Understanding East Asia
 Spring 2026

Instructor: Hyuntai Lee (associate professor, economics); Jeehwan Park (professor, cultural anthropology)
Office Hours: by appointment (leehyuntai@snu.ac.kr; jeehwan95@snu.ac.kr)

Class Description and Objectives
This course aims to foster a multidimensional and multilayered understanding of the East Asian region through collaborative team-teaching between an economist specializing in contemporary China and a cultural anthropologist specializing in contemporary Japan. The class explores both the rise of East Asia as a key player in the global economy and the sociocultural dynamics underlying this process in an integrated manner. Students will analyze macro-level transformations—such as East Asia’s economic growth, uneven regional development, technological innovation, and regional security—from an economic perspective, while also reflecting from a micro-level perspective on cultural diversity and change in the spheres of everyday life, including family, education, labor, gender, ethnicity, and local migration and settlement. Through this approach, students will cultivate cross-cultural insights into the political-economic dynamics and sociocultural forces that shape East Asia’s development.

Course Materials 

Holcombe, Charles. 2025. A History of East Asia: From the Origins of Civilization to the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge University Press. 
Perkins, Dwight. 2013. East Asian Development: Foundations and Strategies. Harvard University Press. 
Other reading materials are available electronically on the ETL platform at http://etl.snu.ac.kr/. Please use these materials only for your own reference.

Class Format
This seminar involves lectures and discussions. We consider our class productive only when we are all thoroughly engaged with reading materials and discussions. Therefore, all the members of this seminar including the instructors must read all the assigned readings in each week and be prepared to participate in discussion. 
The instructors will deliver a lecture lasting about 50 minutes, present a few intriguing discussion questions which you will submit, and answer your quick questions. Following this, in some weeks, we may watch documentary films related to the specific topic discussed during those weeks.
After taking a brief break, we will proceed to a discussion session. During this session, four or five students will form small groups and engage in a 15-minute discussion. Within these small groups, you may address the questions chosen by the instructor based on your responses, or you can introduce your own questions and work together with your group members to find answers. 
Subsequently, we will transition to a whole-class discussion where all members are encouraged to participate. You are welcome to share the insights from your small group discussions with the rest of the class, and you are also free to bring up additional questions. 
Participation in the discussion session does not necessarily entail speaking up as much as possible. Instead, actively participating involves listening attentively and respectfully to your classmates’ contributions and appropriately responding to them. Throughout the seminar, it is crucial to maintain respect for your classmates as well as instructor rather than dominating the conversation. Please state your name whenever you speak in class; this will help us to remember you.

Course Requirements and Grading

Discussion Questions
To enhance your engagement with the readings and active participation in the class, you are expected to submit discussion questions on a weekly basis. You must submit discussion questions about the readings on the ETL one day before the class. Your questions can address points you find challenging in the readings, but it is encouraged to focus on questions that promote critical examination of the main arguments. It is highly recommended that you elaborate on why you are posing these questions rather than simply raising questions. 
You do not have to summarize the entire readings, nor do you need to address all the texts in your response. The number of your questions or the length of your response papers does not matter. Instead, we will evaluate your engagement with the readings by reviewing the quality of your questions. 

Research proposal
You should submit a research proposal related to East Asia on the ETL by June 18th. In your proposal, you should clearly state your research goals, research questions, and methodology. Any topic is acceptable as long as it pertains to East Asia. Your proposal should not exceed 2,000 words.

Grading
Your grade will be based on the evaluation of your discussion questions, research proposal, participation in class discussions, and attendance. If you anticipate being absent, please inform us in advance. We will decide later whether it will be counted as an absence. Each absence will result in a deduction of one point. However, even if you are absent, you can still earn up to 5 points by submitting weekly discussion questions. If your discussion questions are excellent, we may award more than 5 points for each weekly assignment. Since this course is not graded on a curve, you do not need to worry too much about the grading.

Discussion questions 	 		 5 points ⅹ 13	= 65 
Participation and Attendance		 20 points ⅹ 1	= 20
Proposal		 		 15 points ⅹ 1	= 15

Qualifying Exam
Some of you might consider taking a qualifying exam for this course. The questions will be based on the discussion topics covered throughout the semester. You do not need to cram detailed facts. What matters is how convincingly you can present your perspective on those topics. 

