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JAPANESE STUDIES IN SINGAPORE: 
STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies Singapore 
Dr. Lim Hua Sing 

Japanese studies in Singapore are basically conducted 

at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (!SEAS) and the 

National University of Singapore (NUS). 

I. ISEAS 

(A) Analytical Framework by Function 

1. Teaching 

"!SEAS wa s established as an a utonomous or a n ization 

in May 1968. It is a regional research centre for schola r s 

and oeher specialists concerned with modern Southeast Asia." 

Apart from attracting numerous scholars from within and 

without the Southeast Asian region to work at the Institute, 

!SEAS has developed se veral research projects on ASEAN's 

economic and politica l relations with the outside world . 

These projec t s are mai nly on a bilateral ba sis between ASEAN 

and the outside world, such as U.S.A., European Economic 

Community , Australi a , New Zealand, Korea, South Asia and 

Japan, with Japan stud ies gr owing with increasing p r omi-

nence. 

!SEAS is not a teaching institution but devotes its 

resources fully to academic research. Its staff members 

are involved in organizing seminars, wor kshops and 

conferences; in editing journals such as Contemporary 

Southeast Asia and Southeast Asian Affairs; and in co-

ordinating research projects which need regio nal and inter-

national participation. Some of the !SEAS staff members 
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have, also been engaged in teaching activities at NUS. 

These are however, strictly on a part-time basis. 

2. Research 

Over the years, scholars from Japan, Europe, America, 

Australia, New Zealand and Southeast Asian countries who 

have been working on a variety of topics focused on Japan­

Southeast Asian interactions have spent fruitful periods in 

!SEAS. !SEAS itself also encourages more scholars in the 

Southeast Asian region to work on Japan. There are also a 

few !SEAS research staff working directly or indirectly on 

different aspects of ASEAN which are related to the politi­

cal, economic and social development in Japan. !SEAS 

research staff also collaborate with other scholars in the 

region to carry out projects on Japanese studies. Some of 

these projects are co-ordinated by !SEAS research staff (see 

Appendix I). 

3. Seminars 

!SEAS has organized several seminars, dialogues and 

conferences on Japan since its establishment in 1968. Some 

are organized solely by !SEAS while others are joint efforts 

with other institutions or organizations such as NUS, the 

Japan Centre for International Exchange (JCIE), the National 

Institute for Research Advancement (NIRA), the East-West 

Seminar (EWS) and the Institute of Developing Economics 

(IDE) etc. Seminars are held both in and outside Singapore. 

Seminars which have been held include the following: 
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a. Conferences on ASEAN-Japan Economic and Political 

Relations, on 5-6 December 1981 in Singapore and 

on 20-23 May 1982 in Japan (These conferences 

were organized jointly by !SEAS, NIRA, JCIE and 

EWS). 

b. Dialogue on "Technology Transfer, Transformation 

and Development in Asian Countries" on 29 August 

1983 in Singapore (this was a joint effort by 

ISEAS and IDE). 

c. Workshop on ASEAN-Japan Industrial Cooperation on 

23-25 August 1983 in Singapore (This workshop was 

organized by !SEAS on behalf of the ASEAN 

Secretariat). 

d. Seminar on "Economic Development and Environment 

Problems in the Asia and Pacific Region" on 

9 January 1984 in Singapore (This seminar is being 

organized by ISEAS and will include local par­

ticipants and a research group from Kyoto 

Institute of Economic Research, Kyoto 

University). 

