
History of Modern Japan 

CORE-UA 507-001 (16400) 

Monday and Wednesday 9:30-10:45 Silver 207 

Professor: George Solt (george.solt@nyu.edu)   Office Phone: 212 992 7464 
Office: 53 Washington Sq. So. 418            Office Hours: MW 11-12 and by appt. 
Adjunct Instructors: Joshua Sooter (jas1317@nyu.edu) 
           Hazem Jamjoum (hazem@nyu.edu) 
           Petro Nungovitch (pn505@nyu.edu)     
 
The course is a survey of modern Japanese history.  We will begin with the Edo period to study 
the origins of modern Japan, and the social organization of the Tokugawa polity.  We will then 
consider the breakdown of Tokugawa rule, the construction of a modern nation-state during the 
Meiji period, the events leading to the Greater East Asia/Pacific War, and the legacy of war 
memories.  We will then move on to the postwar period, focusing on the U.S. Occupation, the 
U.S.-Japan security alliance, and the causes and consequences of high economic growth.  We 
will conclude with an examination of Japanese politics and popular culture in the post-Cold War 
era, and their connections to transformations in social organization.    

We will be reading primary documents translated from Japanese throughout the course to 
familiarize ourselves with the debates and concerns of people living in Japan from each era in 
focus.    An underlying theme of the course will be the connections between politics and changes 
in society.  We will therefore pay close attention to the geopolitical and economic structures 
underpinning the visible transformations in modern Japanese society, and identify as much as 
possible the connections between cultural trends and political-economic transformations.  
Students will hopefully gain a solid understanding of the history of modern Japan in addition to a 
more critical perspective on how our understanding of that history has been shaped.           

 
Requirements:  
20% Attendance and participation in recitation.  

No more than three absences will be permitted for recitation without medical 
documentation.  More than three absences will result in a failing grade for the course. 

60% Six essays from thirteen possible questions.  
Due at the beginning of recitation.  
700-750 words each. Please write the word count at the top of the essay.   

20% Final Exam (short answers based on material from the lectures) 

Students must complete all assignments (six short essays and one exam) to receive credit for the 
course.  
 

Late papers will not be accepted for credit.   



Any cheating during the exam, or plagiarism on an essay assignment, will immediately be 
reported to the Dean.  All infractions of the NYU rules on academic integrity will be pursued.  
The penalty for academic dishonesty is severe. The following are the procedures as approved by 
the Faculty of Arts and Science. See also the College Bulletin. 

 

    If a student cheats on an examination or in laboratory work or engages in plagiarism, 
appropriate disciplinary action should be taken. The Department can take the following actions: 

    a) The faculty member, with the approval of the Director of Undergraduate Studies (Director), 
may reduce the student's grade or give the student an F in the course. 

    b) If after lowering the grade or assigning an F the department believes a more severe penalty 
(i.e., probation, suspension, expulsion) is warranted, it can refer the case to the Dean or his/her 
representative (Associate Dean for Students) for further action. 

    In all cases of either (a) or (b), the Director shall inform the Department Chair of any action in 
writing and send copies of this letter to the Dean and to the student. The letter shall include the 
nature of the offense, the penalty, and the right of the student to appeal such penalty. A copy of 
the letter shall be kept in a confidential chairman's file and not in the student's departmental file. 
The Dean's office copy shall also be kept in a confidential file. (The Professor and/or the 
Director is encouraged to meet with the student and discuss the nature of the offense and the 
action taken.) 

    For cases involving a first offense at New York University, the Dean shall send the student by 
registered mail a notice that a second offense will result in a one-semester suspension, or a more 
severe penalty. (The student is also called in to discuss the offense, and review the consequences 
of the disciplinary action.) 

    For cases involving a second offense, the Dean shall proceed as follows: 

    a) Upon receiving a second Director's letter concerning a given student, the Dean shall 
convene a three-member ad hoc committee, with no member being from the department 
involved, to examine the evidence. This ad hoc committee shall consider if there are reasonable 
grounds to believe that cheating/plagiarism has occurred and if so, shall affirm the suspension 
penalty. It shall report its conclusion to the Dean within three business days. 

    b) If the committee affirms the suspension, the Dean shall send the student by registered mail 
the suspension letter within two business days of receiving the report. The letter shall advise the 
student of his or her right to appeal. The student shall have two business days from the letter's 
delivery to request an appeal of the suspension as provided in Section 5 (below). The suspension 
shall ordinarily be stayed during the pendency of appeal. 



   c ) If the committee does not affirm the suspension, the report shall be kept on file for a one-
year period. 

