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POLS 307H Japan (WI, E) 
Contemporary Human Rights Issues in Japan 

Petrice R. Flowers 
 

 
Email:  pflowers@hawaii.edu 
Office Hours:  
 
Course Description 
International human rights norms and the international human rights regime presents us 
with a series of paradoxes. Internationally there is both broad consensus and widespread 
contention regarding the role and importance of human rights.  Observing human rights is 
widely accepted as a fundamental basis of state legitimacy in contemporary international 
politics, but many countries challenge the cultural underpinnings of these norms.  Human 
rights is an area where non-state actors exercise significant influence, making it possible 
for them to challenge state sovereignty in significant ways, yet states play an essential 
role in promoting and protecting human rights.  Finally, international human rights norms 
both constitute state interests and identities while also constraining state behavior.  In this 
course we will explore theoretical and empirical questions about the role of human rights 
in Japan.  In the first part of the course we will focus on the question of universal rights, 
gender, and culture.  The reading for this section of the course will provide much of the 
theoretical foundation that we will use throughout the semester.  All of the reading 
engages important questions that challenge the idea of universal human rights without 
dismissing it outright.  The second and third sections of the course will concentrate on 
contemporary human rights issues (political, civil, social, economic, and cultural) in 
Japan.  In the second section, we will focus on violations of women’s human rights and in 
the third section we will look more closely at identity, ethnicity, and minority rights.  
 
"This course has a Contemporary Ethical Issues (E) Focus designation. Contemporary 
ethical issues are fully integrated into the main course material and will constitute at least 
30% of the content. At least 8 hours of instruction time will be spent discussing ethical 
issues. Through the use of online discussions and assignments, students will develop 
basic competency in recognizing and analyzing ethical issues; responsibly deliberating on 
ethical issues; and making ethically determined judgments." 
 
Student Learning Objectives 
At the end of this course students will be able to: 

1)   understandand discuss the ethics and politics of human rights at both the national 
and international levels with others from diverse backgrounds 
2)   analyze and discuss how culture impacts the adoption and implementation of 

humanrights in different national contexts 
3) identify and think through ethical issues from different perspectives 
4) discuss and explain how international human rights treaties have been 

implemented in Japanese law  
5) critically analyze how international human rights treaties influence social and 

cultural norms in Japan, the United States and other countries 
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Course Organization, Assignments. and Grading 
This is an advanced undergraduate lecture and discussion course.What you learn depends 
on the time you commit to reading the material, the effort you make to understand the 
material, and the quality of your contributions to the discussion.  I suggest that you read 
as many of the assigned readings as possible early in the week; this will allow you to 
keep up with and contribute to the discussion as well as ask questions. You should take 
notes on the reading, and prepare questions and comments to contribute to our online 
discussions.  
 
Each week will comprise a unit that consists of five task areas designed to present 
material in various forms—reading, lectures, films, etc. Thus, you will be asked to read, 
listen, watch, discuss and write each week.  
 
You will sign up along with one other student to facilitate a class discussion one time 
during the semester. You do not have to coordinate your facilitation and you will be 
graded separately.In addition, you will also find rubrics for how participation and 
student-led discussions will be graded. Please carefully read through the syllabus and the 
other materials. 
 
Discussion (300 points total; 30 points per week) 
This informal writing activity will enable students to experience writing without the 
stress and anxiety that often accompanies the start of a formal writing assignment.  
Participation in discussion represents a significant part of your final grade. I calculate 
participation on both the quantity and quality of the contributions that are topic driven 
and meaningful to the development of the class discussion.  
 
Student Discussion Facilitator (60 points) 
Each week at least two students will facilitate a substantive discussion of the class topic 
for the week. Each student is required to facilitate discussion one time during the course. 
I will distribute a handout that describes my expectations for discussion as well as a 
rubric to evaluate the quality of your discussion each week. I have also posted guidelines 
and a rubric for student led discussion and facilitation.   
 
Quizzes (10) (100 points total; 10 points each) 
These quizzes are short answer based on the reading and can be answered in 3-5 
sentences. 
 
