#190
The Middle Ages in Japan


Last class we finished learning about the Middle Ages in Europe.  We learned that some of the most important events and practices during the Middle Ages in Europe include: 1) the practice of feudalism and life on the manor, 2) the powerful religious and secular role of the Roman Catholic Church, 3) the Black or Bubonic Plague, and 4) the Crusades, which were a series of religious wars which had both positive and negative results.  Can you name some of the positive and some of the negative effects of the Crusades? 


Over the next few days, we will be learning about the Middle Ages in Japan.  Although the Middle Ages in Japan were very different from the Middle Ages in Europe in many ways, there were also some strong similarities, mainly the practice of feudalism.  Feudalism was practiced in both Europe and Japan during the Middle Ages.  
Geographic Setting: Japan


Japan was strongly influenced by geography.  Japan is made up of many islands in the Pacific Ocean.  The islands that make up Japan are mountainous and are located off the east coast of Asia.  Japan is made up of 4 main islands and 3,000 smaller islands!  The Japanese islands are vulnerable to earthquakes and volcanoes.  Underground earthquakes can cause deadly tidal waves (humongous, gigantic waves) that can sweep over the islands, destroying everything in their path.  Since Japan is made up of islands, it is separated from the rest of Asia by water.  However, even though Japan is made up of islands, it was not completely isolated.  Japan was greatly influenced by Korea and China.   

I. Geographic Effect on Japanese Life:  Because the islands of Japan are covered with mountains, the land was difficult to farm.  Most people lived in narrow river valleys along the coast.  The rugged terrain has sometimes acted to divide the population and prevent political unity.  The Japanese learned to use the sea as both a source of food and a means of transportation from one island to another.  The seas sometimes isolated Japan from other cultures, but it also acted as a protection from invasion.  In addition, the experience of living in an environment that could bring volcanoes, earthquakes, and tidal waves taught the Japanese a deep respect for the forces of nature.  
Shintoism


The traditional Japanese religion is called Shinto meaning "the way of the gods."  Shinto focuses on nature and the spirit (called Kami) found in all living and non-living things. Every mountain, river, plant, animal, and all the diverse phenomena of heaven and earth have spirits, or kami, which inhabit them.  Why do you think the Japanese formed a religion that was based on nature and spirits in everything found in nature?  What other religion does this sound like?   Many consider Shinto to be a form of Animism due to the many similarities found between them.  Both Animism and Shintoism are based on nature and believe that all living and non-living things have spirits.  


Kami, or spirits, were believed to control the powerful forces in nature.  Believers of Shinto respected the Kami (spirits) and tried to win their favor through prayer and offerings.  Believers worship at shrines.  Shinto shines are usually located near places of impressive natural beauty (like mountains or lakes).  Shinto shrines still appear throughout Japan in places of unusual natural beauty or interest.   


Traditionally, the Emperor of Japan was considered to be a direct descendant of the Sun Goddess who created the Japanese islands. The Emperor was considered divine by the people who practiced Shinto.  Therefore, rulers were respected not only as powerful leaders, but as gods.  The shared belief in Shinto eventually helped to unite all of Japan.   

Cultural Diffusion from Korea and China


Japanese culture is a unique blend of its own original traditions and ideas borrowed from the nearby civilizations of Korea and China.  Korea often acted as a bridge between China and Japan.  This means that ideas often traveled from China to Korea, and then from Korea to Japan.  Contact between Korea and Japan occurred as a result of both war and trade.  Koreans introduced the Japanese to various aspects of Chinese culture.  


The Japanese were very interested in Chinese civilization.  Around 600, a Japanese ruler had sent nobles to study in China during the Tang Dynasty.  For over a century, during the Tang Dynasty, the Japanese upper class brought cultural traditions and ideas directly from China.  Between the 700s and the 1100s, the Japanese blended the best of China with their own traditions to produce a distinctively Japanese civilization. 

I. Chinese Influence on Writing: Around 500, the Koreans brought the Chinese system of writing to Japan.  However, by the 800s when the Tang Dynasty was starting to decline, the Japanese adapted the Chinese system of writing to meet their own language and ideas.  
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Japanese Symbol for Happiness


Chinese symbols for Happiness

II. Buddhism: Koreans also brought Buddhism from China.  The religion spread quickly, and it flourished alongside traditional Japanese religion.  During feudal times, a Chinese sect called Zen Buddhism spread throughout Japan.  Zen Buddhists value peace, simple living, nature, and beauty. 

Can you name two major beliefs in traditional Buddhism?


1.


2.

III. Confucianism:  The Japanese were also influenced by the Chinese philosophy of Confucianism – especially its ideas about proper behavior and social order.  Although Buddhism took a strong hold in Japan, many Confucian ideas took root as well.  These included ideas about family, loyalty, honoring parents, and a respect for learning.  Can you name two major beliefs in Confucianism?


1.


2.

IV. Customs and Arts: Japanese courts adopted Chinese customs such as tea drinking and the tea ceremony.  Chinese music and dancing, and garden design also became popular.  In addition, the Japanese built their Buddhist monasteries to resemble Chinese monasteries.  

Connection to Medieval Europe


Even though Japan and Western Europe are on opposite sides of the earth, they both developed a very similar system of feudalism around the same time.  Both European Feudalism and Japanese Feudalism developed in response to the basic desire for stability when emperors and kings were too weak to prevent invasions and protect their people.  Both European Feudalism and Japanese Feudalism had a similar social hierarchy, where everyone had a well-defined place in society.  Both had a respected class or warriors.  Both had a powerful land-owning class and peasants (serfs) that worked the land and served the landowners in exchange for protection.  Next class, we will learn more about feudalism and Japan and how it was similar and different from European feudalism during the Middle Ages. 
