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Hailing from Hungary, Dr. Akos Kopper has been 
conducting research with his host, Prof. Masashi 
Izumo in the Faculty of Economics at Kanagawa 
University under a JSPS postdoctoral fellowship 
since September 2011.

- Please tell us about your career before you 
became a JSPS fellow.

The first degree I earned was in Japanese 
studies from a university in Hungary. I studied 
not only the Japanese language but also Ja-
pan’s culture and history. After that, I studied 
international relations for one year. Just after 
obtaining my master’s degree, I received a 
Monbusho Research Scholarship from MEXT. 
Under it, I came to Japan and studied econom-
ics, Asia-Pacific affairs and international rela-
tions at Hitotsubashi University over a period of 
three years. Departing Japan, I decided to go 
to Germany to do my PhD work. With the cre-
ation of the EU, the meaning of citizenship and 
borders had changed radically within Europe. 
This piqued my interest in studies that over-
arch borders and citizenship, so I focused my 
doctoral studies on questions of citizenship, 
sovereignty and people’s relationship to the 
state, while experimenting with various norma-
tive models on a good/just society. 

- What are you currently researching under 
your JSPS fellowship? 

I’m working on questions of borders, what 
they mean, how their meaning changes. I’m 
also working on questions of citizenship, politi-
cal rights, and political participation. Lately, I 
have turned my interest to islands, focusing on 
not only Japan but also Asian countries such 
as South Korea and Vietnam. Islands are spe-
cial places: While being part of a political unit, 
they are also separated not only physically but 
also to a great extent in our imaginations. 

- How did you get to know your Japanese 
host researcher? 

I met my host researcher some 20 years 
ago when he was doing research in Hungary. 
At that time, I was still an undergraduate stu-
dent. My Hungarian professor asked me to 
show Prof. Izumo around the city of Budapest. 
We have been in contact ever since, meeting 
when possible almost every year. He has been 
very helpful with my research, and his network 
of friends in Japan and South Korea has af-
forded me valuable advice regarding matters 
in those countries.  

- Besides your relationship with Prof. Izumo, 
did you have any other reasons for choosing 
Japan to do your research?

I have stayed in Japan three times, as a 
tourist, student and researcher. The first time 
was 20 year ago; I was very young. In 1990, 
my father, who was doing cancer research, 
had a very good Japanese friend who invited 
him to Japan to collaborate. He brought me 
along with him. I became interested in Japan 
and liked the Japanese lifestyle, so I started 
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studying Japanese in Hungary. The second 
time, I came to Japan as a student under the 
Monbusho Research Scholarship. This time, 
I am here in Japan as a JSPS postdoctoral 
researcher. On each of these three occasions, 
Japan showed me a different face: Once as 
a tourist having fun, then as a student going 
to classes and meeting with friends in izakaya 
(taverns serving small dishes for snacking 
while drinking), and now a researcher spend-
ing time in libraries, conducting interviews and 
attending conferences. Though each of these 
phases has been different, I have always had a 
great time in Japan; and after 5 years of living 
here, Japan feels a bit like my second home.  

- After a total of so many years, what do you 
think of life in Japan—its culture and cus-
toms? 

What I like most about Japan is its mixture 
of the modern and traditional. In Tokyo, you 
find super-modern buildings. I really like the 
way their design incorporates the simplicity of 
Japanese architecture. Yet, in coexistence with 
the modern there is always the old, not as just 
relics of the past, but interwoven into people’s 
everyday lives. 

- What is your impression of your host institu-
tion?

I am completely satisfied with it. I have a 
very good relationship with my host researcher 
Prof. Izumo and his students. I frequently join 
his seminar for lunch or dinner and get to see 
life within a Japanese university from the in-
side.

- What do you do outside your research work? 
I regularly go swimming after lunch or after 

working. A nice thing about Kanagawa Uni-
versity is that it has a swimming pool, which is 
located right between my office and dormitory. 
I also like to travel around Japan. My favorite 
city is Kyoto, but I have also found Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki to be very exciting places. Es-
pecially the latter, as Nagasaki had long been 
the focal point for Japan’s contact with the 
West. In Tokyo, I like to go to “Korean town” 
(Shin-Okubo), as I am working on questions of 
immigration. There, I can advance my work by 
talking to people from Korea, and enjoy Korean 
food afterwards.

- Generally speaking, what is your impression 
of Japan’s research environment? 

It is nice, but maybe a bit ‘closed in,’ 
though that is difficult to judge. Living in Ja-
pan, I feel like doing more work in Japanese, 
reading more in Japanese, and writing more in 
Japanese. However, if I published my articles in 
Japanese, only a small community of experts 
will be able to read them in Europe. As I do 
comparative work, my aim is to reach a broad 
range of people who will themselves create ex-
citing comparisons by putting their knowledge 
and experience—for example on immigra-
tion or border issues—into different contexts. 

Yet, this language problem is not necessarily 
specific to Japan: To a great extent it is due 
to Western arrogance or ignorance when it 
comes to mastering Asian languages. English 
may be the lingua franca of these times, which 
paradoxically can have the effect of cloistering 
Western people. So all in all, we are all ‘closed 
in,’ making globalization a myth in many ways. 
We are hardly living in a borderless world. Bor-
ders surround us just as before, the nature of 
them is however different: Their location is not 
so obvious nor clear-cut. They are frequently 
not tied to physical locations—i.e. they are not 
like a fence that one can see and locate from a 
distance. 

- That said, do you think the Japanese re-
search environment should be more interna-
tionalized?

