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Research and Life in Japan by a JSPS Fellow (9)Series

Hailing from Belgium, Dr. Ruth Vanbaelen 
started her JSPS postdoctoral fellowship at 
University of Tsukuba in September 2004. 
Altogether, she has lived in Japan for 12 
years. She participated in this interview using 
fluent Japanese. Including Japanese and her 
native tongue Dutch, Dr. Vanbaelen speaks 
five languages. The interviewer was sur-
prised to learn that, depending on the situa-
tion or her mood at the time, she can switch 
her thinking between these languages. 

What are you currently researching under 
the JSPS fellowship?

I am working on a sociolinguistic 
comparative study between Dutch in the 
northern part of Belgium (=Flanders) and 
Japanese. In Flanders, a new variety of 
Dutch is emerging, positioning itself be-
tween the standard language and different 
dialects. I view the “informalization” of soci-
ety as one of the factors influencing this 
tendency. My research aims at finding 
whether such a tendency is happening in 
Japan as well.

That’s sound fascinating. How did you be-
come interested in your research field, 
linguistics?

Belgium has three official languages, 
so I’ve always had contact with different 
languages since I was a child. Also, my 
personal interest tends to be toward lan-
guages rather than sciences. Graduating from 
high school, I decided to study a language 
different from the Romanic or Germanic 
languages I had learned so far.

As an undergraduate, I understand you 
studied Japanese.

At the time, China was still very much 
a closed society, whereas Japan was 

experiencing an economic bubble. I took up 
Japanese studies because it seemed to 
hold good future potential. As Japanese 
was different from any language I had 
learned before, I found studying it to be 
most interesting. I’ve never regretted my 
choice of majors.

However, majoring in Japanese stud-
ies without really knowing the country 
seemed like a contradiction. So after 
graduating from the university in Belgium, I 
applied for and received a scholarship from 
the Japanese Ministry of Education and 
Science, which enabled me to study linguis-
tics in a postgraduate degree course at the 
University of Tsukuba. I did a sociolinguistic 
study on “gender differences in the Japa-
nese language,” which besides a literature 
survey entailed on-the-ground interviews 
and fieldwork.

Did you meet your host researcher when 
you were doing your doctoral studies at 
Tsukuba?

Yes, I met Prof. Ryuichi Washio when 
I was enrolled in the doctoral program there. 
He contacted me about being a research 
assistant. He was and is still doing com-
parative grammar research in Japanese, 
Dutch, Mongolian and Korean. He also 
gave me valuable comments on my doctoral 
dissertation; and after graduating, he 
agreed to be my host researcher under the 
JSPS postdoctoral fellowship. It was 
through my association with Prof. Washio
that I became interested in pursuing my 
current research on comparing the Dutch 
and Japanese languages.

What’s your impression of the University of 
Tsukuba? 

I’ve known my host institution since 
the time I was a graduate student. I feel that 

over the years, the students’ academic skills 
have improved along with their language 
abilities, which is important in today’s global 
society. Tsukuba is a very international city, 
which makes life easier for foreign resi-
dents. I also like Tsukuba because of its rich 
natural environment. When I feel in need of 
some urban stimulus, I can always go to 
Tokyo. However, having lived in Tsukuba for 
many years, I’ve developed a fond attach-
ment to it. In Belgium, Louvain is very much 
like Tsukuba in that it is a planned city with a 
strong academic environment.

What do you usually do outside of your 
research activities?

I bike to and from the university; be-
sides that, I work out at the local gym. It is a 
perfect place to de-stress myself as well as 
to meet people, both Japanese and for-
eigners. The Japanese always introduce me 
to new aspects of their culture.

Speaking of culture, what do you think of life in 
Japan—its culture and customs? 

I really enjoy my time in Japan. It is a 
safe society where people respect each 
other. The culture is very diverse, having 
everything from martial arts, to pottery, to 
public baths. Soon a friend will take me to 
spend the night at the Eiheiji Temple so that 
I can get a glimpse of how Buddhist monks 
live in Japan. The local matsuri make a hot 
and humid summer something to look for-
ward to.
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TSUKUBA

Introducing Japan: Tsukuba Science CityIntroducing Japan: Tsukuba Science City

JSPS fellow Dr. Ruth Vanbaelen wrote 
this article about the city where she is 
doing her research.

