

in China and Japan in respective to their political systems. It will conduct an integrated 

and comprehensive study to examine how LGBTQ activism is impacted by politics under 

different political systems. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. LGBTQ in Contemporary China 

In East Asia, LGBTQ is constantly being suppressed and discriminated against by the 

majority of society. LGBTQ is seen as inferior and against East Asian values in many coun-

tries. Particularly in China and Japan, LGBTQ is under repression from various angles.  

In China, the stigmatization of LGBTQ originates in Chinese values and social con-

texts. Hua et al. argue that LGBTQ individuals in China are culturally and socially sup-

pressed because of the traditional Chinese values shaped by Confucianism, which empha-

sizes “familial responsibility, filial piety, and loss of face.” Being LGBTQ is viewed as the 

termination of the continuity of a family in this generation and the failure to take respon-

sibility for their families and fulfill filial piety. Consequently, it causes stigmatization for 
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the family and isolation from family members and the larger community [5]. Apart from 

the cultural context, the higher risk of HIV infection among LGBTQ groups also contrib-

utes to their social inferiority. These factors also contribute to the formulation of “loss of 

face”, which is extremely crucial in both physical and psychological senses. As Yang & 

Kleinman discuss, it leads to a “social death.” The “face”, constituted by “both moral (lian) 

and social face (mianzi)”, is a type of symbolic capital. Losing face results in a loss of sym-

bolic capital, which is essential to gain access to social network resources [6].  

The stigmatization of LGBTQ in the Chinese social and cultural context is further 

reinforced by state policies. Wang et al. offer a politics-related explanation for the exacer-

bated social discrimination against LGBTQ in China, noting that the ramification of the 

One-Child Policy has intensified the value placed on the continuity of the family lineage. 

The lone single children of many generations since the implementation of the One-Child 

Policy particularly esteem the continuity, and the LGBTQ individuals among these gen-

erations are facing such intensified “social transgressions” caused by the state policy [7]. 

Moreover, although Chinese culture does not prevent men from having homosexual rela-

tionships privately, the prerequisites are that publicly they must be married, have heter-

osexual relationships, and bear at least one child. These latent cultural norms that focus 

on both the “face” and the family continuity are further enhanced by the One-Child Policy, 

creating dissatisfaction amongst LGBTQ individuals and obstacles to homosexual rela-

tions in modern China [8]. Regarding the consequences of state policy, Jeffreys argues that 

the LGBTQ community in China is currently in a “lousy” state. Overcoming this state will 

not be easy, as it requires the Chinese government to train its officials and other relevant 

personnel to support LGBTQ rights, which in turn requires a strong political will and a 

significant amount of funding. Moreover, China lacks influential LGBTQ movements and 

a “domestic consumer and philanthropic” culture that can promote “sexual diversity by 

providing private services and sources of funding” for LGBTQ movements [9]. 

Indeed, traditional Chinese values play a significant role in shaping an adversarial 

cultural context against LGBTQ in China, but some “progressive” scholars refute the cur-

rent cultural antagonism against LGBTQ and point out that Chinese culture is dynamic, 

globalized, and plural. Hildebrandt demonstrates that China lacks deeply rooted and in-

stitutionalized cultural injunctions against LGBTQ and criticizes the theory of Chinese 

Confucian roots. He uses Taiwan and Singapore, two states culturally similar to China, as 

comparators to defend his argument. Besides culture, he argues that the legalization 

would nonetheless benefit China politically since it could improve China’s human rights 

reputation [10]. In another article, Hildebrandt claims that LGBTQ in China has “trans-

cended its own cultural and historical roots to become universalized”, in which the mod-

ern LGBTQ culture is transnational and has a strong connection with the international 

community [11]. Wei & Yan provide a similar argument to Hildebrandt, demonstrating 

that globality and plurality of information flow, international LGBTQ impacts, and the 

increasingly diverse moral landscape and individualization significantly contribute to the 

growing presence of rainbow parents in China. They also point out that neo-familism of 

LGBTQ activism, the tongzhi model, is rising in China, which suggests that one’s familial 

continuity is considered less or not important at all. Moreover, the authors claim that such 

a model can, to a certain extent, ease the hostile position of the government towards 

LGBTQ [12].  

This cultural phenomenon is also linked to modernity and political ideologies. Wang 

et al. (2020) conducted a national survey on public sentiment toward the LGBTQ commu-

nity in China. They found that economic development and discrimination against LGBTQ 

individuals are negatively correlated. The figures of their study showed that every 100,000 

CNY increase in GDP per capita would lead to a 6.4% decrease in discrimination toward 

the LGBTQ community among heterosexual people [13]. Due to the rapid economic 

growth in China, it is predictable that Chinese culture would become more accepting of 

the LGBTQ community under this model. Zhang et al. argue that LGBTQ orientation is 
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highly related to economic development, openness to foreign cultures, and the infrastruc-

ture of cultural space. They arrived at this conclusion by conducting a big data analysis 

on Baidu, China's most commonly used search engine [14].  

In sum, the social status of LGBTQ in China is controversial due to its complexity. 

“Traditional” scholars who view the LGBTQ community as still inferior approach this 

problem mainly from a cultural perspective. They believe that contemporary Chinese cul-

ture is predominantly impacted by Confucianism, which emphasizes family continuity 

and filial piety as the most crucial part of morality. State policies are viewed as contribu-

tors or intensifiers of this cultural factor, fostered by the long-lasting One-Child Policy 

and Confucian values. Contemporary China lacks both cultural and political will to be-

come more inclusive of the LGBTQ community, from the government to the individuals. 

