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Course Description: 

This course examines the historical issues and processes in the political, economic, social, and cultural 

formation of Japan, from the origins of the Japanese civilization to the immediate post-World War II 

period. Each class will focus on specific aspects of Japanese history, culture, and international 

relations. The main questions that will be addressed are: what are the major transformations in 

Japanese history? What are the characteristics of Japan’s cultural and social development? What 

factors explain change and continuity? How has Japan interacted with the world in the course of its 

history? The course will examine the formation of Japanese political institutions, the evolution of the 

religious and ideological thought, major social trends, Japan’s foreign relations, and the development 

of art, literature, and traditions. A previous knowledge of Japanese history and culture is not required. 

Learning Objectives: 

The course aims at providing the knowledge and instruments to be used in the process of analysing 

and understanding Japan, its culture, and its international relations both in their historical evolution and 

in the contemporary world. 

Career Relevance:  

This course contributes to the acquisition of an historical perspective on Japan, its culture, thought, 

and interactions with the world. This is a necessary background and a relevant skill for those interested 

in becoming specialists on Japanese affairs in the academic or public sectors and international 

organizations, as well as for those pursuing a career in the private sector with Japanese 

firms/institutions or with foreign companies/organizations dealing with Japan. 

Course Context or Rationalization: This course focuses on domestic dynamics and external factors as 

necessary elements for understanding and explaining Japan’s behavior as of one of the major actors 

in international relations in Asia and globally. The extended period of time covered by the course – from 

ancient to modern times – permits to have a long-term perspective on the patterns and transformations 

in Japan’s relations with the external world.  



Delivery Methods: 

Classes are a combination of lectures, discussions, students’ presentations, and video.  

Assessment: 

There is no final exam. Students will be required to write a final essay of 2,000 words on any of the 

topics discussed during the course. 

Grading: Attendance 30%; Participation in class 30% (including presentations, weekly comments); 

Final essay 40%.  

Prerequisite: 

 

Textbook(s) Required:  

There is no specific textbook required for this course.  

 

Reference books/Journal Articles: A list of reading materials will be provided by the 

instructor in class 

Class Outline Week 1: Origins of the Japanese people and civilization 

Week 2: Emergence of the Yamato state 

Week 3: Shinto, Buddhism, and the centralization of the Japanese state 

Week 4: The golden age of court aristocracy’s culture in the Heian period    

Week 5: The rise of warriors and its influence on literature 

Week 6: Zen and warriors’ values in medieval Japan 

Week 7: Encounter with the Europeans and the unification of Japan 

Week 8: Nation-building in early modern Japan 

Week 9: Ideological, domestic, and external factors behind the collapse of the 

bakufu system 

Week 10: Wrap-up and class discussion 

Week 11: Building a modern nation and “learning from the West” in Meiji Japan 

Week 12: The building of a modern economy  

Week 13: Modernization of political institutions, role of women, and Ainu 

people 

Week 14: The making of Japan as an international power 

Week 15: The 1910s-1920s: a period of “great possibilities” 

Week 16: Rise of militarism, media, and film production in the 1930s 

Week 17: Japan at war: domestic and international impact, and atomic bombings 

Week 18: The Occupation of Japan 

Week 19: “Reverse course” and the “San Francisco system” 

Week 20: Wrap-up and class discussion 

Others (if any)  

 