    The student in all cases has the right to appeal to the Dean. In the event of an appeal, the Dean 
shall elicit a written complaint from the faculty member and proceed as described above. 

 

 

Classroom Policies 

1. No cell phones or tablets may be used during class.  If you need to use a laptop to take 
notes, please sit in the back. 

2. No tardiness.   Please do not show up late to class.  It is a distraction to everyone and it 
will not improve your grade.   

3. No makeup classes or lecture notes from the professor or course assistant for missed 
lectures.  Please ask a classmate for notes if you miss a class.      

4. No insulting statements.  Please help create a productive classroom atmosphere.         

5. No eating.  Please help keep the classroom clean and the class focused on learning.   

 

Books:  

The following books are available for purchase at the NYU book store, and can also be borrowed 
from the “Reserves” desk of the Bobst library (located at the lower level).   

1) Wm. Theodore DeBary, Carol Gluck, and Arthur Tiedemann (Editors).  Sources of 
Japanese Tradition, Volume Two, Part Two 1868-2000.  Columbia University Press, 
2006.  Abridged Second Edition. 

2) Yukichi Fukuzawa.  Autobiography of Yukichi Fukuzawa.  Columbia University Press, 
2007.  Reprint Edition. 

3) John Dower.  Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II.  W.W. Norton & 
Co., 2000. 

4) Yoshio Sugimoto.  An Introduction to Japanese Society.  Cambridge University Press, 
2010.  3rd Edition.   

5) Haruko Taya Cook & Theodore Cook, Japan at War: An Oral History.  The New Press, 
1993. 



Course Schedule 

Readings should be completed by the date under which they are listed. 

1.27 

Course Intro   

No Reading 

 

Unification  

1.29 

Michael Cooper.  They Came To Japan: An Anthology of European Reports on Japan. 3-34, 75-
103. (NYU Classes)   

 

2.3  

Keene, Debary, Tanabe, and Varley (Eds.) Sources of Japanese Tradition Volume One, pp.433-
468. (NYU Classes) 

 

DeBary, Tiedemann, Kurata, Dykstra (Eds.) Sources of Japanese Tradition: 1600-2000, Volume 
2.  Pp. 144-157.  (NYU Classes) 

 

2.5 

Engelbert Kaempfer. A History of Japan. Pp.73-90, 152-197, 248-258. (NYU Classes) 

http://books.google.com/books?id=ZWvQt7cwnAMC&pg=PP11&dq=engelbert+kaempfer#v=o
nepage&q=engelbert%20kaempfer&f=false 

 

Essay Question #1   

Japan is often described as a “closed country” before the arrival of American Commodore 
Matthew Perry in 1853.  To what extent would you judge this to be a historically accurate 
statement?  In what ways was Japan a “closed country”?  In what ways was it not a closed 
country?  What is the basis for your determination? 

http://books.google.com/books?id=ZWvQt7cwnAMC&pg=PP11&dq=engelbert+kaempfer%23v=onepage&q=engelbert%20kaempfer&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=ZWvQt7cwnAMC&pg=PP11&dq=engelbert+kaempfer%23v=onepage&q=engelbert%20kaempfer&f=false


 

Urbanization 

2.10 

John W. Hall, “The Castle Town and Japan’s Modern Urbanization,” The Far Eastern Quarterly, 
Vol. 15, No. 1 (Nov., 1955), pp. 37-56.  (NYU Classes) 

Morton Schmorleitz. Castles in Japan. Pp.11-33. (NYU Classes) 

 

Social and Economic Transformations  

2.12 

Thomas C. Smith, The Agrarian Origins of Modern Japan, 67-133.  (NYU Classes)      

 

Essay Question #2 

What were some of the fundamental economic changes that occurred in Japan during the 
Tokugawa period, and how did they impact social relations among farmers?  Why were 
these changes significant in Japan’s long-run economic development?   

 

2.19 

Decline of the Tokugawa  

Yukichi Fukuzawa, The Autobiography of Yukichi Fukuzawa, pp. 1-177  

 

Essay Question #3 

What were Fukuzawa’s views of Tokugawa Japan, the West, and the non-West according 
to the first half of his autobiography?  How are they related to one another? 

 

Meiji Restoration 

2.24 

Yukichi Fukuzawa, The Autobiography of Yukichi Fukuzawa, pp.178-336 



 

2.26 

DeBary,Gluck, and Tiedemann, Sources of Japanese Tradition Volume Two Part Two, pp.5-51 

Essay Question #4 

Do you think it is more accurate to describe the Meiji Restoration as revolutionary or 
conservative?  In what ways did the event represent an attempt to break from the past for 
Japan?  In what ways did it represent an attempt to establish continuity with the past?   