In contrast, “progressive” scholars, like the “traditional” ones, also approach this problem 

culturally. They think that although the social status of LGBTQ is currently inferior, Chi-

nese society is becoming more open to LGBTQ individuals as contemporary Chinese cul-

ture is impacted by Western ideologies and globalization, and is transforming into a more 

socially inclusive one. Politically, legalizing LGBTQ is pragmatically beneficial for the 

Chinese government in terms of human rights reputation. Moreover, these “progressive” 

scholars believe the progression of Chinese culture is related to modernity and strongly 

suggest that the Chinese government should promulgate more inclusive policies to pro-

tect LGBTQ rights. 

2.2. LGBTQ in Contemporary Japan 

Japan is culturally very similar to China, and LGBTQ individuals in Japan have faced 

discrimination for centuries. By conducting massive interviews on LBGTQ individuals in 

Japan, McLelland et al. argue that those individuals face legislative discrimination, social 

exclusion, violence, and harassment. These problems lead to marginalization and isola-

tion at work and in their families [15]. In Japanese culture, the traditional view and expec-

tation of sex bring significant pressure on LBGTQ individuals. They are often forced by 

their family members to hide their identities [16]. The Chinese value of “losing face” also 

plays a significant role in Japanese culture, where being “abnormal” is considered akin to 

losing face. Tamagawa notes that the option of “coming out” to parents in Japan is gender-

dependent, with LGBTQ individuals in Japan more likely to come out to their mothers 

rather than to their fathers, as their mothers’ reactions are less demonstrative. However, 

a large number of Tamagawa’s interviewees reported “considerably difficult experiences” 

when coming out to their mothers. The main reasons are similar to the discrimination 

against LGBTQ in China discussed above. Japanese mothers worry about public stigma-

tization of their children being abnormal, since in Japanese culture, mothers are “sociocul-

turally configured as the solo overseers” of leading and educating their children to be 

normal [17].  

Indeed, discrimination against LBGTQ is still prevalent in contemporary Japanese 

society, but their social status is gradually improving. As McLelland et al. point out, more 

LGBTQ individuals in Japan have started to express their sexual orientation, and Japanese 

society is gradually becoming more inclusive towards sex minorities [18]. Yamashita et al. 

argue that the fear of discrimination is destructive to LGBTQ individuals who were forced 

to reveal their identities due to the Great East-Japan Disaster. These LGBTQ individuals, 

as do their family members and friends, face discrimination and exclusion from society. 

However, in response to this discrimination, articles in “The Basic Law for Reconstruction 

from the Great East Japan Disaster” and “The Basic Plan on Disaster Prevention”, prom-

ulgated by the Japanese government, declare that diverse citizen opinions must be re-

flected, and encourage social minorities to “participate more in community development”, 

with a particular emphasis on gender equality [19].  

Yamamura (2022) also examines the social status of LGBTQ individuals in Japan from 

the perspective of the impact of disasters but offers a global-scale explanation for the rise 
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of LGBTQ activism. The pandemic caused local actions to be further enlarged and ac-

cessed by global communities, and every local movement could be “transnationalized” 

through intensified and growing global connectedness via digital modernization. The 

transnationalization of LGBTQ activism in Japan has thus caused the local LGBTQ move-

ments to cross its “spatial border” to achieve increasing international support from global 

communities, socially, politically, and economically. This globally supported and shaped 

contemporary culture in Japanese society is particularly influenced by the United States, 

in which the perception of Japanese people is led by American values [20]. By conducting 

a comparative study between Japan and the United States., Fujita points out that although 

LGBTQ movements in Japan are “far behind” the United States, there has been a surge in 

the visibility of LGBTQ individuals in recent years, due to the considerable progressive-

ness of Japanese society. Such progressive changes are mainly motivated by global pres-

sure, and the U.S. history of LGBTQ movements would constantly influence Japanese so-

ciety “in a positive way” [21].  

Regarding the global impact on Japan’s LGBTQ activism, Wallace also discusses the 

particular role of the United States in the imagination of typical Japanese people. He ar-

gues that the LGBTQ community is deeply hierarchical, with his interviewees thinking 

that Japan is “behind the imagined West.” All responses showed that the Japanese LGBTQ 

community sees the United States as the goal to reach [22]. However, the largely borrowed 

cultural elements from the West have created problems in the indigenization of LGBTQ 

concepts. Fotache argues that many terminologies used in Japan are borrowed from the 

English language and are very Anglocentric since currently the LGBTQ movements in 

Japan are predominantly influenced by the West, particularly the United States. These 

Anglocentric terminologies usually create linguistic barriers, some of which have been 

used in the Japanese language for a long time to convey negative meanings. Therefore, 

the Western-centric globalization of LGBTQ activism faces the challenge of restructuring 

people’s understandings in Japan [23].  

In summary, the social status of LGBTQ individuals in Japan is less controversial 

than in China. Most scholars agree that inclusiveness is expected to be further enhanced 

in Japan, given the significant influence of transnationalization on contemporary Japanese 

culture. While there are still cases of social exclusion among LGBTQ individuals in Japan, 

the traditional unfriendly view is gradually disintegrating due to social progressiveness, 

fostered by both domestic events, such as natural disasters, and the global atmosphere. 

As a result, the LGBTQ culture in Japan is becoming more vibrant, resonating with the 

global LGBTQ community. 

2.3. A Political Science Approach 

The debates over current LGBTQ movements mainly focus on the dynamic cultural 

contexts, including both traditional social rejection and progressive social inclusiveness. 

