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My Involvement with International Interchange

Soshitsu Sen XV, Ph.D.
Grand Tea Master
Urasenke Tradition of Tea

Having been born as the one destined to become
successor of a long chanoyu lineage and tradition, it has
been my inherent duty to protect and transmit the
traditions of my forefathers. The Way of Tea is a culture
founded upon harmony between people, between people
and things, and between things. As the iemotod that is,
the grand tea master(] however, my role is not only to
protect and transmit this cultural tradition. Another
important mission is to come in touch with people who
know nothing about the Way of Tea, and convey to
them the splendidness of this tradition. With the
conviction that true relationships between people can
never be influenced by discrimination because of
differences in nationality, race, religion, or customs, |
have striven single-mindedly for the past fifty years to
spread understanding of the Way of Tea. Towards this
end, | have visited an amazingly large number of
countries and met many people, and so | have been
blessed with the opportunity to make many friends.

Soon after World WarJ, when | began my world
pilgrimage carrying with me the message of peace that
the Way of Tea teaches, the notion of international
interchange was a distant concept for people at large.
I remember that in the various countries | visited, in
most people's minds the word "Japan" simply conjured
up images of Fujiyama, samurai, or things to that
extent. Nowadays, thanks to the astounding development
of information media, this situation has certainly
changed. Nonetheless, even though it has been some
time since talk of grassroots interchange became
popular, there are people who still make an issue of

(continued on page 2)



(continued from page 1)

national and racial differences, religious differences,
differences in custom, and such things, and who believe
that the one goal of international interchange is to
overcome those differences.

The age has already come when the world must
unitedly set its eyes on the future of all mankind and of
this earth on which we live. In recent years, developed
nations have taken the lead in holding conferences
pertaining to the global environment, in an effort to stem
the problems of air pollution and global warming so that
we might protect our planet and pass it on to the future
generations of humanity. As for our cultural assets and
the natural scenic sites around us, as well, the world's
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leaders are taking the initiative in propounding the
concept that, instead of considering these as things
which each country independently designates as cultural
assets, national treasures, preservation zones, and so
forth, these great bestowals must be protected by all
mankind, in that they represent our mutual world
heritage.

This must mean that we have come to the end of the
stage in which international interchange was for trying
to understand each other, and what is required in the
next stage is that international interchange enables
humanity to join together as a single circle. What | can
accomplish towards this purpose, | do not know. For me,
too, a new challenge is just beginning.
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m Japanese Lessons
KICA tailors Japanese lessons on your requests:

KICA Private/Small Group Lessons
8.0000 21:00 at your convenience
Fees: ¥1,0000 /hour

0 Call KICA Office (075-751-8958)

The Kyoto International Community House offers basic
Japanese lessons on Fridays:

First Steps in Japanese
13:0000 15:00 and 18:0000 20:00
Second Steps in Japanese 15:300] 17:30
Fees: ¥3,000 for 12 weeks
[ Call Kyoto International Community House
(TEL.075-752-3511)
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m KICA Private/Small Group Lessons of Japanese Language
Students of Japanese Language at KICA are from all
different backgrounds and with various goals of learn-
ing. Some just want to survive in Kyoto, some need to
understand notices and letters their children bring home

from schools, some need to read and comprehend
academic books and papers, some are just fascinated in
the new world of Kanji, and there are a considerable
number of students who are brushing up their already
good skills in Japanese in order to pass the examinations
for the higher divisions at universities and The Japanese
Language Proficiency Test.

Moreover, time and fees they can spend on lessons
differ greatly as some are lucky enough to have good
allowances for Japanese lessons from official organi-
zations like JSPS while most of the others don't. Some
want to study in the evening hours, while some have to
rush to the nurseries to pick up their children following
afternoon lessons.

KICA teachers decide curriculums and schedules for
each student after a brief interview so that he/she can
learn according to his/her own needs as much as
possible. Most of the lessons are held at a small, humbile,
old (but renovated) Japanese townhouse near our office
in Kyodai-Kaikan. Students are privileged to say "0-hayo-
gozaimasu" everyday to the senior residents in the
neighborhood and learn a little about how they spend
their retirement lives, something most students never
encounter. Lessons are sometimes held at students'
homes or laboratories in order to meet their situations.
No matter where they are held, both teachaers and
students enjoy exchanging cultural ideas as well as
teaching and learning Japanese.

