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[Contemporary Japanese Religion] Monday 14:55-16:25 and Tuesday 13:10-14:40
Professor Catherine Ludvik [teaches Japanese religion at Kyoto Sangyo University,
the Kyoto Consortium for Japanese Studies (KCJS) and
the Associated Kyoto Program (AKP) at Doshisha
University.]
This course explores contemporary Japanese attitudes to religion and popular forms of
religiosity. The syncretic nature people’s beliefs and practices, often described as a
combination of Shinto and Buddhism, draws on a vast variety of interwoven concepts,
beliefs, customs, and religious activities of native Japanese, Korean, Chinese, and Indian
origins. Against this complex historical background, we will examine various aspects and
expressions of contemporary Japanese religion, including the pursuit of worldly benefits,
religion and healing, fortune-telling, the popularity of ascetic practices and practitioners,
pilgrimage, the enormous appeal of festivals (matsuri), new religions and their image, the
impact of the internet on religion, and the response of religion in times of crisis, such as
natural disasters.

[Japanese Popular Culture] Wednesday 13:10-14:40 and 14:55-16:25
Professor Akiko Sugawa

Japanese society is saturated with a diverse array of cultural texts that are
entertaining, aesthetically appealing and highly commercial. The domestic appeal of these
products has been augmented by their international popularity, leading to the national
branding of “Cool Japan,” and the ensuing debate over the extent to which Japan’s
economic power has been replaced by soft power.

This course will examine the origin, history and production of many genres of
Japanese popular culture, such as manga, anime, popular music, television drama, film
and new media, and link them to current phenomena. Classes will be divided into themed
units, such as “Disaster Anime: From Akira to Ponyo” which examines catastrophe in
anime films and the recent March 11 disasters, "The politics of shojo manga’s girl power”
which looks at female empowerment and the culture of kawaii (cute) in girls’ comics,
“Otakuology” examines the discourse on “nerds” and “geeks” in popular culture, “Keitai
Studies” explores Japanese mobile phone culture, and the longevity of the massively
popular all-female musical drama group will be studied in “100 years of gender-bending:
The Takarazuka Revue”. These course themes will connect with field trips to important
popular culture sites such as the Kyoto International Manga Museum, a performance of
the Takarazuka Revue, and the Tezuka Osamu Museum devoted to the works of the
originator of Astro Boy.

We will analyze media texts and also examine how age, gender, race, ethnicity, and
socio-economic class are represented in them. Additionally, the course will also focus on
the social context in which popular culture is produced and consumed. There will be



weekly reading assignments and class time will include a review of the research literature
on Japanese popular culture, as well as text analysis and discussion. Students will be
expected to write two short papers, give a presentation on a mini-research project
(“Mapping popular culture in Kansai”) and take a final examination.



