
History 357: Postwar Japan 
 

Spring Semester 2023       Dr. Brian Platt 
Thursdays, 1:30-4:10       Office Hours: Wednesdays, 1:30-2:30 
Classroom: Buchanan D023      Office: Horizon Hall, 3212 
 
 During World War Two, Japan was locked in a desperate and brutal war against the United States. 
From Japan’s perspective, the war was a divine mission, an apocalyptic struggle to the very last man, woman, 
and child; in their own words, it was “the war to end all wars.”  Meanwhile, America vilified the Japanese as 
an evil and sub-human race.  It was perhaps fitting that such a bitter war would conclude with the atomic 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which caused horrific destruction the likes of which human beings had 
never before witnessed. 
 Most Japanese and Americans do not remember this struggle, nor can they appreciate the intense 
hatred created by it on both sides.  In a relatively brief fifty-year period, Japan has transformed itself from a 
despised international outlaw to a peaceful, “model” country and economic superpower.  How has this 
transformation occurred?  What have been the social and cultural effects of this transformation in Japan?  
How do the Japanese see themselves, now that they have renounced their wartime identity?   

This course will address these and other questions regarding Japan’s postwar history.  Since the 
format of the course is discussion, we will address these questions collectively, reading primary and secondary 
sources closely and discussing how to interpret and contextualize these questions in light of larger themes.  
We will also read scholarly books and articles critically—identifying the argument, evaluating evidence, 
disputing conclusions, and so on.  Finally, we will use primary sources—which in this class will consist largely 
of films—to express your own arguments in essay form.   
 
I. COURSE GOALS 

 
This course satisfies the Mason Core requirement in Global Understanding.  The goal of this requirement is 
“to help students see the world from multiple perspectives, reflect upon their positions in a global society, 
and be prepared for future engagement as global citizens.”  Here are the four learning outcomes for this 
requirement: 

1. Identify and articulate one’s own values and how those values influence their interactions and 
relationships with others, both locally and globally. 

2. Demonstrate understanding of how the patterns and processes of globalization make visible the 
interconnections and differences among and within contemporary global societies. 

3. Demonstrate the development of intercultural competencies. 
 

4. Explore individual and collective responsibilities within a global society through analytical, practical, 
or creative responses to problems or issues, using resources appropriate to the field. 

 
Three of the goals of this course correspond to the first three of the learning outcomes for this Core 
requirement: 
 

1. To identify the values of the Japanese people, as shaped by their historical experiences and 
expressed in historical acts and cultural products.  In identifying Japanese values, we will attempt to 
bring our own values into relief. 
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2. To analyze the historical development of Japan since World War Two, when the nation was pulled 
into a new pattern of interaction with the world, mainly through the Cold War political order and 
global flows of culture and capital. 

 
3. To learn how to “read” a foreign culture by applying knowledge of its historical development to an 
analysis of the actions of its people and the artifacts it produces. This is a basic skill at the heart of 
intercultural communication. 

 
The course has two additional goals: 
 

4. To read scholarly literature (academic books and articles) critically--identifying arguments, assessing 
evidence, disputing conclusions, etc. 
 
5. To use an understanding of historical context to understand and write about primary sources, and 
films in particular. 

 
II. REQUIRED TEXTS 

 
Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan 
John Dower, Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II 
Haruki Murakami, Underground: The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche 
Articles available either on the web or through Mason’s e-journal system (marked with a #) 
Several articles on Blackboard (marked with a *) 
 
III. GRADING 

 

Class Participation:  10% 
Six response papers:  10% each (60% total) 
Final essay (5 pages):  30%   
  

The class participation grade will be based on your preparation for and contribution to class 
discussion.  The class will be structured around lectures, but there will be time for discussion in almost every 
class period.  In preparing for class, you should complete all the required readings and be ready to answer 
questions regarding the readings.  Your class discussion grade will be evaluated not according to the amount 
of talking you do, but rather according to whether you contribute thoughtfully and constructively, based on a 
careful consideration of the class readings.  Obviously, you cannot contribute to class discussion if you are 
absent; consequently, unexcused absences will be reflected in your participation grade. 

