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Over the past 25 years, hundreds of global studies (GS) programs have been
established at universities around the world, and have proven popular with students.
Nevertheless, some trends have raised concerns about the future of GS, especially in
North America and Europe. One has to do with the lifecycle of an interdisciplinary
field. When GS first emerged, inquiries into globalization were outside the paradigms
of traditional disciplines. Since then many GS themes and questions have become
legitimate areas of inquiries within the traditional disciplines. This raises the
question of redundancy and continued university support for GS programs. The
second concern is about globalization itself. The victories of Brexit and Donald
Trump could appear as the decline of the liberal ideology of “open” borders that has
enabled the most recent wave of globalization. This raises questions about the
ongoing relevance of and support for GS as a field centered on the study of
globalization.
 
This essay considers the prospects of global studies programs in East Asia. The
aforementioned concerns of disciplinary competition and anti-globalization are
muted in China, Japan, and Korea where the position of GS in universities is very
different than in North America and Europe, and the commitment of East Asian
states to globalization remains strong. Therefore, this essay shows that even though
nearly all GS programs around the world share similar concepts and methodologies,
their situations and prospects vary by national political contexts.
 
East Asia is a crucial region for the field of global studies. There are dozens of GS
programs at the undergraduate and graduate level in Japan, and many more around
Asia. Japan has been a pioneer, with the world’s first GS program founded in 1997
at Hitotsubashi University and the first PhD in Global Studies started in 2005 at 
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Sophia University. Additionally, students from Asia account for the majority of the
world’s international students, and many study in other Asian countries, often in
such English-taught programs as GS.

National Projects of Higher Education Reform

Global studies programs at Chinese, Japanese, and Korean universities occupy a
certain position in national projects that link higher education reform to elite
concerns of national economic competitiveness. This link began in the late twentieth
century as rising wages undermined East Asian export economies based on cheap
labor. This led government and business elites to view higher education as a means
to increase national “human capital” in order to move to higher “valued-added”
economies. This, in turn, led to national projects to create “world-class universities”
for purposes of economic competitiveness and national prestige.
 
National education ministries have pressured universities to increase
competitiveness, often involving teaching and publishing in English and increasing
the number of foreign students. This trend began in Japan1 in the 1980s with an
“internationalization” project to increase the number of foreign students at Japanese
universities, then expanded in the early 2000s to a comprehensive “globalization” of
universities.  Similar projects appeared in China2 and Korea3 starting in the 1990s.
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Global studies programs have proven to be well positioned in these national
projects, for various reasons. First, they typically have an English-taught curriculum
and cosmopolitan student and faculty body, characteristics that government
education authorities see as incubators for teaching skills deemed essential for
national global competiveness. These skills, often called “global competencies” and
other such terms, basically consist of English language ability and personal ease in
multi-cultural settings. Therefore, university support for establishing GS programs is
strong. Furthermore, English-taught GS programs are not seen as redundant with
traditional disciplines, because the latter are taught in national languages.
 
Secondly, a GS program can increase the number of English-taught courses. This
helps universities achieve targets for “globalization,” as one key measure is English-
taught classes. While faculty in traditional disciplines usually resist having to teach
in English, this is not the case in GS.
 
Thirdly, the English-taught curricula of global studies programs facilitate student
exchanges and partnering with foreign universities. The establishment of exchanges
and new joint and dual degrees provides universities with numerical measures
towards “globalization.” Also, since GS faculty members come from diverse national