4. Articles and Publications 

!SEAS publishes proceedings of seminars, workshops 

and conferences organized in and outside Singapore. Some of 

these proceedings are published by ISEAS while others are by 

the Singapore University Press (Singapore), the Institute of 

Developing Economies (Japan), Maruzen Asia (Singapore) and 
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Oxford University Press (Malaysia) etc., under the auspices 

of the !SEAS. Publications published by !SEAS or under the 

auspices of !SEAS are listed in Part I. Other publications 

which include contributions by !SEAS research staff are 

listed in Part II. The publications include: 

Part I 

a. Kernial S. Sandhu and Eileen P.T. Tang eds., 

Japan as an Economic Power and its Implications 

for Southeast Asia (Singapore: Singapore 

University Press, 1974). 

b. Yoshihara Kunia, Foreign Investment and Domestic 

Response: A Study of Singapore's Industrialization 

(Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 1976). 

c. Chee Peng Lim and Lee Poh Ping, The Role of 

Japanese Direct Investment in Malaysia (Singapore: 

!SEAS I 1979) • 

d. Manfred Pohl, ed., Japan 1980/81: Politics and 

Economy (Singapore: Maruzen Asia, 1981) 

e. William H. Newell, ed., Japan in Asia, 1942-1945 

(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1981). 

f. Ikuo Iwasaki, camp., Japan and Southeast Asia 

(Japan: IDE, 1983). 

g. Yoji Akashi, The Japanese Occupation of Melaka, 

January 1942 - August 1945, in Melaka edited by 

Kernial s. Sandhu and Paul Wheatley, Vol. 1 

(Malaysia: Oxford University Press, 1983). 
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Part II 

h. Kwan Kuen-Chor and Lee Soo Ann, "Japanes~ ~~rect 

..... -
Investment in the Singapore Manufacturin! Industry" 

in ASEAN-Japan Relations, Investment, edited by 

Sueo Sekiguchi, (Singapore: ISEAS, 1983). 

i. Lim Hua Sing and Lee Chin Choo, "Singapore-Japan 

Relations: Trade and Development" in ASEAN-Japan 

Relations, Trade and Development, edited by 
.. 

Narongchai Akrasanee, (Singapore: ISEAS• 1983). 

~. Lim Hua Sing, "Japanese Perspectives on Malaysia's 

Look East Policy" in Southeast Asian Affairs 1984 

(Singapore: ISEAS forthcoming) 

a. Lim Hua Sing, "The Value Composition and 

significance of Japanese Trade with Southeast 

Asia, 1914-1941" (Ph. D. thesis, ISEAS Library). 

b. , "Japan and Southeast Asia", Sin Chew -----
Jit Poh (Singapore) 22-23 September 1981. 

c. _____ , "The Industrial Strategies of Japan", 

Sin Chew ~it Poh (Malaysia) 14 September 1982 

d. , "Singapore and Japan: Promises and -----
Problems in Growing Trade", Marubeni Business 

Bulletin, No. 123 (Tokyo, September 1983) 

II. The National University of Singapore 

The National University of Singapore (NUS) was the 

outcome of the integration of two older institutions of higher 
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learning, namely, the University of Singapore and the 

Nanyang University in 1980. Early in 1972, courses on 

Jqpanese Studies were set up at the former Nanyang 

University under the assistance of the Japanese Government 

through the Japan Foundation. Two Japanese scholars spe-

cializing in arts and social science subjects sponsored by 

the Japan Foundation, were given the responsibility to orga-

nize and teach these Japanese studies courses at Nanyang 

University. As visiting professors for periods of 3-12 

months, they taught, apart from giving tutorials, Japanese 

economics, politics, sociology, history and literature, for 

at least 2~ hours weekly at Nanyang University. Efforts 

were also made to set up a Department of Japanese Studies or 

a Japanese Studies Center, but according to sources, due to 

disharmony among staff members at the University, it has not 

yet materialized. 

It is argued that the Japanese studies have not 
fD 

become an important part of academic activities at Nanyang 

University due to the lack of a formal institution. 

Furthermore, promising local scholars on Japanese studies 

have not been given enough encouragement and support so that 

.serious research projects h~ve not been carried out. In 

1979, at the request of the Singapore Government, it was 

agreed that the Department of Japanese Studies be set up at 

NUS. In 1981, the Department started recruiting undergra-

duates. At first Japanese language instruction was given 
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much emphasis; but later, increasing attention was given to 

teaching other subjects such as Japanese political culture, 

modern economic history, and later followed by Japanese eco­

nomic and political relations with Southeast Asia. 

