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CONFERENCE REPORT

The global Antarctic through humanities and social sciences 
perspectives: observations from Japan
Zia Madani and Akiho Shibata

Polar Cooperation Research Centre (PCRC), Kobe University, Kobe, Japan

The 2021 Biennial Conference of the Standing Committee on Humanities and Social 
Sciences (SC-HASS) of the Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) was 
held – for the first time in its history – in Asia, the theme of which was “The Global 
Antarctic”. Due to the continuing difficulties posed by COVID-19, the biennial con-
ference was hosted by Kobe University Polar Cooperation Research Centre (PCRC) in 
a hybrid format, 18–19 November 2021. Having the conference in Japan spurred the 
participation of both international scientists and a wide spectrum of Japanese experts and 
scientists. This report seeks to reflect on two panels, entitled, Japan Session and Japan’s 
Antarctic Policy, respectively.

The Japan Session was the customary event of the SC-HASS conference, which tries to 
attract the attention of local participants. It was thus conducted in Japanese with 
simultaneous interpretation into English.1 This panel was particularly interesting because 
all of its members have experience in participating in Japan’s Antarctic Research 
Expedition (JARE), providing non-traditional perspectives on Antarctic research activ-
ities. Professor Shin Murakoshi, a psychologist, delivered a keynote presentation on ‘The 
Antarctic as a Natural Laboratory: A Case of Cognitive Sciences’. Ms. Yumi Nakayama, 
a journalist, talked about ‘JARE’s first step: Journalist enthusiasm developed into national 
ebullience’. Ms. Yoriko Ikuta, a high-school teacher, spoke on the topic: ‘Teachers’ 
dispatch program under JARE and inquiry-based learning’. The panel was chaired by 
Professor Akiho Shibata, an international lawyer.

Having studied risk cognition for 20 years, Prof. Murakoshi examines the cognitive 
science of people’s psychological adaptation in Antarctica, especially given that people 
working therein are isolated in certain spaces. While psychology studies concerning 
Antarctica are well-established in some Antarctic active nations, such as in the United 
States and Australia, Murakoshi hinted that there are certain ‘cultural’ aspects in risk 
recognition that differ across nations and societies, and that his studies on Japanese 
personnel at Syowa Station are unique in the field. Noting the fact that Shibata, within the 
2016–17 JARE program, and Murakoshi, within the 2017–18 JARE program, have 

CONTACT Zia Madani madani.zia@gmail.com Polar Cooperation Research Centre (PCRC), Kobe University, Kobe, 
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1YouTube videos are available with both the original Japanese (www.youtube.com/watch?v=SyjoKb37jWw) and English 

translation (www.youtube.com/watch?v=7EDlBm78ZhI) audio.
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already paved the way for non-natural scientists’ engagement with JARE, Murakoshi said 
it is now more important to scrutinise the substance of such humanities and social 
science studies in Antarctica.

Yumi Nakayama is a polar journalist who works for the Asahi Shimbun; a Newspaper 
Company with long-standing engagement in the Antarctic and within JARE. While 
canvassing the pivotal engagement of Asahi Shimbun in the initial phase of JARE’s 
establishment (a matter not widely reported worldwide, particularly from a media 
perspective), Nakayama states that when Nobu Shirase, the renowned Japanese 
Antarctic explorer, sought to recruit expedition members to accompany him to 
Antarctica, Asahi Shimbun was the newspaper that not only published his recruitment 
advertisement but donated 5000 Japanese Yen to his expedition. This engagement by 
Asahi Shimbun was further strengthened by a 1995 proposal to the Science Council of 
Japan pertaining to the 1957–58 International Geophysical Year (IGY), a proposal led by 
Asahi Shimbun which resulted in the acknowledgement of JARE as a national project 
supported by Asahi.2 During the same year, ‘the Antarctic Expedition operations office’ 
within Asahi was launched, and this office had a considerable impact on the Japanese 
public’s support for JARE. Asahi Shimbun not only supported JARE logistically by 
sending Cessna aircraft and a helicopter in 1957 but has also seamlessly contributed to 
various aspects of JARE ever since. Nakayama concluded by pointing out how important 
the collaborations between researchers and journalists are in order to convey the knowl-
edge and information gained to future generations.

