
MAKING HISTORY: CONFUCIAN CIVILIZATION AND ITS CHALLENGERS, 
AN INTRODUCTION TO PREMODERN EAST ASIA 

 
History 100-01, Spring 2013 
MWF, 9:00-9:50AM, ARH 227 
 
Matthew D. Johnson 
johnsonm@grinnell.edu 
Mears Cottage 318 
Office hours: M, 12:00-1:00PM; W, 3:00-4:00PM; or by appointment 
 
Course Description 
This course provides an introduction to issues of historical causation, argumentation, and 
evidence by looking at the emergence of Confucian states and civilization in East Asia. Like all 
sections of History 100, we will begin with an introductory unit on truth-finding and historical 
methodology before delving into our particular theme in depth. The class will provide students 
an overview of how historians interpret evidence and analyze the past, as well as an 
introduction to a key theme in the history of pre-modern East Asia. The twin goals are thus to 
examine how people in the past “made history” through their writings and actions, and the 
process through which that history is “re-made” through contemporary efforts to



sources. Below you will find a guide to the sorts of questions you should habitually bring to your 
reading of each type of source. 
 
Much of our class time will be devoted to discussion of these sources.  For this reason, it is 
expected and required that you will come to each class having read the assigned texts, that you 
will have addressed (in your thinking, and in your notes) the pre-circulated questions which are 
intended to guide you in your approach to those texts, and that you will participate actively and 
regularly in class discussions.  Preparing for discussion involves extrapolating larger implications 
from the readings and grappling with their significance. To that end, you should bring these 
questions to each day’s readings: 

 How do the texts for the day relate to one another and to the larger themes and other 
readings in





 
Class participation – 30% 
A significant requirement of course is active and informed participation in classroom 
discussions. In general, I’ll be looking for evidence that you’ve done the reading, that you’re 
thinking about the themes and issues covered by the class, and that you’re making a good-faith 
effort to improve the classroom experience for everyone enrolled in the course. Remember 
that there are many ways to make useful contributions: the simplest way is to answer one of 
my questions or to bring up a detail from the readings, but participation also involves 









 R. Keith Schoppa, “Basic Identities,” East                                                        Asia: Identities 
and Cha



 Stephen Mosley, “Introduction: Environment and History,” The Environment in World 
History (Routledge, 2010), pp. 1-12. 

 Robert B. Marks, “China’s Natural Environment and Early Human Settlement to 1000 
BCE” [section], China: Its Environment and History, pp. 33-36. 

 
WEEK 5: The Rise of Civilizations 
 
Monday, Feb. 18: City-States and Complex Societies 

 Rondo Cameron and Larry Neal, “Economic Development in Ancient Times” [sections], A 
Concise Economic History of the World: From Paleolithic Times to the Present, 4th ed. 
(Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 20-32. 

 David Christian, “From Power Over Nature to Power Over People: Cities, States, and 
‘Civilizations,’” Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History, pp. 245-282. 

 James E. McClellan III and Harold Dorn, “Pharaohs and Engineers,” Science and 
Technology in World History: An Introduction (The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 
pp. 31-54. 

**DUE: Paper section (1 of 3), “Early East Asian geography and populations” 
 
Wednesday, Feb. 20: Archaic Kingdoms – Shang and Yin 

 “The Oracle-Bone Inscriptions of the Late Shang Dynasty,” Sources of East Asian 
Traditions, Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 13-21. 

 Michael Sullivan, “The Shang Dynasty,” The Arts of China (University of California Press, 
1984), pp. 12-30. 

 Jacques Gernet, “Introduction” [section], A History of Chinese Civilization, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 27-34. 

 Robert B. Marks, “China’s Natural Environment and Early Human Settlement to 1000 
BCE” [sections], China: Its Environment and History, pp. 36-53. 
 

Friday, Feb. 22: Comparing Early States and Societies 

 K.C. Chang, “Introduction,” Art, Myth, and Ritual: The Path to Political Authority in 
Ancient China (Harvard University Press, 1983), pp. 1-8. 

 Carter J. Eckert, Ki-Baik Lee, Young Ick Lew, Michael Robinson, and Edward W. Wagner, 
“The Communal Societies of Prehistoric Times,” Korea, Old and New: A History (The 
Korea Institute, Harvard University, 1990), pp. 1-8. 

 Conrad Totman, “Geology, Climate, and Biota” and “From Origins to Agriculture,” A 
History of Japan, 2nd ed., (Blackwell Publishing, 2005), pp. 9-31. 

 Craig A. Lockard, “The Ancient Roots of Southeast Asia to ca. 200 BCE,” Southeast Asia in 
World History (Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 5-19. 

 
UNIT FOUR: CIVILIZATION AND EMPIRE 
 
WEEK 6: The Emergence of a Centralized Imperial State 
 



Monday, Feb. 25: The Age of Principalities – Zhou and Warring States 

 



 “Daoist Religion,” and “The Introduction of Buddhism,” Sources of East Asian Traditions, 
Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 217-222, 223-237. 

 “Buddhism, Aristocracy, and Alien Rulers: The Age of Division, 220 – 589,” The 
Cambridge Illustrated History of China (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 86-107. 

 Jerry H. Bentley, “The Era of the Ancient Silk Roads,” Old World Encounters: Cross-
Cultural Contacts and Exchanges in Pre-Modern Times (Oxford University Press, 1993), 
pp. 29-66. 

