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In October 2022, the Japan Foundation (JF) 
celebrates its 50th anniversary. We would like to 
express our sincere gratitude to all those who have 
supported our activities and to those who have worked 
together with us in the field of international exchange.

Fifty years ago, Japan was in the midst of rapid 
postwar economic growth and was speedily increasing 
its presence within the international community. This 
was a time when Japan became the world’s second 
largest economy, hosting major events such as the 
Tokyo 1964 Olympic Games, the World Expo 1970 
Osaka and the Sapporo 1972 Winter Olympic Games.

Against this backdrop, JF was established on 
October 2, 1972, with the purpose of “deepening 
the understanding of other countries toward Japan, 
promoting mutual international understanding, and 
contributing to culture and other fields around the world, 
thereby contributing to the development of a favorable 
international environment and the maintenance and 
development of Japan’s harmonious relations with 
other countries” (Incorporated Administrative Agency, 

Japan Foundation Law, Article 3). Since then, JF has been 
engaged in cultural exchanges with other countries in 
the fields of 1) arts and cultural exchange, 2) Japanese 
language education overseas, and 3) Japanese studies 
and international dialogue while responding to changes 
in the international situation surrounding Japan.

We have produced this booklet in the hope that it 
will offer you with an opportunity to look back on the 
significance of international cultural exchange and 
its potential future, while explaining JF’s 50 years of 
history and introducing the voices of those who have 
supported our activities in various ways. Unfortunately, 
it is not possible to cover all of our activities over the past 

half century, but key selections have been included. We 
hope you will take a look at as many stories as possible 
and experience the depth and breadth of exchange 
between Japan and the rest of the world over the years.

Over the past 50 years, as globalization has progressed, 
a better understanding of Japan has been promoted 
throughout the world. Today, for example, there are 
approximately 3.8 million people studying Japanese 
language overseas, an increase of approximately thirty 
times since the end of the 1970s. Compared to the 
past, when interest in Japanese culture was limited 
to specialists and enthusiasts, it is truly heartening to 
see so many people around the world interested in and 
enjoying various aspects of Japanese culture.

On the other hand, the path forward is not necessarily 
an optimistic one. Over the past two years, the 
coronavirus pandemic has drastically changed our daily 
lives and greatly restricted human interaction between 
Japan and the rest of the world. In addition, it seems 
almost every day the media reports the heartbreaking 
scenes of frequent natural disasters in various parts of 
the world as well as global events that have shaken the 
very foundations of the international order. 

However, it is precisely in turbulent times such as 
these that the true value of cultural exchange is being 
realized. In an increasingly multi-polar and uncertain 
international society, it is more important than ever 
for Japan to strengthen its ties with people around 
the world. While many countries are increasingly 
interested in soft power diplomacy, competition in this 
field is becoming more intense. Therefore, we feel that 
we must work harder than ever before to maintain the 
presence of Japanese culture on the global stage in the 
future.

JF will continue to play the role of catalyst for 
deepening mutual understanding and trust between 
the people of Japan and overseas, and we will redouble 
our efforts to build good relations between Japan and 
the world. I would like to ask you all for your continued 
support for our endeavors.

Finally, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to 
the many people who kindly agreed to be interviewed 
and provided a wealth of valuable information to 
produce this publication.
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19700s
  （1972-1979）

19800s  
（1980-1989）

Due to rapid postwar economic 
growth, Japan became an 
economic power. This increased 
its international role and there 
were voices both at home and 
abroad calling for a specialized 
institution that would introduce 
Japanese culture to the rest 
of the world, promote mutual 
international understanding 
and culturally contribute to the 
world. Against this backdrop, 
the Japan Foundation (JF) 
was established on October 
2, 1972 as a special legal 
entity under the auspices 
of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Inheriting offices in 
five overseas cities from its 
predecessor organization, 
the Society for International 
Cultural Relations, JF has built 
its foundation while responding 
to changes in the international 
situation surrounding Japan, 
and has started projects that 
continue in the fields of arts and 
cultural exchange, Japanese 
language education overseas, 
and Japanese studies and 
international dialogue.

