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Introduction
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Marco Polo was the first to mention the Japanese territory of Eastern Asia around 1300 in his writings. Zipango (the medieval name for Japan in Europe) was in his mind a land covered with gold, silver and pearls. This and many other mysteries persisted until the first actual arrival of globetrotters from Europe. Japan was a distant beauty to explore.

Today, Japan likes to present itself to the public as a unit. However, the complexity of its culture can quickly be guessed if one considers the geographically extensive area (377,835 km²) on which the country stretches. Differences in religion, language and cuisine are therefore indispensable. The different climate zones that Japan encompasses also contribute to the country's diversity.

Japan is a fertile country. It consists of vast mountain landscapes, many waters and unique flora and fauna. The four main islands Hokkaido, Shinkoku, Kyushu and Honshu together form the national territory. The largest island Honshu is home to approx. 80 per cent of the total population, and represents the economically strongest area of Japan, among other things because of the Tokyo/Kanto region.

Hunted down by numerous volcanic eruptions, tsunamis and earthquakes, Japan is a country that must be prepared for disasters. This was demonstrated by the nuclear disaster in Fukushima (2011). The reason for this is the four tectonic plates that unite Japan. An insanely frequented quake, which fortunately goes unnoticed most of the time, is on the Japanese agenda due to this geographical localization. Sometimes, strengths of up to nine on the Richter scale can be achieved, of which the population can be warned early enough due to advanced technology. The Japanese house construction method has adapted to the geographical conditions and therefore offers good stability. In addition, Japanese citizens became aware of how to behave in emergency situations early on.

Japan is located in the so-called "Pacific Ring of Fire", a geographical belt consisting of volcanoes. This surrounds the Pacific from three sides. Since most of Japan has a deep-sea coast, the danger of tsunamis is drastically increased. The large urban agglomerations around Tokyo are due to this narrow settlement area.

Japanese time counting begins with the Kofun period (ca. 300 - 552 AD). Japan corresponded closely with its neighbours, China and Korea. The empire came into being. However, the country's early history also reflects important events that underpin Japanese cultural understanding. Here, it is important to distinguish between mythological and factually proven traditions. There are different research results based on different sources and dates. 

The following text provides an introduction to the current scientific consensus in Japanese history. The different epochs, from early history to modern times, are examined for their peculiarities and their explosiveness with regard to the development of Japan. Furthermore, the text examines the effects of history on Japanese social and economic structures. Today's Japan is the last topic of this introduction. Finally, we look at the future of Japan, with possible problems arising from the present.
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Early History (about 30.000 years ago until 300 A.D.)
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Jomon-Period
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The history of Japan began with Stone Age people who arrived on the Japanese archipelagos some 30,000 years ago. Before the Ice Age, the approximately 8,500 islands could still be reached by humans via existing connections to the mainland. This changed with the rise of the sea level, which brought Japan into the geographically isolated position that still exists today. The Stone Age civilization, which began with the end of the last ice age is called Jomon culture.

The primitive people of the Ainu only began to fully inhabit Japan 15,000 years after the Stone Age. The Mongols from Central Asia followed. At first, there was a peaceful coexistence of both peoples. The spread of famines became a problem for the Ainu, who were largely displaced from their habitat by the Mongols, and conflicts arose between the two ethnic groups.

The Ainu anchored their religious rites in their belief in nature. The first beginnings of an archetype of Shintoism can be seen here since the Ainu worshipped a plurality of different deities, the so-called "Kamuy". Elements such as fire and water, but also weather forces such as lightning and thunder, were attributed to a god, as were animals and plants. The spirituality of this people was accompanied by a great respect for nature. According to the Ainu faith, the gods protected mountains, forests and waters.

The people of young Japan lived largely cut off from the outside world. They kept themselves afloat as collectors, hunters and fishermen. They also practiced pottery, which today bears the name of Jomon ceramics. The name "Jomon" means "cord print decoration" (Jomon). The typical, flame-like patterns of this ceramic were created by pressing a string on the surface of the still malleable clay.
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Yayoi period (300 B.C. - 300 A.D.)
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In 300 B.C., the first Korean immigrants flocked into the country. They brought rice cultivation and other agriculture, as well as horses and cattle to Japan for the first time.

The social upheaval first took place in the north of the main island Kyushu, and then spread to Sinai. In Kanto and on Hokkaido, the Jomon culture was still in the foreground. 