 
Friday, Mar. 8: Empire Renewed – Sui and Tang 

 “Social and Political Culture in the Tang,” Sources of East Asian Traditions, Volume 1: 
Premodern Asia, pp. 290-307. 

 Charles Holcombe, “E Pluribus Sericum,” The Genesis of East Asia, 221 B.C. – A.D. 907, 
pp. 8-23. 

 Robert B. Marks, “Deforesting the North and Colonizing the South in the Middle Imperial 
Period, 300 – 1300 CE” [sections], China: Its Environment and History, pp. 103-142. 

 
UNIT FIVE: THE CREATION OF EAST ASIA 
 
WEEK 8: Empire and East Asia; China and Japan 
 
Monday, Mar. 11: East Asia as Imperial Project 

 Colin McEvady, “Setting the Scene” [sections], The Penguin Historical Atlas of the Pacific 
(Penguin Reference, 1998), pp. 16-23. 

 Charles Holcombe, “Civilizing Mission: Conceiving East Asia,” The Genesis of East Asia, 
221 B.C. – A.D. 907, pp. 24-77. 

**DUE: Paper, “Civilization, Empire, and the Making of East Asia,” first version  
 
Wednesday, Mar. 13: Yamato State and Society 

 “The Earliest Records of Japan,” “Early Shinto,” and “Prince Shōtoku and His 
Constitution,” Sources of East Asian Traditions, Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 621-629, 
630-639, 640-655. 

 Conrad Totman, “Political Consolidation to 671 CE,” A History of Japan, pp. 33-59. 
 

Friday, Mar. 15: Creating a New Imperial State 

 “Chinese Thought and Institutions in Early Japan” and “Nara Buddhism,” Sources of East 
Asian Traditions, Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 656-671, 672-683. 

 Charles Holcombe, “Japan: Insular East Asia,” The Genesis of East Asia, 221 B.C. – A.D. 
907, pp. 183-213 

 Conrad Totman, “Establishing the Ritsuryō Order (672 – 750),” A History of Japan, pp. 
60-86. 

 
**SPRING BREAK, Mar. 16 – Mar. 31** 

 



WEEK 9: China and Korea; China and Southeast Asia 
 
Monday, Apr. 1: Early Korean Kingdoms 

 “Origins of Korean Culture,” “The Rise of the Three Kingdoms,” and “The Introduction of 
Buddhism,” Sources of East Asian Traditions, Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 485-490, 
491-496, 497-507.  

 Carter J. Eckert, Ki-Baik Lee, Young Ick Lew, Michael Robinson, and Edward W. Wagner, 
“Walled-Town States and Confederated Kingdoms” and “Aristocratic Societies under 
Monarchial Rule,” Korea, Old and New: A History, pp. 9-41. 

 
Wednesday, Apr. 3: Korean State Authority 

 “Consolidation of the State” and “The Rise of Buddhism,” Sources of East Asian 
Traditions, Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 508-514, 515-527. 

 Carter J. Eckert, Ki-Baik Lee, Young Ick Lew, Michael Robinson, and Edward W. Wagner, 
“The Fashioning of an Authoritarian Monarchy,” Korea, Old and New: A History, pp. 42-
56. 

 Charles Holcombe, “The Birth of Korea,” The Genesis of East Asia, 221 B.C. – A.D. 907, 
pp. 165-182.  

 
Friday, Apr. 5: East Asia and the Maritime World  

 



 “The Confucian Revival in the Song,” Sources of East Asian Traditions, Volume 1: 
Premodern Asia, pp. 308-335. 

 Daniel R. Headrick, “Postclassical and Medieval Revolutions (500-1400),” Technology: A 
World History (Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 51-70. 

 Robert B. Marks, “Deforesting the North and Colonizing the South in the Middle Imperial 
Period, 300 – 1300 CE” [sections], China: Its Environment and History, pp. 143-168. 

 
Friday, Apr. 12: Neo-Confucianism in Thought and Practice 

 “Neo-Confucianism: The Philosophy of Human Nature and the Way of the Sage,” 
Sources of East Asian Traditions, Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 336-360. 

 Peter K. Bol, “Searching for a New Foundation in the Eleventh Century,” Neo-
Confucianism in History (Harvard University Asia Center, 2008), pp. 43-77. 

 
WEEK 11: Familiar Patterns and New Trajectories 
Monday, Apr. 15: Japan Rising? 

 Colin McEvady, “Setting the Scene” [section], The Penguin Historical Atlas of the Pacific 





Friday, May 3: East Asian Elites Under Mongol Rule and After 

 “Ideological Foundations of Late Imperial China,” Sources of East Asian Traditions, 
Volume 1: Premodern Asia, pp. 387-401.  

 Morris Rossabi, “Mongol Rule,” The Mongols and Global History, pp. 123-164. 

 Michael J. Seth, “Military Rulers and Mongol Invaders, 1170 to 1392,” A History of Korea: 
From Antiquity to the Present, pp. 103-125. 

 
WEEK 14: East Asia and Early Modernity 
 
Monday, May 6: Confucianism Renewed? 

 Morris Rossabi, “Collapse of the Mongol Empire,” The Mongols and Global History, pp. 
165-180. 

 Conrad Totman, “The Centuries of Disorder,” A History of Japan, pp. 146



 