Scholars who hold progressive arguments predominantly focus on the shift in the cultural 

atmosphere. However, other factors related to this issue are rarely examined. In the case 

of China, political effects are mentioned but treated as a relatively minor and indirect con-

tributor to the formation of contemporary Chinese culture. The state birth-planning poli-

cies are treated as a minor complementary factor enhancing the traditional Chinese views. 

Those “progressive” scholars often overlook the key factors that enabled the Chinese peo-

ple to participate in globalization: state policies and political ideology. In other words, any 

changes in state policies can lead to a shift in political ideology, which in turn affects the 

global impacts. The effects of transnationalization are much more complex than simply a 

one-directional linear progression. They fail to consider the changing attitude of the Chi-

nese government toward the dynamic contemporary culture, which can greatly influence 

the impact of any global movements in China. Regarding Japan, the teleological social 

progressiveness originates from the changing political ideology after its defeat in World 

War II [24]. While political changes related to the social status of the LGBTQ community 
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are often considered the effect of changes in contemporary culture, it is nonetheless im-

portant to note that the relationship between such cultural changes and the social status 

of the LGBTQ community in Japan is complex and cannot be explained simply by a one-

directional cause-and-effect relationship.  

Contemporary cultures are dynamic, and their transformations are intricate. In shap-

ing a culture, politics plays a pivotal role. Duncombe argues that cultural resistance is 

essentially a form of political resistance. He demonstrates that cultural resistance can be 

viewed as “an escape from politics and a way to release discontent that might otherwise 

be expressed through political activity”, as the content and form of culture are closely 

related to politics. Therefore, in researching cultural practices, it is essential to scrutinize 

the political context [25]. The cultural changes in LGBTQ activism in China and Japan are 

a reflection of political effects. Hence, clarifying the political context is crucial for under-

standing the current situation of LGBTQ individuals in these countries.  

Traditional cultures are also highly political. Political authorities can shape and ex-

plain any “traditional” value to the masses. As noted in the book The Invention of Tradition, 

the authors argue that traditions are invented or constructed to achieve certain political 

or ideological purposes, particularly “to meet changing practical needs” [26]. Moreover, 

for the power utilized by modern governments in the Foucauldian sense, Pitsoe & Letseka 

argue that political authorities have the power to control discourse and formulate how 

people understand certain topics. Through control of knowledge access, political author-

ities use discourse to regulate, police, and manage people’s “language, thought and de-

sire”, which can be viewed as “a form of oppression” [27]. Thus, the shaping of contem-

porary culture by invented traditions is a prototypical practice of governments utilizing 

such powers for political purposes. In other words, political power can shape public sen-

timents and ideologies in a certain period through the construction, reconstruction, and 

re-explanation of the so-called “tradition” to fulfill political purposes. Hence, previous 

studies have underestimated political power and therefore failed to consider the dynamic 

or consistent political relationship between politics and the situation of LGBTQ individu-

als. The discussion of states’ proactive political engagements regarding LGBTQ activism 

is lacking, which is crucial for comprehensively accessing the current situation of LGBTQ 

in China and Japan. Therefore, a political science approach is needed to illustrate these 

cultural changes and explore the nature of the dynamic social status of LGBTQ individu-

als in these two countries. 

3. The Great Divergence 

3.1. The Shared Tradition and Demographic Challenges  

The emphasis on filial piety and familial continuity in Confucianism is a reason why 

LGBTQ groups face discrimination in traditional Chinese and Japanese cultures. However, 

this reason is arguably practical, meaning that such discrimination does not come from 

the genuine theory of Confucianism but from its interpretation and application in modern 

society [28]. Confucianism emphasizes five core values: Ren (benevolence), Yi (righteous-

ness), Li (propriety), Zhi (wisdom), and Xin (faith). These Confucian values establish 

moral standards for people and underline their obedience to social orders and moralities. 

In principle, Confucianism suggests a “structural emphasis” on gender roles, discipline, 

and obligations of males and females [29]. Thus, the Confucian gender ideology is essen-

tially and theoretically anti-LGBTQ, as LGBTQ activism is seen as opposing nature, im-

moral, and disobedient to the core values.  

Confucianism is a significant cultural obstacle to LGBTQ rights, in which LGBTQ 

civil rights and human rights in Confucian-influenced countries receive “limited recogni-

tion” [30]. Hence, within this cultural context shaped by the shared tradition, both in prac-

tical and theoretical terms, LGBTQ individuals in China and Japan face extreme difficul-
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ties expressing their “authentic selves” and social bullying [31,32]. Such cultural similari-

ties bring convergence in terms of traditional values toward LGBTQ individuals in China 

and Japan.  

Besides the traditional cultural obstacles, contemporary China and Japan are cur-

rently facing a real threat from demographic challenges caused by the low or even nega-

tive population growth rate. These challenges would lead to many socioeconomic prob-

lems, such as population aging and labor shortages. In this context, the promotion of 

LGBTQ activism may further exacerbate these issues, as it is unlikely to contribute to in-

creases in birth rates, especially in the case of China and Japan.  

In China, the population growth rate has dropped significantly in recent decades. 