Kesa For The Millennium

Betsy Sterling Benjamin
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m KICA Seminar

We invited Dr.Norma Kriger to be the first speaker
for '99 KICA Seminar on June 12. A graduate of the
University of Cape Town, South Africa, she received her
Ph.D in Political Science from MIT in the US. Her
research has focused on Zimbabwe's fight for
independence and its challenges since becoming
independent in 1980. Her talk concerned the hard
experiences of the people of Zimbabwe, especially the
women there, and she brought the feeling of "Africa" a
little closer to us all.

On September 21 we had a small tea gathering with
Natasha Bastalic as a speaker. She talked about her
home country Croatia and the civil wars that have raged
there from 1992 to 1995 leaving permanent scars and
bitter feelings among the people there. She told of how
in her childhood people of various races and religions
had peacefully lived together and how many European
visitors came to the coastal resorts on the Adriatic. She
touched us and left us sharing in her prayers for the
return of peace to the Balkans.

Professor Christophe Bullmann, an anthropologist from
Koln University, Germany, spoke about his scrupulous
fieldwork on the Kyoto architecture at the seminar on
October 6. Based on the data gathered from 140 Kyoto
citizens over 18 months, he concluded that most of them
hope to see the traditional Kyoto town-houses preserved
and maintained.

On November 24, late autumn 1999, Ms.Betsy Sterling
Benjamin, author of "The World of Rozome: Resist
Textile of Japan" talked about her original millennium
project of Seven Kesa, which she had just completed.
The Seven Kesa, or Buddist Robes, embroidered and
appliqued from dyed silk were sent to each continent for
January 1, 2000 prayers and meditations on healing.
They were exhibited upon their return to Japan at
Honen-in Temple in February 2000.
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A private lesson of Japanese

m KICA Programs for Foreign Students and Families

The number of foreign students enrolled in colleges
and universities in Kyoto is reported to be over 2,500
and many of them have families in Kyoto. Living with
their own family is highly valued for the emotional
support and mental stability it provides the foreign
students, but it can be difficult on wives and children left
alone while their husbands spend too much time
studying.

Foreign students'wives, in many cases with good
education and career trainings, sometimes feel lonely and
depressed when they themselves are not studying nor
allowed to work due to visa limitations. They need to
have alternatives and options to stay active and meet
people and develop good human relations.

Towards this end this program took some foreign
students and their families and we visited places of
interests in and around Kyoto, including museums, film
parks, Kabuki and Bunraku performances, as well as
organizing tea and lunch gatherings, small trips as far as
Lake Biwa and the new Akashi Bridge. The Urasenke
Foundation has been kind enough to offer lessons of the
Way of Tea, and the Ikebana International Kyoto
Chapter has kindly invited them to their monthly talks
and demonstrations. Our programs have served as
helpful leads for these students and their families to be
introduced to different facets of the Japanese society and
to a wider ranges of interesting people. We hope that in
this far-reaching effort, true friendships are made.
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Joy of cooking with the students from Abroad

We would like to thank Dr.Soshitsu Sen, President of
KICA for his financial support which makes our

programs possible.

KICA New Year’'s Party

m Joy of Cooking with Students from Abroad

Cooking classes are regularly held and students from
abroad and their families are invited to introduce
dishes from their home countries.

Ms.Thejapira Kasian, whose daughter has just begun
going to kindergarten, made a delicious and spicy lesson
out of Thai noodels that pleased everyone. Mrs.
Andrasme de Beretzky Victoria, a pediatrician from
Hungary and also with a small child, delighted everyone
with her homemade sweets. Mrs. Srey Sunleang and Mr.
Onk Sokuntheary made an enjoyable Cambodian curry
with indigenous red peppers. Mrs. Boba Cvetinovia, her
husband Daian and their son demonstrated the art of
decorating Easter eggs, along with other Yugoslavian
egg dishes. "We would always make 30 Easter eggs,’
they said, and they showed how the children would
crack the eggs againt each other.