 

Building a Modern Nation-State 

3.3 

The Meiji Constitution. (NYU Classes) 

http://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/e/etc/c02.html 

 

The Treaty of Shimonoseki (NYU Classes) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Shimonoseki 

 

Takashi Fujitani, Splendid Monarchy, pp. 1-28. (NYU Classes) 

 

3.5 

Alfred Stead (Ed). Japan by the Japanese.  Read sections on “Diplomacy” and “Foreign Policy” 
Pp.142-222. (NYU Classes) 

http://books.google.com/books?id=K1NnaTS3nN4C&printsec=frontcover&dq=alfred+stead+jap
an#v=onepage&q=alfred%20stead%20japan&f=false 

 

Essay Question #5  

http://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/e/etc/c02.html
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Shimonoseki
http://books.google.com/books?id=K1NnaTS3nN4C&printsec=frontcover&dq=alfred+stead+japan%23v=onepage&q=alfred%20stead%20japan&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=K1NnaTS3nN4C&printsec=frontcover&dq=alfred+stead+japan%23v=onepage&q=alfred%20stead%20japan&f=false


To what extent can the modernization of Japan in the Meiji period be understood as a 
conscious adoption of Western practices?  To what extent can it be viewed as an attempt to 
resist the West?  Which line of interpretation is more persuasive to you?  Why?  

 

Politics in Taisho Japan 

3.10 

DeBary,Gluck, andTiedemann, Sources of Japanese Tradition Volume Two Part Two, pp.181-
211 

 

3.12 

DeBary,Gluck, andTiedemann, Sources of Japanese Tradition Volume Two Part Two, pp.212-
239, 266-276. 

Essay Question #6 

Of all the authors for this week’s readings, whose writing appealed to you the most, and 
why?  Which writer’s vision of Japan was the least appealing, and why?    

 

 

The Fifteen Year War 

3.24 

Manchukuo and the Second Sino-Japanese War 

Haruko Taya Cook and Theodore Cook, Japan at War, pp.1-60, 105-120, 127-144, 158-167, 
187-199, 221-231, 240-247. 

 

3.26 

The Pacific War 

Haruko Taya Cook and Theodore Cook, Japan at War, pp.305-400, 441-468.  

Dower, War Without Mercy, pp.181-202 (NYU Classes) 



Essay Question #7  

After reading Japan at War, do you think that it makes sense to discuss the war in terms of 
a “national experience”?  If so, what were the defining features of this experience other 
than defeat?  If not, why not? 

 

Defeat, Occupation, and Democracy 

3.31 

John Dower, Embracing Defeat, pp.1-84  

 

4.2 

John Dower, Embracing Defeat, pp.85-200 

Essay Question #8 

After reading part one of Dower, what did you think was the most consequential decision 
or set of decisions made by the U.S. during the initial phase of the occupation of Japan, and 
why?   

 

The Reverse Course 

4.7 

John Dower, Embracing Defeat, pp.203-273; 405-440 

 

4.9 

San Francisco Treaty (NYU Classes) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_San_Francisco 

 

Security Treaty between Japan and the U.S. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/japan001.asp 

 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_San_Francisco
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/japan001.asp


Treaty of Peace between Japan and the Republic of China (NYU Classes) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Peace_between_Japan_and_the_Republic_of_China 

Treaty on Basic Relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea (NYU Classes) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_on_Basic_Relations_between_Japan_and_the_Republic_of
_Korea (NYU Classes) 

Treaty of Peace and Friendship between Japan and the People’s Republic of China (NYU 
Classes) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Peace_and_Friendship_between_Japan_and_the_People
%27s_Republic_of_China 

Essay Question #9 

What was the “reverse course” and why did it occur? After reading Dower, were you more 
sympathetic toward those in Japan who were critical of the “reverse course” or those who 
were supportive of it? 

 

Protests and High Growth  

4.14 

DeBary, Gluck, and Tiedemann, Sources of Japanese Tradition Volume Two Part Two, pp.382-
412  

 

4.16 

Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between Japan and the United States 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Mutual_Cooperation_and_Security_between_Japan_and
_the_United_States_of_America (NYU Classes) 

 

Thomas Havens. Fire Across the Sea. pp.3-23. (NYU Classes) 

 

Maruyama Masao. “Some Reflections on Article Nine of the Constitution.”  (NYU Classes) 

 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Peace_between_Japan_and_the_Republic_of_China
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_on_Basic_Relations_between_Japan_and_the_Republic_of_Korea
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_on_Basic_Relations_between_Japan_and_the_Republic_of_Korea
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Peace_and_Friendship_between_Japan_and_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Peace_and_Friendship_between_Japan_and_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Mutual_Cooperation_and_Security_between_Japan_and_the_United_States_of_America
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Mutual_Cooperation_and_Security_between_Japan_and_the_United_States_of_America


Essay Question #10 

What were the arguments for and against Japan’s security alliance with the U.S.?  What 
were some of the advantages and disadvantages for Japan created by the security alliance 
with the U.S.?   