I think that doing so would be beneficial 
for the Japanese students. Today, there are 
some foreign students in Prof. Izumo’s semi-
nar, nevertheless the language used is always 
Japanese. Perhaps more classes taught in 
English would help students become proficient 
in English and be more willing to go out and 
explore the world in ways that can benefit both 
themselves and Japan. It is only by viewing 
one’s country from a distance that a person 
can discern its goods and bads. 

- I’ve heard that it is hard to learn Japanese, 
please give some advice for researchers who 
are worried about language?

One thing that they can do is to spend time 
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It takes 15 minutes to walk from Kanagawa 
University to the nearby train station of Hakuraku 
on the Toyoko (Tokyo-Yokohama) Line. Though 
not what you’d call picturesque, the way to the 
station from the university has a sort of simple 
mystique to it. Running between small houses, 
the street is dotted with old shops selling 
everything from vegetables to used clothes. 
Although hardly a touristy place, there are small 
hidden things that one discovers when living in 
the neighborhood.

There is a small restaurant serving curry, the 
same dish every day. It has no menu. You enter 
and are served the meal always made from the 
same Pakistani recipe. Though it is delicious, 
I have no clue how they stay in business. 
Unfortunately, my favorite small restaurant on 
the way to the university closed recently. It had 
a few chairs on the street where I could sit and 
drink my coffee—a bit like I would do at home 
or in Paris—proofing one of my new articles 
and watching students pass by on their way to 
the university. These days, my favorite place is 
a little restaurant selling crepe—thin pancakes 
with savory fillings. It has just three tables, but is 
a great place to relax after work.

Introducing Japan: Yokohama City

in big cities like Tokyo, Yokohama or Osaka, as 
they provide many alternatives for interesting 
things to do in either Japanese or English. I 
think it is important to try to learn at least a bit 
of Japanese. The research framework for JSPS 
fellows is well organized in a way that allows 
people who only speak English to do their pro-
fessional work smoothly. Nevertheless, to really 
enjoy one’s daily life in Japan and to grasp 
what is happening around you it’s worth the ef-
fort to learn some Japanese.

- What are your research achievements under 
the JSPS fellowship so far? 

So far, I have published three academic 
articles in English and some other papers in 
Hungarian about citizenship and borders. I 
have also given talks in numerous conferences 
and presented my research results. Yet, even 
when I leave Japan my work here will not be 
completed: From the collection of data, con-
ducting interviews, presenting preliminary re-
sults at conferences, it takes a long time to get 
one’s articles published in good journals.  

- What do you plan to do after your fellowship 
ends? 

I will continue my work in academia. I’m go-
ing to work at the Hungarian Academy of Sci-
ences from October. I will participate in a big 
research project, which started in July 2012 on 
crisis and social innovation.

- Please give some advice to young research-
ers who may be thinking about doing re-
search in Japan? 

Have fun! Japan is a wonderful place to 
live. There are wonderful things to see, try, eat, 
etc. The only important thing is to leave your 
prejudices behind and be open to differences. 
It is important to have a good relationship with 
your host researcher and to listen to his/her 
advice. Japan is different in many ways, and 
sometimes puzzling; nevertheless, its systems 
are very reliable and the JSPS fellowship pro-
gram is very well designed. I am really grate-
ful that I have had the opportunity to spend 
two wonderful years doing research in Japan 
thanks to JSPS. 

When we visited Dr. Kopper, he was in the midst 
of talking with a student. During our interview as 
well, we were impressed by his accomplishment 
in understanding the Japanese language and 
culture, in ways that enable him to communicate 
effectively with Prof. Izumo’s students. We were 
pleased to witness the excellent relationship 
that Dr. Kopper enjoys with his host researcher 
Prof. Izumo and his students. Today, Japanese 
universities are developing their own strategies 
to advance internationalization; unfortunately, 
there are still not many overseas professors and 
researchers on their campuses. Dr. Kopper’s stay 
at Kanagawa University has surely afforded Prof. 
Izumo’s students a meaningful experience and 
valuable opportunity to expand their horizons. 
We look forward to future JSPS fellows also 
communicating with Japanese students and 
young researchers. While contributing to the 
internationalization of the Japanese research 
environment, this should also enhance the fellows’ 
enjoyment of their life in Japan.

Haku raku  has ,  o f  cou rse , 
everything typical of a Japanese 
town: numerous hair dressers, 
cleaners, smal l  restaurants of 
a l l  sor ts ,  and a  mishmash of 
convenience stores, called combini, 
just a few minutes walk from my 
university’s dormitory. The dorm 
has nice apartments for researchers 
on its top floor overlooking the 
neighborhood. Adding a l i t t le 
excitement to Hakuraku, there are 
such things as a small jazz bar 
near the train station, which I visited 
once. The station itself provides a 
perfect link to both the centers of 
Yokohama and Tokyo.

Yokohama, with its skyscrapers, 
vast array of stores, and the bustling Minato-
Mirai shopping complex, lies just a few stations 
way. It offers a stark change of pace from 
Hakuraku, being an immaculate 21st-century 
metropolis. My favorite place is a restaurant in 
Minato-Mirai overlooking the bay. Like many 
things in Japan, it remains basically the same, 
while undergoing subtle changes: There’s been 
a change of face in its owner during the two 
years since I started my research at Kanagawa 
University. In the other direction, the train from 
Hakuraku goes to Shibuya and Shinjuku at the 
center of Tokyo. The ride takes only about 40 
minutes.
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