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1. Introduction

This work investigates the development of Baltic studies in Japan

and its changes and evolutions, focusing on quantitative data from

bibliographic databases, including some anecdotal episodes.

When the Baltic countries joined the European Union (EU) and the

NATO, the information available on Baltic studies in the Japanese

language was rather scarce. The status of Baltic studies in Japan at

those times is well-reviewed by Onaka (2008). Since then, the field of

Baltic studies in Japan has expanded greatly. At present, it is easier

for young Japanese students who want to start Baltic studies in Japan

to get information in Japanese. For example, there is a series of books

called “Chapters to understand countries” published by Akashi

Shoten, a leading publisher of area studies in Japan (Komori 2012,

＊ Associate Professor, Faculty of Law, The University of Kitakyushu.

(1) The original work of this paper was presented as a keynote speech at the

conference "A Century of Connections: Historical Ties between the Baltic and

East Asia regions." Vytautas Magnus University, Center for Asian Studies

(Kaunas, Lithuania), March 4th, 2022.
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Shima 2016, Sakurai 2020). There are also some good translations

such as the book by Kasekamp (2010) translated in 2014 by Dr.

Komori and Dr. Shigematsu.

There is a growing interest in Baltic studies pertaining to not just

academia but also to culture and fashion (e.g. Mizoguchi 2016, Sanna

2016, Shibuya 2018). There have been stores opened, featuring Baltic

products. Recently, a platform Baltnomori was launched to promote

cultural exchange online and is attracting a fair number of customers

and audiences. In terms of official exchange, the Japan-Baltic

Seminar has been held in Japan since 2008 with the support of the

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, and various researchers,

politicians, and practitioners have been visiting Japan (the impact of

this will be mentioned later).

The following section introduces the material and methods used in

the analysis, demonstrates the analysis results, and provides a

discussion on the change in the relationship with social

development.

2. Method.

To observe these changes from a quantitative perspective, the

present work uses the bibliographical database called CiNii article

(now renamed as CiNii research) and the National Diet Library

recording books that have been published in Japan.

Using these databases, all articles and books that included the

words Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Baltic States in their titles,

were extracted (as of 2022 January). Since there are some

inconsistencies in the Japanese notation of Latvia (cf. ラトビア、ラト

ヴィア) and Baltic States (バルト諸国，バルト三国，バルト 3国), all the
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variants were checked(2).

The National Diet Library (NDL) database also contains data about

the book genre categorization based on the Nippon Decimal

Classification (NDC). Hence, analysis of this data gives us an

understanding regarding what the major categories of publication in

Japanese Baltic studies are.

3. Result

3.1 Articles trend

Our analysis indicates that the number of articles has increased

(Figure 1). Though there were some documented studies in the

interwar period and after the Second World War, there have been

very few studies since then. Several articles have been published since

1980. The first peak was observed around 2004 when the Baltic

countries joined the EU and NATO. Since then, about 30 to 50 articles

have been published every year. In simple terms, we can say that

there has been approximately one Baltic article per week published

in Japan.

(2) In some publications, the names of more than two countries are included, but

the fact that more than one country is included indicates the impact and

strength of the interest, hence, these duplications were not excluded.
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An in-depth focus on the data from the 1980s demonstrates specific

trends (Figure 2). There has been a substantial increase in the number

of articles dealing with Estonia, especially in recent years. This

reflects the growing interest in the field of ICT and e-government in

Japan (e. g. Sunada 2014, Nakai 2016, Maeda 2018)

It is interesting to note how the keyword “Baltic States” is treated.

Until around 2004, there were many articles with the keyword “ The

Baltic States” in the titles. However, recently, the number of articles

with this term in the title has reduced. This might reflect the fact that

the level of analysis is becoming more country-specific, precise, and

deeper since academic resources have burgeoned. As Japanese

understanding of the Baltic countries has deepened, the total number

of references to them has decreased. Instead, the interest is specific to

particular countries and phenomena.

Figure 1. Number of articles on Baltic Studies in Japan

Source: CiNii
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3.2 Books and their categories.

Quantitatively speaking, book publication has also shown a similar

numerical trend as the article data; the number of publications has

increased (Figure 3). However, the difference between countries is not

as straightforward or clear as it is in the articles (Figure 4).

Approximately the same number of books are published in every

Baltic country. This may reflect that books published in Japan tend to

include several Baltic countries in their content.

Figure 2: Number of articles on Baltic studies by country

Source: CiNii

Expanding and Evolving Baltic Studies in Japan（NAKAI）

- 141 -



Figure 3. Number of books on Baltic Studies

Source: National Diet Library

Figure 4: Number of books on Baltic Studies by country

Source: National Diet Library
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Qualitative analysis was conducted with the categorification data.

As mentioned in the methods section, every book published in

Japanese is classified by the NDC - the classification of books by

category. The general trend of this categorification for all book

publications is shown in Table 1. The NDL has ten major categories,

further divided into ten subcategories. In the NDC category, the most

common categories are history (category 2) and social science,

(category 3) which indicates increased interest in these areas. The

other categories are arts, literature, technology, and language(3).

(3) As for languages, there has been a recent increase in the number of textbooks

in Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian, even in Japanese.

Since there are so many book publications in the history and social

science categories, we must take a look at their subcategories as well.

The subcategories of history are primarily concentrated in category

23: History of Europe and the West and category 29: geography,

topography, and travel. This includes some of the travel book guides.

