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A Study of the View of Education for International Understanding
in Japanese Upper-secondary School: An Analysis of the World
History Course in the National Curriculum

Shin-ichi TAJIRI

Abstract

I should like to report on Education for International Understanding in upper-secondary school in Japan, es-
pecially in World history education.

1. The Present Situation of Education for International Understanding

The present curriculum, enforced in since 2003, doesn't treat a subject of the international understanding.
The content related to the International understanding is chiefly in Period for Integrated Study (Fa& #7524
D), Geography and History (M #}) and Foreign Language (AMEFEFRL) in the upper-secondary school.

2. A Birth of World History and Post-war Education

Now I should like to explain how the world history course was first introduced into Japan’s upper-secondary
schools. The new post-war upper-secondary school curriculum, put in force in 1947 in place of the pre-war edu-
cation system, included a new subject area, ‘Social Studies (¥1:2:%}).’ This subject area was intended to play a
central part in promoting the post-war democratization of Japan. The following year saw the establishment of
the world history course in Social Studies, and the actual classes started in April 1949. World History proved to
have an epoch-making significance in Japan's post-war history education.

History education of Japan had started much earlier, during the mid-Meiji period, under the categories of
Eastern History (B75), Western History (Fa7£5) and National History (E 5 ). Although teaching overseas
history certainly had been a manifestation of the notion of ‘out of Asia and into Europe (Datsua-Nyuwou, }iidh
AR, it had at the same time had an enlightening effect on people's perception of the world in pre-war Japan.
Yet with Japan's aggression in Asia intensified, National History had increasingly become inclined towards the
so-called ‘Imperial Nation's view of history (Koukoku-shikan, 2E %), to which Eastern and Western History
had consequently been made subordinate. It was on this experience that, after the war, Eastern and Western
History was replaced by World History in order to promote a ‘general national education.’ I may well say, there-
fore, that this development at that time symbolized the role the new course was expected to take in Japan's post-
war education.

3. How World History Has Been Taught?

Now I shall review how the world history course has been run and managed in upper-secondary school class-
rooms. As for the question of how world history has actually been taught, one consistent feature, it may well be
said, is that it has always, except for a brief period after the war, been based on the ‘linear approach’. The ques-
tion is what kind of picture, under the name of ‘linear history (Z5)’, has been presented to pupils by the post-
war historical study and education.

The ‘linear approach’ has three characters. Firstly, it places much emphasis on the etiological relationship be-
tween the progressive development of history and the driving forces behind it, as well as on teaching that devel-
opment in chronological order from the earliest period down to modern times. Secondly, it is imperative to
comprehend the law of history, as it is a branch of science, and, in order to achieve that end, to foster historical
understanding based on the materialistic view of history. Thirdly, this approach has adopted the above view of
world history as taking the single course of development from the historical model of Western Europe.

4. World History A and the Future of Education for International Understanding
At present World History comprises two separate courses: that is, World history A, centered chiefly on mod-

ern and contemporary history, and World history B which has inherited the traditional framework for teaching
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world history. World History is the only compulsory subject in Geography and History. And all the pupils have
to take either World history A or B. Many upper-secondary schools tend to choose World history A, which have
fewer units than B. The history education in elementary schools mainly deals with historical figures and cultural
heritages, and that of lower-secondary schools is centered upon Japanese history, in which world history is dealt
with merely as background for understanding Japanese history, or in the context of Japan's external relationship
or cultural contact with the rest of the world. That means that systematic learning of world history begins first
at the upper secondary level. Yet because only two units are allocated to World history A, the traditional
‘linear’ approach will hardly be feasible.

Now, then, what kind of approach should be adopted in World history A? World history education has so far
tended to measure the way mankind has brought social evolutions against the development of Western society
as an absolute paradigm. Yet recent years have witnessed the emergence of a new kind of world history, the one
generally called ‘global history.” Behind the birth of this ‘global history’ lies the fact that historians have realized
the limitations of nation-oriented historiography, as well as the fact that they have discovered new potentials in
historical perspectives that transcend national borders. Reflecting this new trend, World History A advances a
new structure and content of teaching. The present national guidelines set the beginning of the Modern times
further back to the 16™ century, thus this new change, it can be said, is the criticism as Eurocentric of the past
national guidelines’ setting of the starting point of Modern times at the Industrial and Civic Revolutions (FEZE
B &R ).

I am paying attention to a new concept of Intercommunicating Zone (3¢7#il&l). Though various religions, cul-
tures and nations divided Eurasia stretching from Europe to China, Mongolia, Korea and Japan before the
Modern times, a large part of the continent was tied together by trade, and the nomad and the oceanic people
were engaged in trade. World History A refers to the non-agricultural regions in Eurasia as four
Intercommunicating Zone, that is, the Mediterranean Sea, the Indian Ocean, the deserts and steppes in Central
Asia and the sea areas in East Asia. The interconnected chain of deserts, steppes and seas extending Eurasia was
not the boundary among the different civilizations regions such as Europe, India and China, but the zone of mu-
tual contact, exchanges and at times clashes and conflicts. This view applies light to the nomadic and oceanic
cultures, and the one to urge the change of traditional approach.

The introduction of a new history course that laid more emphasis on modern and contemporary history,
which is World history A, into the Geography and History subject area was initially stimulated by an increasing
social aspiration for understanding the fundamental structure of the modern world and its changes from histori-
cal perspectives. For this reason, the new course stresses the importance of learning the very process in which
the modern world took shape, and, even when dealing with the pre-modern world, starts from issues faced in the
modern world. The most important aspect of this approach, particularly when it involves the pre-modern world,
is multi-culturalism, that is, to make pupils seek, through learning world history, a way for various peoples of di-
verse cultural and ethnic backgrounds to overcome their differences, and to coexist and cooperate.

Conclusion

World history A requires a new structure and content for the course that does not rely on the ‘linear ap-
proach’ founded on the historical perspective of modern Western Europe. It is about to bring radical changes to
the world history education in upper secondary schools. As a new approach to the structure and content of a
world history course, World history A raises my expectations high.
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