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Nara Ruins Win World Heritage Status, Reveal
Ancient Lesson in Shrewd Diplomacy
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1_ Article

Read the following article aloud.

The Asuka-Fujiwara Capital sites in Nara Prefecture have officially been registered as a
UNESCO World Cultural Heritage site. The ruins are buried underground, with none of the
grandeur of Egypt's pyramids, but within them are evidence of exchange with East Asia and
physical proof of a state forming more than 1,300 years ago. In the Asuka period (592-710),
Japan faced threats from China yet never severed ties and pushed ahead with nation-
building by importing advanced technology and knowledge. This shrewd, national-interest-
focused diplomacy offers a historical lesson that still resonates today.

At the time, East Asia was a region of existential crisis for Wa (the name for Japan then) and
its neighbors, including the kingdoms of the Korean Peninsula, all of them peripheral states
in the shadow of China. Founded in 618, the Tang dynasty unified China into a powerful
empire, its reach extending to the Korean Peninsula, which was then divided among three
rival kingdoms. China allied itself with one of them, Silla, in 660 to destroy another, Baekje,

Japan's closest ally on the peninsula. Continued on next page.
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1_ Article

Wa, bound to Baekje by that alliance, sent reinforcements to try to restore it but suffered a
crushing defeat at the Battle of Baekgang (known in Japanese as Hakusukinoe), fought in
663 off Korea's west coast. Five years later, Goguryeo, the last of the three Korean
kingdoms, also fell to the Tang-Silla alliance, and the military threat to Wa became very real.

The Asuka government responded by fortifying its front line facing the continent, building
mountain fortresses and strongholds on Tsushima in northern Kyushu and in the Seto Inland
Sea region. The response was not limited to military measures. To avoid being politically
inferior to Tang, Japan aimed to build a strong centralized state with the emperor at the top,
developing a bureaucratic system and legal codes. It absorbed everything it needed even
from Tang and built a political system that continues to this day.

Masashi Kinoshita, professor emeritus at Tokyo Gakugei University, stresses the resilience
of this exchange. "What matters is that political and cultural exchange continued even while
under pressure from the great empires of Sui and Tang," he explained. Kazue Koike, a
councilor from Asuka Village, says the new registration "is meaningful in that it fills the
historical gap between the Kofun period (300-538) and the Nara period (710-784)."

It is possible to trace the nation-building process from the 4th to the 8th centuries by looking
at the Historic Monuments of Ancient Nara, Osaka's Mounded Tombs of Ancient Japan, and
now, Asuka-Fujiwara. During the Kofun period, the two tomb clusters—Mozu and Furuichi—
each built huge keyhole-shaped tombs, seemingly in competition with one another.
Historians read this as evidence of a coalition government built around the separate power
bases of the two regions. Such a loose coalition was unstable when facing a continental
power like Tang China, and so the Asuka period rulers set out to consolidate power into a
single centralized state.

Koike notes that while the designation is "strictly about antiquity,” it speaks to the present: "In
the sense of how Japan tried to protect itself in a time of national crisis, it connects to the
present day."” In a world where division is deepening, Asuka-Fujiwara can be said to once
again demonstrate the importance of exchange and diplomacy.

Source: Nara Ruins Win World Heritage Status, Reveal Ancient Lesson in Shrewd D|p|omacy
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2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.

1. state E R
Palau became an independent state in 1994.

2. threat Z &
Heavy rain is a serious threat to small farms.

3. peripheral D
The Ryde Hotel is located in a peripheral area outside the city of Walnut Grove.

4. bureaucratic EEMNL
The approval process became too bureaucratic for small projects and slowed

everything down.

5. consolidate 381t 3 %
This afternoon, | am going to consolidate my class notes to study for the exam.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.
1. Why were the Asuka-Fujiwara ruins recognized by UNESCO?

2. How did Japan respond to the military threat from the continent?
3. Why do historians think the Asuka rulers created a centralized state?

4. Why do you think cultural exchange can continue even during times
of conflict?

5. What lessons can modern countries learn from the Asuka period?
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