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Hailing from Slovenia, Dr. Maja Veselič has been 
conducting her research with her host Associate 
Prof. David Slater at Sophia University since 
2012 under a JSPS postdoctoral fellowship.

- What are you currently researching under 
the JSPS fellowship? 

My research is mainly concerned with the 
disaster relief and recovery efforts carried out 
by Japanese Buddhist priests in the after-
math of the March 2011 tsunami and nuclear 
meltdown (called 3.11) in northeastern Japan 
(Tohoku). Immediately after the earthquake, 
these priests were quick to mobilize their 
extensive networks to collect and efficiently 
distribute food provisions and other aid. Many 
of their temples in and around the disaster 
areas opened themselves up as evacuation 
shelters. Also, following the lessons learned 
from the 1995 Kobe earthquake, they soon 
initiated activities such as tea parties to offer 
the tsunami survivors and nuclear evacuees 
basic emotional and psychological support. 
Kokoro no kea, or “care for the heart,” as this 
kind of work is called, has become the main 
focus of their efforts now that people have 
settled down in temporary housing units and 
the need for material support has gradually 
waned. In addition, the Buddhist priests con-
tinue to perform their traditional role as ritual 
specialists for the dead, performing funerals 
and memorial services for those who perished 
in the disaster or whose graves had to be 
abandoned due to high levels of radiation. In 
Japan, and especially in Tohoku where ances-
tor veneration is still held important, such care 
for the deceased is an inseparable part of the 
care for the living. Finally, many priests in the 
Fukushima area are engaged in decontamina-
tion projects and in raising public awareness 
of the residents’ plight. All of this has worked 
to change the perception of Japanese Bud-
dhism, both internally and publicly.

- How did you become interested in your re-
search field? 

In my previous doctoral and postdoctoral 
research, I examined the ethno-religious re-
vival among the Hui, a predominantly Chinese-
speaking, ethnic Muslim group in China. In 
the case of Islam, as well as other religions in 
China, an important aspect of their revival has 
been the boom in religious NGOs and chari-
ties. Like in Kobe, the Sichuan earthquake in 
2008 served as a powerful catalyst for religious 
and non-religious social engagement, espe-
cially in terms of volunteering. This, I thought, 
offered rich ground for comparisons.

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

I had heard of Prof. David Slater from a 
close friend who was a sociologist in Japan, 
but neither she nor any of my colleagues had 
had any personal contact with him. I therefore 
wrote directly to him explaining who I was 
and what I wanted to do in my project. By that 
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time, he was already directing a research unit 
titled “3.11 as Crisis and Opportunity” and had 
been teaching a seminar on the Tohoku di-
saster since the fall of 2011. He was taking his 
students to various disaster areas to volunteer 
and to collect video-recorded narratives about 
life after 3.11. So my project became a small 
part of this greater endeavor, which is still on-
going. While I am in charge of my particular 
topic, I should emphasize that my research is 
truly a collaborative effort and could not be ad-
vanced without Prof. Slater and his students.

- Besides the earthquake, did you have other 
reasons to choose Japan to pursue your re-
search? 

While conducting my fieldwork in China, 
I was very impressed by some of the young 
Japanese researchers I met there. Also, hav-
ing worked in the Department of Asian and 
African Studies at the University of Ljubljana, I 
had heard many great things about Japanese 
academia. However, it was really thanks to my 
above-mentioned friend, who had for years 
encouraged me to seriously consider working 
in Japan for a while, that I decided to apply for 
the JSPS fellowship.

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

Sophia University is a small private univer-
sity and as such has a research infrastructure 
that is more limited than big state institutions. 
However, its Faculty of Liberal Arts is famous 
for its bilingual student body. For someone 
like me who didn’t know any Japanese before 
coming to Japan, this meant it was relatively 
easy to find people to assist me in my re-
search. Moreover, the fact that all the univer-
sity’s classes are held in English has allowed 
me to take full advantage of the great work 
the students have been doing in Prof. Slater’s 
Tohoku course. Also, my host institution serves 
as an important connecting point for numerous 
foreign-based researchers in Japan, providing 
me with many opportunities to meet interest-
ing colleagues. Lastly, the ideal location of the 
university in central Tokyo makes it easy to 
avail myself of the facilities of other institutions. 
All in all, Sophia is a very good fit for me. 

