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Evaluation Committee Individual Report

Jason P. Webb

The following remarks are based on 1) the 2024 internal review document (H C #5823l
#); 2) a visit to Historiographical Institute on Sept 4-5, 2024; 3) informal conversations
with Institute faculty and staff; and 4) the Institute website. Reference was also made to the
Fifth Outside Evaluation Report dated 2018 (28 5 [BI4}503FAffi# 5 %), in particular the

individual report of Professor Robert Hellyer.

I. Overview

The Historiographical Institute occupies a uniquely invaluable place in 1) the landscape of
historical research about Japan and 2) the greater global context of research centers,
institutes, archives, and libraries concerned with handwritten manuscripts and other
premodern and early modern artifacts of historical significance (532 £}). The 21st century has
ushered in a range of new challenges, and the Institute’s responses to them have
demonstrated admirable creativity, flexibility, and adaptiveness. Institute-sponsored
databases are flourishing. Its commitment to training young researchers, both Japanese and
from abroad, is strong. Connections between Institute faculty and researchers and custodians
of manuscripts all over Japan are deep.

Also clear is that with the passage of time, the various activities and responsibilities
of the Institute have proliferated considerably from its original mission. The high volume and
broad diversity of work that Institute faculty and staff carry out should serve as a reminder
to university administrators of the importance of continuing robust funding for the Institute.
A vigorous Historiographical Institute is 1) good for the University of Tokyo, 2) key to the
conduct of in-depth Japanese historical research in Japan, and 3) crucial to the engagement
of international experts on Japanese history and Japanese humanities writ large.

The charge of this Outside Evaluation is to focus on the extensive activities related to
Institute Collaborative Research Programs [ JL[EFH - HERFFTHLE [ HA L R 05 E
It oiEE) & B . This I will do below. Given my position as a non-Japanese researcher

who, in one form or another, has maintained a relationship with the Institute for over 20
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years, | also feel compelled to take the opportunity to comment upon various dimensions of
the Institute’s international activities as well as modes of self-presentation aimed at an

international audience, especially as pertains to the Institute website.

I1. Collaborative Research Programs

Two hundred fifty projects were sponsored by Institute Collaborative Research Programs
between 2010 and 2023. This is a truly remarkable number. If we consider each of these
projects as a kind of institutional outreach that results in a concrete social contribution, then
this achievement is nothing short of magnificent, on a scale that is rarely seen at manuscript
archives and academic research centers in the Western hemisphere. In surveying the

program descriptions, I found the following features very impressive:

A proactively broad public solicitation of applications;
A fairness of deliberations about which applications to accept;
A resultant diversity of research themes;

A generosity shown by Institute faculty in sharing their expertise;

i > W N

A commitment to supporting researchers in regional archives and museums who do
not fit the profile of a conventional university-based researcher;

6. A commitment to training and encouraging young researchers; and

7. The circulation of a detailed questionnaire to program participants and the

willingness to release publicly the responses received.

The Collaborative Research Programs as described above would constitute a major
enterprise for any academic unit to undertake. That the Institute faculty and staff has
administered and executed these programs on top of their already busy regular duties of
textual editing, monograph composition, manuscript preservation, community outreach
activities, etc. is testament to their dedication to the broad success of Japanese historical
research not just within the walls of the Institute but across the country.

How could the Collaborative Research Programs be improved? In my opinion the
research conducted under its auspices deserves to be better known on the international stage.

In other words, there needs to be an improvement of transmission. Though to Japan-based
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researchers it may feel like extra work, the composition and public release of an English-
language abstract is, in the current era, a strict necessity. An English abstract has several
different functions: it highlights and makes more readily accessible cutting-edge research; it
enhances the international profile of the Institute and its associated faculty; and, importantly,
it shines a global spotlight on lesser-known regional researchers who conduct their work
outside of the conventional academic system. Consistent and efficient production of English-
language research abstracts has wide-ranging benefits.

A faithful and accurate rendering of a Japanese abstract concerned with highly
specialized Japanese historical research into English is no easy task. Now that we have
arrived at the era of Al, it should be acknowledged that, if used prudently, Al-based
translation systems are a useful though imperfect tool. I have translated Institute faculty-
authored abstracts now and then for about twenty years, without the help of Al In other
words, [ still am a bit of an Al skeptic. However, one also must embrace its potential. Using Al

as a tool, I would envision the process of producing an English-language abstract as follows:

1. The principal researcher (author) composes a Japanese abstract and separately
specifies key words;

2. Atranslation supervisor reads the abstract and suggestions for key words and poses
potential questions to the author about distinctive terminology, proper nouns, etc.;

3. The Japanese abstract is submitted to deepL or some other reputable Al translator;

4. The translation supervisor corrects and/or retranslates unnatural English, subfield-
specific terminology (the Institute Online Glossary of Japanese Historical Terms (H
A HFERER 7 2 v 4 Y — « 5 — &% ~_—2) is very useful here), proper nouns, and
any phrases or sentences omitted by the Al translator;

5. The author is given a corrected and polished version and, if needed, poses additional
questions to the translation supervisor;

6. Once satisfied, the author approves the English version for publication.

Al translation systems grow smarter by the day. In the future, there may come a time in which
translating a highly specialized research abstract is as simple as pushing a button. However,
in order to obtain optimal results, at present there still is a fundamental requirement of

communication and mutual understanding between the Japanese-based researcher and a
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native English speaker who has academic training in Japanese humanities, especially relating
to premodern Japan.

