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CRITIQUE OF / IN JAPANESE STUDIES: AN INTRODUCTION 

TO THE SPECIAL ISSUE 
 

IOANNIS GAITANIDIS 
Let us be honest: we do not lack critiques of the field 
of Area Studies. In fact, to this day, criticisms of Area 
Studies have abounded. For example, in a solidly 
and authoritatively framed monograph on the after-
life of area studies, Harry Harootunian and Masao 
Miyoshi famously argued that “area studies has 
been gradually transformed from the status of 
supplying information on potential enemies to 
national interest and security, to highly visible 
public relations services devoted to providing 
‘balanced’ (read as uncritical) images of donor 
societies to an educated segment of the American 
public, and certainly to that part of the population 
who will become experts in the formation of public 
opinion” (Miyoshi and Harootunian 2002, p.5).  
 Similar criticism, with a further focus on the 
contemporary and scholarly value of the field, has 
been repeated in the context of Southeast Asian 
Studies by Terence Chong. “Firstly, like classical 
social theory before it, the field often makes little 
distinction between society and nation-state, with 
the latter typically deployed uncritically as a unit of 
analysis. Secondly, it lacks the theoretical linkage 
between the local and the global, and thus fails to 
properly contextualise Southeast Asian locales 
within a broader network of global processes or a 
world system. Thirdly, it needs to be practised and 
articulated as more than an area-specific mode of 
scholarship, because this invariably assigns it a 
lowly position within a global hierarchy of political 
interests and concerns. Such a hierarchy will only 
revive core-periphery models that fail to account for 
the free-play of global flows” (Chong 2007, p.214).  
 In the specific case of Japanese Studies, 
criticism also came quite early. Ian Reader, for 
example, in an argument against the proposal by 
Harumi Befu for the establishment of a World 
Association for Japanese Studies, noted the 
following. “By treating Japan as something sui 
generis rather than seeing what messages and 
meanings it can provide for the study of cultures in 
general, and for aspects of those cultures, such as 

religion and economics, we are increasing the 
likelihood that Japanese Studies will fail to become 
anything more than a glorified form of Japanology” 
(Reader 1995, p.110-111). More recently, Naoki Sakai 
warns again about the inherent biases of what he 
sees as a fundamentally comparative endeavour. 
“Like any national history or national literature, the 
field of Japanese studies is constituted essentially as 
a comparative field (…) But in the case of Japan 
studies as area studies, it doubly assumes the 
viewpoint of non-Japanese scholars. The difference 
is that the national literature or national history in 
Japan is supposedly conducted by native scholars of 
Japan. Accordingly, it is usually not called Japan 
Studies. Japan Studies can exist precisely because it 
is done by non-Japanese scholars” (Sakai 2010, 
p.223). 
 Nation-centrism that risks apolitically 
equaling ‘nation’ to ‘culture’; an area focus that 
ignores the contingency of geographical units 
within global flows of communication and 
movement; a scholarly short-sightedness that 
employs theory to “explain out” its object of study 
and not the opposite; and finally, a serious 
positionality problem which effaces local 
perspectives. Summarized in this way, there 
remains today perhaps nothing more to say. Critics 
seem to agree that we need more discussion on the 
political underpinnings, more analysis of the overall 
structure, more arguments on the theoretical 
implications and meanings, and more awareness of 
the researcher’s view of the object of Japanese 
Studies.  
 What I want first to argue here is that such 
otherwise legitimate criticism needs to be if not 
updated, at least reviewed in the context of recent 
developments in the field of Japanese Studies. 
Indeed, perhaps, some of the above arguments are 
already obsolete, and others are more relevant now 
than they have ever been. My second argument 
concerns our practice of critique and the meta-
narratives that it has created and which have 
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resulted in a certain “emotional” gap between the 
activism of those who use Japanese Studies to 
encourage or warn against recent developments in 
the country and those who remain apathetic, 
preferring to use their expertise to reify the old 
disciplinary boundaries. This is what it means 
perhaps to have Area Studies in the emotional 
capitalist world that sociologist Eva Illouz describes 
in her multiple monographs on consumption in 
contemporary society (see, for example, Illouz 2007). 
