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Abstract 

The contemporary whaling debate is one of the most complex and intractable issues 

of international environmental politics. The debate is multi-dimensional, with a large 

diversity of anthropological and ecological facets, and involves a myriad of 

international governments, environmental actors, and environmental non-

governmental organisations. In recent years, the schism between anti- and pro-

whaling actors has expanded, resulting in a great deal of political unrest, 

international distrust, and controversy over social rights. 

Japan is currently the world’s third largest economy, with a large presence and 

responsibility in international development and environmental matters. It is also the 

most prominent whaling country in the world. This research examined the attitudes 

of young Japanese people on issues related to whaling (an area of research that is 

conspicuously lacking), in a bid to generate greater knowledge and understanding of 

the suite of issues crucial to the resolution of the whaling controversy. 

The study set out to answer two research questions: 1) What are the predictive 

factors that formulate the attitudes of young Japanese people on whaling issues?, and 

2) Of these predictive factors, which make the most significant contribution to the 

whaling attitudinal model of Japan’s youth? Using an online and paper-based 

questionnaire, 529 useable surveys were completed by Japanese students (between 

15-26 years old) from May to December 2007. Factorial analysis, correlation and 

regression models and content analysis were used to identify relational predictors 

underlying the attitudes of young Japanese people on whaling issues. An approval of 

whaling exists amongst participating students, with two constructs standing out as 

contributing most to this affirmation: an approval of the consumption of 
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whale meat by Japanese children; and an acceptance of the pro-whaling rhetoric 

commonly deployed by the Japanese Government and associated media.  

To determine the cultural significance of whaling in Japan and how and why it came 

to be the world’s most prominent pro-whaling nation, an historical overview of 

whaling in Japan is provided as well as an examination of the nation’s religious 

belief structures; Shinto, Buddhism, Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism, with 

reference to nature and Japanese exploitation of it. 

With this in mind, discursive analysis on the current pro-whaling policies of the 

Japanese Government and its behaviours, both within and outside of the International 

Whaling Commission, is provided. It is argued that under the current method of anti-

whaling campaigning, the anti-whaling movement will not diffuse in Japan, that 

young Japanese, despite having a low rate of whale meat consumption, consider the 

activity as valid and symbolic of the uniqueness of their culture and that the extreme 

actions of anti-whaling protests groups lack resonance with this cohort. A three-

pronged approach, detailing ways in which anti-whaling actors may more effectively 

obtain their objectives, is provided. 

Given the relatively fast pace at which the whaling debate is evolving, the 

information obtained has predictive value for how the wider Japanese population 

might come to regard whaling in the near future, particularly amongst Japan’s future 

leaders. 
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