The response papers are short (around 400 words) analytical responses to the readings and films 
assigned for this course.  These are intended as lower-stakes writing exercises in which you articulate one or 
two ideas prompted by the readings and films for that particular week.  The ideas that you write up for these 
papers should be generated as you do the readings, watch the films, and participate in the class discussions.  
As you do the readings or watch a film, ask yourself repeatedly:  Is there a potentially important point being 
made here?  Is this article or film touching on some important theme from postwar Japanese history?  Can I 
make a connection between the readings for this particular class period and the film I’m watching?  Can I 
make a connection between this film and another one I’ve already seen?  Can I make an observation about 
what I’m reading or watching that is simply interesting to me and explain why it might be more broadly 
significant?  You do not need to write introductions or conclusions; just jump straight into your ideas.  Your 
papers must always make many specific references to details in the readings and/or the films for that 
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week.  The response papers will be due after we have discussed the film and the readings for each week—
specifically, on Mondays at 5:00 p.m.—which means that you will have the benefit of the class discussions to 
inform your essays.  Response papers must be turned in via Blackboard.  Late papers will be penalized one 
full grade per day. 

The Final Essay will be evaluated according to how effectively it presents the themes and arguments 
of the readings and films and relate them to the issues addressed in the course. The final essay will be due by 
the time indicated at the bottom of this syllabus.  Late papers will not be accepted.   

 
IV. COURSE POLICIES 

 
* Late policy: All students are responsible for knowing and adhering to the deadlines for course assignments. 
Late work will be penalized one full letter grade per day (including weekends & holidays). The only 
exceptions will be when you have a documented illness or receive explicit, advance permission from your 
instructor. If you anticipate a problem in completing or submitting your work on time, you must contact the 
instructor in a timely manner. If you do not hear back from your instructor, you should assume that your 
work is due on the original date. Regardless of whether or not you have been granted an extension, you must 
contact your instructor for how to submit late work. 
 
* Plagiarism and cheating: Don’t do it. It’s usually easy to spot and can result in expulsion from the 
University and/or loss of your degree.  Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual 
information from another source without giving that source credit. Writers give credit through the use of 
accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. A simple listing of 
books, articles, and websites is not sufficient. 

Student writers are often confused as to what should be cited. Some think that only direct quotations 
need to be credited; this is incorrect. While direct quotations do need citations, so do paraphrases and 
summaries of opinions or factual information formerly unknown to the writers or which the writers did not 
discover themselves. Exceptions to this rule include factual information which can be obtained from a variety 
of sources—what has been called common knowledge—or the writers' own insights or findings from their 
own field research. What constitutes common knowledge can sometimes be precarious; what is common 
knowledge for one audience may be so for another. If you have any questions about what constitutes 
plagiarism, or about when or how to properly cite a source, ask me!  For more information see this very 
helpful website.  
 
* Academic accommodations. If you are a student who has a documented condition that warrants 
academic accommodations, please let me know.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through 
the Office of Disability Services. (http://ods.gmu.edu/) 

 

* Electronic communication.  I am best reached by email (see address above).  Note: I usually check email 

during normal business hours, namely M-F, 8 am-5pm. Please allow 24-48 hours for a reply to an email 

request or inquiry (excluding weekends). Be sure to note your course number in your email subject line and 

include both your first and last name in your signature. For general advice on the best way to communicate 

via email, see:  http://mleddy.blogspot.com/2005/01/how-to-e-mail-professor.html 
  
* Office Hours. Please visit me during my office hours on Wednesdays, 1:30-2:30 p.m.  Indeed, I expect 
every student to visit me during my office hours at some point during the first 9 weeks of the semester.  This 
visit will contribute toward your discussion grade.  We will schedule your visit in 15-minute blocks; please go 
to this Google Sheets page and enter your name in the date/time you prefer.  The earlier you sign up for a 
slot, the more options you’ll have.  You can choose to meet with me in pers (Horizon Hall, room 3212) or by 

http://mason.gmu.edu/~montecin/plagiarism.htm#plagiarism
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://mleddy.blogspot.com/2005/01/how-to-e-mail-professor.html
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Blackboard Collaborate Ultra; just log into our course blackboard site and click on the “Blackboard 
Collaborate Ultra for Office Hours” (on the left-hand menu) and then select “Course Room.” Please have 
your video and audio on. I will be waiting to answer any questions or discuss course material—or simply just 
to chat.  If you are unable to visit me during my office hours, just send me an email and we can schedule a 
different time to meet (in person or online). 
 
* One more note on classroom conduct:  We will be watching films almost every week.  We will treat these 
films as primary sources and objects of analysis.  Accordingly, viewing the films will be serious, active 
intellectual work.  Classroom conduct should reflect this fact.  This will not be a time to eat lunch or nap, 
although you can bring a beverage if you wish.  While viewing the films you should be taking notes.  Since all 
of your writing assignments require you to discuss the films extensively, a failure to take notes during the 
films will seriously damage your chances of receiving a decent grade.  A failure to watch the films at all will 
guarantee failure. 
 