We are all risking  becoming “hyperrational fools,” 
as Illouz claims, torn between a commodified 
“Japan” and the “Japan” in our academic fantasies. 
 All papers of this special issue were 
presented at the British Association for Japanese 
Studies (Japan Branch) conference held in Chiba 
University on May 27 and 28, 2017. The topic of the 
conference stemmed from the organisers’ simple, 
yet genuine, concern with what they were (and are) 
experiencing in their classrooms. Indeed, what we 
often tend to forget is that “Area Studies […] derives 
a great deal of legitimacy from pedagogical 
concerns, from its existence as a course of study at 
universities” (Krämer 2016, p.119). This concern was 
explained in the opening speech of the conference as 
follows: 
‘I don’t know if you have noticed, but even the 
classic critique of the old cultural essentialism of 
Japanese Studies is not enough anymore to convince 
students and readers about the complexity of a 
contingently conceived Japan. It is not enough 
anymore to just point out at the modern 
construction of many of the so-called “timeless” 
Japanese traditions or at the lack of reflexivity of 
media discourse on Japan. The post-modern era 
with its critique on positionality, its dialogical 
paradigms and its emphasis on transnational 
historical processes, seems to be touching only those 
who are already looking for alternative, post-plural 
narratives of Japan. The mainstream remains 
content with the status quo: isn’t everyone after all 
on the same boat called ‘Japanese Studies’? To put it 
in a Japanese phrase that I often hear and do not 
particularly like: iro iro atte injanai desuka (isn’t it OK 
to allow for a variety of [courses])? I disagree. We 
need new ideas; constantly. New ideas do not mean 
the rebuttal of the existing ones, only the possibility 
of such rebuttal.’    
Recent developments in framing Japanese Studies 

 In a seminal Japanese Studies textbook often 
used in undergraduate teaching, John Whittier Treat 
pertinently criticized in the introductory chapter 
“the mutual obsession, both East and West, with 
what might be a homogenizing postmodernity; an 
obsession that means the most basic structures of 
social existences, whether ‘ours’ or ‘theirs,’ have 
been reinterpreted against a ‘cultural logic’ locally 
modulated but universally applied” (Treat 1996, 
p.11). Twenty years later, another textbook on 
Japanese Popular Culture seeking to respond to 
Treat’s indications, takes Giroux’s concept of 
“public pedagogy” upfront and promotes a teaching 
of popular culture that “avoids the bait and 
switch[es] to focus not on the cultural artifact or text 

alone but on training students to see larger 
ideological discourses and become aware of their 
own role in learning (added italics for emphasis)” 
(Shamoon and McMorran 2016, p.5). This shift from 
post-modern critical research approaches to a 
critical, public pedagogy is only starting to happen 
in Japanese Studies. Yet, the field has already gone 
through a number of stages. 
 To this day, there have been various 
categorizations of Japanese Studies that we could 
use to understand the development and diversity of 
approaches in the field. One is a vertical, 
‘evolutionary’ type of categorization provided by 
Yoshio Sugimoto, who considers the history of the 
field as divided into three periods: the immediate 
postwar period when Japanese Studies answered 
the need to explain the mysterious Land of the 
Rising Sun; the 1970s-1980s, when they tried to 
understand a country that seemed to be the 
exceptional outlier in the process of Western models 
of modernization; and finally the more recent Cool 
Japan period. Sugimoto argues that in the present 
age it has been “almost inevitable that linkages 
would be formed between the rise of cultural 
capitalism in Japan on the one hand and the 
expansion of the cultural studies approach to the 
study of Japan on the other, with its focus on 
symbols, representations and their contexts” 
(Sugimoto 2014, p. 202). Although useful regarding 
the relation between Japanese Studies and global 
political interests, Sugimoto’s description of the 
field risks presenting an image that we all stand 
today at stage three. I believe however that this is 
not the case, and that depending on the scholar or 
the course convener, content may still be fluctuating 
today along all of the three stages. 
