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 Japan has a rich, complex and dynamic culture that has fascinated 

Western visitors for over five centuries. Many Westerners have a popular 

image of Japan: Mount Fuji, the hustle and bustle of Tokyo, the vibrant 

nightlife of its major cities, its beautiful gardens, shrines, and temples, and 

the magnificence of its rich food culture. At the same time, however, few 

people are aware of the core values that make up Japan’s complex culture. 

We are therefore fortunate to have a masterpiece prepared by Emory 

University’s highly respected Japanologist, Mark Ravina, Understanding 

Japan: A Cultural History, part of a series produced by The Great Courses 

Company. 

I have long been a great fan of work of The Great Courses (TGC). 

TGC has created a vast quantity of intellectually stimulating “courses” 

covering a wide range of material. They hire a known expert in the field to 

give 24 thirty-minute lectures on matters pertaining to the course topic. These 

lectures are copied onto CDs and are available in any quality library. Over 

the past several years I have “taken” a good number of these “courses” 

centering on nineteenth century American and European history with a focus 

on such topics as the causes of the American Revolution and the Civil War, 

Victorian England, American painters in France, and so on. Therefore, when 

I found Ravina’s course on Japanese culture in our local town library, I 

grabbed it with relish.  

 Ravina is one of the most highly regarded Japan specialists of his 

generation. He holds a PhD from Stanford University and is a Professor of 

History at Emory University where he has taught since 1991. He has been a 

visiting professor at Kyoto University’s Institute for Research in Humanities 

and a research fellow at Keio University in Tokyo and the International 

Research Center for Japanese Studies. His books include The Last Samurai: 

The Life and Battles of Saigo Takamori and Land and Lordship in Early 

Modern Japan. He proves himself to be a superb lecturer is highly qualified 

to teach such a TGC course, as Ravina’s presentation is smooth and highly 

articulate. His points are clear, and he makes use of solid examples using 

everyday matters, which even those with limited knowledge of Japan can 

fully appreciate. Yet, he also provides a wealth of information and 
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interpretation that will inspire other Japan specialists. Ravina has his own 

carefully thought out theories on the flow of Japanese history that I have not 

fully considered before, and he has even inspired me to reorganize and restyle 

my next course on Japanese history and culture. 

 He begins his course with a look at Japan’s place in world history. 

When a young Ito Hirobumi, later Japan’s first and most famous prime 

minister, first visited the United States as part of a delegation of Japanese 

notables visiting the nation in 1871, he made special note of Japan’s having 

just emerged from a long history of isolation. Ravina comments that Japan’s 

relationship to the outside world goes in cycles between extensive 

assimilation and seclusion. There have been three periods of Japanese 

openness to outside influences: the inflow of Chinese and Korean culture 

centered before and during the Nara Period, the second period of intense 

globalization between 1300 and 1600 and the third period, which began with 

the opening of Japan in 1853–1854 and continued with the Meiji Restoration 

period (1868–1912). In particular, Ravina makes an interesting point that 

even during times of seclusion such as the reign of the Tokugawa shogunate 

(1600–1868) Japan continued to be influenced by outside forces. Late 

Tokugawa era painters like Hokusai, for example, may not have ever met a 

Western gaijin, but their art was greatly influenced by trends in European art 

that made their way into Japan, such as the use of perspective. 

 Ravina’s lectures are arranged chronologically. He starts with a 

glance at primitive history and takes off with an in-depth analysis of historical 

myths about the founding of the imperial Japanese state over fifteen hundred 

years ago. Ravina comments on what these myths tell us about the way in 

which Japanese then and now see themselves and their unique place in the 

world. We then see the rise of the early Ritsuryo state, the arrival and acute 

political importance of early Buddhism in Japan, and the decline of the strong 

centered imperial state during the heyday of the effete Heian Court culture 

that collapsed in the twelfth century. 

 The most interesting and best taught part of the “course” focuses on 

the time between the collapse of the Heian imperial court and the end of the 

Tokugawa shogunate. Lectures here include the emergence of samurai in 

medieval Japan, the rise of samurai culture during the Ashikaga shogunate 

(1336-1573), and the growth of popular Buddhism in the guise of the Pure 

Land faith together with the emergence of Zen Buddhism. Ravina contrasts 

Japan’s open period of globalization from the 1200s to about 1600 which 

included the Mongol invasions of the late 1200s and Hideyoshi’s failed 

invasion of Korea and China at the end of the 1500s to the isolationist 



tendencies of the Tokugawa shoguns who ruled Japan for two and a half 

centuries. 

Ravina’s lectures on early modern Japan include well-developed 

discourses on such things as Japanese gardens, Hokusai and the art of 

woodblock prints, Japanese theatre: noh and kabuki, and Japanese poetry and 

the evolution of the haiku poem. I am especially fond of several beautiful 

gardens in Kyoto, especially the gardens at the Silver Pavilion in late autumn 

with their wealth of woodland walks and red maples. Ravina does a fine job 

explaining how this and other gardens, many of them in the Kyoto area, fit 

as examples of Japanese aesthetics as well as expressions of Japanese 

religious and cultural ideals. One will also enjoy Ravina’s lively comparison 

of noh and kabuki. Noh was very special in its aesthetic refinement and its 

appeal to Japan’s educated and wealthy elite and Kabuki’s licentious appeal 

to Japan’s huge commoner classes. 