There is much to be gained and almost nothing to be lost by the systematic creation
and public dissemination of Collaborative Research-related English abstracts. Indeed, the
same observation could be made about all Institute-based research activities, beyond the
purview of the Collaborative Research programs. The flow chart proposed above for the
efficient production of high-quality English-language abstracts also could be applied to
division- or individual-based faculty research projects.

Last, a word about the Collaborative Research program participant responses to the
questionnaire. Of course, there were some criticisms: the amount of funding is a perennial
source of anxiety for all researchers, and in some cases a longer duration of the project was
desired. On the whole, however, I found an underlying theme of the questionnaire responses
to be one of excitement and gratitude for being offered the chance to conduct research in
collaboration with Institute faculty. These responses are a natural result, I believe, of the
generosity of spirit embodied by the Collaborative Research program and demonstrated by

Institute faculty and staff in the sharing of their historiographical know-how.

III. The Institute Website

As mentioned above, it would be ideal if English-language abstracts for each of the projects
conducted under the auspices of the Collaborative Research streams could be composed,
posted on the website, and released into various databases in Japan and abroad. Though [ am
cognizant that the following remarks fall outside of the purview of this Outside Review, given
that they have some resonance with certain points that reviewer Robert Hellyer made in
2018, [ feel compelled to offer them here.

With regard to research results, databases, or general explanations of Institute
policies or activities, the Institute website is a crucial representation of the Institute itself.
For many visitors, both domestically and globally, using the website will be the only
encounter that they have with the Institute. I have noticed that a great deal of effort has gone
into the English-language explanations of divisional missions, personnel, and activities. Still,
there are many other enhancements that could be made. In addition to a comprehensive

review and native-speaker edit, please consider the following items:
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The Institute Director’s greeting should be available at least in English, perhaps in
other languages too.

Individual faculty websites should be increased and the format unified. At present
they are inconsistent.

The vast number of databases assembled by the Institute have their titles translated.
Perhaps an English translation of the purview of the database, as well as some tips
about searching, might enhance the usage experience of younger international
scholars, especially graduate students. The English-language for the Dictionary of
Sources of Classical Japan (¥ H A SR EE L) is excellent in this regard.
The webpage for international exchange (EIF%%ii) ideally should have more than
just Japanese and English versions. I would recommend additionally a translation of
the project description into the language of the international partner’s host
institution. For example, work done on the Marega project at the Vatican Library
should be shared in Japanese, Italian, and English. Research pertaining to the Russian

State Naval Archives should be described in Japanese, Russian, and English.

IV. Moonshot

In English, a “moonshot” means an extreme, if not slightly outrageous, proposal to address a

persistent problem. I would like to invoke the term here as a means to broach an idea

pertaining to international exchange. The Institute already has proven itself capable of very

robust engagement with the global community, specifically in the areas of

Providing English-language versions of webpages on the Institute website;
Designing and making widely accessible a range of databases;

Hosting international postdocs and scholars;

Supporting the training of scholars at the USC Kambun Workshop;

Maintaining the multilingual Glossary of Historical Terms;

Establishing and sustaining links with library and archives facilities abroad that hold

documents related to Japan;
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among many other programs. Perhaps, as was observed in the % 3 #i9[ElFFfi of 2018,
more effort could be made to publish in international, peer-reviewed journals.

With this appreciation of the international activities already being carried out, here
is my moonshot: it seems that up to this point the Institute has pursued international
research-related relationships solely with facilities that house Japanese history-related
materials. In the future perhaps the scope of international communication and cooperation
could be broadened to include other facilities that are involved chiefly with the preservation,
repair, analysis, and digitization of manuscripts, like the Institute, but that are not necessarily
in possession of Japan-related material. Thinking globally, it seems to me that there are many
points of commonality among manuscript/historical resource centers the world over. The
Institute already participates in the ® 7 < 7 S RHF 72 f S5 #% B 17 3% 2. One can easily
imagine the Institute taking a position of leadership among a truly global community of
manuscript-based research centers and archives. New relationships of this sort also might
yield opportunities to learn about different techniques of manuscript custodianship, other
styles of community outreach, and, importantly, new solutions to financial challenges. What
will be the continuing role of manuscript research in the 21st-century global community?
How might members of an international community of manuscript research centers,
regardless of historical connection, derive mutual support for their activities? These
questions might be valuable to explore with international colleagues, even those who know

little about Japan.
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