 The other categorization is a horizontal one, 
and it considers the relation of area studies with 
disciplines, which is what Treat’s earlier observation 
inherently refers to, and which, I believe, fluctuates 
along the vertical categorisation described above. In 
this horizontal categorisation, Claudia Derichs has 
argued that there are three major discursive schools 
or currents of a specific understanding of area 
studies. 1) A conciliatory current of scholars who 
emphasise the mutual benefits of combining area 
studies with disciplinary approaches (theories, 
methods). 2) A new area studies current which sees 
in area studies a much-needed provincialization of 
the social sciences. 3) A rethinking current, which 
urges to rethink the area epistemologically and 
focus on the mobility patterns and communicative 
processes of human interaction (Derichs 2014, pp.27-
28). This last current could be called a Critical Asian 
Studies current and is by far the most relevant 
current for my objective in this special issue. 
 Indeed, it seems to me that, to create 
something new in Japanese Studies, we need to start 
at the fundamental core: what do we call “Japan”? 
Are the geographical boundaries of that entity we 
call “Japan” still relevant? Does putting “Japan back 
into Asia,” as we often hear recently, challenge the 
territorial and nation-state basis of the old area-
specific status quo? 
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 In the case of Southeast Asian Studies, 
which Terrence Chong takes as an example in the 
earlier quote, the problem is probably easier to 
grasp. Where does Southeast Asia start and where 
does it end? What about other ways of defining 
common characteristics binding some parts of that 
region of the world together, such as the concept of 
Zomia for example (van Schendel 2002)? Can we 
devise similar novel models for Japan, and consider 
“Japan”, like Southeast Asia, a contingent device 
(King 2014)? The answer, I believe is yes, and this 
problem has already started being considered by 
other scholars in Japanese Studies. Chris McMorran 
in his overview of the issues posed by an unthinking 
of the nation state as “area” (2016, p.5) points at two 
early attempts to reconfigure “Japan” in research 
activities. The first is Bernard S. Sielberman’s 
suggestion, which effectively hints at Japan as a 
“contingent device”, in which he claims that “there 
are now several Japans, each masking a political 
stance that makes any unity of understanding 
impossible and improbable” (Sielberman 2002, 
p.317). And the second is Tessa Morris-Suzuki’s 
anti-area studies stance, which rejects the usefulness 
of Japan as an organising principle and calls for 
research based on themes rather than geographies, 
like frontier studies or indigeneity (Morris-Suzuki, 
2004). 
 Despite, however, these conceptual 
attempts to reclaim (or dismiss altogether) the field, 
a big question remains. If we do include this 
contingent Japan in our university curriculums, how 
do we teach it? Again, as noted earlier, Japanese 
Studies are intimately connected to university 
curricula, so instead of trying to find an overarching, 
general re-definition of what should Japanese 
Studies be about, we, perhaps, need to look closer at 
what happens on the ground. We need to consider 
our audiences.  
Rethinking Japanese Studies from the bottom-up 

 The truth is that Naoki Sakai’s argument is 
fairly obsolete. Since the beginning of this century, 
most of the national literature or national history 
degrees and courses in Japan have been renamed 
Japanese literature or Japanese history, with more 
and more university courses opened under the 
“Japanese Studies” (nihongaku) or “International 
Japanese Studies” (kokusai nihongaku) label. These 
changes have since 2012 intensified under the 
auspices of continuous funding provided by the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT) for the internationalisation of 
the Japanese higher education. According to 
Shintaro Fukutake (2015), Japanese Studies in Japan 
have managed to escape the stigma associated with 
their orientalist legacy, and have played a key-role 
in the establishment of global studies programs in 
Japanese higher education institutions. The reason 
for this, according to Fukutake, is that after the war, 
area studies in Japan were first developed as an 
independent field of research with non-Japanese 
funding, escaping thus the shadow of national 
policy (ibid, p.83). Yet, in the current situation, it is 
still difficul to call a program explicitly “Japanese 

Studies” at any one of the Japanese universities 
using that label.  
