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the study revealed it is not only the interview environment and the fashion in which questions are
asked, but also the culture and political culture of a society that determine the types, use, and
frequency of cited sources and symbols during political interviews, as they affect political
behavior.

This study examined the forms and functions of the symbols used in the
public sphere in Japan within the broad framework of political behavior and communication. Data was
collected during 2019-2020 from 125 live interviews with politicians and nonpoliticians on programs
broadcast on Japanese television. The study identifies 2,458 questions that were posed during these
interviews to various groups of interviewees, including members of the national Diet, local level
politicians, and to subject matter experts. It also identifies the type of sources which
interviewees used during interviews, specifies the reasons for using these sources, and indicates
the relationship between these sources and the attributes of the interviewees, the manner in which
questions were asked, and the issues and symbols used in the interviews. Analysis of the data
reveals the effect of cultural aspects on the interviews, and the role played by the threat to “
face” on the interviewees' communication strategy.
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Along with research aimed to examine the extent to which public opinions is affected
and shaped by belief systems, psychological cognitive concepts, media influence, and
level of political attention and information, researchers have allocated during the
last few years a growing attention to the “ symbolic politics model,” according to
which people’ s responses to a political issue depend on the positive/negative feelings
towards certain symbols as well as on the emotional intensity they feel about the
respective symbol. Symbolic politics refers thus to an approach to politics that is
not based on rational actor explanations of political decision making and behavior;
rather, it concerns with the interpretation of the meaning of political events and the
emotions accompanying these meanings. As such this model focuses on four key scientific
questions: (1) What type of symbols used in a particular political environment; (2)
Who use these symbols, and how frequently; (3) Why do they use symbols; and (4) What
is the effect of the cultural milieu on the usage of symbols?

Under this background this study also aimed to identify the sources related
to the use of symbols that politicians utilize during regular work, especially during
political interviews, to examine the motives for quoting these sources, and to indicate
the relationship between these sources and symbols usage during interviews and the
attributes of the politicians, the interview broadcast programs, the manner questions
were asked, and the issues at the center of the interviews. Focusing on the case of
Japan the study intends to examine related questions and compare them with data in
other democratic societies.

The aim of this study is to systematically examine the nature and functions of political
symbols in Japan especially during live political interviews on Japanese television.
It aims (1) to identify the symbols used by members of the political elite (members of
the administration, politicians, government officials, interest groups and public
opinion leaders, and the media). It designs (2) to examine the usage of these symbols
by members of the different groups (for comparison reasons also nonpoliticians are
included in the sample), and to observe similarities and differences in the way and
the intensity they employ symbols.

Furthermore, the study (3) assesses the sources members of the different groups
utilize and rely on when presenting their political arguments, thoughts, and ideas on
a variety of social, economic, and international issues. Last, (4), the study will
detail the nature and function symbols play in Japanese political culture (including
public discourse) and the sources used for that matter, in a broad comparative, cross-
cultural, cross-national context. By exploring these questions this study aims to
contribute more to the general knowledge also on the role played by different sources
in political communication.

This study is based on 125 live interviews broadcast with politicians and nonpoliticians
(e.g., subject matter experts and retired politicians) over a period of 12 months
(April 23, 2019 to April 22, 2020).
Subjects were selected to maintain an equilibrium between the televised programs and
the interviewees.

Four televised programs are at the center of this study: Puraimu Nyusu (Prime
News) (included 45 interviews, 36% of the sample), Hodo 1930 (Broadcast 1930) (36,
28.8%), Gekiron Kurosufaya (Gekiron Crossfire) (22, 17.6%), and Nichiyo Toron (Sunday
Debate) (22, 17.6%). OFf the 125 subjects, 93 interviews (74.4%) were with national
politicians from all the political parties represented in the National Diet. The sample
also included nine (7.2%) interviews with local politicians (e.g., governors of Tokyo
and Osaka and mayors of various cities), and 23 (18.4%) with nonpoliticians. The
interviews took place either in small groups or in one-on-one sessions. As a whole,



the sample consisted of interviewees ranging in age from 35 to 81 years (average age:
60.4 years) and included 16 (12.8%) female politicians and experts.

The 125 interviews yielded a total of 2,458 questions and answers. Among the 2,458
questions, politicians were asked 1,923 questions (78.2%)—of these, Diet members, 1,720
and local politicians, 203.

