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Theory and History in “Japanese Culture”:
The Transition of Japanese Studies

NARITA Ryiichi
This paper looks at a number of aspects of the history of, and shifts in, research on Japanese

culture in the postwar period. The characteristics of studies from the 1980s onward began with the
parallel presence of two types, an “A” or “cultural” type emphasizing culture and a “B” or
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“historical” type with a greater emphasis on history. A was presented as treating “discourse on
Japanese culture” and B “Japanese cultural history.”

In contrast to A (Japanese culture) in which discussion was often organized thematically, B
(Japanese cultural history) studies tended to be structured chronologically. Up until 1980 as
treated in this paper, both types were based on a simple realist theory. Until around 1980, both A
and B assumed the existence of “Japan” and “Japanese culture” in their approaches to “culture” and
“history.”

The difference between A and B was that while the former dealt with Japan and Japanese
culture in the affirmative, the latter assumed a critical stance. To put it another way, when
discussing Japan and Japanese culture both identified themselves with Japan and Japanese culture,
and as a result, A and B were sometimes very closely aligned.

From the 1980s onward, however, the approaches of the two types of studies vis-3-vis culture
and history grew gradually apart. The impact of the so-called “linguistic turn” was felt in research
on Japanese culture, and as simple realist theory ceased to be workable. A considered Japan and
Japanese culture self-evident while B began to problematize the apparatus that had made Japan
and Japanese culture seem so self-evident. B set out to explore the periodization of the structural
concepts of Japan and Japanese culture, and how “what constitutes Japan” and “what constitutes
Japanese culture” had come into being.

This paper examines these shifts in research on Japanese culture along the axis of cultural
theory and cultural history, on the one hand, and positivism and structural theory on the other.
Their approaches are referred here to as “glorifying Japanese culture” and as “taking a critical
stance,” respectively.

Keywords : studies of Japanese culture, history of Japanese culture, identity, folk scholarship, Aoki
Tamotsu, Ienaga Saburd, study of popular history, particularism of Japanese culture
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Discourse on Japanese Culture and the Study of Mythology and
Religious History: The Work of Umehara Takeshi

HOTATE Michihisa

The critical study of Japanese studies discourse must be based on a thorough revamping of research
into mythology. In that regard, it is valuable to revisit Umehara Takeshi’s study of Japanese
mythology attained in his 1970 essay “Kamigami no ruzan” (Exile of the Gods), which was carried
out after his stinging critique of such advocates of Japanese cultural particularism as Suzuki
Daisetsu and Watsuji Tetsuré in the 1966 essay “Nihon bunkaron e no hihanteki kéosatsu” (A
Critical Study of the Discourse on Japanese Culture).

This essay confirms the importance, aside from some problems with details and verification,
of Umehara’s assumption in “Kamigami no ruzan” that the Shinto cult developed by the Nara
court was intended to suppress and drive away the deities of the powerful families (gozoku), with
the threatening power of “ablution and purification”, that its centerpiece was the resurrection of
the Okuninushi myth, and that Fujiwara Fuhito was behind these moves. Umehara’s emphasis on
the major historical change that took place between the Shinto cult of the eighth century and what
it was before that time is apropriate. It is an extension of his sharp criticism, in the 1966 essay, of
Suzuki’s discourse on Japanese culture as illogical and lacking in concrete analysis of historical
change. That charge is also echoed in Umehara’s critique of Suzuki as placing Zen and Shin
Buddhism unconditionally at the center of Japanese religion.

It is regretful that, while there were aspects of Umehara’s assertions that were shared with
the top scholarship in the field of history, the necessary debate was not pursued. However, in the
latter part of this essay, I argue that Umehara’s work, as well as that of Ishimoda Shé in the field of
history, remained under the spell of the logic that assumed the jingi cult and “Shinto” to be
indigenous belief (koyi shinko). 1 believe that this shows the need to examine the historical
relationship between “Shinto” and Daoism, through a reassessment of, for example, our
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understanding of the ancient myths and, more recently, Daoist influences on Shinran’s thought. I
hope that Umehara’s work will resonate with the broad introspection in the field of history.

Keywords : Suzuki Daisetsu, Ishimoda Shé, Tosaka Jun, indigenous beliefs (koyi shinks), Buddhism,
Kojiki, jingi, Laozi (Lao-tze), Shinran
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Thoughts on Japanese Studies as a Discipline in the Humanities
SHOGIMEN Takashi

A “crisis of the humanities” is rocking universities and academics in Japan as well as Western
countries, and with the upsurge of neo-liberal ideas, the argument that the humanities, which do
not directly contribute to the economy, are “useless” is gaining wide currency. As a result,
humanities faculties and departments in universities are taking fire from governments and the
media in many countries. Since “Japanese studies” are in many cases humanities fields, we cannot
afford to remain bystanders in this crisis. Indeed, in Japan and elsewhere, scholars are now much
more actively discussing the significance of the humanities. Most of the publicly expressed views,
however, are limited to critiques of the neo-liberal trend and self-affirming arguments about the
value of the humanities; there is a general absence of self-reappraisal of humanities research.

