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A Nordic Summer University ‘Kreds X’ proposal:
'Methodological and theoretical challenges in Area Studies 
- with a focus on Asia'

Fascinating challenges are facing Area (and thus Asian) Studies these years. The change of global balance in politics, economy, and, increasingly, in academia towards Asia has direct consequences also on Nordic countries and their research communities. Knowledge previously taken for granted is contested or even falsified by scholars speaking from disciplines and/or geographical spaces never before included in Area Studies. However, at the same time Area Studies offer a rich knowledge pool that can refine and make more comprehensive the general social science theories. 

How should Area Studies react to this challenge? With hostility and indifference, or by embracing it as an opportunity for social sciences and humanities to expand their scope, theoretical frameworks, and research agendas to include societies outside Western horizons? If we choose the latter, as the organizers of this cluster hope, it is obvious that we need to start seriously re-thinking the methodological and paradigmatic issues involved in Area Studies.
On this basis, the cluster concerns itself with how to develop Area Studies – a field of study that has thus far lacked a strong disciplinary basis, common theoretical frameworks, and has only countries and regions as its common the point of reference. 

The Need to Train Nordic Scholars on Area Studies Approaches and Methodology Concerning Asia 

The proposed cluster will focus on methodological and paradigmatic issues in Area Studies, particularly in Asian studies. The cluster aims to form a coherent group of senior and junior scholars who will work together during the three years (and hopefully afterwards as well) on similar methodological and paradigmatic problems, and let them share their ideas as well as deepen their understanding on the demands of rigorous area studies. The broader aim of the cluster is to build up a continuous methodological training tradition for students in contemporary Area Studies in the Nordic countries.

The scientific target is to teach and train the participants to analyze and compare the major paradigms and theoretical problems related to contemporary Asian studies. This is done through exposing the participants to critical analyses of contemporary social scientific theorization from an Area Studies point of view. Such training will pay dividends in better scholarship to every Nordic nation and better quality of graduates and researchers who will be intellectually well-equipped to deal with the rise of Asia on equal footing with the rest of Western, and Eastern, academia.
Proposed activities

The cluster will organize three winter sessions and workshops at the NSU summer meetings. Each session and workshop will have a common theme, which the participants will address based on their disciplinary background and area expertise. Sessions are organised in multidisciplinary fashion to enable ideas to migrate across disciplinary boundaries. Also generational exchange is aimed at through senior researchers training junior researchers in lectures and through seminar work. 
Winter 2008 “Area Studies or X-logies”
The first session will introduce students to the historical background of modern area studies and their predecessors (and still existing) philology-based country studies, such as Sinology, Japanology or Indology. Their relation of modern area studies (often labelled as Chinese studies, Japanese studies, etc) and the relation of Area Studies to the Cold War and its research agendas (on both sides of the “Iron Curtain”) are analysed. 

Summer 2008: “Problems of Translation”
The first summer session discusses the issue of translation that is important in all text-based area research. To what degree does the language we use influence our ways of comprehending reality? How to overcome problems in translating Asian sources?  

Winter 2009: “Relativism and Universalism”
The session focuses on the issues raised in the debates concerning universalism vs. relativism in Area Studies theory building. Is Euro-centrism inbuilt in (Western) social science? How can non-Western societies be studied using Western social theories. Is universal knowledge on human society possible? How should students take the issues raised in criticism into account while doing their research?

Summer 2009: “Comparative Approaches”
Building on the winter session, the summer session will continue to discuss how to do comparative research on societies that differ notably in their respective structures. 
Winter 2010: “Orientalism and Critique of Modernisation Paradigm”
The grand counter-narrative to colonial rule – and much of the post-colonial Western historical and social scientific research on Asia – has been classified as perpetuating “Orientalism” that constructs the East as the “other” of the West. It also includes criticism of modernisation paradigm as a Western discourse aimed at dominating the social development of the East even after direct colonialism has ended. How does this debate affect one’s research?

Summer 2010: “Asian Theories and Critical Approaches”
This session deals with Asian indigenous theories and attempts to overcome Euro-centric theory building regarding their own societies. 

Organisers and participants

The cluster builds on the existing network of senior and junior researchers created in the conference and PhD workshop ’Asian Studies at a Turning Point’ which took place in Turku, November 2006 (see list of participants below). Through this network the organizers have contact to app. 20 Nordic PhD students and 10 senior researchers from Denmark, Finland, Norway, Iceland and Sweden. Together with the existing graduate schools in Finland (GSAS), Sweden (SAAPS), Denmark (Regional Studies Research School), and Norway, this network will be utilised to recruit students and senior research to sessions. 

The practical work on co-ordinating and organising sessions will alter between University of Turku, Centre for East Asian Studies and NIAS-Nordic Institute of Asian Studies. Funding from third sources will be applied for sessions if needed.
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