
 

JAPAN TODAY : A BRIEF OVERVIEW 
❖ Japan is an Asian nation comprising of almost 7000 islands. 80% of its population 

of 128 million is situated on the main island of Honshu. It has one of the oldest 

living populations on Earth and is rapidly ageing. It has one of the highest life 

expectancy in the world. 

❖ Japan is linguistically, ethnically and culturally homogenous, composed of 98.5% 

ethnic Japanese. A very small number of foreigners call Japan home. 

❖ It is considered a great world power, boasting the world’s third largest economy 

by nominal GDP. It has a highly skilled workforce and is one of the most educated 

countries in the world, with one of the highest percentages of citizens holding a 

tertiary degree. 

❖ The country is well known for it’s science, technology, innovation, electronics and 

automotive industries 

WHAT DOES THE ‘MEIJI RESTORATION’ MEAN? 
The Meiji Restoration, in Japanese history, is the political revolution in 1868 that brought 

about the final demise of the Tokugawa Shogunate (military government) - thus ending 

the Edo (Tokugawa) period(1603 - 1867) - and, at least nominally, returned control of the 

country to direct imperial rule under Mutsuhito (the emperor Meiji). In a wider context, 

however, the Meiji Restoration of 1868 came to be identified with the subsequent era of 

major political, economic, and social change - the Meiji period (1868 - 1912) - that brought 

about the modernisation and Westernisation of the country. 

1603 - 1868 - THE TOKUGAWA SHOGUNATE 
The period of the Tokugawa Shoguns; feudal political order with the economic and social 

change occuring in a gradual manner. This period saw growing urbanisation, the spread 

of popular education and the rise of the merchant class. It follows a period of warring in 

Japan with  Tokugawa Ieyasu becoming the victor of the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600 and 

unifying under his shogunate. 

1868 - 1890 -  THE EARLY MEIJI MODERNISATION 
The early Meiji period; rapid modernisation and dramatic change of political, social and 

economic institutions; meeting the challenge of the West by following it’s model. This 

period follows the visit of Commodore Matthew Perry of the United States of America 

and his fleet of “Black Ships”. 
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1890 - 1945 - IMPERIAL JAPAN 
Constitutional policy with the emperor as reigning monarch; industrialisation, 

urbanisation, and an increasingly mobile society; drive for international status and 

world power, including imperialism in Asia and finally war with the United States. This 

period in Japan is characterised by a very rapid modernisation process. 

1945 - PRESENT - CONTEMPORARY JAPAN 
Democratic reform under Allied occupation; stable political democracy, high economic 

growth in the sixties and seventies followed by political instability and recession in the 

early nineties. 
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THE TOKUGAWA SHOGUNATE : FEUDAL JAPAN 

❖ From 1603 - 1868, japan was under a system called a ‘shogunate’ - a system 

governed by military rule. It was kmnown as the tokugawa shogunate or edo 

period. 

❖ This era was characterised by the strict social hierarchy that was in place - a 

feudal system very similar to that of medieval europe. 

❖ At the figurehead of this system was an emperor who held very little if any real 

power. 

❖ Power was held by a group of  powerful military known as shoguns or bakufu 
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WHAT IS HAPPENING IN THE REST OF THE WORLD WHILST TOKUGAWA IEYASU IS CLOSING 
JAPAN OFF TO THE WORLD? 

Whilst Tokugawa Ieyasu is closing off Japan to the world, other countries are beginning 

to increase their trade with each other, establishing currencies and stock markets. These 

countries are also industrialising at a fast pace, declarations are created. 

WHAT CONSEQUENCES DO YOU THINK THIS WILL HAVE FOR JAPAN? 
Since Japan closed off it’s ties to the world, it leaves them vulnerable as they have no 

allies, and since they were not industrialising/modernising like the other countries they 

did not have the same technologies/weaponry as the West does. 

THE TOKUGAWA SHOGUNATE OR EDO PERIOD 
 

❖ Follows the ‘Age of Warning States’, or  Sengoku period, between 1467 - 1603 

❖ Tokugawa Ieyasu is victorious at the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600, against 

Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Oda Nobunaga. 

❖ 1603, Tokugawa Ieyasu establishes a shogunate 

❖ The shogunate remains a hereditary post for the duration of the reign. 

 

WHAT DIFFERENCES ARE HIGHLIGHTED IN DOCUMENT 1? 
Within document 1, the differences between the American’s and the Japanese’s 

modernisation is apparent, as the American’s have large iron battleships while the 

Japanese have small wooden boats. 

WHY WOULD THE WEST BE INTERESTED IN THE “LOOK” OF JAPANESE PEOPLE IN 
DOCUMENTS 2-3? 
The West would be interested in the appearances of the Japanese because their culture is 

put on display through the traditional outfits worn by the pictured people. It shows the 

symbolic articles of clothing that represent their status’. 

EXPLAIN THE CHANGE IN JAPAN'S INFRASTRUCTURE IN THE 1868 - 1878 PERIOD 
Between 1868 and 1878, major developments in Japan’s infrastructure appeared as they 

began to become Westernised through the developments of railroads, telegraph poles, 

brick buildings and trams. 

HOW DID THE ZAIBATSU CONTRIBUTE TO THE CHANGES IN JAPAN? 
The Zaibatsu, a large corporation, had a very successful political influence, which 

allowed them to gain even higher degrees of wealth when Japan imperialised with it’s 

neighbours in the 20th century. 
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DISCUSS HOW WESTERN INFLUENCE IMPACTED ON JAPAN IN REGARDS TO WORKING 
CONDITIONS AND THE ENVIRONMENT. 
The Westernisation of Japan caused the aspects of the American Industrial Revolution to 

develop in the Japanese factories as women were being paid less than men, allowing 

them to be employed in several industries, the growth of poverty as peasants began to 

fall beneath the merchants and artisans on the hierarchy. Due to the rapid 

industrialisation of Japan, smoke stacks and slums were built in which the peasants 

lived. The working conditions within these factories were terrible as workers were 

forced to work long hours, and be surrounded by pollution. 
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