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

I find it amazing that despite the country’s 
decades of difficult economic times, Japan 
still invests a great amount of money in re-
search while continuing to fund a wide variety 
of projects in the humanities and social sci-
ences, disciplines that have suffered a lot in 
Europe during the recent economic crisis. As 
I mentioned, I believe Japanese scholars are 
conducting excellent research. Unfortunately, 
at least in the fields of my interest, they don’t 
publish much of their results in English. An-
other shortcoming I see, though it doesn’t 
apply to my host institution, is the extremely 
hierarchical and overly communitarian nature 

of researcher groups in Japan. This makes it 
difficult for outsiders and young scholars to 
approach seniors without appropriate intro-
ductions by others. Once a senior researcher 
takes you under his wing a lot of doors can 
open for you, but it may be difficult for you to 
work with other researchers depending on the 
relationship they or their seniors have with your 
mentor. That said, I find younger Japanese 
scholars to be very open, engaged and eager 
to exchange ideas. One final observation: As 
a social scientist, I cannot help but note how 
predominantly male the Japanese academic 
sphere is.

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

The thing I am most proud of is the sheer 
amount of video interviews that I and others 
within this large collaborative project have 
managed to collect so far and the temporal 
continuity of this data, starting from about 
six months after the disaster up until literally 
yesterday. We now have more than 400 hours 
of oral narrative interviews by people from all 
walks of life in all three affected prefectures. 

- What do you do outside your research 
work? 

For me, work and pleasure often mix. I do 
most of my field research on weekends due to 
availability of my research assistant. Although 
this means work, at the same time getting out 
of Tokyo into the countryside or to the sea-
shore can be wonderfully relaxing. I have done 
a bit of traveling outside Tohoku as well, but 
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Tokyo 東
京

Needless to say, Tokyo offers a wealth of op-
portunities for sightseeing and all sorts of en-
tertainment. Still there are a few places where 
one can enjoy the bustling yet relaxed old-town 
shitamachi atmosphere. The best-known place 
for a nostalgic walk is probably in the area of 
the Yanaka, Nezu and Sendagi neighborhoods. 
I like getting off the train at Nippori station, stroll-
ing first through the lovely Yanaka cemetery be-
fore making my way through the narrow streets 
towards the Nezu Shrine, stopping for shopping 
and snacks as I walk along. 

Another neighborhood that retains a tradi-
tional atmosphere is Kagura-zaka. It is famous 
for the geisha houses that were plentiful there 
in the early 20th century. Now, the neighborhood 
also has a strong French feel to it. Because a 
French-Japanese school used to be located 
nearby, many French people settled in the area. 
When you peek into the bistros and restaurants 
through their terrace windows or read their 
French-Japanese menus, you might wonder 

Introducing Japan: Tokyo

there are still many places I hope to visit be-
fore I leave. I spend quite a lot of my free time 
studying Japanese, which again is a challeng-
ing yet also extremely rewarding activity. Apart 
from that I meet friends for meals or drinks and 
read some fiction when time allows. Also, I like 
going to the sento (public bath).

- What do you think of life in Japan—its cul-
ture and customs?

I find living in Japan to be very comfortable. 
Of course, knowing many kanji characters 
from my years of interest in China and Chinese 
was of great help upon my arrival, and now 
that I have learned some Japanese it is even 
easier to go about everyday errands. Among 
the many things I like here, there is a sort of 
eclecticism ranging from religious practices 
to food and fashion. People from other parts 
of Japan tend to think that the inhabitants of 
Tokyo are too serious, murky or unfriendly, but 
try bathing in my local sento, taking in a sumo 
match or a summer matsuri, or riding the late 
Friday night Chuo Line train, and you will see a 
very different, friendly face of Tokyoites. 

