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China, Japan, and the West 
 

 

POSSIBLE ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 
• Why do some cultures resist 

contact and the influence of 
other cultures? 

• What ideas and practices 
challenged the existing social 
and political orders of Japan 
and China? 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
Between the 15th and 18th Centuries, 
Europeans set out on numerous 
voyages of exploration and 
discovery that took them to Asia, 
Africa and the Americas. Trade with 
Asia was increasingly important to 
the Europeans as it provided a great 
deal of wealth and power.  But 
many of the trade routes to Asia by 
land were difficult as they were 
controlled and blocked by the 
Ottoman Empire. So, enabled by 
improvements in maritime 
technology, the Europeans found 
alternative routes by sea.  

 
Europe was not driven just by a desire for luxuries 
and trade. European nation states used trade and 
their economic power to spread western cultural 
values and Christianity across Asia. Backing their 
attempt to assert power was a strong belief in the 
absolute rightness and superiority of their religion 
and their ways of life. The cultures they 
encountered, to the Europeans, were exotic and 
strange and not as sophisticated as the Europeans. 
 
The nations and cultures the Europeans 
encountered in Asia were complex societies that 
operated under different systems of values and 
philosophies. As much as the Europeans saw these 
different cultures as barbarians, the other cultures 
viewed Europeans in similar ways. In Japan, they 
referred to the Portuguese as Nanban, or Southern 
Barbarians. While many of the nations and societies 
that Europe encountered had some interest in the 
potentials of trade with Europe, they also had 
reservations, particularly concerning the spread of 
Christianity.  Contact with foreign cultures was seen 
to be disruptive in local communities and a 
challenge to the existing social, political and 
religious order.  The rulers in many non-European 
nations and cultural groups sought to limit the 
access of Europeans to their people. China and 
Japan were both nations that chose to limit 
European contact. While both had initially 
embraced certain kinds of relationships with 
Europe, they later moved to limit and restrict that 
contact. This case study offers primary sources to 
provide insight into how and why China and Japan 
chose to limit European access.  
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RESOURCES 
 
Japan 
Personal Stories 

• The Edicts of Toyotomi Hideyoshi 
(Columbia) 

• Excerpts from Shinron (New Theses): 
The “Barbarians’ Nature” (Columbia) 

• Excerpts from the Autobiography of 
Fukuzawa Yukichi (Columbia) 

• The Seclusion of Japan (World 
History) 

 
Articles 

• The Sakoku Years of Japan (KCP 
International) 

• Goa’s Japanese Slaves (Amita 
Ghosh) 

• Japan, Portuguese Trade in 
Japanese Slaves (Portuguese World 
Heritage) 

• St Francis Xavier Departs from 
Japan (History Today) 

Art 
• Arrival of Portuguese Ship, 1620-

1640 (Khan Academy) 
• Japanese Ethnographic Portraits of 

South Americans, 1720 (Res 
Obscura)  

• Europeans as ‘Other’ (Res Obscura) 
 
Podcasts 

• Japan's Sakoku Period (BBC) 
 
Videos 

• Welcome to Edo (PBS) 
 
China 
Personal Stories 

• Modern Qian Long’s Letter to King 
George III, 1973 (Fordham) 

• Ancient China: The 15th Century 
Fleet (Daily Kos) 

• The Treaty of Nerchinsk, The First 
Treaty Between Russia and China, 
Was Concluded 330 Years Ago 
(Presidential Library) 

• China's Foreign Policy: The Historical 
Legacy and the Current Challenge 
(Asia for Educators) 

 

Articles 
• The Trading World of China, Japan and the Philippines 
• British Museum – Chinese Trade (The World Economy) 
• China Trade and the East India Company (British 

Library) 
• Canton System: Chinese History (Britannica)  
• The Canton Trade and the Hong Merchants System 

(Harvard Business School) 
• Rise & Fall of the Canton Trade System (MIT)  
• China and Europe (Columbia) 

 
Websites 

• China: The Ming (1368-1644) and the Qing (1644-1912) 
(Columbia) 
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