As interest in Japan grew 
around the world along with 
the country’s economic growth, 
a major Japan festival was held 
in the United Kingdom in 1981-
82. JF organized the successful 
“Great Japan Exhibition: 
Art of the Edo Period, 1600-
1868” as a core project, 
attracting 520,000 visitors. 
Since then, JF has cooperated 
with art festivals and cultural 
institutions in various countries 
to strengthen the introduction 
of Japanese culture to other 
countries. Meanwhile, in 1982, 
six projects were conducted 
in Japan to commemorate 
the 10th anniversary of the 
establishment of JF, stepping 
up efforts to introduce other 
cultures to Japan. In 1980, 
following the conclusion of the 
Treaty of Peace and Friendship 
between Japan and China, the 
Japanese Language Training 
Center in China (now the Beijing 
Center for Japanese Studies) 
was established, and to this 
day continues to provide a high 
level of Japanese studies and 
Japanese language education. 
During this period, the number 
of Japanese language learners 
around the world grew steadily, 
and in 1984 the Japanese 
Language Proficiency Test was 
administered for the first time 
in 19 cities overseas. In 1989, the 
Japanese-Language Institute, 
Urawa was established as a 
training facility for overseas 
Japanese language teachers. 

1. In 1972, then Prime Minister TANAKA Kakuei 
addressed the inauguration ceremony of JF

2. In 1974, writer Mr. André Malraux (France)  
was invited

Looking back on the 50-year history of the Japan Foundation 
with symbolic photos of its activities by decade.

Years of JF
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1.   In 1981, “The Great Japan Exhibition: Art of  
the Edo Period, 1600-1868” (U.K.) attracted 
520,000 visitors

2.   In 1984, the “African Film Festival” was held
3.  In 1985, the Beijing Center for Japanese Studies  
was established

4.  In 1989, the Japan Foundation Japanese-
Language Institute, Urawa was established
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19900s
  （1990-1999）

2000000s  
 （2000-2009）
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Locust 2001 photo : Mikio Kurokawa

In 1990, the ASEAN Culture 
Center was established to 
introduce Asian cultures to 
Japan; in 1995, the Center was 
reorganized as the Asia Center 
to promote two-way exchanges 
with Asian countries. Then, in 
response to the end of the Cold 
War and the intensification 
of Japan-U.S. trade friction, 
the Japan Foundation Center 
for Global Partnership was 
established in 1991 with the 
view of strengthening the 
Japan-U.S. alliance. Since then, 
in addition to existing programs 
with the U.S., many experts 
have been nurtured who serve 
as bridges between the two 
countries through intellectual 
and grassroots exchanges, and 
there has been constant support 
for joint Japan-U.S. efforts to 
address the challenges facing 
the world. In 1997, the Japan 
Cultural Institute in Paris 
(Maison de la culture du Japon 
à Paris) opened as one of the 
largest overseas centers through 
French-Japanese, public-
private cooperation. That same 
year, the Japanese-Language 
Institute, Kansai was also 
established as a training facility 
for diplomats, public officials, 
researchers and various other 
Japanese language learners 
from each country.

As globalization advanced 
and the presence of Japanese 
culture in the world grew, there 
were calls for a full-fledged 
international art exhibition 
to be held in Japan. Based 
on many years of experience 
participating in the Venice 
Biennale, JF contributed to the 
successful launch of the first 
Yokohama Triennale in 2001, 
attracting 350,000 visitors 
from Japan and abroad. That 
same year, with the terrorist 
attack in the U.S. and the start 
of the Iraq War in 2003, the 
strengthening of exchanges with 
the Middle East region, and in 
the wake of Hurricane Katrina, 
which struck the southeastern 
U.S. in 2005, the new agenda 
of “peacebuilding, disaster 
recovery and culture” began to 
be addressed. In October 2003, 
JF transitioned from a special 
legal entity to an independent 
administrative agency. Then, 
in 2006, the Japan Foundation 
China Center was established 
to promote youth exchange 
between China and Japan. 
With the Economic Partnership 
Agreements with Indonesia 
and the Philippines coming 
into effect in 2008, Japanese 
language training programs for 
prospective nurses and care 
workers also began.

1. In 1993, KUSAMA Yayoi served as Japan’s 
representative artist at Japan Pavilion in the 45th 
Venice Biennale 

2. In 1995, the Abe Fellowship Symposium,  
“50 Years Since the War: An Overview of U.S.-Japan 
Relations and the Challenges for Policy Relevant 
Studies” was held