This essay considers the future of Japanese studies based on a recognition of current
realities. The essay secks to point out one of the “potholes” that specialized humanities research can
fall into, thereby exploring how Japanese studies should navigate the adversities of these times. The
pothole in question is what we could call the “privatization” of scholarship: that is, the situation
where highly specialized research is reduced to purely personal interest to the extent that
researchers no longer recognize any relevance of their research for the society and culture in which
they live. What lies beneath this situation is probably the overwhelming influence of historicism
since the nineteenth century. With historicism as axiomatic in modern historical scholarship as if it
were the air we breathe, all phenomena are perceived as particularistic and unique, and all values
are relativized. What significance can then be asserted for historical research that has become so
intensely specialized? The answer to this question is not self-evident. This essay attempts to offer a
brief answer to this conundrum.

Keywords : “privatization” of scholarship, historicism, contemporary relevance of specialized research,
human freedom, particularity [uniqueness] of historical phenomena
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“International Japanese Studies” Today and the Tasks Ahead:

Managing Nichibunken as an Institution
INAGA Shigemi

This essay focuses on the situation of Nichibunken as an inter-university research institute with
regard to the nature of “international Japanese studies” from 2016, the first year of the Third
Medium-Term plan since the reorganization of national universities and research centers into
independent administrative institutions. Specifically, the discussion is organized about
Nichibunken’s orientation to international, interdisciplinary, and comprehensive research as set
forth in its “Statement of Purpose.” Prior to this discussion, a preliminary examination is made of
the meaning of “specialization.” This paper also touches on ideas for the Third Medium-Term
Plan.

Keywords : independent administrative institutions, international Japanese studies, Third Medium-Term
Plan, internationality, interdiscipline, comprehensivity
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Repositioning Japanese Studies in Global Perspective:
The Redefinition of “Japan” and “Asia”

OCHIAI Emiko

The biggest issue Japanese studies faces today, a time when the presence of Asia is rapidly and
vastly expanding in global contexts, is how it should redefine Japan and especially how it should
reframe its discourse on the relationship between Japan and Asia.

According to Korean historian Lim Jie-Hyun, the conventional division of history in Japan
into “Western [Sezyd] history,” “Eastern [7dyd] history,” and “Japanese history” was created in order
to make its neighbors in Asia its own “Orient.” In that case, Japan is defined as close to “the West.”
At the same time, according to the contemporaneous “pan-Asianist” idea, “Japan” was the leader of
the “East.” Japan’s unique way of situating itself as suspended between East and West—as
representing the “West” in East contexts and the “East” in Western contexts—continued from the
prewar period into the post-World War II period.

Today, however, with the global changes that have resulted from economic growth in Asia,
perceptions of the world are in the process of being rewritten. The directions such perceptions will
take are somewhat fluid, but we can see some of them already. The notion of an “Asian civilization”
with Japan in the lead as envisioned before World War II is out of the question. Now it appears
that China will take the central seat in Asia, but when it does, it will not be going to present itself
as the “West within the East,” but is likely to take the stand of an “anti-Western Occidentalism” as
a set with “self-Orientalism.” Japan may be reluctant to join the company of an “Asian civilization”
presided over by China and, with its erstwhile position of representing “the West in the East” no
longer tenable, struggle to find its place.

Inasmuch as both “Japan” and “Asia” have to be redefined at the same time, it is necessary
to forge bonds between Japanese studies and Asian studies. That was the awareness that informed
projects held at Kyoto University that showed the existence of two quite contrasting “Asias” and
between them Japan.

Japanese studies cannot be pursued by limiting one’s perspective to Japan alone. We must
rebuild Japanese studies as a field of study incorporating an open and pluralistic Asia.

Keywords : datsu-O, nyi-A (leaving the West, rejoining the East), semi-compressed modernity, self-
Orientalism, Lim Jie-Hyun, the East, the West, Asian studies, historical demography,
traditionalization of modernity, pluralistic Asia
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Research on Japan’s Popular Culture
TANIKAWA Takeshi

In the 1990s, Japan’s popular culture won an extremely high degree of attention in East Asia and
Southeast Asia, and it was around 2000, when the first “Japan Expo” was held in Paris, that
interest around the world began to swell. In the second half of the 1990s Japanese popular culture
had become the focus of scholarly research and publications of substantial research increased in
number from the beginning of the 2000s. Opinions differ about what genres fall into the category
of “popular culture,” and there is no strict definition that is widely shared, but frameworks for

Japanese popular culture research such as team research projects bringing together scholars from a
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variety of fields for a certain period or one-off workshops or symposiums have been active since the
start of the 2000s. Regarding the results of individual research, there is a disparity between topics.
Ten years after the completion of the team research project organized at Nichibunken from 2003
to 2006, “Material and Information Culture in Television Commercials (organizer: Yamada Shoji),
a symposium on the subject was held in 2016 as a follow-up event. In 2014, of sixteen team
research projects undertaken at Nichibunken that year, as many as five related to popular culture,
signaling the heightening of interest in research in the field as well as Nichibunken’s pivotal role in
the field.