 The reason for this is undoubtedly that 
almost all universities possess already several 
courses that could be labeled as Japanese Studies 
and which have been traditionally offered to 
exchange students in combination with Japanese 
language courses. This situation was and still is the 
case at Chiba University, my place of work, where 
the new category of Japanese Studies courses 
stemmed out of the Center for International 
Research and Education (CIRE), formerly the 
Exchange Students Center, where all Japanese 
language and culture courses are held. Similarly, 
therefore, to what must have happened in other 
universities, some of these courses originally 
targeting exchange students (and sometimes home 
students as well), were re-introduced into an 
International Japanese Studies curriculum, together 
with new courses that are pedagogically valuable 
not because they are “on Japan”, but because they 
are held “in Japan.” 
 By being held in Japan, these ‘new’ Japanese 
Studies courses present certain characteristics that 
distinguish them from homonymous curricula 
abroad. The main distinction concerns the audience. 
All these courses are now attended by both home 
and international students who have a) a varying 
prior knowledge and conceptualization of “Japan” 
and “Japanese Studies,” b) distinct levels of 
academic and disciplinary training, c) different 
language and communication abilities, and d) very 
individual identities and ways to express and 
perform them. In other words, one could say that the 
contingency of how the subject, Japanese Studies, 
needs to be conceptualized in Japan at least, stems 
not necessarily from an original critical disposition 
of the teaching faculty, but from the contingency of 
the class composition itself: these are not courses for 
a younger generation fascinated by Japanese 
popular culture or history anymore. These courses 
need to offer something else; they need to be 
something else. 
 At Chiba University, it is indeed simply 
impossible, if not undesirable, to satisfy all of the 
students’ expectations regarding the “Japan” they 
want to hear talked about and explained. Indeed, for 
some students this is the “Japan” that they call home 
and which they want reaffirmed or compared to 
other nation-cultures; for others, it is the Japan they 
have seen in films or manga or even in Japanese 
Studies classes, the Cool Japan, whose ‘uniqueness’ 
or peculiarities they also want (re)confirmed and 
‘academically’ proven. Considering this diversity of 
expectations, it became necessary to set the tone of 
what our Japanese Studies courses are at the 
beginning of the semester, to ensure that everyone 
was aware of our stance and to prevent further 
disappointments. After several deliberations, the 
following description was attached to all our 
Japanese Studies in the second academic year that 
this new course category was running. 
 The aim of courses categorised under the 
rubric “Japanese Studies” is to teach about the 
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world, using “Japan” as a case-study, and vice versa. 
In Japanese Studies courses we do not just provide 
students with foundational knowledge about 
Japanese culture and society, but we also offer an 
environment that allows students to reconsider their 
image of Japan by reflecting on their own 
experiences and cultures, and to acquire new 
perspectives and a deeper awareness of a variety of 
global phenomena. 
 The above description attempted to 
introduce the idea of the geographical contingency 
of “Japan” by drawing attention to its image and 
construction based on individual experiences and 
cultures. The description also tried to avoid the 
essentialism observed in other ‘traditional’ Japanese 
Studies courses, by emphasising that, in this 
instance, “Japan” will be used as a case-study to talk 
about wider issues and global phenomena; in other 
words, “Japan” will be put back on the world map. 
This approach to Japanese Studies was originally 
inspired by the voices of those who had already 
considered the impact of globalization not only on 
how Japan sees itself (see, for example, Morris-
Suzuki, 1998, chapter 8), but also on the call on area 
studies practitioners to “use their particular skills 
and resources to confront the pervasive realities of 
globalization” (Goss and Wesley-Smith 2010, p.xvi). 
 Yet I can also argue that, as already 
mentioned, this approach was possible to conceive 
precisely because of the nature of the student 
audience at Chiba University, which, at the 
‘grassroots’ level, presented already a variety of 
“Japan(s)” that needed to be dealt with first and 
foremost, before any general arguments about each 
course’s topic could be made. This is what I call the 
collapse of the subject onto the class environment or, 
in other terms, the mirroring of the multicultural 
class setting onto the conceptualisation of the subject 
taught itself. 
