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3. Towards a Revival of Sociology of Law in Europe?
Japanese Law and Society in a Globalized World

Dimitri Vanoverbeke(University of Leuven, KU Leuven)

Since the establishment of the Japanese Association of Sociology of Law in 1947, research on law and
society in Japan has attracted attention by scholars worldwide in an uneven way. Attention for law and
society in Japan outside the country was triggered by leading and pioneering scholars mostly in the US such
as Dan Fenno Henderson, John Owen Haley and Frank Upham. This scholarship was extremely important
not only for the topics that were analyzed but also for the methodological approach that was to provide a

different understanding of the main law and society theses that prevailed in Japan at the time such as those
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reflected in Kawashima Takeyoshi’s seminal work on dispute resolution in Japan(1963). Law and society

research in Europe, however, suffered for a very long time from what we can call a “benign neglect” but
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since the end of the 1980s, attention for law in Japan in Europe gradually increased, parallel with the
development of political and economic prominence of the country for the EU. In this paper we will first
retrace the attention for law and society in Japan in the US and in Europe and analyze the range of topics
and methodologies. Second, we will take a look at the efforts done at universities and research institutions
in Europe related to teaching and research about law in Japan. Courses have been established and projects
accepted but it also can be said that attention for law in Japan has waned since the late 1990s often in
favour of area-attention for other countries that were considered to have a bigger impact on trade with the
EU. In the third and final part of this paper, we will analyze the recent developments after the turn of the
century. The number of students increased in Japan in all its facets has been exploding and is still going
strong. Japanese studies are attracting the highest numbers of enrolled students in area studies departments.
Law faculties are (re)introducing research and education on law and society in Japan, in law faculties or in
area studies. A new interest for law in Japan can be seen. Is this interest in academia and in the world of
practitioners driven by a similar or different interest that the interest for law in Japan outside Japan in
earlier stages? How has law and society scholarship by Japanese scholars impacted scholarship by

European scholars? These questions will mainly be addressed in this paper.
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