The last class featured Ms.Junko Shikata, a special
friend of KICA, and she demonstrated how to make
konnyaku, yam cake. The participants peeled devil's
tongue potatoes together. The staff members helped
prepare sashimi and tempura with fresh-made konnyaku.
We hope that the students of this class spread the word
about the healthy dietary benefits of konnyaku.
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at International Tea Gathering
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m [nternational Tea Gathering

International Tea Gathering, jointly sponsored by
KICA and Chanoyu International and supported by the
Urasenke Foundation, was held on the afternoon of
October 16. Some 300 guests gathered to enjoy an
autumn day over a bowl of tea served by Midorikai, the
international group of students studying Chado. For the
first time in its 20-year history, the International Tea
Gathering guests were encouraged to make tea by
themselves at a specially prepared site. It is hoped that
the wonder and discovery of the transformation of
everyday tea drinking into the "Way of Tea" gave
everyone a taste of the spirit and unique feeling of this
practice.

'99 Art Exhibition for Multicultural Children

The Kyoto Angel House exhibited paitnings and
drawings by children of many cultures from the Kyoto
and Shiga areas from November 17 to December 2, 1999.
Fourteen children of KICA's friends were honored with
special prizes and prizes for effort. The children said
that they would cherish their experiences and share
them with their home countries when they return.

Childrens at '99 Art Exhibition
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Prize winners and judges at the party held after the contest

m KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View

For the 22nd annual essay contest sponsored by the
Japan Foundation Kyoto Office and supported by Kyoto
Prefectural government, four finalists were screened out
of the 20 entries received. These finalists gave oral
presentations on their essays in English and Japanese at
Kyodai Kaikan on October 24. The winners were:

KICA Prize (with ¥100,000)
Ted Taylor (USA)
"An Outsider's Inside Look at Obon"
Prize for Effort (with ¥50,000 each)
James Jensen (USA)
"Searching for Amae"
Lorinda Kiyama (USA)
"Teaching Japanese Culture
—Impostor, Funnel or Prism?"
Li Huan (China)
"Japanese House, My View"

[0 The prize essays appear on page 10 through 31.

O KICA will start taking essay submissions in June,2000.
KICA welcomes submissions from all the international
residents although '99 session turned out to have three
American winners. The application form with the
brochure will be sent to you upon your request by
mail, fax or e-mail.



An Outsider’s Inside Look at Obon

After four years living beside the Sea of Japan, |
have become quite used to the moody weather which
batters this side of Honshu. Yet looking at what the sky
was doing this morning didn’t endear me to the
prospect of a two-hour-plus boat ride out to nearby Oki
Island.

In the car driving to the boat, | feel a sense of panic,
spurring on visions which were a throwback to my old
lifeguarding days: dragging my pregnant wife in a cross-
chest carry through cold, angry water. The ferry
terminal ultimately presents something not horrifying
but slightly annoying, hundreds of people cueing up to
buy tickets. Packages and children in tow, they then
crush onto the boat, perhaps three times as many people
as seats. This is a scene | normally wouldn’t expect from
upright, by-the-book Japan. In fact, it is somewhat
reminiscent of my trip down the Yangtze. Whole families
eating and sleeping on floors, here sprawling on towels
or sheets rather than amidst the spit, chicken bones, and
peanut shells of China’s southern farmers.

We eventually find some floor space in a long
corridor running between first class cabins. Somehow
my wife can sleep despite the ship’s bow dropping into
wave troughs with a thud. Later, it becomes smooth and
| take a pleasant walk on deck. The air is free of the
usual seagulls, but it is cool and clean, a relief from the
stale humidity below.

We arrive at Saigo, on Oki’s big island of Dogo. The
ferry terminal here is filled with people either entering
or fleeing the island for the holiday. My wife’s father
seems giddy, excited at his first trip home in thirteen

10

Ted Taylor

years. My mother-in-law decided not to come. She hid
behind one of two excuses: her 16-year-old dog is ill and
she’s afraid it' Il die while she’s gone. In addition, she
says, she is prone to seasickness. The hidden truth is
that she doesn’t want to spend the next three days
running around in the role of daughter-in-law.