(A) Analytical Framework by Function 

1. Teaching 

Unlike ISEAS, the NUS is essentially a teaching 

institution. In other words, NUS staff members are engaged 

at least for their first assignments, in teaching full-time 

and are not able to devote much effort or time to research. 

Presently, there are about ten lecturers, both full-time and 

part-time, attached to the Department of Japanese Studies. 

The main role of these lecturers is to provide elementary 

knowledge of the Japanese language, literature, history and 

politics to undergraduate students. Normally, lecturers are 

in charge of 1-2 lectures and about 4 tutorials weekly. 

Students who attend Japanese study courses are either from 

the Chinese stream or have satisfactory knowledge of the 

Chinese language. This educational background does to some 

extent, facilitate them to learn and to understand the 

Japanese language and culture. 

Taking NUS as a whole, there are several departments 

offering courses on Japanese studies. For example, there 

are two historians teaching Japanese history at the 

Department of History; one economist (a Japanese visiting 
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professor} teaching Japanese management at the Faculty of 

Accountancy and Business Administration and three political 

scientists teaching courses on different aspects of Japanese 

politics at the Department of Political Science. No lec­

turer has so far been appointed to teach Japanese economics 

at the Department of Economics and Statistics, although 

there is an urgent need for this subject due to the 

increasing economic ties between Singapore and Japan. There 

are, however, about five economists at the Department 

interested in researching on Japanese economic relations 

with ASEAN. 

2. Research 

As stated earlier, the lecturers attached to the 

Department of Japanese Studies do not have ample time to 

conduct research. Since it is a newly established 

Department, no research projects are likely to be carried 

out by department staff members in the near future. 

Lecturers from other departments and the faculty's senior 

staff members are, however, actively involving in attending 

conferences or conducting research projects related to 

Japan. Some of them are working closely with ISEAS and are 

participating in both regional and international research 

projects arranged by ISEAS. 

3. Seminars 

Seminars or tutorials are conducted at the NUS in 
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small groups consisting of about ten persons per class. 

These seminars are regarded as supplementary studies for the 

students. Lecturers are normally assigned groups of stu­

dents, of 2-3 persons, on a rotational basis; and are 

required to prepare reports on topics which are directly 

related to earlier lectures. This is firstly to make sure 

that students fully understand the lectures; secondly, fo 

encourage students to do relevant readings and to practise 

writing reports; thirdly, to provide opportunities for stu­

dents to be involved in active discussions; and finally, to 

correct and guide their arguments and analysis. 

4. Articles and Publications 

Currently, the Department of Japanese Studies does 

not publish any journals or periodicals. Research papers or 

books published by the department's junior members are rare. 

However, some senior members of the departments of Political 

Science, History, Economics and Statistics, have published 

some papers related to Japan. Some of these papers include: 

a. Lau Teik Soon, "Regional Security and Japan's 

Role," (Paper presented at the Asia Quarterly: 

The Second Japan-ASEAN Symposium, organized by 

the Asian Affairs Research Council, Tokyo, Japan, 

April 1980. 

b. Francis Lai, "Without A Vision: Japan's Not 
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Playing a Greater Role in ASEAN's Solidarity and 

Development" in ASEAN: Identity, Development and 

Culture, edited by R.P. Anand and Purification V. 

Quisumbing (Philippines: 1981). 

c. Francis Lai, 11Japan's Political and Defence Role 

in Southeast Asia: Some ASEAN Reactions", 

Proceedings of Symposium on Security in ASEAN 

Region (Tokyo: Takushoku University, 1983). 

d. Chew Soon Beng, "Japan and Southeast Asia", in 

Japan 1980/81 edited by Manfred Pohl. 