Table 1. Genre categorization of Baltic study books in Japan

Note: his. for history.
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These category trends show variance by country (Table 2). Although

the difference is not large, as compared to Estonia and Latvia, books

on Lithuania seem to be dominated by books on history. The

breakdown of the data does not suggest that this is due to the number

of tourist guides, etc., but the fact that there are many purely

Lithuanian history research books. This is probably due to the unique

history of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (e.g. Eidintas et al. 1999,

Hayasaka 2017). There is not much difference in the category

proportion between Estonia and Latvia, and not many books are about

technology in Estonia.

Figure 5 reviews the inter-temporal change in the publications

(4) Please note that some books are counted more than once if there were multiple

country names in the book title.

Regarding the subcategories of category 3: social science, the most

common subcategories are 31: politics and 33: economics.

Table 2. Genre clarification of Baltic study books in Japan by country
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Contrarily, the number of books in the social sciences has been

growing from the 2000s to the 2010s. The main component of these

books is politics and economics. The recent books dealing with

Figure 5.Book genre categorification of Baltic books in Japan in 1990s,2000s,
and 2010s.

Source: National Diet Library.

category in the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s(4). While there are many books

in the history category, the number of books published in this category

increased rapidly from the 1990s to the 2000s. With the restoration of

diplomatic relations with the Baltic States and the increase in their

international presence, interest in their history and geography has

increased; this includes, as mentioned earlier, some travel guide books

as travelogues. However, the rate of increase in the last decade, from

the 2000s to the 2010s, has been slow. I think that such interest may

have already been sufficiently satisfied by this increase in

publications since the 1990s.
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European politics and economics tend to include the Baltic countries

as European countries (e.g. Amiya et al. 2014, Matsuo et al. 2019).

Interest in European politics and economics has always been high in

Japan, and Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia are now treated as one of

the European countries in Japanese intellectual communities.

Interest in the field of art is also growing, although the absolute

number of cases is not as large as in the social sciences. This includes

many fashionable culture and art books focusing on each cultural

difference more carefully. As an anecdotal episode, in 2013–14, Figaro

Japon, the Japanese edition of the fashion magazine Figaro, published

a special issue on the Baltic countries. This might have been the first

opportunity for Japanese mainstream printed fashion journals to

introduce the Baltic culture as very fashionable and cute.

3.3 Interaction with public institutions

These changes in interest partly reflect the activities in the

intellectual community and public institutions. The increase in

interest in culture and art may be partly due to the cultural diplomacy

efforts of embassies. The embassies in Japan, especially Latvian and

Lithuanian embassies, seem to be extremely active in this kind of

cultural diplomacy and often host events to introduce cultural content.

They sometimes tried to label the Baltic countries as Nordic countries.

In some cases, people became interested in a country based on such

events and opportunities, opened a store, and eventually published a

book, sometimes, with official support from embassies (e.g., Tabaka

2012).

As for the social sciences, it is necessary to highlight the research

exchange programs of the last ten years in Japan. As mentioned

earlier, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan had been trying to
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expand exchanges with the Baltic countries for the past ten years.

This partly reflected the past Japanese diplomatic strategy, the so-

called “arc of the freedom and prosperity,” connecting Japan, South

Asia, the middle east, and central and eastern Europe comprising

Russia and China.

Most of these seminars’ topics primarily focus on politics, diplomacy,

and economies. Such events at times invited academic researchers

and practitioners.(5) Many politicians, business people, bureaucrats,

diplomats, and think-tanks were invited (appendix 1). For example,

the Lithuanian president Dr. Nauseda was invited when he was the

chief analyst. The deputy mayor of the Kaunas Kairys was also

invited.

In other words, most of the interests were in the field of social

sciences, though the cause and effect are not known. It is hard to say

which came first and which came later, whether such members were

invited because there was a growing interest in the political and

economic fields in Japan, or whether interest in the political economy

grew because such members were invited to enhance human

intellectual exchange. Nevertheless, there is a certain influence that

can be seen.

This exchange program ended after ten years (2008–2017).

According to the interviews of the people involved, it gradually became

difficult to find new topics on which to invite speakers and attract new

audiences (Nakamura 2022). At that time, the plan was to expand the

seminar to the Nordic-Baltic Seminar (2017), and the co-host Waseda

(5) The event hosts were different in the beginning, but in the latter half of each

event, Waseda University in Japan was the host. It was also related to the fact

that Waseda University had the EU Institude in Japan (EUIJ) at that time.
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University hoped it would be successful; however, it ended after one

session. According to the explanation from the Ministry of Foreign

Affairs(6), it was because then Prime Minister Abe visited the Baltic

countries in 2018 and launched the Japan-Baltic Cooperation

Dialogue at a high-political level (2018)(7).

4. Conclusion

The presented work reviewed the developments of Baltic studies in

Japan. As expected, the amount of research was found to have

dramatically increased, particularly since the 1980s, with its first

peak around 2004, and is still expanding. In terms of articles, there

are more Estonian articles compared to Latvian and Lithuanian ones.

Recent articles tend to treat each country individually, rather than all

Baltic states together. The number of books has also been increasing;

for Lithuania, the focus is more on its history.

From the 1990s to the 2000s, Baltic studies in Japan primarily

focused on history. However, from the 2000s till recently, the limelight

has been more on research in the social sciences such as politics and

economics. In addition, we can see a growing interest in the art and

literature of each Baltic country. These changes could be associated

with the diplomatic effort of the embassies and ministries.

It is difficult to predict in which direction Baltic studies in Japan

will expand in the future; however, it is sure to become increasingly

diversified.

(6) Phone interview, Ministry of Foreign Affairs Japan Western Europe Division,

January 2022.

(7) Third Dialogue was scheduled to be held in Tallinn in 2020 but was suspended

due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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