V. RESOURCES 

 

Academic Advising for CHSS students: https://academicaffairs.chss.gmu.edu/undergraduate-students 

Advising for History majors & minors. https://historyarthistory.gmu.edu/undergraduate/welcome 

Career Services: For networking, mentors, and assistance applying for jobs. SUB 1 Room 3400, 703-993-2370, 
careers@gmu.edu, https://careers.gmu.edu/ 

Chosen Name & Pronoun Policy: For information on how to update your chosen name and pronouns. 
https://registrar.gmu.edu/updating-chosen-name-pronouns/ 

Counseling and Psychological Services: For free counseling. SUB I Room 3129, 703-993-2380, 
http://caps.gmu.edu 

COVID-19 Safe Return to Campus: https://www2.gmu.edu/coronavirus 

Disability Services: http://ods.gmu.edu 

Financial Well-Being: Assistance understanding your finances and financial aid. https://ssac.gmu.edu/fwb/ 

Free speech information: https://campusclimate.gmu.edu/1415-2/ and https://www.gmu.edu/about-
mason/university-policy/free-speech-mason 

Learning Services: Free coaching & academic skills workshops. https://learningservices.gmu.edu/ 

Library Info Guides: http://infoguides.gmu.edu/ 

Mason Alerts: Sign up at https://ready.gmu.edu/masonalert/ for alerts related to emergencies and closings. 

Office of Academic Integrity: https://oai.gmu.edu/ 

Patriot Pantry: For free food assistance or to make donations. https://ssac.gmu.edu/patriot-pantry/ or email 
pantry@gmu.edu to make a private appointment to use the pantry. 

Patriot Web: For registration, transcripts, and degree evaluations. https://patriotweb.gmu.edu/ 

Stay Mason Emergency Assistance Fund: For degree-seeking students in acute financial distress who are 
at risk of dropping out. NOTE: The application process takes a while, and funds are limited. But, it’s 
worth a try! https://ulife.gmu.edu/forms/stay-mason-student-support-fund-application/ 

Student Support & Advocacy Center: For health, well-being, and support. SUB I Suite 3200, 703-993-3686, 
https://ssac.gmu.edu/ 

University Policies: All members of the Mason community are responsible for knowing and following 

https://academicaffairs.chss.gmu.edu/undergraduate-students
https://historyarthistory.gmu.edu/undergraduate/welcome
mailto:careers@gmu.edu
https://careers.gmu.edu/
https://registrar.gmu.edu/updating-chosen-name-pronouns/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
https://www2.gmu.edu/coronavirus
http://ods.gmu.edu/
https://ssac.gmu.edu/fwb/
https://campusclimate.gmu.edu/1415-2/
https://www.gmu.edu/about-mason/university-policy/free-speech-mason
https://www.gmu.edu/about-mason/university-policy/free-speech-mason
https://learningservices.gmu.edu/
http://infoguides.gmu.edu/
https://ready.gmu.edu/masonalert/
https://oai.gmu.edu/
https://ssac.gmu.edu/patriot-pantry/
mailto:pantry@gmu.edu
https://patriotweb.gmu.edu/
https://ulife.gmu.edu/forms/stay-mason-student-support-fund-application/
https://ssac.gmu.edu/
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established policies. 

• The Catalog, http://catalog.gmu.edu 

• University Policies http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/ 

• CHSS Policies https://academicaffairs.chss.gmu.edu/ugradpolicies 

Writing Center: Multiple locations, 703-993-1200, http://writingcenter.gmu.edu 

 
VI. DEADLINES 

 
• Deadline to add a course: January 30. Please note that this is a hard deadline decided by the 

university.  
• Deadline to drop a course with 100% tuition refund: February 6.  
• Last day to drop a course with 50% tuition refund: February 13.  
• Unrestricted withdrawal period: February 14 through February 27. There will be no tuition refund and 

the course will appear as “W” on your transcript. 
 
