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My Japanese experience, in five points

Monika STEFFEN

First of all, I want to thank
Ritsumeikan University, the
College of Social Sciences and
its Dean, Professor Ikutoshi
Aruga for inviting me. My
special and personal thanks go
to Professor Ryozo Matsuda,
who initiated the project,

organize the academic program

and worked really hard to

resolve the numerous practical problems, from filling in many
Japanese administrative documents to guiding me, an analphabet,
through Japanese academia. His kindness and valuable advice have
allowed me to enjoy an excellent working environment, a stimulating
academic program, and a rewarding teaching class. | also want to
thank Professor Atsushi Fukasawa and Professor Nobuhiko Maeda,
as well as Professor Noriko Yasue from the College of Policy Science,
for their welcome and the interest they have shown in my research
fields. I am further indebted to my teaching assistant, Takashi
Hiraishi, for his efficiency and motivation, and to the administrative
staff of the College, particularly Mr. Kenji Koga for the excellent

organization, unmatched in French university administration.

Second, | would like to present myself to those College members | have
not yet had the pleasure to meet or met only briefly. My academic
background is in sociology and political science. | specialize in the
sociology of public policy, particularly comparative health policy,
working on the French medical profession, the French and German
health systems, Aids policies in Europe, medical accidents, the

Europeanization of health policies, etc. In the future, I would like to
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look into health policy in the so-called emerging economies. Why do
they not adopt universal systems of medical cover, as did the “old”
industrialized countries? Health is a good lens through which
societies can be observed.

Some readers may know about the particularity of the French academic
system, which is divided between research and teaching, each with its
own employers, budgets, positions and evaluation modes. While it is
regularly emphasized that the work of an academic should include
both teaching and research, the institutional reality makes this
difficult. I am a Senior Research Fellow at the CNRS (the French
“National Center for Scientific Research”) and affiliated to the
Institute of Political Studies at Grenoble University, where | head a
Master program in health policy and management. The latter was set
up in collaboration with the University Hospital, and trains young
students together with experienced professionals. This program thus
bridges the two separate academic worlds in France as well as the gap

between the worlds of university and the economy.

This example suggests that Grenoble is an innovative place. It is
famous in social history for having started off the French Revolution
and for major innovations in social policy (family allowances were
first paid in Grenoble). Today, it is known for its high-tech industries

and its heavy scientific equipment, renowned worldwide in physics.

Third, | would like to share my experience, which is easy to
summarize: | am very happy here, and most impressed by the
excellence of Ritsumeikan University. There are rooms to meet and
discuss with colleagues; students are polite, disciplined and
interested; the staff is helpful and efficient. Its private status
probably provides Ritsumeikan University with greater autonomy for
academic policy, strategic development and better management than
the traditional French public service can allow for. | observe from my
easiest point of view, which are the Ritsumeikan Libraries: they are
incredibly rich, offer a huge foreign documentation collection, not
only including all the English-written books in my specific field,
scarcely available in France, but also... the reports of the French
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“Cour des Comptes” (Court of Accounts), including the latest one on
social security spending! I have rarely had the chance to use such
wealthy and well organized libraries, with long opening hours, and
truly helpful staff.

Fourth, this attests to the openness of Japanese thought, in contrast
with what most Europeans, including intellectuals, may still believe.
Il am discovering a contemporary Japanese history comparable in many
ways to that of Western Europe (the labor movement, the long way to
democracy, etc.), and similar current challenges: <changes in
employment patterns, family structures, gender issues, and
demographic patterns, against the backdrop of a shrinking welfare
state. While the policy problems to solve in Japan and Western Europe
today share a similar architecture, policy responses however cannot

escape the national context and domestic politics.

Fifth, we should therefore more systematically compare the social
issues and policies of our respective countries. This is the scientific
agenda of my visit to Ritsumeikan. Professor Ryozo Matsuda and | are
writing a first joint paper comparing the French and Japanese
healthcare systems, reforms and challenges. It will be presented at
the forthcoming “International Conference on Public Policy” in
Grenoble, after an initialseminar discussion at the college here. We
hope this work will initiate further collaboration between our

respective universities.

One final puzzle. I am fully enjoying Kyoto’'s exceptional cultural
heritage, the beauty of the temples and gardens in blossom, but this
was expected. My real surprise has been this: statistics and direct
observation lead me to conclude that life in Japan is more difficult
for most people than in France and Europe. Yet the average inhabitant
of Kyoto | meet is extremely kind, very attentive, without complaints
and always ready to help. There must be a secret for this (Zen culture?
the educational system? good public governance?), which Europeans

would do well to learn from.
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