And another innovation brought this era to Japan: tools and weapons made of metal, bronze or iron. The latter were exported from Korea via a first international trade. The cultivation of rice also began to involve various irrigation systems for the fields as well as for local housing estates. The Japanese dug ditches for this purpose, which regularly checked the proper functioning of the inhabitants in its vicinity.

The habits of making music changed during the Yayoi period. The elaborately ornate flame patterns of Jomon ceramics were now deviated from. More simplicity and elegance were in demand. This change can be explained by the strong Korean influence on Japan.

Japanese society also changed as a result of the influence China and Korea exerted on Japan. The first social hierarchies emerged.

The basic framework of Yayoi society consisted of a combination of three layers: the Uji in the first place, then the Be who obeyed them, and finally the servants of the Yatsuko who surrendered to them.

The most powerful class of this epoch were the Uji. As the translation of the term suggests (clan, family), this social group consisted of families and clans spun together. These confessed to common ancestors, the "Uji-gami". With their influence on politics, but also their wealth, especially in the sense of rural property, the Uji represented the upper class of Japan. The "Uji no kami", the eldest, took over the leading function within the most highly regarded family. Members of other Uji clans also had to obey him.

Throughout history, some Uji clans have claimed a monopoly of power over other neighbouring families. These hierarchies are seen by historians as an early form of local politics, as they gave rise to various responsibilities.

The Be were supposedly free workers, but obliged to the Uji. Mainly active in agriculture, the "Kakibe" (workers) took care of rice cultivation and fishing. They earned their income for their own use and that of their superiors. But the Be could also act as employees of the state: Interpreters, writers and fortune tellers were the professions that the Be practiced.

The Yatsuko were the social underclass of the still young Japan. They were slaves. As servants of the Uji, they belonged to the unfree. Historically, about five per cent of the population at that time belonged to the Yatsuko. Often, they were used by their masters for servants' errands.
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Antiquity (300 - 1192 A.D.)
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Kofun-Period (300 – 538)
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The large Shinto hill graves ("Kofun") are an impressive testimony of Japanese antiquity. One example is the tomb of Emperor Nintoku-Tenno (313-399).

During the Kofun period, the predominant centre of power was in the province of Yamato, which was located in the present-day prefecture of Nara. It was here that the basic features of the feudal, three-tiered social system spread. Gradually, this development spread to the whole of Japan.
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Yamato-Clan 

The term Yamato ("great harmony") has a complex, important meaning for Japanese people. In general, it refers to ancient Japan with its specific cultural characteristics. But Yamato is also an expression of the rule of influential ancient families. This went beyond the emperor's sphere of influence. 

Yamato society changed during the Kofun period. Enemies between the Uji families could only be settled insufficiently. Buddhism drove a big wedge between the most powerful clans of the epoch, the Soga family, the Mononobe and the Nakatomi.
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Soga-Family

Members of the Soga family were considered particularly influential in Japanese antiquity. They were also called the true masterminds of Japan's politics at the time. The Soga family; particularly devoted to Buddhism, fomented conflict with other Japanese clans, especially the conservative Nakatomi family.

As one of the most powerful families of the Uji, they placed their clan eldest (O-omi), who was also empowered to give instructions to the other families. 540 A.D. Soga no Iname was the first Soga to be appointed eldest. His two daughters were made available for marriage to the Emperor Kimmei Tenno (509-575).

The main purpose of Soga at Yamatos Court was to monitor imports and exports, and also to warehouse tribute payments. Thus Soga gained useful insights into the foreign policy relations of Japan, China and Korea. Other responsibilities included decisions on the order of succession, government measures, and foreign policy. Around 522 A.D., Buddhism came up, as religion had the potential to expand the political power of Soga. The supremacy of Shintoism, with its numerous gods, was dammed up because Buddha was classified as a more powerful authority. Buddhism weakened the other families, such as the Mononobe clan, which established its power and rank in military society through the descent of Shinto gods.

The dispute over religion, especially at the political level, lasted for decades and was a troubled time for Yamato. In 587 AD, the Soga defeated the Mononobe. Buddhism was unrivalled in this position as the state religion. For the next 70 years, he thus established the Soga clan as the greatest ruler of Yamato, since these underpinned their leadership through Buddhist theories.

The introduction of Buddhism cripplingly suppressed the Shinto rite of the Kofun tombs. Some nobles and the general people erected the burial mounds until the seventh century. Despite this, the Kofun period was historically replaced by the Asuka period in 538 AD.
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