Class Schedule

1st week Introduction
2nd week A Modern History of East Asia (1)
Holcombe, Charles. 2025. Chapter 8-10. A History of East Asia: From the Origins of Civilization to the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge University Press. 
3rd week A Modern History of East Asia (2)
Holcombe, Charles. 2025. Chapter 11-13. A History of East Asia: From the Origins of Civilization to the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge University Press. 
4th week Developmental State & Growth factors in East Asia
Amsden, Alice H. 1989. Asia’s Next Giant: South Korea and Late Industrialization. New York: Oxford University Press. ISBN: 978-0-19-507603-5.
Wade, Robert. 1990. Governing the Market: Economic Theory and the Role of Government in East Asian Industrialization. Princeton: Princeton University Press. ISBN: 978-0-691-07876-9.
5th week Cultural Particularities in East Asia?
Szanton, David L. 2003. “The Origin, Nature, and Challenges of Area Studies in the United States: The Politics of Knowledge, Area Studies and the Disciplines.” in David L. Szanton (eds.), The Politics of Knowledge: Area Studies and the Disciplines. Berkeley: University of California Press, pp. 1-31.
Lew, Seok-Choon, Woo-Young Choi, and Hye Suk Wang. 2011. “Confucian ethics and the spirit of capitalism in Korea: The significance of filial piety.” Journal of East Asian Studies 11(2): 171-196.
Miller, Jennifer M. 2021. “Neoconservatives and Neo-Confucians: East Asian growth and the celebration of tradition.” Modern Intellectual History 18(3): 806-832.
Talhelm, Thomas, and Alexander S. English. 2020. “Historically rice-farming societies have tighter social norms in China and worldwide.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 117(33): 19816-19824.