Some scholars argue this is mainly due to the strict implementation of the One-Child Pol-

icy from the 1970s [33]. In contrast, other scholars demonstrate that this is primarily 

caused by the reluctance of people to have children due to the increasing socioeconomic 

pressure after the implementation of the Reform and Opening-up policy in 1978 [34]. Nev-

ertheless, these two perceptions are not inherently conflicting with each other, and both 

of them could contribute to the low population growth rate in China. Although the Chi-

nese government abandoned the One-Child Policy and adopted the Second-Child and 

Third-Child Policy recently, the population growth rate continues to remain very low. The 

situation went worse this year. For the first time, the Chinese government announced that 

the Chinese population has declined in 2022 [35]. These pieces of evidence suggest that 

economic growth is sufficient to lower the population growth rate. Fang et al. identified a 

range of socioeconomic problems that China is likely to face in the future due to demo-

graphic challenges such as the exponential growth of the elderly population, challenges 

to the current healthcare system, and an intensified burden on younger generations [36]. 

The Chinese government is clearly unwilling to face the current demographic situation. 

As many political scientists suggest, the One-Child Policy was “at the heart of its (CCP’s) 

political legitimacy” [37]. Therefore, it could be argued that the abolishment of the One-

Child Policy means that the Chinese government sees the need to reverse the current pop-

ulation growth rate as a top priority. 

In comparison with China, the demographic challenge in Japan is more pronounced. 

If measured by the standard provided by Hussain et al., the replacement rate of at least 

2.1 children per couple to keep the population growing [38], the long-lasting below-re-

placement fertility rate in Japan started in the 1970s. Japan’s demographic crisis has a 

longer period than China's. It originates in the 1960s, the period when the country was 

experiencing a remarkable economic miracle after World War II. The first sign of it was 

the disproportionate increasing rate between the labor force and the total population dur-

ing this period. According to Clark et al., during the 1960s, the labor force participation 

rate in Japan dropped by 4%, from 69% in 1960 to 65% in 1970. From the 1970s onwards, 

the fertility rate rapidly declined, falling to as low as 1.3 in the first decade of the 21st 

century [39]. As reported in the Statistical Handbook of Japan 2022, the Japanese popula-

tion has been declining since 2010, and is projected to fall below 100 million by 2060 [40]. 

Such demographic challenges in Japan are also mainly caused by the reluctance to have 

children but in a different way than in China. As argued by Mikanagi (1998), due to the 

astonishing economic achievements in Japan, individualism and feminism were prevalent 

among Japanese women as they significantly improved their economic status. Japanese 

women became much more independent due to fewer economic obstacles. Therefore, 

postponing marriage and refusing to have children became much more popular [41]. Sim-

ilar to China, boosting the birth rate is also urgent and formidable for Japan. In the past 

few decades, the Japanese government has implemented various measures, such as the 

Basic Law for a Gender-Equal Society, to address the declining birth rate [42]. 

While how economic growth influences people’s reluctance to have children varies 

in China and Japan, a more vibrant economy would nonetheless reduce people’s willing-

ness to have children. Furthermore, it is arguable that China has not yet reached the same 
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level of economic development as Japan, and it is likely that Chinese people’s perceptions 

will gradually converge with Japan’s due to continued economic growth and globaliza-

tion. Therefore, China and Japan share similarities in terms of demographic challenges, 

with Japan having faced and currently facing the socioeconomic problems that China may 

face shortly.  

As discussed above, traditional perceptions of LGBTQ groups and the current demo-

graphic challenges in China and Japan may lead to antagonism towards LGBTQ individ-

uals at various levels, from the government to the individual. Therefore, it is likely that 

similar politicization of LGBTQ groups will occur in these two countries. LGBTQ activism 

is likely to be further proactively restricted and discouraged by the governments, with an 

emphasis on preserving their shared traditional values. 

3.2. Divergence in Politicization  

Despite such convergences in the traditional cultural backgrounds and demographic 

challenges, the politicization of the LGBTQ community in China differs greatly from that 

of the LGBTQ community in Japan. This great divergence in politicization can result in 

China and Japan having entirely distinct social attitudes toward LGBTQ individuals.  

In China, LGBTQ activism is severely suppressed by the government. Firstly, any 

non-heterosexual orientation is classified as a “mental disorder” by the government [43]. 

In response, many hospitals and clinics in China treat LGBTQ groups as having psycho-

logical disorders and provide conversion therapy to “normalize” their sexual orientation 

[44]. Some LGBTQ individuals have even been forced to undergo conversion treatment 

[45]. Furthermore, this labeling not only appears in health-related government publica-

tions but also educational materials. Many college textbooks identify LGBTQ individuals 

as having an illness. Although society has resisted, all those who have advocated for 

LGBTQ rights have failed. For instance, Qiu Bai, a college junior, wrote letters to related 

personnel to remove such descriptions but was completely ignored. She then sued the 

Ministry of Education in court, but unsurprisingly lost the lawsuit [46]. Another common 

form of stigmatization of LGBTQ individuals in China is how they are labeled as having 

a much higher risk of HIV infection. The mainstream discourse shaped by the Chinese 

government emphasizes the tie between HIV and homosexuality, which implicitly mar-

ginalizes LGBTQ individuals by inciting public animosity [47]. Thus, such categorization 

of LGBTQ individuals is systematically backed up by multiple government branches, in-

cluding but not confined to health, education, and propaganda.  

Based on the political stigmatization, many LGBTQ activities are banned, and their 

speech is under strict surveillance by the Chinese government. Recently, the Chinese gov-

ernment abolished a series of LGBTQ public activities. For instance, the celebration of 

Shanghai LGBTQ Pride Day was permanently banned in 2020 [48]. The organizers of 

LGBTQ activities were “invited for tea” by the police, and said that they were facing “un-

precedented pressure” [49]. Apart from the repression of LGBTQ activism in real life, the 

Chinese government also silences LGBTQ voices online. The National Radio and Televi-

sion Administration has banned all visual media productions that have scenes of the 

LGBTQ phenomenon, by clarifying that the contents are “vulgar, immoral and unhealthy”, 

which may “exaggerate the dark side of society” [50]. In addition to the censorship, the 

Chinese government has also removed nearly all LGBTQ-related entries online and de-

leted those accounts belonging to LGBTQ individuals without prior notice, with the rea-

son of “violated laws and regulations” [51].  