Film Reaction Papers (10) (300 points; 30 points each) 
 
Two 5-page essays (240 points; 120 points each)  
There will be two short papers during the semester. Drafts of these assignments will be 
ungraded but they will count as an in-class assignment. Below you will find brief 
descriptions of each assignment; a more detailed assignment sheet will be distributed in 
class.  There will be one paper due for each of the three sections of the course.  The 
papers will be graded on mechanics, format, organization, style, substance, and logic.  
We will discuss this further in class. 



Flowers 3

 
To facilitate the writing process, you will workshop a draft of each paper in class by a 
small group of your peers.  You will rewrite the paper based on those comments then you 
will submit the rewrite to the professor for a grade and written comments. Working in 
this way will give you an opportunity to help each other improve and allow you to 
improve your writing through the processing of drafting then rewriting.  Each student will 
be required to meet with me to discuss their papers and to ask questions about how they 
could improve their papers.   
 
Course Policies 
Plagiarism and other forms of academic dishonesty will result in an “F” for the course.  If 
you borrow words, ideas, thoughts, etc. from someone, you must give them credit. 
Purchasing papers online, cheating on exams or turning in work written for another 
course without the instructor’s permission is also unacceptable.  
 
You are expected to turn in assignments on the day they are due.  No late assignments 
will be accepted without a doctor’s note or prior permission of the instructor.   
 
READING LIST 
 
I.  The Question of Universal Rights and Culture 
Week1--Universal Human Rights? 
Film: I Just Didn’t Do It (2009) 

 Donnelly, Jack. "Cultural relativism and universal human rights." Hum. Rts. Q. 6 
(1984): 400. 

 Donnelly, Jack. "The relative universality of human rights." Hum. Rts. Q. 29 
(2007): 281. 

 Rothman, Joshua. “The Equality Conundrum.” New Yorker January 13, 2020. 
 
Week2--The Impact of International Human Rights Law on Japan  

 Iida, “The International Human Rights Regime and its Impact on Japan,” The 
Aoyama Journal of International Politics, Economics and Business 54, 2001 

 Flowers, Petrice R. "International Human Rights Norms in Japan." Hum. Rts. Q. 
38 (2016): 85. 

 Tsutsui, Kiyoteru. "Human rights and minority activism in Japan: Transformation 
of movement actorhood and local-global feedback loop." American Journal of 
Sociology 122, no. 4 (2017): 1050-1103. 

 
II.  Women, Gender, and Human Rights 
Week 3--Gender and Culture 

 Bunch, Charlotte. "Women's rights as human rights: Toward a re-vision of human 
rights." Hum. Rts. Q. 12 (1990): 486. 

 Merry, Sally Engle. "Transnational human rights and local activism: Mapping the 
middle." American anthropologist 108, no. 1 (2006): 38-51. 

 
Week 4--Gender, Military Prostitution, Sexual Violence 
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Film: The Apology (2016) 
 Mackie, “Sexual violence, silence, and human rights discourse:  the emergence of 

the military prostitution issue” in Anne-Marie Hilsdon et. alHuman Rights and 
Gender Politics:  Asia-Pacific Perspectives.  Routledge 2000, pp. 37-59 

 Iida, “Human Rights and Sexual Abuse:  The Impact of International Human 
Rights Law on Japan,” Human Rights Quarterly 26, 2004 

 “Constructing Rape:  Judicial Narratives on Trial,” Japanese Studies, 24:1, 2004 
 
Week 5--Reproductive Rights, Freedom, and Law 

 Norgren, Tiana. "Abortion before birth control: the interest group politics behind 
postwar Japanese reproduction policy." Journal of Japanese Studies (1998): 59-
94. 

 Hertog, Ekaterina. "‘The worst abuse against a child is the absence of a parent’: 
how Japanese unwed mothers evaluate their decision to have a child outside 
wedlock." In Japan Forum, vol. 20, no. 2, pp. 193-217. Taylor & Francis Group, 
2008. 

 
III. Identity, Ethnicity, and “Minority” Rights 
Week 6--Indigenous Ainu Struggle for Rights 

 Uzawa, Kanako. "What does Ainu cultural revitalisation mean to Ainu and Wajin 
youth in the 21st century? Case study of Urespa as a place to learn Ainu culture in 
the city of Sapporo, Japan." AlterNative: An International Journal of Indigenous 
Peoples 15, no. 2 (2019): 168-179. 