VII. CLASS SCHEDULE 

 

 
Week One: Class introduction    
Jan. 26:   Watch: “Black Rain” excerpt 
     
Week Two: The Occupation, pt. 1 
Feb. 2:  Read:   Gordon, chs. 11 and 12 
   Dower, “Introduction” and chs. 1-5 
  Watch: “Stray Dog” 
 
 
Week Three: The Occupation, pt. 2 
Feb. 9:  Read:  Dower, chs. 6-11 
  Watch: “Harp of Burma”   
 
 
Week Four: The Occupation, pt. 3 
Feb. 16: Read:  Dower, chs. 12-14 
  Watch: “Occupied Japan: An Experiment in Democracy” 
 
 
Week Five: The Occupation, pt. 4  
Feb. 23:  Read:  Dower, ch. 15-17, and epilogue 

Watch (in preparation): “Japan, Our Far East Partner” (access at this web address: 
 http://www.archive.org/details/gov.archives.111-tv-254) 
Watch (in class): “Pigs and Battleships” 

 
 
Week Six:  The bomb: experience and identity  
March 2: Read:  *Tada Makiko, “My husband does not return,” in Kyoko and Mark Selden,   

http://catalog.gmu.edu/
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/
https://academicaffairs.chss.gmu.edu/ugradpolicies
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
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   eds., Voices from Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (New York:     
   M.E. Sharpe, 1989), pp. 173-81. 
   *Hayashi Kyoko, “Two Grave Markers,” in Kyoko and Mark Selden,   
    eds., Voices from Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (New York: M.E.   
    Sharpe, 1989), pp. 24-54. 
   *James Orr, “Hiroshima and Yuiitsu no hibakukoku: atomic victimhood in   
   the antinuclear peace movement,” in Orr, The Victim as Hero     
   (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), pp. 36-70. 
  Watch: “Gojira” 
 
 
Week Seven:  High-speed growth 
March 9: Read:  Gordon, ch. 14 and 15 
   *Igarashi Yoshikuni, “From the the Anti-Security Treaty Movement to the   
    Tokyo Olympics,” in Igarashi, Bodies of Memory (Princeton, N.J.:   
    Princeton University Press, 2000), pp. 131-163 
   *Kenneth Pyle, “Competing Views of Japanese Purpose,” in Pyle, The   
    Japanese Question (Washington, D.C. AEI Press, 1996), pp. 42-64. 
  Watch: excerpt from “Tokyo Olympiad”  
 
March 16: SPRING BREAK!!! 
 
Week Eight:  Japan as Number One 
March 23: Read: Gordon, ch. 16  
   #Fallows, “Containing Japan,” Atlantic Monthly, May 1989, pp. 40-54.   
 

*Ezra Vogel, Japan as Number One (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,  
 1979), pp. 9-23. 

 
Watch (in preparation): “Japan—Miracle in Asia” (access at this web address: 
 http://www.archive.org/details/japan_miracle_in_asia_1963) 
 

   Watch (in class): “The Colonel Comes to Japan,” “Rising Sun” trailer 
 
Week Nine:  Social consequences of the miracle 
Apr. 2:  Read: *Thomas Rohlen, “University Entrance Exams,” in Rohlen, Japan’s High Schools  
   (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), pp. 77-93 
   *Anne Alison, “Producing Mothers,” in Anne Imamura, ed., “Re-Imaging Japanese  
   Women (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1996), pp. 135-155 
   *Norma Field, “The Child as Laborer and Consumer: The Disappearance of   
   Childhood in Contemporary Japan,” in Sharon Stephens, ed.,     
   Children and the Politics of Culture (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton    
   University Press, 1995), pp. 51-78 
 
  Watch: “Family Game” 
 
 
 

http://www.archive.org/details/japan_miracle_in_asia_1963
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Week Ten:  The Lost Decade 
Apr. 9:  Read:  Gordon, ch. 17 
   Haruki Murakami, Underground 
  Watch: Aum Shinrikyō documentary, “A” 
 
 
Week Eleven:  Japan as cultural superpower 
Apr. 16: Read:  #Douglas McCray, “Japan’s Gross National Cool,” available at the following  
    address: http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~ikalmar/illustex/japfpmcgray.htm 
   *Susan Napier, Anime: From Akira to Howl’s Moving Castle (New York: Palgrave  
   Macmillan, 2005), pp. 15-34. 
   *Koichi Iwabuchi, “How ‘Japanese’ is Pokémon?” in Joseph Tobin, ed., Pikachu’s  
   Global  Adventure (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2004), pp. 54-79. 
  Watch: “Densha Otoko” (“Train Man”) 
 
 
Week Twelve:  Remembering and forgetting the Pacific War 
Apr. 23: Read:  #Mark Selden, “Japan, the United States and Yasukuni Nationalism” The Asia- 

  Pacific Journal (access on the web at http://japanfocus.org/-Mark-  
  Selden/2892 ) 

*Carol Gluck, “Operations of Memory: ‘Comfort Women’ and the World,” in  
  Sheila Miyoshi Jager and Rana Mitter, eds., Ruptured Histories: War,   
 Memory, and the Post-Cold War in Asia (Harvard University Press, 2007),  
 pp. 47-77. 