Regarding the situation in Japan, the Japanese government has implemented a series 

of protections for sexual minorities. Firstly, since 1994, the Ministry of Health, Labor and 

Welfare has adopted the standard provided by the World Health Organization, which 

means that LGBTQ individuals are no longer classified as having a “mental disorder” by 

the Japanese government. This was followed by the Japanese Society of Psychiatry and 

Neurology in 1995, and since then, the entire Japanese academic community has recog-
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nized sexual minorities [52]. Regarding education, the Japanese government has pub-

lished guidelines for revising textbooks. According to Matsuo, the Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology has required all textbook publishers to include 

content on sexual diversity in textbooks from the primary school level to the high school 

level, and has urged all teachers to protect LGBTQ students from possible bullying [53]. 

In terms of legal developments, although same-sex marriage is not yet legal at the national 

level, there have been many positive developments recently. Many local governments 

have announced that same-sex partnerships will be recognized [54]. And, surprisingly, 

for the first time, the local Sapporo court has ruled that not recognizing same-sex marriage 

is unconstitutional [55]. Therefore, it could be argued that a well-established system sup-

porting LGBTQ rights in Japan is under construction by the government.  

Despite potential differences on other issues, the Japanese government also proac-

tively supports the nationwide LGBTQ movement, with politicians delivering speeches to 

promote LGBTQ rights. For instance, in 2014, Abe Akie, the wife of Prime Minister Abe 

Shinzo, attended the LGBTQ parade in Tokyo and expressed support for sexual minorities 

[56]. Any politicians who make anti-LGBTQ speeches, such as the right-wing politician, 

Sugita Mio’s criticism of using taxes to support “childless and unproductive” same-sex 

couples, would face significant criticisms, even from their own political party [57].  

It could be concluded that China and Japan have opposite ways of politicizing 

LGBTQ groups. In China, political suppression is legitimized by the defamatory categori-

zation of LGBTQ and further enhanced by the coordinated efforts across different govern-

ment branches, resulting in pessimistic views on Chinese LGBTQ activism. On the other 

hand, in Japan, the prevalence of coordinated political promotion from the Japanese gov-

ernment makes it foreseeable that LGBTQ activism will become more prevalent. This great 

divergence in politicization will likely lead to further divergence in constructing systems 

toward LGBTQ rights, with China having a well-organized system for suppression and 

Japan having a more robust one for protecting their rights. 

4. Political Logic Differences 

Given the convergence in traditional cultural backgrounds and current demographic 

challenges, it is intriguing to examine the political logic of China and Japan to explore the 

political cause for the great divergence in the politicization of LGBTQ individuals. Politi-

cal logic determines the essential focuses of the governments, and as such, is a pivotal 

political cause of this divergence. 

4.1. China’s Irreversibilities  

Dealing with severe demographic challenges and facing the growing impacts of 

transnationalization, the Chinese government faces two irreversibilities: the potential in-

tensified demographic challenge and ideological Westernization. These two irreversibili-

ties are the critical reasons for the political suppression of LGBTQ groups.  

Previous studies show that LGBTQ activism is one of the most influential trends, and 

following this trend, an increasing number of people in China may identify as LGBTQ 

rather than heterosexual. Although statistics on LGBTQ individuals in China are unavail-

able, it is possible to simulate the potential LGBTQ population based on U.S. data. Ac-

cording to a 2022 survey by Jones, 7.2% of Americans identified as LGBTQ, twice the per-

centage in 2012. Among Generation Z (born 1997-2004), 19.7% identify as LGBTQ, while 

for millennials (born 1981-1996), the rate is 11.2%, and for older generations, it is 3.3% or 

less [58]. Thus, the growing transnational impacts of globalization may lead to a similar 

proportional increase in the LGBTQ population in China.  

Although there is no evidence that one’s sexual orientation can be changed through 

psychotherapy, many LGBTQ individuals in China who previously did not recognize 

their true sexual orientation and continued with their “normal” lives may come to recog-

nize their true identities through resonance with the global community, particularly 

among young people at childbearing age. This potential trend of self-recognition could 
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further exacerbate the demographic challenges in China. For the Chinese government, this 

potential trend is viewed as unfavorable since its consequences, such as further exacerba-

tion of demographic structures and intensified socioeconomic pressures, are permanent 

and irreversible. Thus, the Chinese government’s suppression can be seen as a practice of 

Sugita’s “childless, unproductive” comments on LGBTQ individuals. The government is 

using political intervention to eliminate possible detrimental trends of intensifying the 

demographic challenges caused by globalization. Hence, such suppression could be ar-

gued as a complementary action toward the Second/Third Policy, which prevents any po-

tential threats to the government’s top priorities.  