6th week Human Capital Accumulation & Development
Lee, Jong-Wha, and Hanol Lee. 2016. “Human capital in the long run.” Journal of Development Economics 122: 147–169. DOI: 10.1016/j.jdeveco.2016.05.006.
Young, Alwyn. 1995. “The Tyranny of Numbers: Confronting the Statistical Realities of the East Asian Growth Experience.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 110(3): 641–680. DOI: Not assigned → Stable URL: JSTOR 2118427.
7th week Familism and Educational Aspiration 
Göransson, Kristina, Yoonhee Kang, and Yeonjin Kim. 2022. “Navigating Conflicting Desires: Parenting Practices and the Meaning of Educational Work in Urban East Asia.” Ethnography and Education 17 (2): 160–78. 
Ho, and Chun Zeng. 2022. “Parentocracy within meritocracy: Parental perspective on lecture-style English private tutoring in Hong Kong.” Language and Education 36(4): 378-394.
Uchikoshi, Fumiya and Yuki Asahina. 2024. “East Asia has moved out of ‘exam hell’ but hasn’t found heaven.” NIKKEI Asia. Published April 28, 2024.
 	https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/East-Asia-has-moved-out-of-exam-hell-but-hasn-t-found-heaven
Yung, Kevin Wai Liu, Ye. 2022. “To What Extent has the Gaokao “Changed My Destiny”? A qualitative longitudinal study of the impact of the Gaokao on social mobility in China.” Journal of China-ASEAN Studies 3(1): 29-45.
Park, Jeehwan and Yuki Asahina. (in press). “College Admission in South Korea: Ordinary Sense of Fairness and its Ambivalence.” Journal of Asian Studies.
8th week Neoliberal Reforms & Path Shifts in East Asia
Ong, Aihwa. 2006. Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty. Durham: Duke University Press. ISBN: 978-0-8223-3863-8.
Wade, Robert, and Frank Veneroso. 1998. “The Asian Crisis: The High Debt Model vs. the Wall Street–Treasury–IMF Complex.” New Left Review 228: 3–23
9th week Neoliberalism and Precarious Workers
Calvao, Filipe. 2016. “Unfree Labor.” Annual Review of Anthropology 45: 451–467. 
Asahina, Yuki, and Jaeseog Yang. 2022. “Death from Overwork in a Time of Pandemic: How Delivery Work Became a Locus of Public Debate in South Korea.” Journal of Contemporary Asia 53 (4): 608–625. 
Asahina, Yuki. 2021. “Precarious regular workers in Japan.” Japan Forum 33(4): 633-657. 
Cho, Mun Young. 2023. “Intersecting Labor in the Social Factory: Trajectory of a Migrant Woman in South China.” positions 31(2): 379-402.
10th week Income Inequality & Polarization in East Asia
Xie, Yu, and Xiang Zhou. 2014. “Income inequality in today’s China.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 111(19): 6928–6933. DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1403158111.
OECD. 2011. Divided We Stand: Why Inequality Keeps Rising. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264119536-en. ISBN: 978-92-64-11163-9
11th week Heterosexuality and Gender Inequality
Kim, Hanna, and Youngdeuk Park. 2024. “Economic Frustration and Resistance to Gender Equality among Young Korean Men.” Asian Survey (online first): 1-31.
Keyser-Verreault, Amélie. 2024. “Gender, Neoliberal Rationality, and Anti-Aspirational Temporality: Women’s Resistance to the Quest for Beauty in Taiwan.” Asian Anthropology 23 (2): 111–127. 
Wei, Wei, and Yunxiang Yan. 2021. “Rainbow parents and the familial model of tongzhi (LGBT) activism in contemporary China.” Chinese Sociological Review (online): 1-22.
Tang, Denise Tse-Shang, Diana Khor, and Yi-Chien Chen. 2020. “Legal recognition of same-sex partnerships: A comparative study of Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan.” The Sociological Review 68(1): 192-208.
12th week Global GVC Change & International Labor Mobility
World Bank; IDE-JETRO; OECD; UIBE; WTO. 2019. Global Value Chain Development Report 2019: Technological Innovation, Supply Chain Trade, and Workers in a Globalized World. Washington, DC: World Bank. ISBN: 978-1-4648-1457-1.
Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2022. Asian Economic Integration Report 2022: Advancing Digital Services Trade in Asia and the Pacific. Manila: ADB. ISBN: 978-92-9269-361-9 (print); 978-92-9269-362-6 (PDF)
13th week Multiculturalism and Labor Migration
Parreñas, Rhacel Salazar. 2015. “The International Division of Reproductive Labor.” Servants of Globalization: Migration and Domestic Work. Stanford University Press. Pp. 28-52. 
Lan, Pei-Chia. 2022. “Contested skills and constrained mobilities: migrant carework skill regimes in Taiwan and Japan.” Comparative Migration Studies 10(1): 1-18.
Liang, Li-Fang. 2018. “Creating a Gendered-Racialized Care Labor Market: Migrant Labor Policy and the Transformation of Care Work in Taiwan.” Reiko Ogawa, Raymond K.H. Chan, Akiko S. Oishi, Lih-Rong Wang eds. Gender, Care, and Migration in East Asia. Palgrave Macmillan. Pp. 139-156.
Boersma, Maren. 2019. “Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong: Between permanence and temporariness in everyday life.” Current Sociology 67(2): 273-293.
14th week Regional Balanced Development Strategies 
Fujita, Masahisa, and Jacques-François Thisse. 2013. Economics of Agglomeration: Cities, Industrial Location, and Globalization (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. ISBN: 978-1-107-40609-2.
World Bank; Development Research Center of the State Council, P.R. China. 2014. Urban China: Toward Efficient, Inclusive, and Sustainable Urbanization. Washington, DC: World Bank. ISBN: 978-1-4648-0206-6.
15th week Hollowing-out of Rural Communities?
Friedman, Sara L. 2023. “Opting out of the city: lifestyle migrations, alternative education, and the pursuit of happiness among Chinese middle‐class families.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 29(2): 383-401.
Cheng, Eric Siu-Kei. 2023. “From Slow Food Festival to Fine Dining Table: Politicized Foodscape, Gastronomy, and Social Sustainability in Eastern Taiwan.” Food, Culture & Society (online first): 1–20. 
Jin, Myong-suk. 2020. “Symbolic Politics of Regional Revitalization: A Case Study of Yusuhara-cho, Japan.” Korean Anthropology Review 4: 71-104.
Park, Jeehwan. 2024. “Nonmetropolitan youths and their attachment to hometown in postgrowth Japan.” Asian Journal of Social Science 52: 8-16.
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