3. In 1997, the Maison de la culture du Japon à Paris 
was established

4. In 1997, “Lear,” an international theater collaboration 
by artists from six Asian countries, premiered

1. In 2001, the 1st Yokohama Triennale was held and 
attracted 350,000 visitors

2. In 2005, Istalif potters from Afghanistan were invited
3. In 2008, a Japanese language training program for 
prospective Indonesian care workers started
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2010100s  
（2010-2019）
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In the wake of the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, efforts 
to support reconstruction 
through cultural exchange 
were strengthened. In 2014, in 
order to build momentum for 
the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and 
Paralympic Games, the “WA 
Project - Toward Interactive 
Asia through Fusion and 
Harmony” commenced. A new 
Asia Center was established to 
expand and deepen two-way 
exchanges with Southeast Asia 
and other regions. Japonismes 
2018, the largest-ever overseas 
celebration of Japanese culture, 
was held in Paris and other 
French and Japanese cities 
in 2018, with JF acting as the 
secretariat and commemorating 
the 160th anniversary of 
diplomatic relations between 
France and Japan. This festival 
brought the broad appeal of 
Japanese culture to more than 
3.53 million visitors during the 
8-month period. That same 
year, the number of Japanese 
language learners worldwide 
reached 3.85 million. In 2010, 
JF released the “JF Standard for 
Japanese-Language Education” 
to accelerate the spread of 
Japanese language education 
to enhance the communication 
skills of learners, and in 2019, 
JF also launched the Japan 
Foundation Test for Basic 
Japanese (JFT-Basic) for those 
who wish to come to Japan 
under the Specified Skilled 
Worker program.

The spread of COVID-19 around 
the world from February 2020 
had a serious impact on cultural 
exchanges. JF has activated 
online projects and other 
initiatives, so as not to close 
its carefully built channels of 
exchange between people in 
Japan and around the world. At 
the same time, in April 2022, a 
reorganization was undertaken 
to develop the foundation’s 
activities more effectively and 
efficiently. JF’s network of 
overseas offices, which started 
with five cities around the world 
when it was established 50 
years ago, has since expanded 
to 25 cities in 24 countries 
thanks to the support of many 
people.

1. In 2013, the “Marugoto: Japanese Language and Culture,” Japanese language coursebooks 
were published in multiple languages

2. In 2014, the “ASIAN ELEVEN,” football exchange program with Southeast Asia, began
3. In 2015, the “Sanriku-Asian Network Project,” an exchange program for performing arts 
between the Tohoku region and Asia, began

4. In 2018, the “Japonismes 2018: Souls in Resonance” (France)  
attracted more than 3.53 million visitors

5. In 2019, the “Japan 2019” (U.S.) attracted  
more than 1.29 million visitors

1. In 2020, conversation series “Asia Lounge,” co-presented by the Japan Foundation 
Asia Center & Tokyo International Film Festival, was held

2. In 2021, the “STAGE BEYOND BORDERS - Selection of Japanese Performances” 
started, distributing stage performances online. A total of 92 films were viewed 
more than 9.5 million times
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JF Special 
Stories
Exclusive stories about 50 years of JF, 
focusing on our projects to weave ties with the world.

Others

Culture
［01］ Souls in Resonance, The Legacy of “Japonismes 2018”Souls in Resonance, The Legacy of “Japonismes 2018”
［02］ International Art Exhibitions in Venice and Yokohama Bring Together International Art Exhibitions in Venice and Yokohama Bring Together 
                  Art and its Aficionados from around the World Art and its Aficionados from around the World 

［03］ Drama, Animation, Documentaries . . .Drama, Animation, Documentaries . . .
                  Sharing the Spirit of Japan with the World through TVSharing the Spirit of Japan with the World through TV

［04］ “Shunkan,” “Antigone,” “The Cherry Orchard,”“Shunkan,” “Antigone,” “The Cherry Orchard,”
                  Expanding the Circle of Excitement beyond Language BarriersExpanding the Circle of Excitement beyond Language Barriers

Spiritual Recovery through Local Traditions and Culture: Spiritual Recovery through Local Traditions and Culture: 
Overcoming the DisasterOvercoming the Disaster

Dialogue
［01］ How Has America Viewed How Has America Viewed The Tale of GenjiThe Tale of Genji??
                  The Charm of Japan Elucidated by an American ScholarThe Charm of Japan Elucidated by an American Scholar

［02］ “Heart to Heart”—Connecting the Hearts of the Younger Generation “Heart to Heart”—Connecting the Hearts of the Younger Generation 
                  to Expand the Japan-China Friendship Networkto Expand the Japan-China Friendship Network

［03］ “Learning from One Another and Growing Stronger Together”“Learning from One Another and Growing Stronger Together”
                  Bonds with Asia Nurtured through SportsBonds with Asia Nurtured through Sports

［04］ Two Programs that Link Japan and the U.S., Two Programs that Link Japan and the U.S., 
                  Aiming to Develop the Next Generation of LeadersAiming to Develop the Next Generation of Leaders

Language
［01］ Japanese Language Education Blossoming in the Middle East from Cairo University;Japanese Language Education Blossoming in the Middle East from Cairo University;
         A 50-Year Journey Alongside the Japan Foundation         A 50-Year Journey Alongside the Japan Foundation

