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This is a research-based course that requires active participation from all students. Each 

semester, we focus on one core topic, which is approached from various thematic and theoretical 

angles. This topic serves as a prism for the study of contemporary Japanese culture and society. 

In the autumn of 2019, our central topic was “Coastal communities in contemporary Japan: 

coping with social and environmental change”. Although Japan is an island state, modern 

maritime culture has received remarkably little scholarly attention; in academic and popular 

discourse, coastal communities are typically portrayed as traditional and marginal, if at all. 

However, as the ocean is receiving more attention in the humanities worldwide (giving rise to a 

new subdiscipline called “Blue Humanities”), recent studies have challenged the “terra-centric” 

paradigm that underlies many studies of Japan. Drawing from these insights, in this course we 

have challenged the Tokyo- and Kansai-centrism that is so widespread in Japanese studies, and 

attempted to re-centre the periphery by focusing on coastal communities. By doing so, we have 

gained new insights into topics such as coastal depopulation, fishing industries, human-nature 

relations, nuclear power, toxic waste, maritime religion, heritage conservation, tourism 

development, nuclear power, and environmental activism. At the end of the semester, students 

each had to give a presentation and write a paper about a case study of their own choice. 

 

For the grading of the term papers, the following factors are taken into account: 

- Clarity of the argument, research question, and conclusion 

- Engagement with relevant academic literature 

- Engagement with the course theme and readings 

- Use of some Japanese-language sources 

- Analytical depth, critical thinking, and theoretical reflection 

- Proper referencing and citation 

- Proper style and grammar 

- Clear structure, including a good title, introduction, conclusion, and bibliography 

 

The following grades can be used: 

- A: for papers that are highly original, theoretically informed, well-written, and well-

referenced; based on an excellent understanding of the available academic literature; 

building on classroom discussions; showing a high level of critical thinking. 



- B: for papers that are somewhat original and theoretically informed; generally well-

written and well-referenced; based on a good understanding of the available academic 

literature; referring to some of the classroom discussions and/or course readings; with 

some minor shortcomings. 

- C: for papers that are descriptive rather than analytical; that take up interesting topics but 

do not discuss all aspects of it; that show a somewhat limited knowledge of the available 

literature; that build upon classroom discussions and course readings only to a limited 

degree; that are readable and have a proper bibliography, but some stylistic and/or 

grammatical shortcomings. 

- D-E: for papers that are descriptive rather than analytical; that show a limited knowledge 

of the available literature; that do not build upon classroom discussions and course 

readings; that have a sloppy bibliography and significant stylistic and/or grammatical 

shortcomings. 

- F: for papers that do not fulfil the basic requirements for proper referencing and/or are 

very short. 