 In practice, this eventually extended to the 
ways the course content took shape as well. The 
unpacking of cultural performances of what 
students considered to be “Japanese religion”, 
“Japanese healthcare”, “Japanese television” and 
even “Japanese science,” to take as examples 
keywords from the topics I personally teach, became 
the hidden/real objective of courses that were 
actually titled “religion and society in Japan,” 
“health and healthcare in Japanese culture,” 
“television literacy” (using examples from Japanese 
television) and “Glimpses of Science in Modern 
Japan.” In other words, the inverted commas on 
‘Japan’ extended to the nouns that the adjective 
“Japanese” tends to be attached to almost 
automatically when these nouns become topics of 
Japanese Studies courses. As a result, ‘Japan,’ the 
originally geographical region in which students 
were interested to learn about, transformed into the 
incentive for critically apprehending larger 
ideological discourses that are part of the cultural 
logic that Treat so astutely pointed out 20 years ago. 
 To give an example of this, my course of 
Religion and Society ended last year with a 
discussion of whether freedom of religion as a 

universal human right is actually possible, by taking 
as starting point a brief blog article written by a 
scholar of religion in Japan. In this article Thomas 
argues that the postwar Allied Occupation of Japan 
“was the first time that religious freedom was 
enforced transnationally through the language of 
human rights, meaning that understanding what 
was at stake for the occupiers then is crucial for 
assessing how claims regarding religious freedom 
as a human right operate today” (Thomas 2014).  
 In 2014, another of my courses on Health 
and Illness in Japanese Culture, finished with a re-
examination of the concept of “illness” through the 
case-study of “depression” in Japan, and of how the 
sudden increase of patients suffering from 
depression in the country since the late 1990s, 
demonstrates that the experience of illness is as 
much tied to local socio-economic conditions as to 
changing expectations (see Ehrenberg, 2010). The 
same year, my course on “Television in Japan” (later 
renamed “Television Literacy”), used Koichi 
Iwabuchi’s analysis of “banal inter-nationalism” in 
Japanese television programs featuring non-
Japanese talent (Iwabuchi 2005), to remind students 
of the argument made at the beginning of the 
semester, in which television was introduced as a 
perfect outlet for considering the post-modern 
notion of “pastiche, blank parody, parody that has 
lost its sense of humor” (Jameson 1998, p.5). Finally, 
the course on “Imagining Science in Modern Japan” 
(later titled “Glimpses of Science in Modern Japan”), 
employed William M. Tsutsui’s study of scientific 
management in twentieth century Japan (2001) to 
talk about the importance of popular belief in 
scientific claims, something scientific managers like 
Ueno Yoichi, who linked Fordist ideals to 
religious/philosophical notions of holism, 
employed already very astutely to attract their 
audiences. 
 As I hope it becomes clear from the above, 
Japanese examples were used not to just introduce 
social scientific theories relevant to understanding 
global phenomena, but to go a step beyond that: to 
consider the contingency of frequently used, 
fundamental terms such as “freedom of religion,” 
“illness,” “parody,” or even “science.” This 
approach, which at Chiba University we call Critical 
Japanese Studies, is perhaps one way of 
reconsidering the field while taking unlimited 
advantage of the transdisciplinary qualities that 
Japanese Studies have always allowed their 
practitioners to practice in the classroom. Although 
perhaps disciplines, such as anthropology, have also 
tended to reconsider fundamental notions through 
specific case-studies, they do not usually content 
themselves with just revisiting and deconstructing 
these notions. They often go beyond, to provide 
what Illouz has criticised as a traditional, “pure” 
critique instead of the “impure”critique that she 
proposes.  