(B) Analytical Framework by Discipline 

1. Politics 

Presently, a course on "Political Culture of Japan" 

is being · conducted at the Department of Japanese Studies. This 

course i:s basically for third-year students and was formally 

started in October 1983. It is aimed at providing "a survey 

of how Japanese culture has shaped the political system and 

situation in contemporary Japan". Additionally, according 

to sources, three courses in "Politics of East Asia (China 

and Japan)", "Foreign Policy of Major Powers" (Soviet Union 

and the USA in Term I; China and Japan in Term II) are also 

being conducted at the Department of Political Science on an 

alternate basis. These are designed for third-year and 

honours students. These courses aim at providing a general 

understanding on the J~panese post-war and current political 

system, the various political parties, sectionalism among 
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parties and also characteristics of Japan's defe nce policy . 

2. History 

Courses on Japanese History are being conducted both 

at the Department of Japanese Studies and the Department of 

History. The course on an "Introduction to Japanese 

History," which was started in 1981 for first-year undergra­

duates attached to the Department of Japanese Studies, is 

aimed at providing a general knowledge on Japanese history 

from the Tokugawa Shogunate to the end of World War II. 

Started in 1982, the course on "Modern Economic History of 

Japan" is also being conducted at the Department of Japanese 

Studies for the second and third-year students, as a major 

or a minor subject. This course is aimed at familiarizing 

the students with changes in Japan's economic structure and 

its economic development from the Tokugawa Shogunate period 

to World War II, wi th emphasis on evaluat ing Japan's 

industrial growth and development after t h e Meiji 

Restoration which for med the foundation of modern Japa n . 

3. Literature 

A course on the " In t roduction to Japanes e L i ter a ture" 

was started in 1983 a t the Department o f Japane s e Stud i es 

for the third-yea r unde r graduates at NUS. Thi s cours e is 

aimed at "surveying Japanese Litera t ur e , with prescribed 

books, from the earliest times referring to myt hology and 

folklore to the modern period throu9h English t r a nslat i ons". 
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On the other hand, the course on "Modern Japanese Literature 

- Selected Texts", planned to be introduced in 1984, is 

designed to put "emphasis on a selected period studied 

through selected Japanese writers and/or poets, using 

prescribed texts in Japanese". 

4. Language 

The Japanese language I,II and III have been taught 

at the Department of Japanese Studies over the last three 

years since 1981. According to the Department's policy and 

ultimate aims, students taking Japanese language I,II and III 

are to acquire "a good command of the use of the current 

standard language as a means of communication or a tool of 

research. A student who has successfully completed che 

course is expected to have a useful competence both in 

speaking and reading modern books, journals, and newspapers. 

Oral drill and practice in the language laboratory form an 

important part of the course, especially in the first two 

years, the object being to make the student's use of the 

patterns of spoken Japanese automatic." 

Basically, Japanese I "introduces the students to the 

basic Japanese language including conversation, grammar, 

phonetic signs and elementary reading. 250 Chinese charac­

ters are to be taught. Class meetings are held for 4 hours 

per week, including Language Laboratory work. Though no 

prerequisite is imposed, students without any knowledge of 

Chinese characters are required to attend supplementary 
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classes". Japanese II "is designed to give the students an 

entire coverage in modern grammar as well as high er com­

petence in the daily conversation at an intermediate stage. 

Writing and reading of an additional 630 Chinese characters 

will also to be taught". Japanese III "introduces the stu­

dents to junior high school level texts with training of 

translation technique. An additional 1000 Chinese characters 

are expected to be learned. Conversations on specialised 

subjects are also introduced." 

Conclusions and Suggestions 

In Singapore, the Japanese language courses are not 

only conducted at the Department of Japanese studies but 

also at the Department of Extramural Studies of NUS (located 

in Bukit Timah and Waterloo Street), by the Adult Education 

Board (AEB), the Singapore-Japan Cultural Association and 

numerous private institutions and organizations. Over the 

last three years, a considerable and growing number of stu­

dents have enrolled in the Department of Japanese Studies. 