 Lewallen, Ann-elise. "“Clamoring Blood”: The Materiality of Belonging in 
Modern Ainu Identity." Critical Asian Studies 48, no. 1 (2016): 50-76. 

 Nakamura, Naohiro. "Redressing injustice of the past: the repatriation of Ainu 
human remains." In Japan Forum, pp. 1-20. Routledge, 2018. 

 
Week 7—Okinawan Struggle for Rights 
Film: We Shall Overcome (Mikami 2015) 

 Taira, Kazufumi, and Lois A. Yamauchi. "Okinawan Consciousness and Identity 
Salience and Development among Okinawan University Students Studying in 
Hawai'i." Journal of International Students 8, no. 1 (2018). 

 Jin, Pilsu. "The All Okinawa Movement: Political and Legal Implications of the 
Okinawan Protest against the US Bases." JE Asia & Int'l L. 9 (2016): 562. 

 Yokota, Ryan Masaaki. "The Okinawan (Uchinānchu) indigenous movement and 
its implications for intentional/international action." amerasia Journal 41, no. 1 
(2015): 55-73. 

 
Week 8—Buraku Struggle for Rights 
Film: Angry Drummers (2005) 

 Bondy, Christopher. "Understanding buraku inequality: Improvements and 
challenges." Contemporary Japan 22, no. 1-2 (2010): 99-113. 

 Bondy, Christopher. "“A really warm place”: Well-being, place, and the 
experiences of buraku youth." In Happiness and the Good Life in Japan, pp. 181-
194. Routledge, 2017. 
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 Bondy, Christopher. "New law or old issues: stakeholder expectations on the bill 
for the promotion of the elimination of Buraku discrimination." In Japan Forum, 
pp. 1-15. Routledge, 2019. 

 
Week 9--Zainichi (Resident) Korean Struggle for Rights 
Film: Mapping the Future, Nishinari (2005) 

 Chung, Immigration and Citizenship in Japanchapters 2 and 3 
 Tsutsui, Kiyoteru, and Hwa Ji Shin. "Global norms, local activism, and social 

movement outcomes: Global human rights and resident Koreans in Japan." Social 
Problems 55, no. 3 (2008): 391-418. 

 
IV. Rights of Social and Cultural Minorities  
Week 10--Sexual Minorities 

 Chi, Naomi. "What is at the End of the Rainbow?: Prospects and Challenges for 

Sexual Minorities in Japan." 年報公共政策学= Annals, Public Policy Studies 10 
(2016): 75-85. 

 Tamagawa, Masami. "Same-sex marriage in Japan." Journal of GLBT Family 
Studies 12, no. 2 (2016): 160-187. 

 Kawasaka, Kazuyoshi. "Contradictory Discourses on Sexual Normality and 
National Identity in Japanese Modernity." Sexuality & Culture 22, no. 2 (2018): 
593-613. 

 
Week 11--Rights of People with Disability  
Film:  37 Seconds (Hikari 2020) 
 Bethel: Community and Schizophrenia in Northern Japan (Nakamura 2008) 

 Stevens, “Living with Disability in Urban Japan,” Japanese Studies 27:3, 2007 
 Mithout, Anne-Lise. "Children with disabilities in the Japanese school system: a 

path toward social integration?." Contemporary Japan 28, no. 2 (2016): 165-184. 
 Kim, Jieun. "The other city: alternative infrastructures of care for the underclass 

in Japan." Asian Anthropology 17, no. 1 (2018): 1-23. 
 
V. Reflecting the Values of Our Society? 
Week 12--Capital Punishment 
Film: Escaping Death Row in Japan 

 Ayukawa, Jun. "Social Constructionism in the Study of Social Problems and 
Globalization: International Human Rights Narratives and Efforts to Abolish 
Death Penalty in Japan." The American Sociologist 50, no. 2 (2019): 290-299. 

 Johnson, David T. "Why Does Japan Retain the Death Penalty? Nine 
Hypotheses." In Capital Punishment, pp. 163-182. Routledge, 2016. 

 
Week 13--Health Care 
Film: Sick Around the World 
 