 According to Illouz, the traditional critique 
faces four problems: 1) the reduction of cultural texts 
and practices to their ability (or inability) to deliver 
a clear political or moral stance on the world; 2) the 
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assumption that culture ought to be analyzed from 
the standpoint of all social spheres; 3) the 
perspective that culture can be wholly contained by 
and subsumed under the political; and, finally, 4) 
the attempt to ignore that the critic of contemporary 
culture is condemned to be located within the very 
commodified area he or she criticizes (Illouz 2007, 
pp. 91-95). All of us have at some point fallen into 
one or more of the above tendencies. The world 
today perhaps impels us to stand on a clear politico-
moral account and, as Area Studies scholars, 
provide a somewhat “complete” image of the area 
we research. Following the 1980s cultural/post-
modern turn, we are now also more inclined to pay 
attention to power-relationships among our 
informants or authors of the primary documents of 
our analyses, and we ought also to mention and take 
into account (if only often in passing) our 
positionality as researchers. In the case of Japanese 
Studies, for example, the authors of Doing 
Fieldwork in Japan (2003, University of Hawaii 
Press) do not fail to mention the frequently heard 
“tip” regarding the doors that open to “foreign” 
researchers in Japan precisely because they are 
“foreign.” But is it possible to avoid the politics of 
the field? To ignore the “Japan” but keep the 
transdisciplinary without trying to point at the 
repressive or emancipatory elements of the 
“Japanese” this or “Japanese” that. Is it possible to 
“develop criteria of evaluation that are as much as 
possible internal to the traditions, criteria and 
meanings of the object we analyse” (Illouz 2007, 
p.95)? 
Summary of the papers in this special issue 

 The following nine papers can be read as 
exercises into an impure critique of/in Japanese 
Studies. More precisely, the following papers and 
essays present ways in which we could start tackling 
Illouz’ four problems above. As a disclaimer, I ought 
to note however that this does not necessarily reflect 
the authors’ explicit intentions, but only my framing 
of each paper’s contents. Any lapse of interpretation 
is therefore entirely mine.  
 First, the majority of the papers could be 
read as reflections on positionality in often novel 
ways, bringing out the complexities stemming not 
only from the ethnicity of the researcher but also 
from the disciplines he or she practices and the 
disciplinary environments he or she navigates. The 
first two, however, are the most illustrative of these 
issues and are appropriately starting this special 
issue. Ang considers how researching and 
consequently making the Ainu ethnic minority 
hyper-visible, even though potentially a process that 
complicates the image of a homogenous Japan, also 
risks paradoxically sustaining “recursive forms of 
settler-colonialisms, colonialisms, and become 
another method to eliminate indigenous bodies both 
in the researchers’ home settler or colonial nation-
states and Japan itself” (p.36). Biontino’s paper, on 
the other hand, explains how academic labels 
awarded to him kept changing throughout his years 
from being an undergraduate student in Germany 
to becoming an Assistant Professor in Japan, partly 

because of the politics associated with his object of 
study, Japan in colonial Korea. In short, these first 
two papers unsettle two frequent assumptions 
about how to tackle the politics of oneself either in 
the field or around an academic conference table, 
and about how we navigate the politics of academia 
in different loci. 
 The next two essays return to a critique of 
what they identify as the Western-centrism of 
Japanese Studies, but they do this with a twist: they 
both focus on the usage of concepts, in this case, 
‘Confucianism’ and ‘modernity’ respectively, and 
consider how these may be harnessed by researchers 
to express different moral and political objectives, 
but still stem from certain fundamentally common 
assumptions. These assumptions seem to reflect the 
researchers’ stances on where Japanese culture and 
society ought to go and where it has gone so far. 
More specifically, Pașca’s essay re-engages with the 
debate on modernity in Japan, by examining how 
alternative periodizations and perspectives on the 
driving forces behind Japan’s development in the 
last 300 years may allow us to imagine alternative 
modernity scenarios that are not implicitly 
comparative with some authoritative Western 
model of modernization. Mustatea’s paper starts 
with a very specific argument made in a recent 
publication about the taboo-isation of Confucianism 
in contemporary Japan, and in her attempt to refute 
the argument, finds perhaps gaps again in our 
monolithic usages of the concept of Confucianism 
and in our ultimate assumptions about the political 
and social systems, such as democracy, against 
which Confucianism has been pitted. 
