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Technikstudien: Research Initiative Regarding Intersections

between Technology and Society in Japan

(with Dr. Cosima Wagner)

Japan is often referred to as a high-tech country and large parts of Japanese
society are attributed with an allegedly high affinity to (new) technologies.
Moreover, the Japanese government cultivates a technology-friendly image and
emphasises technology-driven responses to urgent societal issues like
environmental protection, energy security or demographic change. Surprisingly,
research on technical artefacts and technology did not become established as a
full-fledged sub-discipline of Japanese Studies like sociology, political science or
history, particularly in the German-speaking academic community. While in the
past, various research projects have drawn attention to individual aspects of the
history, economy or philosophy of technology as well as environmental science
on Japan, technical artefacts were seldom examined as the main object of study.
Surprisingly, this does not recently converge into a coherent research field
addressing technology issues as such. Therefore, we argue that the shaping of
knowledge, actions, thoughts, cultures and norms is not sufficiently analysed yet,
and propose to conceive social scientific and cultural perspectives on technology
as a full-fledged field of Japanese Studies. Basically, we ask in which way
technical devices shape everyday life in a modern society like Japan, and how,
conversely, the social and cultural context influences technological development.
More precisely, technology development is viewed not as a “rational” process and
artefact not as “neutral objects”. In contrast, it is perceived as a process where
social actors with varying visions, values, and concepts of usage inscribe their
ideas into product designs and reconstitute a specific social order during the
construction of large technical infrastructures. This enables a critical analysis of
the interplay with their cultural and social context. Moreover, focusing on the
geographic, cultural and societal locale of Japan facilitates the reflection of
underlying principles, unchallenged narratives and explanations on technology.
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