［02］ A Second Home for Overseas Japanese Language Teachers, A Second Home for Overseas Japanese Language Teachers,
         Training Programs Offered by the Japanese-Language Institute, Urawa         Training Programs Offered by the Japanese-Language Institute, Urawa

［03］ “NIHONGO Partners,” Bringing Living Language and Culture “NIHONGO Partners,” Bringing Living Language and Culture 
                  to Middle and High-School Students Studying Japanese in Asiato Middle and High-School Students Studying Japanese in Asia

More stories can be found on our 50th anniversary website.
We hope you enjoy the variety of articles (see page 35 for the overview).
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HATSUNE Miku’s performance in France, 
an official “Japonismes 2018” event, on 
the first day of its first European tour, 
“HATSUNE MIKU EXPO 2018 EUROPE,” 
for which tickets sold out immediately. 
Many fans came to the venue at La Seine 
Musicale, and in a post-performance 
survey, all respondents agreed that their 
familiarity with Japan had increased.

During the “Interschool Presentation Day,” the younger generation took on a 
leading role. High school students from Japan and France gave presentations 
at the Japan Cultural Institute in Paris under the theme, “Discovering Japan-
France Exchange through People, Their Lives, and Their Works: The Role of 
the Individual in History leading to Japonismes 2018.” Photo: ©MIHO

View of the “Shinto: Discovery of the Divine in Japanese Art” exhibition, 
one of the official projects under “Japan 2019.” Through six themes, 
including Shintoism and Buddhism, the exhibition unraveled the 
influence on Japanese art by reverence for the gods. Dr. Sinéad Vilbar, 
Curator of Japanese Art at the Cleveland Museum of Art, who curated 
this exhibition, conducted research at Tohoku University as a 2002 JF 
Fellow. Photo by David Brichford; courtesy of the Cleveland Museum of Art.

musicals. There were also large-scale 
special screenings introducing the 100-
year history of Japanese cinema, as well 
as special features regarding Japan 
on local television. Many visitors, 
from avid fans of Japan to those who 
knew little about the country, enjoyed 
this sampling of Japanese culture, 
ranging from Japanese food, Japanese 
sake and crafts to festivals based on 
various locations in Japan. Also, they 
could enjoy events related to judo, tea 
ceremonies, flower arrangement, Zen 
and literature. The former Minister 
of Culture in France, Jack Lang, said, 
“With ‘Japonismes 2018’ we have seen 
a Japan that is far from stereotypical.”

During the eight months of 
“Japonismes 2018,” more than 300 
events were held in more than 50 cities 
across Japan and France, attracting 
some 3.53 million visitors. This 
figure alone surpasses the 2.2 million 
population of Paris. It successfully 
conveyed the aesthetics and values 
of Japanese people through a wide 
variety of projects throughout its 
duration, but in order to ensure that 
this was not simply viewed as a one-off 
event, it has been essential to continue 
with so-called “follow-up events.”

One of the official projects was the 
“Interschool Presentation Day,” where 
high school students from Japan and 
France were able to interact. One year 
after the festival closed, in February 
2020, JF invited some French high 

school students who participated in 
this project to Japan and provided 
them with opportunities for homestays, 
Japanese cultural experiences, and 
one-day enrollment in a Japanese high 
school. Since then, the project has 
fostered online exchanges among high 
school students.

With the enthusiasm for “Japonismes 
2018” still fresh in people’s minds, in 
2019 the stage moved to the United 
States for a Japanese festival called 
“Japan 2019.” JF carried out eight 
official projects mainly in Washington, 
D.C. and New York. Among them, three 
large-scale art exhibitions were held 
by American curators who conducted 
research in Japan as JF fellows. 
These exhibitions, the culmination of 
many years of Japanese studies and 
Japan-U.S. exchanges, were highly 
acclaimed by the local media as 
well for their unique perspectives in 
introducing the fascinating world of 
Japanese art.

Cultural and artistic exchanges is one 
area that appeals directly to people’s 
hearts, creates a sense of empathy 
that transcends language, and fosters 
a broad range of fans of Japan by 
facilitating new discoveries and the joy 
of shared creation. Japanese festivals, 
demonstrating such essence, are the 
perfect opportunity to showcase not 
only the ageless charm of Japan, but 
also its new “face” – which is constantly 
being updated. JF will continue to 
bring about these high-quality projects 
around the world with the cooperation 
of many people so that visitors can 
experience the multifaceted aspects of 
Japanese culture.

The Importance of 
Connecting to the Future
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The Japan Foundation 50th Anniversary




