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In-Between: Experiences and challenges of
Organizing the International Conference of the
European Association for Japanese Studies (EAJS)
at Ghent University in Times of Crisis and Transition.

Mick Deneckere, Marlies Holvoet, Andreas Niehaus
(Ghent University)

In 2017, during the International Conference of the European Association for Japanese Studies in Lisbon,
Ghent successfully defended its bid to host the 2020 edition. The International Conference of the European
Association for Japanese Studies is said to be the largest conference of Japan specialists in the world and
we were asked more than once, why on earth we would want to organize a conference this size (more than
1000 delegates), especially when administrative pressure, the pressure to publish and job insecurities are
ever increasing and are already weighing heavily on professional and private life? For us there were several
reasons to apply to host the conference, that were both of an institutional and an individual nature:

1. Increase the visibility (1) of our program and our research within the international community
of Japanese Studies, which we hoped would result in an increase in academic and educational
collaborations and also in applications for PhD and postdoc positions.

2. Increase the visibility (2) of Japanese Studies within Belgium, the city of Ghent and especially also at
our university and faculty. The program at the Faculty of Arts and Philosophy is very Eurocentric and we
were already for a long time lobbying for an increase in staff for Japanese Studies. We thus hoped that
the conference could serve as a booster shot.

3. Polishing individual CVs: Having organized a major international conference would also on the individual
level increase professional contacts and look good on one’ s CV.

4. Accepting the challenge: we were a rather young and enthusiastic team of three (Mick Deneckere, Tine
Walravens and me; then joined by Marlies Holvoet when Tine left for Copenhagen). And to be honest,
we, being a little bit naive, just thought that it would be something different, challenging and fun to do (we

should have known better---).

The idea to apply to host the EAJS conference was in fact born in 2014 at the Ljubljana conference.
About one year before the 2017 conference in Lisbon, we then seriously started working on our bid. At that
stage, we already had realized that we would need a lot of support and expertise from outside the university,
and especially the support of the city of Ghent. We were lucky that MeetinGent, the congress support office
of the city, was very interested in our conference. They not only helped us scouting locations for social

events within the city and making contacts with local caterers, event planning companies etc., but most
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importantly at that stage, they assisted us with the preparation of a professional bid book: we provided
the content (provisional conference program, support letters by the Japanese Embassy, city and province,
financial calculations, etc.), while MeetinGent took responsibility of the design, the photos, the printing and
thankfully the costs! When the EAJS board of directors came to Ghent to check on our progress, the city
provided a boat tour for us and also presented the city during the board meeting. When the Corona crisis
then hit, and at the stage when we still hoped to just postpone the conference by a year and organize it
physically in Ghent in 2021, the MeetinGhent team also offered us to produce a professional promotion film

and promised free chocolate welcome gifts for all delegates (hopefully they will keep that promise for 2023).

Going back to the application procedure, our team of three also meticulously prepared the presentation
of our bid in Lisbon. | will not go deeper into this preparation phase, but | can assure you that not only did
we learn a lot about Ghent and the organizational structure of our university, but also about organizational
processes and about ourselves as individuals and as a team. When it turned out that we had won the bid,
we were still taken a little bit by surprise that we were chosen despite some very strong opponents applying

to host the conference as well.

After receiving news in Lisbon of our successful bid, we immediately started the organizational
preparations for the physical conference in Ghent and when the EAJS board visited Ghent in 2019 to check
on our progress, we were in fact already all set. Unfortunately, and to our great disappointment, in the end,
the local organizers, the board of directors of the EAJS together with NomadIT, our event organizer, had to

decide to go fully online.

The decision to move the conference to a full online format was taken at a moment when some people
still thought that the pandemic would be over by 2021, and we therefore also met with some criticism by
colleagues. However, scientists were already predicting the pandemic to even last longer than 2021. We
also came to our decision to hold an online conference in order to avoid severe financial loss as we had to
come to the point where contracts with caterers and locations had to be signed and our event organizer,
NomadIT, would have started the final and work intensive preparation process for the conference, which
would also have increased costs. But our decision still had financial implications as we already had been
rather advanced in the preparation of the physical conference, including the call for papers, programming
the website, etc., which had been done by NomadIT. Our main goal therefore was to avoid being forced to
change to an online format too late, which would have meant not only financial losses, but might even have
resulted in a cancellation of the conference altogether. In the decision-making process of altering the format
of the conference, the idea of organizing a hybrid conference was also discussed. However, in the end we
decided against a hybrid format to avoid inequalities between European and non-European participants and

to avoid additional costs, since a hybrid conference basically means organizing two conferences in parallel.
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The main challenges for switching to an online format for us then were:

1. Immediately informing section heads, panel heads, delegates, and the directors of the documentary film
section, asking them whether they would also be willing to present at an online event and adapt the
program where necessary.

2. Opening a second call for papers and panels, select and include the additional presentations into the
program.

3. Choosing an appropriate platform that would meet the specific needs of an EAJS conference, including
space for informal meetings.

4. Call for volunteers and training of volunteers to offer tech support during the online sessions.

5. Recalculating costs and conference fees: the costs of online conferences are generally underestimated,
for example, the software, the online platform, and the necessary technical support, etc. These are
services that are not for free of charge. Needless to say, having a well-working and easy to navigate
platform, as well as technical support is especially important to guarantee a successful conference.

6. Linked to the recalculation of costs, is also the question of whether sponsors would financially support
an online event. In the case of the Flemish Research Council e.g. this was not included in the formats
they generally would sponsor. However, in the end the Research Council as other sponsors decided to
support online conferences as well. Yet, for a while, it was not clear whether this would be possible,

which significantly increased our stress levels.