Yoriko Ikuta is a science teacher at a Nara prefectural high school, who joined the 58th 

JARE in 2016–17 under its teachers dispatch program. Her presentation addressed the 
methodology of science studies in Japanese high schools. The aim of the above- 
mentioned program is not only to publicise JARE activities but to improve the quality 
of teachers, so they can better act as facilitators in the learning process of students. 
Teachers would further involve students in the Antarctic inquiry-based learning process 
through which students not only become more interested in the science of Antarctica but 
would also depict a deeper perception of the subject matter. Ikuta concluded by hoping 
for the continuation of the teachers’ dispatch programs in JARE.

This panel was followed by an active discussion amongst the panellists and two online 
participants posing questions: one asking about the engagement of artists in JARE, and 
another inquiring upon how the general public can be made more interested in polar 
issues.

The panel on Japan’s Antarctic Policy addressed first, ‘Japan’s policy and diplomacy for 
the Antarctic environmental and resource management’ by Ayako Okubo, an associate 
professor of international relations at Tokai University, Japan, and second, the ‘Interface 
of Climate and Technology in the Antarctica and Japanese Policy: A Middle Power 
Standpoint’ by Suprita Suman, a political scientist from India. This panel shed light on 
issues pertaining to the role of Japan in international forums, its position towards 
Antarctica and its position on environmental issues. According to Okubo, Japan’s 
position, especially regarding the environment, has changed over the decades, 

2Ken Nagata and Kenji Ito, ‘’Big Science’ by a Newspaper Company: The Asahi Shimbun Company and Japan’s Antarctic 
Expedition in the International Geophysical Year’, Nempo Kagaku, Gijutu and Shakai (Japanese Journal of Science, 
Technology and Society), Vol.25 (2016), 25–47 [in Japanese].
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prioritising the stability of the Antarctic Treaty over national interests. Among the 
economic interests that Japan had was the access of its nationals to the exploitation of 
minerals and living marine resources. Okubo argues that subsequent to a shift in policy 
by the UK and the US in 1990 to accept the mineral ban, Japan also changed its position 
to support an indefinite ban on the exploitation of minerals in April 1991. According to 
Okubo, this shift in policy by Japan is consistent with a plausible explanatory factor of 
middle power diplomacy aiming at engaging in institution building and pursuing stable 
international governance of the Antarctic issues for Japan. Okubo concluded by arguing 
that although Japan has not been a leader in the conservation of the Antarctic environ-
ment and resources, it has contributed to the convergence of said discussions.

This panel was followed by inclusive discussions prompted by the questions of the 
panel chair, Prof. Akiho Shibata. Shibata asked both panellists to clarify why Japan, as 
a middle power, has this resource-mindedness element in its Antarctic policy regarding 
fisheries, whaling, mining and genetic resources. Okubo responded by saying that fish-
eries is no longer an important economic interest for Japan because of its inconsiderable 
magnitude, while in the area of mineral resources the issue of remoteness and cost would 
make it unlikely for Japan to consider this an economic interest. Suman emphasised 
Japan’s role in the conservation of the Antarctic environment.

The 2021 SCAR SC-HASS Biennial Conference hoped to host increased in-person 
participants, particularly from outside Japan, but it was not convened as initially planned 
due to the global pandemic restrictions. Nonetheless, as a first-time hybrid format of the 
SCAR SC-HASS Biennial Conference series, this format eased higher attendance cap-
abilities and was able to accommodate more than 320 registered participants, 84 live oral 
presentations, and 18 pre-recorded presentations. Many constructive discussions 
through three parallel online channels were fostered, and these were duly recorded for 
further on-demand viewing with extended availability until early January 2022. Despite 
the challenges and limitations caused by the unprecedented COVID-19 era, the 2021 
SCAR SC-HASS Biennial Conference was successful. This success could not have been 
realised without, among others, the generous financial support provided by Mitsubishi 
Foundation and JSPS KAKENHI, which made the intricate hybrid logistical system of the 
conference possible.
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