 By far the weakest part of the “course” involves Ravina’s 

presentation of Japanese history from the Meiji period to the present. The 

lecture on the Meiji Restoration period describes the many reforms and 

intense modernization of Japan as a synthesis of traditional Japan (such as 

the “restoration” of imperial rule) with new modern tendencies (such as the 

writing of a modern constitution). However, there is little mention of the 

critical leveling of social classes, which on occasion gave opportunities for 

children of commoner families to rise up through their own abilities without 

the restrictions of class – typified by Fukuzawa Yukichi’s famous quote: 

“Heaven helps those who help themselves.” There is little mention of the 

importance of universal education and the use of oyatoi gaikokujin, teachers 

and experts from the West, who played a key role in launching Japan’s 

modernization. Ravina needs to mention that the Meiji experiment was a true 

“Revolution from Above” that forever changed Japan. 

 Ravina’s analysis weakens in the explanation of Japan’s history 

between the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) and Pearl Harbor. There is 

little mention of the tensions in Japanese society in the 1920s and early 1930s 

as the nation’s elite grew wealthier while the gap between them and the 

common tenant farmer and the poorly paid and abused factory worker grew 

greater and greater. That led to the rise of a uniquely Japanese form of fascism 

fashioned by such writers as Kita Ikki that influenced radical young circles 

among officers in the Japanese military and abetted their aborted coup in late 

February 1936. Kita and others in the military asserted a new form of Asian 

nationalism which pushed the idea that Japan should become the architect of 

a new order in Asia. 
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Ravina repeatedly describes the Japanese incursions into China and 

the creation of the puppet state of Manchukuo in the 1930s, but he never 

clearly explains why Japan wanted to invade Manchuria and China in the first 

place? Why did Japan take Korea, then Manchuria, and then invade China? 

 His commentary on the road to Pearl Harbor also is problematical. 

He uses the writing of the late Japanese political scientist Maruyama Masao 

who stated that Japan in the 1930s and early 1940s failed to develop a 

coherent plan for war and conquest. The result was that Japan stumbled 

lamely from one crisis to another getting deeper and deeper into a quagmire 

in China from which it could not extricate itself. Ravina also fails to remind 

us that oil was the key cause of the attack on Pearl Harbor. Roosevelt’s oil 

and scrap iron embargo cut off sales of vital oil to Japan. Japan had a hard 

choice: capitulation and withdrawal from China and Southeast Asia or the 

launching of an attack to gain control of Dutch Indonesia and its huge oil 

reserves – with an attack on Pearl Harbor to prevent the American fleet from 

blocking Japan’s vital ocean lanes to Southeast Asia.  

 Furthermore, Ravina’s lectures on postwar Japan are mixed. There 

is virtually no mention of the importance of the Allied occupation of Japan. 

What is the legacy of this critical period of Japanese history? On the other 

hand, Ravina’s explanation of Japan’s rise to economic dominance in the 

1970s and 1980s and the collapse of this boom period in the 1990s is 

excellent. Included in this section is a fascinating analysis of the Japanese 

family since the Heian period and a gourmet’s delightful presentation on the 

extensive world of Japanese food. Included here is a worthy explanation of 

why Japan has twice or more times the restaurants the U.S. has – Japanese 

apartments and homes are so small and so cluttered that it is often more 

economical and worthwhile to eat and entertain out rather than at home. 

There is also a valuable analysis of Japan’s two great modern movie directors 

– Ozu Yasujirō and Kurosawa Akira. Ravina’s closing comments on Japan’s 

progress since the economic bubble of the 1990s are very worthwhile. He 

suggests that Japan is today entering a period of self-imposed isolation, 

noting the drastic decline of Japanese traveling abroad and the decreased 

numbers of Japanese students studying abroad. The comment on students is 

especially apt – we had up to twenty Japanese students each year through the 

1990s from our various sister schools in Japan, but only five or six in 2017.  

 Despite these criticisms, Ravina’s Understanding Japan: A Cultural 

History is a remarkable resource. The course provides the teacher with only 

twelve hours in which to cover the full breadth and length of Japanese history. 

The focus of the “course,” as the title suggests, is on Japanese culture, not 



history, although the two are intertwined. The best lectures are on aspects of 

traditional culture such as gardens, Buddhism, traditional theatre, Tokugawa 

art, and various forms of Buddhism and their role in Japanese society. There 

is a fascinating but rather highbrow analysis of Japanese language that will 

thrill the specialist but may well lose listeners with little background in 

Japanese studies. 

 One cannot include everything in a very short “course” such as this, 

but I missed not hearing anything about Nichiren and Nichiren Buddhism, 

the only form of Buddhism native to Japan. There is no mention of the New 

Religions such as Soka Gakkai which are so important in contemporary 

Japan. Similarly, how can one describe the Meiji period without any mention 

of Fukuzawa Yukichi? There could be a lecture on modern Japanese 

literature with at least mention of Natsume Sōseki and his novel Kokoro, 

Dazai Osamu’s Setting Sun as well as a host of modern writers. 

 Overall, the visual aspect of the course is incredibly valuable. The 

Smithsonian Institution cooperated with the production of this course, which 

included beautiful and often stunning illustrations from the Smithsonian’s 

expansive collection of Japanese artwork and archival material. Despite 

these minor criticisms, Ravina’s presentation of Japanese culture and history 

is a very rich and perceptive view of this enigmatic nation. There is enough 

here to enthrall the newcomer and to energize the specialist, and Ravina 

should be congratulated on his masterful achievement. 
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