Japanese language studies seem to have become a fashionable 

cultural activity in Singapore. Besides, a good knowledge 

of the language and Japanese affairs have proven useful to 

Singaporeans who wish to tour Japan or to work in or do 

business with Japanese-owned enterprises in Singapore. 
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Presently, there are about one thousand Japanese 

enterprises and twenty thousand Japanese resident in 

Singapore. Furthermore, Singapore appears to be one of the 

most attractive countries for Japanese tourists in Asia. 

Apart from financial corporations and commercial enterpri­

ses, there are more and more service enterprises, such as 

hotels, travel agents, restaurants, department stores and 

entertainment business, regardless of whether they are run 

by Japanese or by local businessmen or the combination of 

the two, who deal with Japanese customers. As a result, 

having a certain knowledge of the Japanese language has 

become an a dvantage and even a necessity, to people who 

come into contact with the Japanese community directly or 

indirectly. Obviously, since the study of the Japanese 

language in Singapore is mainly for commercial and pragmatic 

purposes, the level of Japanese language studies unavoidably 

remains at a low high. Students are quite satisfied with 

acquiring a sufficient knowledge of the language for daily 

conversations but n o t for serious study of Japanese culture, 

institutions a nd history. 

This tendency can be analysed from two aspects. 

Firstly, there is still a negligible number of Singapore 

students furthering their studies in Japan. Because of their 

educational background and colonial influences, Singapore 

students tend to pursue their higher education in England 

and America, and to a lesser extent, Canada and Australia. 
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According to statistics published by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

in 1981, the number of Singapore students studying in Japan 

comprised only 1.5 per cent (54 persons) of all Singapore 

students overseas, whereas England and America attracted 

44.1 per cent (1,596 persons) and 22.9 per cent (829 

persons) respectively, during the same year. Students with 

the best results at schools, such as Singapore President 

Scholarship recipients, continue to have priority for 

admission into Ox-Bridge Universities in England, and to a 

lesser extent~ prestigious American universities, such as 

Harvard, Yale and Cornell. According to sources, so far 

there has been only one President Scholarship recipient 

studying in Japan. Thus, there is still a small number of 

Japanese university graduates in Singapore. Over the 

twenty-eight years since the first batch of Singapore stu­

dents left for Japan in 1955, the cumulative number of 

Singaporeans who have graduated from Japanese universities 

is estimated to be only about three hundred. 

Secondly, Japanese studies in Singapore have only in 

recent years started to attract attention in a serious 

manner particularly when the Singapore Government and its 

leaders began to "Look East" to Japan as a development model, 

worthy of admiration and emulation. The history of the 

Department of Japanese Studies in Singapore is fairly new. 

The Japanese collections in the libraries of ISEAS and NUS 
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are far from satisfactory. The National Library of Singapore 

also has a poor Japanese collection. There are also a very 

limited of local scholars interested in Japanese studies who 

are able to make use of Japanese sources. A center or asso­

ciation of Japanese studies in Singapore has not yet been 

set up although it has been discussed among scholars, 

interested officials and businessmen for many years. 

Publications on Japan by local scholars are also very limited. 

The level of and commitment to Japanese studies in Singapore 

cannot be judged merely by thenumber of the Japanese language 

students however. It is still unknown how many students at the 

Department of Japanese Studies will co·n-tinue working on Japan or 

furthertheir studies in Japan after their graduation. Singapore 

does not appear to have a big employment market for the gra­

duates of the Japanese Studies Department. This is, as have 

been seen in other Southeast Asian countries, partly because 

Japanese enterprises do not have the capacity to absorb all 

the Japanese graduates; and partly because the Japanese gra­

duates still do not regard working with Japanese enterprises 

as the best choice for their career development. Above all, 

being a small country with a population of only 2.5 million, 

Singapore can not afford to provide a large number of gra­

duates specialized in Japanese studies. Thus, quality, not 

quantity, should be emphasized in the training of Japan 

experts in Singapore. 
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Accordingly, there is an urgent need to tr a in some local 

