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Description
This course uses a blend of approaches from the humanities and social sciences 
to introduce the histories, societies, and cultures of East Asia. Its goal is to build 
a broad understanding of the modern historical development of China, Korea, 
and Japan. Materials on Vietnam may also be included. Students first study the 
pre-modern legacies that shaped each of these civilizations and intertwined their 
societies. Then the course will turn to the crises of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, the quests for resolution, and the pursuit of national identities in a 
rapidly emerging and often violent modern world order.  

Students work to understand how nations create their identities by separating an 
“us” from “them.” One theme explored is how a sense of nationalism built during 
the process of creating national identities contributed to imperialism, the outbreak 
of wars, and even the perpetration of atrocities. Additional course themes include 
revolutionary resistance, communism and democracy, feminism, and wars of the 
20th century (WWI, WWII, and the Cold War). The class also analyzes the role of 
historical memory in relation to World War Two through topics such as “comfort 
women,” the Nanjing Massacre, and the bombing of Hiroshima and how they 
impact regional relations to this day. At least one field class allows students to 
interpret a course topic within the local context. 

Content warning: 
At times, this course intentionally invites students to engage with readings and 
content that are controversial. Students might find this disturbing. The intention is 
not to endorse perspectives but rigorously engage with them. If certain material is 
emotionally challenging, students can discuss it with the professor before or after 
class. Students may also leave the classroom without academic penalty if the 
discussion becomes too emotionally challenging. Students are, however, 
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responsible for all missed material and should arrange to get notes from another 
student or see the professor individually.

Objectives
By the end of the course, students will be able to:

• distinguish unifying characteristics of the region’s cultures and histories as 
a whole, as well as unique aspects of the individual societies;

• understand historical global processes linked to East Asia;
• relate historical events and socio-economic structures to cultural and 

political practices on national and regional levels; and 
• advance or refine the following skills: reading and analyzing primary and 

secondary sources; gathering research, evaluating evidence, and 
formulating conclusions; and communicating in a clear, concise, and 
cogent manner. 

Course Requirements
Students are expected to attend each class as outlined in the CET Attendance 
Policy. Active participation is essential. Students are required to read all assigned 
materials before each class session. In classroom discussions students should 
display an understanding of the assigned materials, thoughtful analysis, creative 
and fresh insights, and the ability to ask questions that advance group 
comprehension of class themes. Reading assignments average about 50-80 
pages per week. 

In addition to preparation for and participation in class, graded assignments 
include:

• Three quizzes. These tests of less than one-hour that cover the readings, 
lectures, field classes, and discussions for specific parts of the course. 
They may include Identification questions (IDs) that will require you to 
explain the significance of an event, concept, or term; or have short 
essays that ask about the thesis and your analysis of an assigned reading, 
for instance.

• A collaborative museum exhibition project called “The History of X as told 
by X,” which requires the group to present ideas for a museum exhibit that 
reveals a history you want to tell. The project work is staggered throughout 
the semester and culminates in a research paper and then a final group 
“exhibition” presentation. Detailed directions are shared in class and on 
Canvas for each step of the project, 

Grading
The final grade is determined as follows:

• 20% Three tests  7, 7, and 6% each
• 20% Class preparation and discussion
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• 60% A “museum exhibit” collaborative project – The History of X as Told 
by X

5% Topic statement and preliminary bibliography
10% The exhibition proposal
20% Research paper introducing the objects/evidence the 

exhibition and their relevance 
20% Final group exhibit presentation 
5% Assessment, self and peer

Class preparation and participation is assessed according to the following 
guidelines: 

Grade Discussion Reading/Preparation

A

Excellent: consistent contributor; 
offers original analysis and 
comments; always has ideas on 
readings and class topics and easily 
connects them to larger ideas. 
Takes care not to dominate 
discussion.

Demonstrates fluency with all readings; 
thoughtfully and critically uses resultant 
understanding to formulate comments and 
advance the class discussion.

B

Good: frequent, willing, and able 
contributor; offers thoughtful and 
critical comments and makes 
connections between class themes 
and readings. Comments tend to 
advance class learning through 
discussion.

Demonstrates knowledge of most 
readings; sometimes provides a 
competent analysis of them or makes 
meaningful connections to the class 
discussion.

C

Can Improve: sporadic contributor; 
comments and questions often 
show a lack of understanding of key 
concepts; comments are often of a 
general nature; may digress or 
contribute in unhelpful ways.

Displays familiarity with few readings; 
rarely demonstrates analytical thought.

D

Subpar: rarely contributes; tends to 
quote text or repeats own 
comments or those of others. 
Comments are disconnected from 
topics and do not advance class 
learning.

Little apparent familiarity with the assigned 
material or application to relevant topics.

F
Failing: Absent from or does not 
participate in class. Online or using 
phone during class.

No familiarity with readings and not able to 
apply their content in class discussion.

Reading
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Outline of Course Content
Topic 1: Past and Present in Vietnam

• The Vietnam War
• Revealing the themes in East Asian history

Topic 2: China, to the Second World War (1500-1937)
• China’s ancient engagement with the Eurasian world
• Religions, philosophies, and the Confucian state in China
• The impact of western imperialism during the Qing; rise of nationalism
• Republican-era Shanghai modernity; shikumen and haipai culture

Topic 3: Korea, Through the Japanese Occupation (1598-1945)
• Korean Confucianism and other schools of thought
• Traditional Korean society: Slavery, social status, rebellion
• Korea Under Japanese Colonial Rule, 1896-1945
• Impact and Legacies of Japanese colonization

Topic 4: Japan, to the Second World War (1603-1931)
• Buddhism, Shinto, and Confucian influences
• Tokugawa state and society; Samurai in society
• Meiji Restoration; modernity and industrialization
• Japanese democracy and radicalism
• Japanese imperialism; the rise of totalitarianism

Topic 5: Vietnam: Dynastic and Colonial (1600-1954)
• History, nation, and memory: the Trung sisters
• Chinese and western imperialism; nationalism and Ho Chi Minh

Topic 6: World War Two: History and Memory
• Japanese imperialism in China; the Nanjing Massacre
• The Chinese War of Resistance Against Japan; Occupied Shanghai
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• Japanese Imperialism in Chinese Museums
• Impact of sexual slavery in Korea and China; Japanese wartime 

atrocities
• Hiroshima and Nagasaki

Topic 7: The Korean War and Its Aftermath
• Division of the Korean nation
• North Korea: Kim Il Sung; Juche as state ideology; Ordinary lives 
• South Korean: transition from autocracy to democracy; Asian Tiger 

economy
• The influence of tradition; Hallyu or the Korean Wave

Topic 8: Revolutionary China and Reform 
• Civil War; the establishment of the PRC
• The Mao Years through Deng Xiaoping’s Reform and Opening

Topic 9: Post-War Japan
• American occupation; post-war recovery; Yasukuni Shrine
• Economic growth and democracy

Topic 10: Contemporary Northeast Asia
• Regional dynamics and how the past shapes the present