#“A California statue stirs passions in South Korea and ire in Japan” (Access on the 

web at: http://www.pri.org/stories/2014-01-29/california-statue-stirs-pride-south-

korea-and-protest-japan ) 

#“Va. textbook bill on alternative Sea of Japan name heads toward a partisan 

showdown” Washington Post, January 29, 2014(access on the web at: 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/va-textbook-bill-on-

alternative-sea-of-japan-name-heads-toward-a-partisan-

showdown/2014/01/29/9d0ee046-888d-11e3-a5bd-

844629433ba3_story.html?hpid=z3/ ) 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/virginias-textbook-
politics/2014/02/02/08b2e4b2-89cb-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html 
 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/memorial-to-wwii-comfort-women-
dedicated-in-fairfax-county/2014/05/30/730a1248-e684-11e3-a86b-
362fd5443d19_story.html 

 
  Watch: “Japanese Devils” 
 
Week Thirteen: Japan Adrift 
Apr. 30:   Read:  Gordon, ch. 18 

http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~ikalmar/illustex/japfpmcgray.htm
http://japanfocus.org/-Mark-Selden/2892
http://japanfocus.org/-Mark-Selden/2892
http://www.pri.org/stories/2014-01-29/california-statue-stirs-pride-south-korea-and-protest-japan
http://www.pri.org/stories/2014-01-29/california-statue-stirs-pride-south-korea-and-protest-japan
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/va-textbook-bill-on-alternative-sea-of-japan-name-heads-toward-a-partisan-showdown/2014/01/29/9d0ee046-888d-11e3-a5bd-844629433ba3_story.html?hpid=z3/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/va-textbook-bill-on-alternative-sea-of-japan-name-heads-toward-a-partisan-showdown/2014/01/29/9d0ee046-888d-11e3-a5bd-844629433ba3_story.html?hpid=z3/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/va-textbook-bill-on-alternative-sea-of-japan-name-heads-toward-a-partisan-showdown/2014/01/29/9d0ee046-888d-11e3-a5bd-844629433ba3_story.html?hpid=z3/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/va-textbook-bill-on-alternative-sea-of-japan-name-heads-toward-a-partisan-showdown/2014/01/29/9d0ee046-888d-11e3-a5bd-844629433ba3_story.html?hpid=z3/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/virginias-textbook-politics/2014/02/02/08b2e4b2-89cb-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/virginias-textbook-politics/2014/02/02/08b2e4b2-89cb-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/memorial-to-wwii-comfort-women-dedicated-in-fairfax-county/2014/05/30/730a1248-e684-11e3-a86b-362fd5443d19_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/memorial-to-wwii-comfort-women-dedicated-in-fairfax-county/2014/05/30/730a1248-e684-11e3-a86b-362fd5443d19_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/memorial-to-wwii-comfort-women-dedicated-in-fairfax-county/2014/05/30/730a1248-e684-11e3-a86b-362fd5443d19_story.html
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   #Ian Buruma, “Escape in Japan,” New York Review of Books,” vol. 56, no. 10  
     (May 11, 2009). 

*Andrea Arai, “Notes to the Heart: New Lessons in National Sentiment and Sacrifice 
in Recessionary Japan,” in Ann Anagnost, Andrea G. Arai, and Hai Ren, ed., 
Global Futures in East Asia: Youth, Nation, and the New Economy in Uncertain Times 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), pp. 174-196. 

 
   Watch: “Tokyo Sonata” 
 
Nov. 27: Thanksgiving Break—No Class 
 
Week Fifteen: 3/11 
May 4:  Read:  #Daniel Aldrich: “Post-Crisis Japanese Nuclear Policy: From Top-down Directives to 

Bottom-up Activism,” Asia Pacific Issues, Vol. 103 (January 2012), pp. 1-11. 
 
   *Selections from March was Made of Yarn: Reflections on the Japanese Earthquake, Tsunami, 

and Nuclear Meltdown, edited by Elmer Luke and David Karashima (New York: Vintage 
Books, 2012). 

 
  Watch: “Land of Hope” 
 
The Final Essay will be due on Thursday, May 11, at 5:00 p.m. 