Nonpoliticians were asked the vremaining 535 questions (21.8%). The

distribution of questions across the television programs was: Puraimu Nyusu, 1,084
questions (44.1%); Hodo 1930, 616 (25.1); Gekiron Kurosufaya, 523 (21.3); and Nichiyo
Toron, 233 (9.5%). The number of questions per interview ranged from 5 to 69, with an
average of 19.66 questions. Interviews from the four programs were recorded using a
DVD recorder, and a verbatim transcript was made for each selected interview. Criteria
for identifying questions and responses were determined. Two coding sheets were devised
for analyzing the structure and verbal content of the interviews: the first for
interviewers’ questions and the second for interviewees responses. Furthermore, a
third coding sheet was designed to address the question of sources. It categorized
each and every interviewee' s response as either having no references to other
viewpoints, as presenting the opinion and views of the interviewee (“ internal-
source” ), or as quoting or referencing points of view of outer sources (* external-
source” , divided into two sub-categories:
“ external-source,” 1.e., the response consists solely on other sources’ utterances,
thoughts, or feelings; and a mixture of “ internal- and external-source” ' i.e., the
substance of the response consists of the interviewee’ s ideas and thoughts and, in
addition, the viewpoints of another source.

Each question identified in this study was coded and examined in light of the
various categories explained above. The coding was conducted initially by well-trained
graduate and undergraduate students.

The training process involved coding a sample of 500 questions from the
interviews while working closely with the author and another collaborator. Any problems
that arose during coding were resolved immediately.

This study went beyond earlier studies with its scope, including the multiple number
of examined televised programs, large sample of interviewees that also included local
level politicians and nonpoliticians, and its detailed analysis. It first identified
2,458 questions asked during four televised political programs. To the majority of 58%
of these questions interviewees replied by indicating their own opinions or thoughts.
Only about 42% of the replies included references to external source, disclosing the
viewpoints and ideas of other individuals or groups. In the latter case, the most
common pattern was a combination of both the speaker viewpoints along with that of
others. From the rhetorical perspective, quoting others’ viewpoints and simultaneously
revealing one’ s thought and ideas, has a conversational function: to create a linkage
between the worldviews of others and that of the speaker. This also aims to persuade
the audience to accept the speakers’ stances as these are already acknowledged by
others.

Fourteen clusters of sources identified in this study. They reveal that
interviewees in Japan tend most often to refer to statements and ideas expressed by
high echelon political leaders in the international community, including the presidents
of the U.S., South Korea, and China; other notable decision-makers and subject matter
experts invited to participate in the interview sessions; and government officials
including the prime minister and members of his Cabinet. On the whole, the selection
and citation of a particular source most often might affect not only the way the
audience frames its understanding of the policy, but also a heuristic and effective
way to assess the speaker’ s position on a given issue within an already recognized
framework of ideas supported by esteemed others.

The analysis reveals that behind the rationale of citing others is the
predominant tendency to support the speakers’ own ideas or to justify their stances
(in 90% of the cases); this, as suggested above, to create linkage between the
worldviews of others and that of the speaker. Only in a few cases (less than 9%) were
quotes used to specify differences of attitudes between the speaker and others in order
to rebut and challenge views or criticize standpoints. Rather than accentuating the
disparity between differences people, criticizing, and disapproving other stances, or



trying to prove that their positions are the correct ones, politicians tried to avoid
direct confrontation that might lead to someone’ s “ loss of face” and embarrassment.

“ Face management,” in this sense, manifests the most important
characteristic of political
interviews in Japan. Here, politicians refrain, as much as they can, from open
confrontation and public criticism of others for what they say or think, preferring
instead to maintain a calm atmosphere during interviews, to maintain a gentle
communication style and friendly exchange of opinion.

As in my previous studies, threat to face appears as an important predictor
of replies during political interviews. The analysis suggests that when there is no
threat to face, interviewees feel they can talk freely, often quoting others’
statements and utterances. In contrast, when faced with tough questions, they are less
likely to do so. Ruling and opposition Diet members, for example, refer most often to
other participants in the interview sessions as sources, but the frequency of quoting
these sources gradually decreased as the threat to face increased. Threat to face seems
thus as a factor that reduces citing others.

Importantly, the study contends that is not only the interview environment and
the fashion in which questions are asked, but also the culture and political culture
of a given society that can determine the types, use, and frequency of presented
symbols and cited sources during political interviews. As this study covers only Japan,
I share the view that related studies from other societies and cultures would enhance
our understanding also the communication processes that affect political behavior in
general.
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