Perry’s Expedition to Japan:
Opening Trade & Exchanging Culture

Matthew Goolsby
Molly Shannon
Senior Division
Group Exhibit

Student composed words: 444
Process Paper words: 497



Goolsby & Shannon 1

Perry’s Expedition to Japan: Opening Trade & Exchanging Culture

Matthew Perry and the opening of Japan was one potential topic on a list of many
options. After doing some preliminary research to learn about what it was, we chose Perry and
his expedition based on our interest in it and how well it fit this year’s theme. Before beginning
this project we had not heard of Perry or the opening of Japan, so we were interested in learning
more about this topic and Japan’s past as an isolationist. When we started researching, we found
out it would take some digging to find out more about our topic.

To learn about Perry and Japan we read several tertiary sources that were overviews of
our subject to find out some basic information as a jumping off point for the rest of our research.
After that we used several different methods to find primary and secondary information. We
went to the library at a local university, where we found more books and journals about the
opening of Japan specifically as well as the context of the event. We searched online articles,
websites, and databases to find pictures for our project and fill holes in our research.
Furthermore, we emailed Dr. Marcia A. Butler, assistant professor in premodern and modern
East Asia history at Missouri State, and she recommended a book to us.

Through our research we learned many surprising things that we had not considered
beforehand, such as that the Emperor of Japan was merely a figurehead, second to the Tokugawa
Shogunate who held the real power at the time. Ironically, Perry and the U.S. government did not
know this either as their letter was addressed to the Emperor. Learning about how the Shogunate
ruled was our first ‘ah-ha’ moment because it was the first real piece of knowledge we had to dig
for. After we clearly understood this concept, the rest of our research came much easier. We also
learned about how the U.S. strong-armed Japan into opening ports for refueling and trade with
gunboat diplomacy. Our best source was the letter from Millard Fillmore to the Emperor; it is a

key primary document because it has historical context that is extremely relevant to our topic.
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Our group chose to do an exhibit board because we had experience with boards before
and enjoyed it. We also liked the challenging prospect of summing up our analysis into so few
words. After we acquired our board we bought materials and started adding information, picking
out quotes to go on the board, and choosing pictures. Later we had to edit our analysis on the
board to fit the word limit and more succinctly portray our thoughts.

The U.S. exploration of opening Japan to trade and further relationships with outside
powers is a great example of the exchange of culture and ideas, since this was really the first
substantial contact Japan had with the outside world. Further, it is an example of encounter

between two different countries and the relations that followed.
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