 

Trade Wars 

4.21 

Karl van Wolferen, The Enigma of Japanese Power, pp.1-24 (NYU  Classes) 

Ezra Vogel, Japan as Number One, pp. 1-23 (NYU Classes) 

 

4.23 

Shotaro Ishinomori. Japan Inc. pp.1-37 (NYU Classes) 

 

Akio Morita and Shintaro Ishihara. “A Japan That Can Say ‘No’” (NYU Classes) 

http://www.csse.monash.edu.au/~jwb/japanno.txt 

 

Essay Question #11 

How has the U.S.-Japan relationship changed since the time of the authors’ writing, and 
how has it not? Be specific. 

 

War Apologies, Yasukuni Shrine, and Foreign Relations 

4.28  

Prime Minister Murayama’s Official Address to the Japanese Diet (NYU Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/press/pm/murayama/address9506.html 

Establishment of “Asian Women’s Fund” by Prime Minister Murayama (NYU Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/women/fund/state9507.html 

http://www.csse.monash.edu.au/%7Ejwb/japanno.txt
http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/press/pm/murayama/address9506.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/women/fund/state9507.html


Prime Minister Murayama’s Official Apology on the 50th Anniversary of the War’s End (NYU 
Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/press/pm/murayama/9508.html 

Prime Minister Hashimoto’s Apology to World War II Prisoners of War (NYU Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/press/1998/1/116.html 

Explanation from Chief Cabinet Secretary on Textbook Authorization Process (NYU Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/announce/2001/4/0403.html 

Prime Minister Koizumi’s Letter to former “Comfort Women” (NYU Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/women/fund/pmletter.html 

Prime Minister Koizumi’s Address at the 58th Memorial Ceremony for the War Dead (NYU 
Classes) 

http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/koizumispeech/2003/08/15sikiji_e.html 

 

 

Madoka Futamura. “Japanese Societal Attitudes towards the Tokyo Trial: A Contemporary 
Perspective.”  (NYU Classes) 

http://japanfocus.org/-Madoka-Futamura/3569 

 

Mark Selden. “Japan, the United States, and Yasukuni Nationalism.” (NYU Classes) 

http://japanfocus.org/-Mark-Selden/2892 

 

4.30 

Sato Manabu, “The Marines Will Not Defend the Senkakus.” (NYU Classes) 

http://japanfocus.org/-Sato-Manabu/3964 

 

Gavan McCormack, “Much Ado Over Small Islands: The Sino-Japanese Confrontation over the 
Senkaku/Diaoyu.” (NYU Classes) 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/press/pm/murayama/9508.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/press/1998/1/116.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/announce/2001/4/0403.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/women/fund/pmletter.html
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/koizumispeech/2003/08/15sikiji_e.html
http://japanfocus.org/-Madoka-Futamura/3569
http://japanfocus.org/-Mark-Selden/2892
http://japanfocus.org/-Sato-Manabu/3964


http://japanfocus.org/-Gavan-McCormack/3947 

 

Tessa Morris-Suzuki, “The Re-Branding of Abe Nationalism: Global Perspectives on Japan.” 
(NYU Classes) 

http://japanfocus.org/-Tessa-Morris_Suzuki/3966 

 

Essay Question #12 

 Do you think that Japan is better off increasing or decreasing military cooperation with 
the U.S.?  Why?  What are the costs and benefits associated with each policy, and how do 
they affect different groups of people in Japan? 

 

Changes in Japanese Society 

5.5 

Sugimoto, An Introduction to Japanese Society, pp.1-60. 

 

5.7 

Sugimoto, An Introduction to Japanese Society, pp.61-123. 

 

Essay Question #13 

What are the main domestic challenges that Japan faces in the foreseeable future?  In what 
ways are they similar to those confronting other advanced industrialized countries?  In 
what ways are they different? 

 

5.12 

Review 

 

5.14 

Final Exam: 8am in class 

http://japanfocus.org/-Gavan-McCormack/3947
http://japanfocus.org/-Tessa-Morris_Suzuki/3966

