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Party competition and the 
politicization of immigration in 
Japanese elections
A hybrid u:japan lecture by Go Murakami

Immigration (gaikokujin-ukeire) was a de-politicized 
issue in Japanese elections for a long time. This 
changed after the 2024 general election, when San-
seito, an anti-immigrant right-wing party, mobilized 
voters through nativist appeals and subsequently 
expanded its electoral support in the 2025 and 2026 
elections. This development raises two related 
questions: To what extent did Sanseito itself drive 
the politicization of immigration, and how did the 
established parties’ response contribute to this 
process? More broadly, how has interparty compe-
tition over the politicization of immigration evolved 
in Japan?
	 Existing studies of immigration politics in West-
ern Europe often identify anti-immigrant parties as 
issue entrepreneurs that can activate immigration 
as an electoral issue. Other studies suggest that 
established right-wing parties play a pivotal role 
in activating or amplifying politicization. The Jap-
anese case provides an opportunity to examine 
whether patterns identified in Western Europe also 
emerge in a markedly different political and social 
context, where immigration had long remained 

weakly politicized.
	 Japan’s immigrant population 
remains relatively small compared to many estab-
lished democracies, and the Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP), the country’s dominant center-right 
party, has long maintained that Japan has never 
formally adopted an immigration policy. At the 
same time, the LDP gradually expanded admission 
of foreign workers under the Abe government after 
2012 despite its conservative stance on immigra-
tion.
	 Using party manifestos and candidate surveys, 
I examine changes in the salience of and positions 
on immigration issues, focusing on the LDP. My 
preliminary analysis suggests two findings. First, 
Sanseito’s electoral success led the LDP to slightly 
increase references to immigration in its 2026 mani-
festo. Second, LDP candidates took more restrictive 
positions on the issue in the 2026 election. In other 
words, the LDP responded to Sanseito’s politiciza-
tion challenge through a limited accommodative 
strategy. The implications for Japanese politics and 
the politics of immigration will be discussed. 

Go Murakami is a Professor in the College of Law at Ritsumeikan University, Kyoto, Japan. 
He received a PhD in Political Science from the University of British Columbia, Canada. His 
research focuses on immigration politics, political psychology and voting behaviour, with 
particular interests in race, ethnicity and immigration. Using survey and electoral data, he 
examines public attitudes immigration and their implications for electoral behaviour and 
party competition. His recent publication includes “Japanese Voters’ Perceptions of ‘Hate 
Speech’” (Ritsumeikan Hogaku), “Japanese Public Opinion Polls on Immigrant Acceptance” 
(Ritsumeikan Hogaku), and “The Role of Humanitarianism in Shaping Public Attitudes to-
ward Refugees” (Political Psychology).
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