Ethan Segal, Michigan State University: "The Challenges and Benefits of Teaching Shoen to
American Undergraduates"
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(A pdf of the Powerpoint slides for this presentation can be viewed here.)

This paper addresses the vexing problem of introducing shoen to American college students. It
draws on informal interviews I conducted with university faculty across the country as well as
my own experiences teaching shoen to students in California, Michigan, and Massachusetts. On
the one hand, everyone recognizes that shoen are extremely important to a complete
understanding of pre-modern Japanese society. Yet scholars who teach pre-modern Japanese
studies in the U.S. find shoen to be an especially difficult topic. The challenges that they
identified include the following:

(1) shoen and shiki are complex

(2) many students find shoen documents boring

(3) good materials available in translation are lacking

(4) terms mean different things at different times

(5) shoen history lacks personalities and protagonists, and
(6) instructors feel uncertain about how to teach shoen

In the first part of the paper, I elaborate upon each of these six points. In the second section, |
briefly highlight some approaches that have been taken by scholars publishing in English, such
as comparative (Asakawa), economic (Yamamura), and legal (Mass). In the final section, I
suggest some themes that instructors might consider as they search for new approaches to
teaching shoen. However, this paper is not intended to provide definitive answers or be a guide
to teaching shoen, but rather a catalyst for starting discussion. I hope those attending the
conference will share their own classroom successes and failures. By exchanging ideas, our
shared knowledge can help us improve techniques for teaching shéen to our students.
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