What is needed for research on Japan’s popular culture include the following: (1) attention
to the entire process of a work being produced, distributed, and received, and focus on the people
involved in various capacities, and the accumulation of such studies; (2) approaches from various
perspectives, such as the industry theory-related approach, issues of freedom of expression and
regulation, connections to the strategies of the state; and (3) promotion of databases of primary

resources that can be accessed by researchers for each individual popular culture genre.

Keywords : popular culture, Cool Japan, television commercials, manga/anime, film research
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Taiwan’s Japanese Studies Open to the World
SHYU Shing Ching

Japanese studies in Taiwan is part of the field of what we call Area Studies. In Taiwan, Japanese
studies is an important part of research on East Asian society, but does not describe a field that is
complete in itself. Based on awareness of the mutual complementarity of scholarship in these
fields, it is linked to other research focused on the East Asian region. Pursuing Japanese studies
from a uniquely Taiwanese perspective, we seek an approach that is open to the whole world. This
approach has made it possible for Taiwan to assume a unique role and position in Japanese studies
in the world, Japan included.

Recently at National Taiwan University’s Center for Japanese Studies, under the banner of
“international Japanese studies” (kokusai Nihongaku) drawing on the achievements of Japanese
studies in the world, we have been promoting a function as a “convergence point of knowledge”
taking advantage of Taiwan’s unique context in the world and its development of international
Japanese studies. We also encourage links between related research institutions in Japan and Taiwan
and with other research institutes in East Asia with the aim of encouraging the global development
of Japanese studies into the field of international Japanese studies.

This paper examines the status and issues of Japanese studies in Taiwan and presents the
particulars of the international Japanese studies pursued up until the present: (1) revisiting the
aporia of modern East Asia, (2) considering the notion of an “East Asian Community,” (3) looking
at East Asia from the viewpoint of intellectual history, (4) reviewing the development and aspects
of colonial studies in Taiwan, and (5) examining intellectual exchange such as through the Japan
and Taiwan Asia Future Forum (http://hit1983.wixsite.com/jtaff-ch/home-jp/). Also, as the locus
of “international Japanese studies” and as a “convergence point of knowledge,” we are engaged in
thinking how practical human resource training and educational systems sought by society can be
built in Taiwan, and in finding possible ways to bring together scholars from around the world by
establishing our Association For Taiwan Japanese Studies (Taiwan Nihon Kenkya Rengo Kyokai)
and through liaison with the East Asian Consortium of Japanese Studies.

Keywords : area studies, Japanese studies series publications (sdsho), convergence point of knowledge,
international Japanese studies, aporia of modern East Asia, East Asian Community, colonial
era studies, Japan and Taiwan Asia Future Forum, Association For Taiwan Japanese Studies
(Taiwan Nihon Kenkyt Rengd Kyokai), East Asian Consortium of Japanese Studies.
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Object and Methodology in Japanese Studies: The Past and the Future
W, J. (Wim) BOOT

As long as Japan exists, Japanese studies will endure. Therefore, if one wants to discuss the future
of Japanese studies, the things one really needs to talk about are object and methodology. The
object may be defined as the artefacts produced by human society as it existed and developed on
the Japanese islands. As regards methodology, one has the choice between the area studies approach
and the disciplinary approach. The present writer argues that the area studies approach is correct,
and that East Asia should be the area within which to conduct the research on Japan, certainly for
all periods before the Meiji Restoration.

If area studies are the correct approach, one cannot expect Japanese researchers to provide
the raw data, preferably in English, be used to verify or falsify soi-disant universalistic theories; one
will have to conceptualize and implement one's own research, which has implications for the
choice of area of specialization, competences, teaching curricula at universities, and international

cooperation. These topics, too, are touched upon in the essay.

Keywords : modernity, nation state, area studies, Japanese studies, Leiden University, cooperative research
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Past, Present and Future in One Project: Highlighting Issues of
Scholarship through Dictionary Work

Irmela HIJTYA-KIRSCHNEREIT

Japan-related research is deeply interwoven with national traditions of scholarship. In the case of
Germany, the development of Japanology was accompanied by the systematic compilation of
dictionaries, handbooks, and registries (bibliographies, etc.) as essential working tools from the late
nineteenth century onwards. In spite of the existence of well over 1,000 bilingual Japanese-
German-Japanese dictionaries and glossaries, the project of a comprehensive Japanese-German
dictionary, the largest of its kind for any language, including Japanese-English, was begun in 1998
and is close before completion. Through its compilation history, various theoretical and practical
issues of scholarship and its development in the past two decades can be highlighted. Far from
dealing only with lexicography, it is about reflecting technical and media change and recent
developments in regard to the international position of Japan as well as the humanities as a whole.
In this sense, the “Comprehensive Japanese-German Dictionary” (Wadoku daijiten) is a window to
“Past, Present, and Future” in Japan scholarship.

Keywords : Lexicography, Dictionaries, Japanology, academic tradition, history of scholarship, translation
studies, digitalization, humanities
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