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Childhood, Media, and Japanese Society 
Instructor: Stephen Choi (email: hc2963@columbia.edu) 

Tuesdays and Fridays 1:10 pm - 2:40 pm 
 
Course Description 
Japan has a rich history of publishing books for children spanning hundreds of years. Collectively, 
they reflect how children have been viewed in Japanese society over time. With the worldwide 
popularity of Ghibli films, anime, and manga, people living outside of Japan are currently able to 
access and enjoy a significant part of Japanese children’s culture. However, the wealth of products 
such as magazines, books, toys, clothes, and snacks that have impacted the lives of children in Japan 
are yet to be widely introduced abroad. This course explores a range of historical and cultural 
developments surrounding children in Japan, providing a comprehensive look into many different 
aspects of childhood in Japanese society. The ultimate aim is to facilitate a deep understanding of 
Japanese culture and history through the unique perspective of childhood. 

During the semester, students will gain hands-on experience with Meiji period children’s 
books, toy films, kamishibai (paper play), or even randoseru (backpacks specifically for use by 
elementary students). In addition to lectures and discussions, students will actively engage with the 
topic through field trips, interacting with shop owners, curators, and scholars in Kyoto, and making 
their own kamishibai. Through this exploration of children’s books and culture, students will acquire 
an understanding of some of the most fundamental aspects of Japanese society, as well as gain 
exposure to various styles of the Japanese language. It will provide an opportunity for students to 
investigate the interconnections of culture, society, identity, and language. 
 
Expected Outcomes 
Students are expected to gain the knowledge and ability to articulate the characteristics, role, and 
position of childhood in Japanese culture and society. They are also expected to advance their 
awareness of how society defines, interacts with, and utilizes childhood for various purposes under 
different historical conditions. Furthermore, exposure to the diverse linguistic styles used in 
children’s books will raise the students’ understanding of the social functions of language and how 
language changes over time. 
 
Course Requirements and Evaluation 
Attendance (10%): Daily attendance is mandatory. In case of absence, please notify the instructor. 
 
Participation (20%): Students are expected to do the readings and prepare weekly responses in 
preparation for each class. The responses will be used for in-class discussion. Both the responses and 
active participation in the in-class discussions will count toward the participation grade. 
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Field Trip Reports (20%): We will make a number of field trips during the course. Students will write 
short reports on the experience, what they learned, and how it relates to the topics raised in the class. 
 
Kamishibai Project and Presentation (20%): Students will compose a short kamishibai and present it 
to the class. You may choose to do it as a group or individually. 
 
Final Paper (30%): Students are expected to choose a topic related to a specific aspect of childhood 
in Japan and write an essay reflecting on their understanding of its history and social function. 
 
Schedule for the Semester 
 
Week 1: Introduction to the Course 

Class 1 (Sept. 9) ‒ Introduction to the course 
Class 2 (Sept. 12) – Chirimenbon (Meiji period crepe paper books) and reading material for 
children 

 
Week 2: Japanese Children’s Books and Stories 

Class 3 (Sept. 16) – Field trip to children’s bookstores in Kyoto (Kinderland and Saika) 
Class 4 (Sept. 19) – Arishima Takeo, “A Bunch of Grapes” (Hitofusa no budō, 1920) 

 
Week 3: No Class 

[Sept. 23 – Seimei Festival, includes “chigo” children procession]* 
 
Week 4: Shinto and Childhood 

Class 5 (Sept. 30) – Traditions and childhood 
Class 6 (Oct. 3) – Shinto in Miyazaki Hayao and Shinkai Makoto films 

 
Week 5: Childhood as History 

Class 7 (Oct. 7) – Kim Sa-ryang, “Into the Light” (1939) 
Class 8 (Oct. 10) – Visit the Center for International Children’s Literature, Osaka Prefectural 
Central Library. Lecture by Doi Yasuko. 

 
Week 6: Manga, Gender, and Society 

Class 9 (Oct. 14) – Shōjo shōsetsu, shōjo manga, and the unique image of the “girl” in Japan 
Class 10 (Oct. 17) – Field trip to the Kyoto International Manga Museum 

 
Week 7: Animating Childhood 

Class 11 (Oct. 21) – Tezuka Osamu, Astro Boy 
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Class 12 (Oct. 24) – Field trip to Meet the Worlds of KyoAni (Oct. 25-26)* 
 
Week 8: Children in Japanese Cinema 

Class 13 (Oct. 28 – Depiction of children in Ozu Yasujirō’s Umarete wa mitakeredo and 
Ohayo 
Class 14 (Oct. 31) – Children in Koreeda Hirokazu films 

 
Week 9: Child-Centered Material Culture 

Class 15 (Nov. 4) – Toys, kamishibai, candies, baseball, and more (Kyojin to gangu) 
Class 16 (Nov. 7) – Field trip to the Toy Film Museum 

 
Week 10: Current Issues 

Class 17 (Nov. 11) – Politics of changing childhoods (Tawada Yōko, The Emissary, 2014) 
Class 18 (Nov. 14) – Translation and childhood 

 
Week 11: The Concept of Schoolchildren 

Class 19 (Nov. 18) – Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, “The Little Kingdom” (Chiisana Ōkoku, 1918) 
Class 20 (Nov. 21) – Field trip to the Kyoto Municipal Museum of School History 

 
Week 12: A Shared Culture for Children and Adults 

Class 21 (Nov. 25) – Group kamishibai workshop. 
Class 22 (Nov. 28) – The global culture of Pokémon cards 

 
Week 13: Trains and Technology in Children’s Daily Lives 

Class 23 (Dec. 2) – Akutagawa Ryūnosuke, “Mandarines” 
Class 24 (Dec. 5) – Field Trip to the Kyoto Railway Museum 

 
Week 14: Concluding Week 

Class 25 (Dec. 9) – Yoshino Genzaburō, Kimitachi wa dō ikiru ka (1937) 
Class 26 (Dec. 12) – Group presentations of kamishibai and overview of the course. 

 


