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A CONCISE HISTORY OF JAPAN

To this day, Japan’s modern ascendancy challenges many assumptions
about world history, particularly theories regarding the rise of the West
and why the modern world looks the way it does. In this engaging new
history, Brett L. Walker tackles key themes regarding Japan’s relationships
with its minorities, state and economic development, and the uses of
science and medicine. The book begins by tracing the country’s early
history through archaeological remains, before proceeding to explore life
in the imperial court, the rise of the samurai, civil conflict, encounters with
Europe, and the advent of modernity and empire. Integrating the pageantry
of a unique nation’s history with today’s environmental concerns, Walker’s
vibrant and accessible new narrative then follows Japan’s ascension from
the ashes of the Second World War into the thriving nation of today. It is a
history for our times, posing important questions regarding how we should
situate a nation’s history in an age of environmental and climatological
uncertainties.

BRETT L. WALKER is Regents Professor and Michael P. Malone Professor
of History at Montana State University, Bozeman.



CAMBRIDGE CONCISE HISTORIES

This is a series of illustrated ‘concise histories’ of selected individual
countries, intended both as university and college textbooks and as
general historical introductions for general readers, travellers, and
members of the business community.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at:
www.cambridge.org/concisehistories
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PREFACE

While I was writing the final chapters of this book in the autumn of
2013, Super Typhoon Haiyan smashed into the Philippines with all
its fury. With sustained winds at 315 kilometres per hour (195 miles
per hour) and highs hitting 380 kph, many observers called it the
most powerful storm ever recorded. As people in the Philippines
fended for their lives, I was writing a chapter on Japan’s ‘bubble
economy’ and ‘lost decade’, covering the stagnant years between
1990 and 2010. But the Pacific ‘monster storm’ changed my plans.
I had seen enough. I had already decided to cover the tragic events of
11 March 2011, when Japan suffered the ‘triple disaster’ of a
catastrophic mega-thrust earthquake and tsunami, and then a dan-
gerous nuclear meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi plant. Watching
Super Typhoon Haiyan throttle the Philippines made me realize that
the symptoms of climate change, not tepid economic growth and
disgruntled youth, or even international disputes over the Senkaku
(Diaoyu) Islands, represented the most serious challenge facing East
Asia. In the end, 1 scrapped the last chapter and drafted a new one
that included a history of climate change, sea level rise, Pacific super
storms, and natural disasters in the context of what many geologists
have come to call the Anthropocene Epoch. It represents an import-
ant departure from the conventional manner of telling Japanese
history — that is, it required fully embracing the idea that the physical
islands called ‘Japan’ are geologically and historically unstable.