- Before coming to Japan, what kind of image 
did you have of the country? Has your per-

ception changed after coming here? 
I imagined Japan and especially Tokyo 

to be a super-developed futuristic high-tech 
place, full of skyscrapers, where people live 
their lives past each other. But I was wrong. 
While people here really love their gadgets 
I don’t think that on average they are more 
technologically savvy than, for example, Euro-
peans. There are surprisingly few high-rises in 
Tokyo and the city is full of small cozy shops 
and izakayas. As for the locals, they are not 
only polite, but also genuinely friendly. In my 
experience, the reason why it might be difficult 
to make Japanese friends is that people are 
simply too busy to be able to meet each other 
frequently. The one stereotype that has proven 
to be true is that people spend too much time 
at work.

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

I will return to Slovenia, but I plan to look 
for opportunities to come back to Japan for 
shorter periods of time. Although the empirical 
part of my project here will be over when the 
fellowship ends, the work itself will not. Prof. 
Slater and I are currently writing two joint pub-
lications and plan to finish another two before 

I leave. Still, the wealth of the data collected 
simply calls for a continuation of our collabora-
tion as do some other research ties that I have 
woven during my stay here. I find it hard to 
imagine this to be the first and the last thing I 
will ever do in Japan.

- Please give some advice for young re-
searchers who may be thinking about doing 
research in Japan? 

Come, come! You won’t regret it.

During our interview with Dr. Veselič, she 
told us about details of her research very 
enthusiastically, showing a deep fondness and 
understanding of her Japanese colleagues, the 
residents of her community in Tokyo, the local 
people of Tohoku, and Buddhist priests. The very 
wide and deep relationships and understanding, 
both academic and personal, she has developed 
with regard the Japanese and Japan will, we are 
certain, continue to be a catalyst for advancing 
the internationalization of Japan’s research 
environment. We hope that Dr. Veselič will find 
future opportunities to come to Japan and do 
joint work with her Japanese colleagues through 
JSPS’s various international programs. 

whether you have been transported to Paris.
My favorite part of Tokyo is, however, my 

“hometown” Koenji. This residential neighbor-
hood is famous for its vintage shops, music 
venues, alternative politics, street performances 
and, perhaps, most of all for its Awa Odori festi-
val, with its frenzied dancing through the streets 
by the performers cheered on by throngs of en-
raptured onlookers. The festival has been held 
yearly at the end of August since 1956, when 
urban migrants from Tokushima Prefecture first 
started preforming their traditional dance here. 
Nowadays, troups come from all over Japan 
and hundreds of thousands of visitors flock here 
to enjoy the festive atmosphere, the delicious 
street food and, of course, the three hours of 
uninterrupted music and dance on each day of 
the weekend.

 I would like to recommend two more in-
teresting places. Silkroad Tarim is an Uyghur 
restaurant, opened by an Uyghur man. Uyghur 
cuisine, which consists of a mixture of Central 
Asian and Chinese dishes, has become very 
popular all over China. While the excellent meat-
and-pumpkin pies are typically Uyghur, the 

delicious lamb 
k e b a b s  a n d 
n o o d l e s  a r e 
similar to those 
prepared in re-
gions closer to 
central China. 
After you have 
e a t e n  t o o 
m u c h — a n d 

believe me, you will—you can go for a long walk 
to Vowz, a small bar unique for the fact that it is 
run by a Buddhist priest. It is a place where you 
can drink cocktails with religious names against 
a background sound of sutra chanting and re-
ceive spiritual counselling should you wish. This 
might be a bit of a shock even for those familiar 
with the particularities of Japanese Buddhism, 
but it is one of the experiemental attempts to 
bring Buddhism and Buddhist priests closer 
to the everyday life and concerns of ordinary 
people.

With her research assistant and friend Aina in front 
of the King of Sento in Tokyo

Enjoying Uyghur cuisine

On Enoshima, a lovely 
one-day trip from Tokyo