Ideological irreversibility is another potential political threat arising from the trans-

national impacts of globalization. The CCP has always been vigilant about ideological 

changes, especially after the Tiananmen Incident in 1989. Therefore, propaganda and 

thought work has been considered the Party’s lifeline since then [59]. Ideological West-

ernization is particularly monitored as it can cause severe political instability. Deng Xiao-

ping summarized the lessons learned from the Tiananmen Incident, saying “the develop-

ments are good in this decade, but the biggest mistake is education. Political thought work 

was not emphasized, and the development of education is lacking” [60]. Then he further 

emphasized his “both-hands theory”, which emphasizes the need to “grasp both hands 

tightly”, with one hand holding onto Reform and Opening-up and the other hand holding 

onto political thought work [61]. With the development of the economy, Chinese people 

inevitably come to interact with the global community and be influenced by foreign ide-

ologies, particularly by the West. The Tiananmen Incident was an embodiment of such 

impacts that escalated to a subversive level. Empirical studies of the domino theory have 

shown that countries can be ideologically influenced by their neighboring countries by as 

little as 11% [62]. However, this percentage is likely to be significantly larger with the 

increasing global connectivity and transnational influences.  

No doubt, as discussed in the previous sections, the current LGBTQ activism in China 

is imported and has a strong connection with Western ideologies. Because of the govern-

ment’s fear of ideological Westernization, the Chinese government has labeled LGBTQ 

activists in China as having ties with “foreign forces”. Especially under the current regime, 

LGBTQ individuals are facing heightened political challenges due to the patriotic ideo-

logical campaign initiated by Xi Jinping, which particularly emphasizes opposition to 

Western cultural erosion [63]. Moreover, beyond LGBTQ rights, the spread of such West-

ern ideologies may lead to further concerns regarding other human rights issues in China, 

ultimately causing political instability. Therefore, the suppression of LGBTQ activism can 

be interpreted as a manifestation of anti-Westernism. Empirically, given the memory of 

the Tiananmen Incident, the CCP has realized that the consequences of ideological West-

ernization are irreversible, as they may develop into subversive protests that need to be 

suppressed with brutal forces. As a result, the CCP remains vigilant in preventing the 

infiltration of Western ideas.  

It could be argued that the Chinese government has realized the growing transna-

tional impact of globalization, and such suppression is the government’s reaction towards 

it. With the fear of the irreversible potential demographic and ideological threats, a top-

down anti-LGBTQ mechanism has been formed and backed up by the state’s top priority 

– increasing fertility rates and heightened anti-Westernism. 

4.2. Cadres’ Promotion  

The state’s top-down mechanism alone is insufficient to explain the suppression of 

LGBTQ individuals in China, as many political scientists argue that the CCP is not a mon-

olithic entity [64], and therefore, the inherent fragmentation inside the Party may cause 

reluctance to implement policies. Indeed, most of the suppression of LGBTQ activism in 

China was conducted by local governments. Hence, an analysis of these party cadres is 

needed to facilitate a comprehensive study of the suppression, which requires an exami-

nation of their in-party logic, specifically the promotion model. This bottom-up approach 
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is a crucial complement to the top-down mechanism and further reinforces the suppres-

sion.  

As Landry argues, promotion is “a key weapon for maintaining organizational dis-

cipline and for structuring principal-agent relationships” [65]. It is one of the most pivotal 

incentives for Party cadres and can explain their compliance with the top-down mecha-

nism in most cases. The in-party institutional monitoring and evaluation of promotion 

procedures lead cadres to focus on “virtue (de), ability (neng), attitude to work (qin) and 

achievements (ji)” as criteria for promotion [66]. However, in practice, the evaluation and 

interpretation of these abstract terms related to abilities and moralities mostly rely on the 

favor of the central government. Regarding the complex promotion mechanism, Cai offers 

a dual-track model to understand the promotion of Party cadres. According to this model, 

both Party cadres’ political achievements and their political factions are necessary for pro-

motions [67]. It could be argued that the political achievements express cadres’ neng and 

ji, and the faction of cadres can determine their de and qin. Applying this dual-track model 

to the suppression of LGBTQ activism can further clarify the in-Party logic of these cadres, 

through an examination of the political incentives that form a bottom-up anti-LGBTQ 

mechanism.  

Political achievements, as the first track of Cai’s model, are primarily evaluated by 

local economic achievements after the implementation of the Reform and Opening-up [68]. 

However, after Hu Jintao came to power, the evaluation of political achievements has 

been changed. Instead of Jiang Zemin’s “GDP is everything”, Hu pointed out “Scientific 

Outlook on Development”, which includes the terms “harmonious society (Hexie Shehui)” 

and “moderately prosperous society (Xiaokang Shehui).” The particularly emphasized 

term Hexie Shehui means that together with economic developments, social harmony is 

highly focused as well. From this point on, maintaining social harmony has become a cru-

cial part of evaluating cadres’ political achievements [69]. According to Law & Ho, the 

patriotic ideological foundation is a core component of a “socialist harmonious society”, 

and such social harmony is the basis of maintaining political stability for the Chinese gov-

ernment, which the Chinese government has been always using various means to con-

struct patriotism among Chinese people [70]. As a result, LGBTQ activism, which has 

great potential for ideological threats, could be argued as “inharmonious” in China, and 

therefore the suppression of such “inharmonious” elements can contribute to cadres’ po-

litical achievements. Furthermore, removing potential obstacles to population growth can 

also contribute to cadres’ political achievements, which aligns with the state’s top priority.  

