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I am a cultural anthropologist wilh a focus on Japan

studies. Teaching at a liberal arts college, however, I find thai

I have been transformed from a Japan specialist into an East

Asia generalist. And, as with anyone who has ever taught an

Introduction to East Asia course, I struggle with the problem

ofhow to introduce material about, and establish the impor

tance of, Korea.

I have tried teaching all three counties at one time in

a single chronological development, but it didn't work well.

Students couldnot keep straight which country wewere

talking about. I have also tried teaching China, then Korea,

and finally Japan, tracing the dominant flow of influence from

west to east. This format was adequate. However, the most

satisfactory format for me has been one of presenting the

two contrasting poles, China and Japan , then discussing

Korea as the middle ground, both literally and figuratively.

Any familiarity with East Asian history provides

plenty of examples of Korea as conduit between China and

Japan, or simply as being caught in the middle. Admittedly,

most of the flow is from the Middle Kingdom. Some religio-

philosophieal ideas, such as Confucianism and Daoism, be

gin in China. Others, such as Buddhism, first enter China

then pass through Korea to Japan. It is relatively easy to give

an extensive introduction to the ideas (and impact) of

Confucius, Mencius, and Ju Xi when dealing with China,

then contrast the late and local development ofConfucian-

ism when dealing with Japan, and end the semester with a

discussion ofConfucian hypertrophy in Choson Korea. Simi

larly, it works well lo discuss perspectives and policy on

modernization when first presenting China's reaction to co

lonialism, later contrasting Japan's commitment to transfor

mation, and inevitably discussing their impact in the Hermit

Kingdom.

Likewise, the history of war and conquest offers

plenty of examples where Korea is caught up because of its

fate as being geographically the "Poland of the East." Terri

tories ofearliest Korea were subject to either Chinese military

attack or simply the recurrent How of Sinicized populations,

while other areas turn to Japan for support or flee to Japan.

Most dramatic of all are the Mongol attempts to invade Ja

pan, balanced by H ideyoshi's failed conquests of China,

where, in both cases, the Koreans are the greatest losers.

I have tried a number of readings to balance Korea

in the teaching of introductory East Asia. The following titles

have proved to be most successful for me.

BASIC TEXT

Fairbank, John K., Edwin O. Reischauer, and Albert

M. Craig. East Asia: Tradition and Transformation

(revised edition) Cambridge: Harvard University

Press. 19 S9

Fairbank et a!, is, frankly, a bit dry. The works of

Conrad Shirokauer are much more readable and filled with

memorable anecdotes. However, East Asia is comprehen

sive in general and, more importantly for this discussion,

has material on Korea in particular, which Shirokauer does

not.

IR.4DITIONALSOCin"Y:CO.MPARISONS(aiiiia,Japan.

Korea)

Shen. Fu. Six Records ofa Floating Life. New York:

Viking Penguin, 1983

Katsu, Kokichi. A/riiHfi Story: The Autobiography

ofa Tokugawa Samurai. Tucson; University ofAri

zona, 1988

Hong, Lady. Memoirs ofa Korean Queen. New York:

KPI (Methuen), 1987

These three books create a delightful set and lend

themselves to lots of comparisons. All three are autobiogra

phies, which makes them not only more personal and there

fore more attractive for students, but also opens the door for

discussions about objectivity, the Rashomon Effect, and out

right self-serving text. All three books date from the late "tra

ditional" period: Qing China, Tokugawa Japan, Choson Ko

rea. Most of the people in these books are elite (literati, samu

rai, courtiers and consorts) but their lives do not match the

perfection that we expect from studying Confucian principles.

Instead, they fall madly in love or simply fall mad; they are

often dissolute and failures, rebelling against the expecta

tions of their class or clinging to them desperately.

MODERNIZING SOCIETY: COMPARISONS (China, Ja

pan, Korea)

Pruitt, Ida. A Daughter ofHan: The Autobiography

ofa Chinese Working Woman, Stanford University

Press, 1945

Bernstein, Gail Lee. Haruko's World: A Japanese

Farm Woman and Her Community. Stanford Uni

versity Press, 1996
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