All stakeholders in the organizational process of the EAJS conference were involved in solving the above-
mentioned challenges and what - to us in Ghent - was most important during this period, was 1. the open
and direct communication between the three partners (EAJS, NomadIT and Ghent University) involved,
which was 2. based on the trust and respect between the partners and 3. the efficiency, professionalism and

dedication of the people involved.

The question then is, was the conference a success? That is a question difficult to answer and depends
on the perspective one takes: from the perspective of the panelists?, EAJS?, local organizers?, climate?,
academic?, or financially? We have distributed a questionnaire to the participants to ask about their
experiences with the online format but have not yet received the answers, so we will not comment on this
part nor on the EAJS perspective. However, if we go back to the beginning of this talk and ask whether our
hopes have been realized despite the need to switch to an online format, we would say yes: not only have
we increased the number of staff members and attracted new researchers, we have certainly also improved/
expanded our visibility both within the city and the university, not least because of the exhibition “The Other
Japan” , that we organized in the context of the conference and that generated a lot of attention also in the

Japanese expat community in Belgium.
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Since our decision to apply for the EAJS conference in 2015 times have changed and we think differently
about flying. Climate and climate change are a major concern and a challenge for all of us, and the question
is whether conferences for which thousands of delegates move around the globe can still be justified.
Should we as scholars not also take our responsibility and think about organizing our conferences in a
different way? | personally think that we have to do exactly that. We have to accept that we have to change
the way we organize and conduct scholarly interaction, exchange and research. And there are without doubt

advantages of having an online or hybrid conference:

1. Climate: Reduction of CO2 emission.

2. Easing financial inequalities: Younger colleagues and early career scholars often don’ t have access to
institutional funding to participate in international conferences and online formats will enable them to
present their research to an international audience.

3. Time saving/ flexibility: Attending conferences is time consuming and we often have to squeeze in
conferences, while at the same time also trying to keep up with the continuous flow of administrative
workload. However, more importantly: online conferences are more family friendly, which results also in
an increase in accessibility for single parents, colleagues with young children, colleagues who have to
take care of family members, etc. not to speak of colleagues with disabilities.

4. Recordings: Online panels and lectures can easily be recorded, while recordings at live conferences
would require the kind of technical equipment that not all universities/ departments can provide. The
recordings offer delegates the opportuning not only to listen to presentations again, but also to listen
to presentations that were not accessible due to parallel sessions. Recordings can additionally also be

used to present research findings to a larger public audience after the conference (third mission).

We are in a period of transition and what we need is an understanding of the urgency of the climate crisis
we are facing. At the moment hybrid conferences seem to be a ready solution and we would love to organize
the 2023 conference as a hybrid conference, but additional financial investments as well as local equipment

for online formats are major obstacles in that endeavor.
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History of Translation Studies in Japan

Intergeneric translations (manga to film)
Translation of oral narratives or orality Cultural translation

The relationship between translation and power
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Japanese sport history and sport sociology

Body culture of early-modern and modern Japan
Cultural and national identities

Biography and body

Birds

® HfF - fy
2002 Finishing doctoral thesis. Title: Leben und Werk Kané Jigoros. Ein Forschungsbeitrag zur
Leibeserziehung und zum Sport in Japan

1998 - 1999 One year visiting scholar (homon kenkytin) at Keio University,

1997 Doctoral course at Cologne University (Japanese Studies, Sport History)

1997 University graduation. M.A. at Cologne University

® B

2017 ~ Present Member of the EAJS Council as local organizer of the 2020/2023 EAJS Conference in Ghent
2018 Founder and speaker of the Centre for Research on Body Cultures in Motion (BOCULT)
2015 ~ 2021 Appointed Head of International Office Faculty of Arts and Philosophy

2015 ~ Appointed collaborative professor at Kanazawa University

2014 ~ Present Appointed full professor, Faculty of Arts and Philosophy

2012 ~ 2018 Head of the Department Cultures and Languages (formed in 2012, about 110 staff
members)

2010 ~ 2012 Head of the Department of South and East Asian Cultures and Languages

2004 Appointment as “docent” at Ghent University, Head of the Institute for Japanese Culture
and Language (tenure)

2003 ~ 2004 Academic assistant at the Institute of East Asian Studies, Department of Japanese Studies,

Cologne

10
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Edoardo GERLINI
TrPILEK -2 —=

TIFRVAT chT7 ANV KE FEBEHHIR

® =f1

Japanese premodern literature of the early Heian period (9th century),

with a focus on Chinese poetry, canon formation, and concepts of cultural

heritage.

® I - B

2011 Ph.D. in East Asian Studies, Doctoral School of Languages, Cultures, Societies, XXIll cycle,
“Ca’ Foscari” University of Venice.

2006 Bachelor degree in Foreign Languages and Literatures (Japanese and Chinese), Universita

degli Studi di Firenze.

® HiE

a.a 2018-2021 “Marie Sklodowska-Curie Action” fellow, Global Fellowship. Ca’ Foscari University of
Venice.
Title of the project: “World Heritage and East Asian Literature — Sinitic Writings in Japan as
Cultural Heritage” . Supervisor: Prof. Bonaventura Ruperti. Partner institution: Waseda
University (supervisor: Prof. Kono Kimiko).

a.a 2014-2018 Universita degli Studi di Firenze, Dipartimento di Lingue Letterature e Studi Interculturali.
Hired professor for modern Japanese language.

a.a 2013-2018 Universita di Venezia “Ca’ Foscari” , Department of Asian and North African Studies.

Hired professor for modern Japanese language.
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MERZE BL (BUa%)

HRRKEERFEEAEZRNEE (R¥1D)

FRRFRERELHREHE L REAHRRET B+ BUE®)

Graduate School, College of Letters, Arts and Sciences, Department of History, University
of Southern California, United States &7 M.A. (History)
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