Honors LA 10
March 4th 2014

The Sound of Waves: Cultural and Historical Context of Japan
Instructions: In order to better understand the social, historical, and cultural factors acting on Shinji, Hatsue, and the other characters of The Sound of Waves, it’s important to know a bit more about Japan at this time. Read the below information, highlighting or underlining anything that seems important or interesting to you (or that you think may possibly relate to the book). Then watch the short video clips on Japan and jot down notes on the back of this sheet. Tomorrow in class, you’ll be asked to do some writing in your journal on how you see these forces of culture and history acting on the characters in this book, as well as influencing the author, Yukio Mishima.
· The Japanese caste/class system
· Historically, Japan enforced a four-tier caste system based on inherited position rather than personal merits. Nobles were the highest caste, followed by Samurai, peasants, craftsmen, and merchants. Each class was also divided into sub-classes.
· Although it was officially abolished in 1871, there are remnants of this system today: for example, Burakumin, considered a minority group although they did not differ genetically from other Japanese, were historically the lowest caste order because they worked with “death”: undertakers, butchers, leather tanners. Although officially the system is abolished, some employers and prospective parents-in-law consult Burakumin ancestral registries today to avoid hiring or intermarriage with descendants of that group.
· It is estimated that up to 60% of Yakuza (Japanese organized crime) members are Burakumin descendants.
· Japan’s relationship with the outside world

· In 1635, the ruling shogunate (leader appointed by emporer) placed Japan under Sakoku (“country in chains”), which meant that no foreigner could enter the country and no Japanese could leave. The country remained this way until 1853, when the American Admiral Perry arrived, guns in tow, and demanded that Japan open to trade.

· Japanese immigration policy remains restrictive compared with other countries. Approximately 1.6 percent of the country’s population is comprised of foreign nationals, and less than half of those have permanent residency.

· During the economic boom of the 1980s, rather than rely on imported human labor, Japan focused on mechanical automation of production.

· Women’s rights in Japan

· The American armed forces, occupying Japan after WWII, re-wrote the Japanese constitution to include for the first time specific women’s rights: 

· “All of the people are equal under the law and there shall be no discrimination in political, economic or social relations because of race, creed, sex, social status or family origin.”

· Rights for women in the “choice of spouse, property rights, inheritance, choice of domicile, divorce and other matters.”

· Religion in Japan

· Shintoism is the indigenous religion of the Japanese. It is a kind of nature worship with the belief that kami (supernatural power or spirit) dwells in both animate and inanimate natural objects such as wind, sea, and rocks. This spirit is worshipped and appealed to for protection and favors by those who believe in Shinto. The following are characteristic of Shintoism: Torii gates, white garments of priests and pilgrims, multiple "altars" throughout the shrine, strips of white cotton cloth hung for protection, worshippers heads are bowed, proximity to Buddhist temples, use of wooden plaques to make requests.
(over)
Video clips on the effects of World War II on Japan
Instructions: While you watch the video clips, take 4-5 notes on what you hear or see that you find the most striking, shocking, interesting, etc. When the clips are over, think about the interview we watched with Yukio Mishima, as well as the facts on the front of this sheet and what you know is going on in the book right now, and write a few more sentences drawing connections between these.
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