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For this freshman-level general education course, my schedule of readings must meet two requirements: it must include literature from all inhabited continents, and it must include prose fiction, non-fiction, drama, and poetry. Because of the nature of the course, students need additional information than that found in the anthology to understand the works of literature (although the introductory material is very good), so I often teach supplementary material such as history, geography, poetics, and aesthetics to help students interpret what they read. I also collect material together under common themes, although these themes may sometime focus on a particular geographical area or time period. One major question I ask students to consider is how people react when they come into contact with different people, whether in daily life, through war, through colonization, or through travel. The Japanese texts I assign provide unique answers to this question.

Days 1 and 2

Introduction to Japanese Aesthetics and Religion; Reading: Selected Haiku by Bashō; Discussion: Narrow Road to the Deep North by Bashō

Days 3 and 4

Introduction to the Tea Ceremony and Japanese History before and after the Meiji Period; Discussion: Okakura Kakuzo, “The Cup of Humanity”

Other connections:

Zhang Ailang, “Stale Mates”: This short story by a Chinese writer showcases the Chinese version of the “Modern Girl,” which I can now connect to that phenomenon in Japan at the same time.

Chiang Yee, “The Silent Traveller in London”: Chiang writes about his perceptions of London as a Chinese visitor. He is stuck there, however, when his home in Manchuria is invaded by Japan in the 1930s, trapping his wife and child there, but he does not write about this directly. He writes most poignantly about the English children he observes.