The second track, political faction, is more controversial. Many Party cadres either 

deny the existence of factions or denigrate their political opponents as a faction since an 

honest cadre is never “supposed to band together” with others [71]. However, many po-

litical scientists outside the Party point out that factions do indeed exist within it. In his 

book, Cai specifically discusses the promotion of the cadres belonging to the Jiang Faction 

(Jiangpai) and the Youth League Faction (Tuanpai), and argues that the political careers 

of local cadres are closely related to the supreme leader’s faction [72]. Since Xi Jinping 

assumed power, many China watchers argue that factions are disappearing. Following 

the 20th National Congress, factional opponents were “evicted” from top leadership posi-

tions, and all members of Politburo are now Xi’s “most loyal allies”, leading to the eradi-

cation of the in-Party factional balance [73]. Thus, based on the observations of the reality 

in Chinese politics, it can be argued that although the factional balance is undergoing 

transformation, maintaining a good relationship with the top leaders by demonstrating 

loyalty to them remains crucial for local cadres’ promotion. Due to the prevailing anti-

Westernism and the enhanced emphasis on political loyalty from the promotion criteria, 

suppressing LGBTQ activism provides a good opportunity for the local cadres to express 

their political loyalty. Hence, the local cadres suppress LGBTQ activism to actively re-

spond to the state’s top-down anti-LGBTQ mechanism, therefore showing their ideologi-

cal closeness to the central government.  
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The suppression of LGBTQ activism contributes to the cadre’s political achievements 

and reinforces the presence of their political loyalty. By examining this in-Party logic, it 

becomes clear why there is a bottom-up willingness to suppress. Through alignment with 

the top-down political logic of suppression, a highly centralized state anti-LGBTQ mech-

anism has been constructed, with the proactive compliance of local cadres. Therefore, the 

Chinese government persistently suppresses LGBTQ individuals through this mechanism, 

driven by the deep ruling logic of eradicating potential political threats to maintain long-

term political stability. 

4.3. U.S. as the Model  

As previously discussed, a teleological form of progressivism that equates American-

ization with modernity has gradually become more prevalent among the Japanese people. 

This trend has also been reflected in the Japanese government. The Japanese government 

is keen to demonstrate the progress made in Japan and its ideological affinity with the 

United States to the international community.  

Regarding the case of LGBTQ rights in Japan, which is considered to be “far behind” 

the United States, the Japanese government is eager to promote itself as “LGBTQ friendly” 

on the global stage [74]. This is because the government recognizes the need to improve 

LGBTQ rights to ideologically align with the “ahead” United States. As Itakura (2021) ar-

gues, the Japanese government needs to promote LGBTQ rights to make Japan “at least 

appear to be a diversity-accommodating nation”, which can be beneficial for its presence 

in the international community [75]. No doubt, the mainstream global ideology is pre-

dominantly influenced by the United States, which tends to be more inclusive and plural-

istic. If the Japanese government proactively promotes LGBTQ rights, it would be recog-

nized as an effort to overturn the traditional cultural antagonism towards LGBTQ activ-

ism by the international community. Thus, the promotion of LGBTQ would ultimately 

become the Japanese government’s interest, by presenting Japan as an ideological pioneer 

in East Asia that quickly and proactively resonates with global trends, and an exemplar 

of integrating deep-rooted traditional culture with modern ideologies.   

As suggested by Wallace (2018), there is a prevalent teleological social progressive-

ness among Japanese people, which constantly pushes Japan to reach the U.S. standard. 

It could be argued that this social progressiveness is rooted in Fukuzawa Yukichi’s 

DatsuA-NyuO (leaving Asia, entering Europe) theory, which is still the foundation of con-

temporary Japanese ideology [76]. As discussed in the previous sections, such Pro-West-

ernism in Japanese society is the cause of the Japanese government making changes to 

improve LGBTQ rights. Thus, following this political logic, there is an intrinsic mecha-

nism within the Japanese government for the proactive promotion of LGBTQ activism, 

which could further encourage domestic LGBTQ movements. 

4.4. LGBTQ as a Tool 

Apart from the international stage, promoting LGBTQ activism is also crucial for pol-

iticians and political parties in Japan. Different from the cadre promotion system in China, 

Japanese politicians rely on public votes to obtain or maintain their positions. Hence, win-

ning the election by securing public votes is essential in the political logic of Japanese 

politicians. To achieve this, their political agendas need to aim at gaining support from a 

broader range of people. Thus, the promotion of LGBTQ activism by these politicians can 

help build LGBTQ-friendly images among Japanese people, which is beneficial for them 

in terms of gaining electoral support and conveying political agendas.  

The LGBTQ population in Japan is huge. According to Lee & Inuma (2023), a national 

survey conducted in 2020 shows that about 10% of Japan’s population identified them-

selves as LGBTQ [77]. This high percentage means that the potential LGBTQ voting bloc 

is much larger, as many relatives and friends of LGBTQ individuals are highly likely to 

take the same supportive political stance. While Tamagawa (2017) argues that many 

LGBTQ individuals in Japan are still in the closet so that their relatives or friends may not 

stand with them [78], there are still many supportive individuals in Japanese society who 
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would take the same political stance, primarily due to the social progressiveness as dis-

cussed above. Furthermore, the LGBTQ voting bloc holds great potential. A survey con-

ducted in 2015 showed a 7.6% rate of LGBTQ individuals in Japan identified as LGBTQ 

[79], which indicates a growth rate of 2.4% in just five years. As suggested by Yamamura 

(2022) and Fujita (2018), the increasing global pressure and transnational impacts of glob-

alization will continue to fuel domestic LGBTQ activism in Japan [80,81]. Thus, the in-

creasing rate may go higher in the future, which would result in a larger LGBTQ voting 

bloc. Therefore, securing such a big voting bloc with great potential is critical for building 

sustainable political careers for Japanese politicians. It could be argued that a cross-party 

fundamental political principle has been established in Japan, where all political parties 

should communicate their political agendas to the Japanese people based on a supportive 

stance towards LGBTQ activism.  