Tsukuba is located in Ibaraki Prefecture 
about 50 kilometers northeast of Tokyo. As 
one of Japan’s major science cities, it is 
home to the University of Tsukuba along 
with scores of renowned research institutes 
such as the Tsukuba Space Center of JAXA 
(Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency) and 
KEK (High Energy Accelerator Research 
Organization). Mainly because of these 
institutes, the city has a large number of 
foreign residents hailing from over 125 
different countries. 

It is safe to say that before the establish-
ment of the University of Tsukuba in 1973, 
Tsukuba was very much a farming town. 
Even nowadays the outskirts of this 
200,000-inhabitant city are a patchwork of 
rice paddies and fields. At the center of the 
city is an area laid out according to plan with 
wide streets, a central walkway and a bicy-
cle path. This “esplanade,” as it is some-
what ambitiously called, connects several 
parks that attract many families with chil-
dren on weekends. For others, the path 
provides a daily jogging track.

In August 2005, Tsukuba became directly 
connected to Tokyo via the Tsukuba Ex-
press train line. Though this gives a boost to 
real estate development, fortunately there is 
still plenty of nature to keep the city green.

In past decades, Tsukuba has seen a big 
influx of people, both Japanese and for-
eigners. To provide them with a sense 
of home, several festivals are held 
throughout the year. Scheduled for the last 
weekend of August this year, Matsuri 
Tsukuba features nebuta, 
big floats made of bamboo 
and paper lit up from the 
inside. During the Interna-
tional Exchange Fair in May, 
foreign residents introduce 
their cultures and cuisines. 
The plum blossom festival 

on Mt. Tsukuba marks the onset of spring.

A neighboring city, Tsuchiura, is well known 
for its lotus root production. Before New 
Years, you can see farmers harvesting the 
roots by digging them out of cold, deep mud 
fields. The prefecture’s capital Mito is not 
only known for its plum tree garden but also 
for its wara-natto, sticky fermented soy 
beans wrapped in straw. Enjoying their 
distinct flavor needs an acquired taste, even 
for a lot of Japanese!

JSPS Fellows Plaza Website

JSPS Fellows Plaza is continually in the process of updating its website, which provides information 
for present, past and prospective JSPS fellows. Please give us a visit at:
 http://www.jsps.go.jp/english/e-plaza/

You’ll find pages on “How to Apply,” “Experiences and Messages from JSPS Fellows,” “Program 
Guidelines,” “e-Orientation,” “Find Nearby Fellows,” “Science Dialogue,” and “Alumni Associa-
tions.” The site also carries current and back copies of our newsletter “JSPS Quarterly” and the 
booklet Life in Japan for Foreign Researchers.

If you have any opinions or impressions you wish to share regarding our website, please 
contact us at the JSPS Fellows Plaza.                                                                    - JSPS Fellows Plaza

What do you plan to do after your fellowship 
ends?

I have no concrete plans at this mo-
ment, though I would like to work at a Japa-
nese university, teaching linguistics and 
languages while continue my research. As 
my initial research focus was on the Japa-
nese language, Japan was THE place for me 
to be. Because I am still comparing Dutch 
and Japanese on a sociolinguistic level, it 
remains the best base of operation for me.

What advice would you give someone about 
to begin a JSPS fellowship?

Having Japanese language profi-
ciency is not a must but basic Japanese 
skills will definitely aid you in communicat-
ing with colleagues as well as facilitating 
contacts with people in your daily life. For 
people like me who are in the humanities or 
social sciences and whose research in-
volves Japan, it will make your work much 
easier if you study Japan’s culture and to 

some degree its language before coming. I 
might suggest also that you be ready to 
spend some time helping Japanese col-
leagues and students with proofreading and 
other tasks. They too will be there for you 
when you need them! Remember, life in Japan 
is not all research—please take time 
to experience and enjoy the Japanese cul-
ture as well. 
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