
 
 

NEW COURSE 
RLST 274: Japanese Mythology 

*Eligible for Asian Studies, Japanese Language and Culture minor, and INT AXLE requirement 
 
Myths are powerful. The stories we will read were first recorded around 1,300 years ago and 
continue to be shared and retold to the present day. In this course, we will ask why people—both 
in Japan and humans more generally—tell these types of tales. To answer this question, we will 
begin with some of the foundational cosmogonic narratives in Japanese religions and consider 
efforts by scholars to compare myths and interpret them in accord with Western theory. We will 
then focus on a more localized and historical approach to myth by considering its political 
function in Japanese history to assess Bruce Lincoln’s assertion that myth is “ideology in 
narrative form.” Here, we will explore the way myths have been used as tools of legitimization to 
elevate the status of the sovereign and shape the identity of the nation. In the final segment of the 
course, we will look at creative retellings of myths in Buddhist didactic tales, dramatic 
performances on stage and film, and in a novel by a popular feminist author. Here, we will 
reflect on the ways myths can be appropriated and rewritten for new purposes in original 
contexts. Throughout the course, we will take narrative seriously to assess the ways myths have 
been used by various individuals to advance their particular ideologies and claims, while also 
discussing the importance of narrative for humans more generally. 
 
Students will learn to recognize some of the key myths in Japanese history and assess the role 
they played in shaping Japanese political systems and religious beliefs and practices. By the end 
of the course, we will be able to identify, employ, and critique a variety of methods and theories 
used by scholars to interpret myths and evaluate the diverse ways individuals and groups 
authored and reinterpreted myths for their own purposes throughout history. 
 
In addition to readings of myths, novels, and secondary scholarship, students will also complete 
two short papers, prepare a portfolio of creative and analytical work, and engage in a final 
project that allows for a choice between creative pieces such as the retelling of a myth in literary 
or visual form and more traditional independent research assignments. Class will be held largely 
in seminar format with a strong emphasis on discussion. 


