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ATW 2016: Politics and Society in Modern and Contemporary Japan: The continuing struggle 

for citizen participation and democracy 

Prof. Dr. Vanoverbeke Dimitri (University of Leuven, Belgium) 

Aims:  

One of the main reasons of Japan’s renown in the world is its soft power we all know because of its 

economic power but also because of manga, anime, movies, architecture, fashion, etc. It is less known, 

yet as important for the rest of the world that Japan has an excellent track record as to crime rates and 

crime control. Japan is one of the nations with the lowest rates of crime and prison population. What 

does this mean for the social fabric of one of the main economies in the world? 

The purpose of the course is to familiarize students with scientific tools and concepts to understand, 

describe and analyze Japanese society in a dynamic perspective by learning to explain stability and 

change in Japanese politics and reflecting on the dynamics of society and politics in modern and 

contemporary Japan.  

Content: 

Major reforms have taken place in Japan since the start of the 21st century. Scholars have used words 

such as “radical”, “epoch-making” or “fundamental” when appraising the changes that were 

introduced in the Japanese institutions dealing with law. On the one hand, advocates of the reforms 

argue that they are an important first step in democratizing and adding transparency to a society that 

has been too informal, closed and selective. On the other hand, there exists a lot of skepticism about 

the efficacy of the reforms as a result of the observation that in a society with a conformist nature and 

high respect for authority there is a huge barrier to be overcome before the traditional relationship 

between state and citizens can be altered.  

How, then, should we assess the timing of and the decision by Japanese leaders to drastically reform 

society and its institutions? Do the reforms in Japan represents a study of resemblance or a study of 

contrast when hold against the same light as its counterparts in other countries? What do the reforms 

essentially mean for the Japanese society?  

The approach in this series of seminars can be attributed to the integration of political and sociological 

analyses of the matters at hand with a strong focus on the historical context. More specifically, we will 

scrutinize the evolution of Japan’s political dynamics since the start of the modern era building upon 

insights from different public policymaking studies which in recent years have offered promising new 

methodological frameworks that not only describe the recent transition from a long period of stability, 

but also explain why reform occurred at a certain time. We will focus on the judicial institutions 

coping with crime as a case study.  

We will start the class with 10 minutes of analysis of the main topic in the day’s newspaper 

and end with 10 minutes of a movie on a topic relevant to understand contemporary Japanese 

society. 

Course Material  

Dimitri Vanoverbeke, Juries in the Japanese Legal System: The continuing struggle for citizen 

participation and democracy. (Routledge, Asian Law Series) 2015.  

and 

Selected readings  

http://cwisdb.kuleuven.be/persdb-bin/persdb?lang=N&oproep=persoon&fnaam=00015375
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Assessment 

The assessment will be divided as follows: participation in class discussion: 30%; final examination 

70%  

Detailed Syllabus: 

Class 1: Introduction to the seminar: Politics and Society in a Changing World – From Yoshida to 

Abe 

 Chapter 4, Political Reconstruction and Development, 1945-1989, pp. 48-75 in: J.A.A. 

Stockwin, Governing Japan: Divided Politics in a Resurgent Economy, Blackwell Publishing, 

2008. 

Class 2: Setting the stage: Politics and Society in Japan in the 1980s  

 Chapter 4, Political Reconstruction and Development, 1945-1989, pp. 48-75 in: J.A.A. 

Stockwin, Governing Japan: Divided Politics in a Resurgent Economy, Blackwell Publishing, 

2008. 

Class 3: Setting the stage: Politics and Society in the 1990s 

 

 Reading: Japan in the 1990s: the lost decade (TBA) 

 

 Class 4: Citizen and State: The Nuclear Village  

 Jeff Kingston (2012), “Japan’s Nuclear Village” (The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus, 

September 10, 2012), (available at http://www.japanfocus.org/-Jeff-Kingston/3822)  

 

Class 5: Culture and Institutions: Recovering Lost property in Japan  

 

 Mark West (2003), “Losers: Recovering Lost Property in Japan and the United States” (Law 

& Society Review, June 2003, pp.369-424, or SSRN, 6/14/2002, pp.1-59), at 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=316119&download=yes  

 

Class 6: Policy making and judicial reforms in contemporary Japan  

 Handbook (Chapter 1) 

 

Class 7: Explaining the dynamics of politics and policy making in Japan: a model (Punctuated 

Equilibrium & Agenda Setting) 

 Handbook (Chapter 1) 

 

Class 8: Meiji Politics and Society 

 

 Handbook (Chapter 2) 

 

Class 9: Early Experiences with the Trial by Jury: Japan’s struggle with modernization  

 Handbook (Chapter 2) 

 

 



3 
 

Class 10: Politics and Society at the time of Taisho Democracy (1912-1926) and the turn to 

Militarization 

 

 Handbook (Chapter 3) 

 

Class 11: Revolution Failed? The Taisho Jury System (1928-1943)  

 

 Handbook (Chapter 3) 

 

Class 12: Postwar Reforms and Okinawa 

 

 Handbook (Chapter 4) 

 Context Reading: The Occupation and Okinawa: Glenn D. Hook (2015) The American eagle 

in Okinawa: the politics of contested memory and the unfinished war, Japan Forum, 27:3, 

299-320, DOI: 10.1080/09555803.2015.1042011 

 

Class 13: Postwar discourse and experiences with the jury: opportunity missed? A focus on post 

WWII reforms and Okinawa 

 Handbook (Chapter 4) 

 Context Reading: The Occupation and Okinawa: Glenn D. Hook (2015) The American eagle 

in Okinawa: the politics of contested memory and the unfinished war, Japan Forum, 27:3, 

299-320, DOI: 10.1080/09555803.2015.1042011 

 

 

Class 14: Japanese politics and Society Today - The citizens in the criminal court today: on 

becoming a good citizen?  

 Handbook (Chapter 6) 

 Context: Civil society in the 21st century: the Fukushima disaster and PM Abe’s revision of 

the Security Act.  

 

Class 15: Exam 