This pro-LGBTQ political stance would inevitably bring about criticism from con-

servatives in Japanese society. In response to such criticism, all political parties take an 

active and strong stance in criticizing it and expressing their support for pro-LGBTQ pol-

icies to the public. For example, in addition to Sugita's “unproductive” speech mentioned 

above, Ishihara Shintaro claimed that Japan has become too permissive towards homo-

sexuals, and Hirasawa Katsuei stated that LGBTQ activism would lead to “national col-

lapse.” The LDP soon officially responded to the public with criticism of these speeches 

and emphasized that the fundamental ideology of the LDP is to aim for a society that 

accepts diverse sexual orientations and gender identities [82,83]. Through strong criticism, 

particularly from the same party that these conservative politicians belong to, political 

parties in Japan can further secure their LGBTQ voting bloc by demonstrating their pro-

gressiveness and “righteousness”. 

Maximizing public support, securing voting blocs, and demonstrating a positive im-

age are crucial in the voting-based political logic. Therefore, it can be argued that political 

parties in Japan use LGBTQ individuals as a tool for winning elections. By utilizing this 

tool, parties can present themselves as caring for minorities to the public, which can fur-

ther attract votes from other social minority groups. Hence, based on this political logic, 

there is an inherent, pragmatic mechanism among all political entities in Japan, which 

leads to the proactive political promotion of LGBTQ activism. 

5. Conclusion 

Social scientists have primarily approached the dynamic social status of LGBTQ in-

dividuals in China and Japan from a cultural perspective, with politics viewed as comple-

mentary and a consequence of cultural changes. However, this article has argued that po-

litical power plays a crucial role in shaping contemporary culture. Therefore, a political 

science approach to explaining the situation of LGBTQ individuals in China and Japan is 

lacking. To facilitate a comprehensive understanding of LGBTQ groups in East Asia, a 

political science approach is crucial for assessment, in addition to cultural perspectives. 

This article has examined the situation of LGBTQ individuals in contemporary China and 

Japan and has revealed a great divergence in the politicization of LGBTQ activism in these 

two countries, with the Chinese government having a systematic suppression by coordi-

nated efforts from different government branches and the Japanese government having 

proactive promotions, despite their having very similar traditional cultural antagonism 

towards LGBTQ individuals and severe demographic challenges. Regarding the suppres-

sion in China, this article has suggested that a top-down anti-LGBTQ mechanism has been 

formed due to the fear of the potential exacerbation of demographic challenges and ideo-

logical Westernization, which is backed up by a bottom-up in-party logic that seeks pro-

motion through the demonstration of political loyalty to the central government. Regard-

ing the promotion in Japan, this article has argued that the Japanese government has an 

inherent political logic of promoting LGBTQ activism. Internationally, promoting LGBTQ 
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activism can improve Japan’s image, while domestically, a supportive stance towards 

LGBTQ individuals can secure votes for winning elections.  

 

Figure 1. Relations between politics and contemporary culture (drawn by the author) 

The disparity in the political logic between China and Japan that causes the great 

divergence, originates in the different political systems of these two countries. China, an 

authoritarian state under CCP’s rule, directly suppresses LGBTQ activism due to its po-

litical threats in both pragmatic and ideological senses. The same political logic applies to 

other authoritarian states as well. As Bruszt & Stark (1991) argues, the collapse of former 

communist authoritarian regimes has indicated that social movements can rapidly trans-

form into political entities that hold subversive political ideologies and finally lead to a 

series of rapid collapses [84]. Thus, authoritarian regimes tend to intervene politically to 

eradicate such social movements that may develop into subversive political entities to 

maintain long-term political stability. Hence, the relationship between politics and con-

temporary culture regarding LGBTQ tends to be one where the former shapes the latter, 

which means the upper arrow in Figure 1 is much more reflected than the lower arrow in 

authoritarian states. In comparison, Japan, as one of the countries that adopted the dem-

ocratic political system, embraces the global trends for both international and domestic 

uses. As represented by Japan, democratic governments are relatively more “short-

sighted”, in which they often prioritize short-term political goals, leading them to promote 

LGBTQ activism in order to gain public support for elections. Therefore, in democratic 

societies, the politics regarding LGBTQ activism are influenced by contemporary culture, 

and in turn, reinforce such culture for political purposes. This creates a cycle, as shown in 

Figure 1, with both the upper and lower arrows reflected.  

The model proposed in this article for analyzing LGBTQ activism in different politi-

cal systems has been developed through a comparative study of China and Japan. How-

ever, this model has its limitations, particularly when it comes to analyzing the actions of 

authoritarian regimes. As Brady (2010) argues, the CCP has come to recognize that it is no 

longer a revolutionary party but rather a party in power. As a result, the CCP views North 

Korea as an anti-model, due to its extreme coerciveness and unsustainability [85]. Deng 

Xiaoping’s “both hands” theory further demonstrates that the CCP needs to achieve eco-

nomic development and maintain its one-party rule simultaneously. In relation to the fun-

damental idea of Reform and Opening-up, Deng’s famous approach of “crossing the river 

by feeling for stones” implicitly implies that the CCP allows for a certain degree of West-

ernization as long as it remains non-subversive. As Brady   notes, the CCP is “studying 

some of the most undemocratic practices of modern Western societies” [86]. Thus, future 

investigations are needed to examine to what extent the CCP, as well as other authoritar-

ian regimes, would allow LGBTQ movements to continue, given that the transnational 

impacts of globalization are likely to persist and may even be enhanced in the future due 

to the need for economic development. Additionally, future research is needed to explore 

how LGBTQ movements can be controlled by authoritarian regimes as perpetually non-

subversive to them. 
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