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Japan’s Road to the Olympics in the
Meiji Era: An Attempt at “Sports
Civilization” Theory (Nichibunken-THJ
Forum February 20, 2019)

USHIMURA Kei (Professor)

My lecture explored the process by which Japan came to participate
in the Fifth Olympic Games held in 1912 in Stockholm, looking at
modern Japan from the perspective of civilization theory. Despite
being nominally recognized as a “civilized” nation following the revi-
sion of the unequal treaties several years before the Meiji era (1868
1912) ended, Japan found that its racial and religious differences
stood in the way of full acceptance among the Western powers. But
in the context of sports—where the same rules applied to all play-
ers—every participating country was treated as an equal, and at the
pinnacle of the world of sports was the modern Olympic Games,
launched under the leadership of Baron Pierre de Coubertin of
France. Japan’s first shot at the Olympic Games was in Stockholm.
In recent years, the digitalization of documents has enabled easier
search and access to periodicals from the Meiji and Taisho (1912-
1926) eras, enhancing opportunities to peruse long-buried sources.
Thanks to such digitalizing endeavors, scholars can now browse
through the rare English-language reports dating back to the early
days of the modern Olympics. I took advantage of such materials to
explore the events not only surrounding Japan’s first participation in
the Olympic Games but also how the nation’s subsequent sports his-
tory was affected by the Stockholm Games. Just as Sugita Genpaku
(1733-1817) and other Edo-period scholars paved the way for the
Meiji era through their arduous efforts to translate the Dutch medi-
cal text Ontleedkundige Tafelen into Japanese (published in 1774 as
Kaitai shinsho), which were likened to “sailing out to sea without a
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At the time the Olympics were considered the “gathering of civilized
nations” (from PowerPoint slides shown at the lecture).
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rudder” (Rangaku kotohajime [1815]), participation in the Olympics
was another strenuous “beginner” effort for Japan.

It was a memorable evening. University of Tokyo Professor
Emeritus Mitani Hiroshi and authority on the history of physical
education in Japan Kinoshita Hideaki (former professor at Nihon
University) commented on the lecture. After the talk, I also had the
opportunity to speak with the son of Oda Mikio (Japan’s first gold
medalist) and a relative of Omori Hyoz6 (Japanese team manager
for the Stockholm Olympic Games), as well as the current vice presi-
dent and board members of the Japanese Olympic Committee.

Looking Back at the Third International
Conference of the East Asian
Consortium of Japanese Studies
MATSUDA Toshihiko (Professor)

The International Research Center for Japanese Studies (Nichibun-
ken) and the Japan Foundation co-hosted the third international
conference of East Asian Consortium of Japanese Studies from
October 26 to 28, 2018, at Nichibunken and Kyoto Research Park.
The conference was established to facilitate international academic
exchange between scholars of Japanese studies from East Asia and
other regions of the world. The first and second conferences were
hosted in South Korea and China, respectively, and the third attract-
ed 325 participants.

Following the opening ceremony on the first day, Lee Sungsi, pro-
fessor of the Faculty of Letters, Arts and Sciences at Waseda
University, gave a keynote presentation entitled “Japanese Studies in
a Globalizing World.” After that came a panel discussion “Rethinking
Japanese Studies” by panelists including Professor Mariko Tamanoi
of the University of California, Los Angeles, and Associate Professor
Rustin Gates of Bradley University.

A total of 34 panel sessions were held on the second and third
days, each consisting of presenters from various countries and
regions. The diverse backgrounds of the presenters contributed to
lively discussions. The fields represented ranged widely, including
history, literature, the arts, political science, and religious studies.
The sessions coincided with an international symposium on the
theme “A Media-mixing Popular Culture,” in which presentations
were given by members of Nichibunken’s institute-based NTHU
Transdiscliplinary Project “Historical and International Research
into Popular Culture to Pursue New Images of Japan.” A large audi-
ence also gathered for Nichibunken Professor Inaga Shigemi’s spe-
cial lecture “Why Study the History of Pirates Now?”

At the closing ceremony on the third day, Liu Jianhui, Nichi-
bunken Deputy Director-General, Shyu Shing-Ching, Chinese
Culture University College of Foreign Languages President, Park
Cheol-Hee, dean of the Seoul National University Graduate School of
International Studies, and Guo Lianyou, Beijing Foreign Studies
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