 The next two papers can be read as 
providing methodologies that would help us 
overcome the Western-centrism of which the last 
two papers accuse scholars of Japan. They do this by 
shifting the focus in different directions both 
outward (for Garasino) and inward (for Amit) and 
possibly providing evaluation criteria that, as Illouz 
hoped for, are internal to the topics with which they 
deal. By introducing the transregional framework 
between Japan and Latin America, Garasino’s paper 
seeks to avoid the East-West divide and the 
simplified critique of Euro-centric orientalism. 
Garasino’s analysis of Guatemalan writer Enrique 
Gómez Carrillo’s treatment of Japan at the turn of 
the twentieth century, shows “that by re-
interpreting Orientalist imagery about Japan 
through his nation-centered conception of world 
literature, Carrillo praised and appropriated Japan’s 
nationalism as a model for modernization while 
criticizing its colonialism and self-celebrating 
theories on the ‘merging of East and West’” (p.121). 
Amit’s paper, on the other hand, uses the theories of 
philosopher Tsurumi Shunsuke and film theorist 
Imamura Taihei to unsettle the way we conceive not 
only of “Japanese” cinema but of the cinematic 
experience itself. This allows the author to argue 
that, for example, the recent popularity of Indian 
cinema among Japanese audiences does not 
necessarily equal an opening of these audiences to 
the world as such. 
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 In addition to the new material that will 
lead us to new evaluations and deconstructions of 
“Japan,” we also need new methods to think about 
the materials we already have. The next two papers 
of this special issue accomplish just that in distinct 
ways. Khan’s paper considers the various traps of 
essentialism in analysing “traditional” texts, such as 
the Ishinpō, Japan’s oldest extant medical work. By 
doing that he provides a method for contextualising 
material in the transnational network in which they 
are often produced, something that ought to draw 
much more attention as Japanese Studies 
increasingly strive to locate Japan within global 
flows of movement and ideas. Shao-Kobayashi’s 
paper uses new technological methods (such as GPS 
tracking) to complicate our understanding of how 
territorialization and the ensuing marginalization of 
certain students because of their status (for example, 
international students) or because of their perceived 
diligence in engaging with their studies is 
influenced and, in turn, impacts on the physical 
environment of a university campus. Again, it is the 
particular viewpoint (and associated methodology) 
that transcend in Shao-Kobayashi’s paper the usual 
arguments regarding liberalization in multicultural 
communities. 
 Finally, and perhaps most interestingly for 
Area Studies researchers of all disciplines and 
research topics, the last essay hints at something we, 
aspiring or established scholars, often forget to take 
into account in our writings. I refer here to how our 
research may be interpreted and employed to 
understand, explain or act upon phenomena that 
occur in a completely different setting and time. 
Hilary Dauer, a member of the United States Foreign 
Service, examines in his essay the applicability of 
Japan’s industrial policy, described by Chalmers 
Johnson in MITI and the Japanese Miracle (1982), to 
flesh out the ways governments in the Muslim 
world deal with religion (especially religion in 
public life). In this sense, Dauer is employing a 
theoretical framework developed in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s among American concerns with the 
growing economic development of Japan, to tackle 
more recent worries about the rise of Islamic 
fundamentalism. The intellectual jump here may 
seem bold, but it is particularly significant for this 
special issue because Dauer’s essay demonstrates 
the potential that our audiences see in our studies of 
Japan, offering us a glimpse into how Japanese 
Studies can overcome disciplinary, scholarly, 
regional and even time boundaries, to contribute to 
more global debates.  
 This introduction to this special issue has 
attempted to summarise existing critiques of 
Japanese Studies before pointing out more recent 
developments in the field stemming mostly from 
pedagogical concerns. The brief example of how 
“Japanese Studies” curricula are being developed in 
a Japanese university hopefully illustrated that the 
field has still a lot to offer under new “critical” 
approaches. In this introduction, the focus has been 
therefore more specific than the general title of the 
original conference; I chose indeed to talk mainly 
about the critique of “Japan” in Japanese Studies, 

and this has also framed my exegesis of the merits 
of the following nine papers. Although I have been 
unable to cover more ground, I hope that this special 
issue will sow the seeds in Japanese Studies and 
Area Studies for research that is even more reflexive, 
more transdisciplinary and more pertinent to a 
transnational world than it has been so far.  
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