scholars to be Japan specialists. These specialists should 

be able to conduct research on Japan at ISEAS as well as 

give lectures at relevant departments at NUS. Centered 

around these specialists and under their initiatives, 

Japanese studies in Singapore can then be encouraged and 

promoted. In order to fulfill this, Japanese studies should 

not remain at the level of merely teaching the Japanese 

language. Obviously, the Japanese language can be learnt in 

a much shorter time in Japan than in Singapore. Since 

Singapore students are bilingual and a large proportion of 

the students of the Japanese Studies Department are from 

Chinese language-stream, some of these students should be 

encouraged or selected to be trained to become Japan 

experts. Presently, Japanese studies in Singapore (perhaps 

also in other ASEAN countries) tend to ~ut emphasis on 

Japan's external relations, for instance, its direct foreign 

investment and trade, with Singapore and the Southeast Asian 

region. However, there are very few studies on Japan's 

internal and domestic issues, such as Japan's culture, 

institutions, or history. There are very few local scholars 

who can make use of Japanese sources in analysing Japan's 

internal issues. Thus, cultivating researchers with suf­

ficient competence in the Japanese language for carrying out 

studies on Japan becomes indispensable. 
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Research facilities and conditions should be improved 

and expanded substantially in Singapore. It would be dif­

ficult to develop and launch good research studies unless 

they are fully supported by sufficient collections of Japanese 

publications at !SEAS, NUS, and the National Library. The 

Japanese Government and the Japan Foundation can play posi­

tive roles in this field by regularly providing Japanese 

materials and publications to the relevant institutions in 

Singapore. It is also advisable to promote cultural and 

intellectual exchange among Japan specialists in the wider 

Southeast Asian region. In Singapore, !SEAS and NUS should 

play a more important role in attracting more Japan experts 

from Southeast Asia in general and from Japan in particular, 

to work at the institutions. So far, such exchanges with 

various Japanese universities and research institutions have 

been made, and some research projects of mutual interests 

have also been worked on by Japanese scholars and experts 

from the region. Hopefully, in time to come, cultural 

co-operation between Japan and Singapore can be worked out 

on a more regular basis. This would undoubtedly contribute 

to the promotion of a full-fledged and enduring centre for 

Japanese studies in Singapore. 
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** NEW MEMBERSHIP (14TH FEBRUARY 1984) 

* ORIENT CONSUMER CR'EDH PTE LTD 
Mr. Y. Shintani (Managing Director) 

5 41 Orchard Road # 1 8-04 
Liat Towers 
Signapore 0923 
Tel: 2359477 

** CHANGE OF ADDRESS 

* CROWN LINE (PTE) LRD 
34 JALAN KILANG BARAT 
KELW ARAM HOUSE 
SINGAPORE 0315 
Tel : 2728855 ,2735588 

** CHANGE OF NAME OF REPRESENTATIVE 

* THE NIPPON CREDIT BANK, LTD 
From Mr. M. Horiuchi to Mr. T. Miyazawa 

* KOMATSU FORKLIFT ASIA PTE LTD 
From Mr. N. Miyakawa to Mr. K. Fukutome 

* ISHIKAWAJIMA-HARIMA HEAVY INDUSTRIESCO LTD 
From Mr: H. Kurosili to Mr. T. Saka~chi 

** CHANGE OF COMPANY'S NAME 

* DAIW A SINGAPORE LIMITED 
·- . .. 

From DBS-DAIWA SECURI~IES INTERNATIONAL LTD 
To DAIW A SINGAPORE LIMITED 

* CENTURY GREYHOUND LEASING (SINGAPORE) PTE LTD 
From CENTURY GREYHOUND LEASING AND FINANCIL CORPORATION 
To CENTRUY GREYHOUND LEASING (SINGAPORE) PTE LTD 

** CHANGE OF TELEPHONE NO 

* SHISEIDO SINGAPORE CO (PTE) LTD 
Tel: 2713677 
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