Of the Anthropocene Epoch, the Geological Society of London
has stated, ‘A case can be made for its consideration as a formal
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epoch in that, since the start of the Industrial Revolution, Earth has
endured changes sufficient to leave a global stratigraphic signature
distinct from that of the Holocene or of previous Pleistocene inter-
glacial phases, encompassing novel biotic, sedimentary, and geo-
chemical change.” Earth has indeed undergone ‘novel’ changes,
ones whose occurrences coincide with the advent of the Industrial
Revolution. The important difference between the changes driving
the Anthropocene and the previous Holocene Epoch, however, is
that the principal causes of those changes are no longer wind,
erosion, volcanism, or other naturally occurring forces. Rather,
human beings are causing these changes. Though the naturally
occurring forces that etched Earth’s surface were morally inert
during the Holocene, moreover, basically valueless changes that
just happened, there is an intent and design behind the forces of
the Anthropocene. The Industrial Revolution, and all its assembled
values, has served as the engine behind the bio-stratigraphic and
litho-stratigraphic changes being carved onto our planet. If climate,
elevation, and geographic location determined plant distribution
during the Holocene, for example, as the famed Prussian scientist
Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) famously observed, then
our agricultural needs have determined it in the Anthropocene.
Therefore, rather than write a conventional national history, one
that concludes with the economic, political, and foreign policy
challenges facing Japan, 1 decided to conclude this book with the
global threat of climate change. I came to believe that with the
spectre of climate change looming so large on our collective plan-
etary horizon, it would be equivalent to being in a state of denial to
write a national history of a major industrial power, one that has
contributed significantly to greenhouse gas emissions, without sus-
tained attention to the short- and long-term environmental conse-
quences of that country’s industrial decision-making. Think of it
this way: Japan industrialized at the end of the nineteenth century,
meaning that it has enjoyed the fruits of an industrial society for
about a century and a half. If we look ahead a century and a half,
that same duration of time, Earth is projected by some to warm by
as much as ten degrees or more, making much of it uninhabitable
by contemporary standards. Suddenly, in the Anthropocene, geo-
logic time has accelerated. Japan has significant coastal
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development, with millions of people and trillions in investments
scattered along its low-lying areas. In a century and a half, Japan
will be a very different place than it is today, with much of those
low-lying areas submerged or routinely flooded by storm surges
and tsunami. Because of its roots in Fernand Braudel’s (1902-85)
context of the historical longue durée, one lesson of environmental
history is that the physical stage on which our past unfolds is
unstable and dynamic, just like the human societies it supports
and sustains. But climate change threatens to amplify that trans-
formative process several fold.

That being said, this book is not an environmental history per
se. Rather, this book is what I imagine history should look like in
the twenty-first century, as ice sheets and glaciers melt and sea
levels and storm intensities rise. It is a history written in the
Anthropocene. I offer serious consideration of Japanese political,
social, and cultural changes because they represent the values that
drive Japan’s interaction with the world, including the rapid indus-
trialization in the late nineteenth century. This book blends many
different approaches to history — social, gender, cultural, environ-
mental, political, and biographical — in an attempt to tell a more
complete story that enables a better understanding of Japan’s
development. Even though Japan, and a handful of other industri-
alized nations, must claim the lion’s share of greenhouse gas
emissions and hence anthropogenic climate change, the burden
of Earth’s change will be shared globally, and by every species,
even those traditionally viewed as without histories. Think of it
this way: the moose of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, where
I call home, have played virtually no role in Earths climate
change, but as their ecosystem warms and becomes uninhabitable
by them - as declining moose numbers around Yellowstone sug-
gest it already is — they will share in the dire consequences. The
moral weight of assuming responsibility for these changes to
Earth, maybe not for regional moose extinction but perhaps for
relentless flooding in Indonesia, and coming to understand the
challenges they pose to our children, should be included in our
historical narratives, at least at the meta-level of national and
global histories. Hence my decision to make environmental
change a key part in Japan’s story.
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To do so, I have built this book from the outstanding scholarship
of many of my colleagues in Japanese and environmental history.
One of the great thrills of writing this book was reviewing and
reacquainting myself with much of this scholarship, which was
largely collecting dust on my bookshelves. Thanking all of these
gifted scholars would consume pages in an already less-concise
history than the Cambridge’s Concise Histories series editors prob-
ably imaged, but many will see their contributions and ideas
rehearsed in these pages. As always, 1 appreciate the generous
support of the Department of History, Philosophy, and Religious
Studies at Montana State University, Bozeman; Nicol Rae, Dean of
the College of Letters and Science at Montana State University,
Bozeman; and Renee A. Reijo-Pera, Vice President for Research
and Economic Development at Montana State University, Boze-
man. Their commitment to creating new knowledge makes projects
such as this one possible. Three people read this manuscript closely:
my graduate student, Reed Knappe; my colleague in the Depart-
ment of English, Kirk Branch; and my partner LaTrelle Scherffius.
I am grateful for their many corrections and suggestions, which
undoubtedly made this book stronger. Despite their combined
efforts, however, mistakes no doubt remain, and I claim those for
myself alone.

BRETT L. WALKER
BOZEMAN, MONTANA
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