The grandmother doesn’t come to the boat to greet
us, but when we finally meet at her house (after my
father-in-law forgets which exactly is his house), she isn’t
frightening or bossy at all. Instead, she’s short and cute,
wearing a head wrap like a 1920’s bohemian. She
punctuates all her sentences with a cackling laugh, and
seems quite energetic for her 87 years. Signs of her age
do occasionally show through. Getting out of a chair
takes some extra effort, and she exhales forcefully at the
end of it. | wonder what’'s going through her head as she
sits quietly in her room, watching a television which isn’t
turned on. | try to talk to her but it's difficult. She’'s
hard of hearing, so I'm forced to shout in bad Japanese.
To make things worse, her offshore dialect is a jumble of
strange intonation, pushed over false teeth. Nobody
teaches this in any of my language texts. (When you
study a language, | guess the assumption is that you'll
only converse with healthy middle-aged people from the
capital city. | could make a fortune on an English-
listening course where the speakers are a lisping 18-
year-old gang-banger from the Bronx talking to his
toothless, deaf, immigrant granny from Georgia.)

During the war, many Japanese women were
trained in the use of halberds in order to repel the soon-
to-invade American forces. Over the last few years, I've



joked with my wife that I'm worried about meeting this
old lady since she might slice me up. Ironically, in the
tokonoma she has a small doll under glass, holding a
halberd, of all things. Next to it is the Buddhist altar to
the household’s dead, a fixture in almost all Japanese
homes and which will prove to be Obon’s centerpiece. In
this case, it honors the memory of the grandmother’s
husband, who died thirty years ago in the mountains
nearby. Strangely, my wife’s maternal grandfather also
died in the mountains, and at roughly the same time. If
life were more like a Hollywood film, my parents-in-law
would've met in group therapy, or something. To
continue the irony, | accidentally break the incense
sticks as | kneel before this altar, repeating a mistake
made the first time | prayed to that of the other man.

An uncle shows up for lunch at exactly noon. (I'm
sure of the time because of the loudspeakers. All
Japanese towns have music piped through similar sets of
speakers at eight-, twelve-, and five-o’clock. Here, the
tune is different. Also broadcast are the boat arrivals,
perhaps carrying home a relative who had escaped to
work in one of the mainland’s big cities.) We are all
seated on floor cushions except grandma, who's seated
on a small legless chair, overlooking the family like a
proud Italian matriarch. All the food is natural, grown or
caught nearby. There is not a fried or processed thing
on the table.

After lunch, we walk up the hill behind the house
toward the forest. There is a small cemetary at the top,
filled with the remains of the grandfather and other
deceased from this village. Most Japanese are cremated
these days, but due to local tradition, these people were
buried whole, squatting inside a tall barrel. In the
grandfather’s case, this was a problem since his knees
wouldn’t bend, the result being that he was buried
prone. Last year, he was moved to a site near the front
of the graveyard. Of the old site, only a small pile of
broken stones remain. The new is a clean modern stone
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of smooth marble surrounded by small raked gravel.
The view of the village and the bay beyond is incredible.
Even the lanterns have glass shields inside to protect
the candles from wind and rain as they burn for the
next three days. It's a nice set-up, but a sad reminder of
the quickly modernizing ways of the Japanese. All the
homes we'll visit this weekend are beautiful ensembles
of finely detailed wood and paper, but alongside stand
the newer structures, with easy amenities like satellite
TV hookups and climate control. This dichotomy of old
and new is what first intrigued me about this country.
On closer examination, it proves depressing. In all of the
countries which | have visited, | have witnessed my
country’s sad attempt at corporate colonialism on an
epic scale. This easy seduction of the American dream is
baffling to me, as the whole foundation on which it's
based is a relatively young idea and has yet to prove its
endurance over time. Yet not even | am free from the
charms. Minutes after being dazzled by a collection of
swords and centuries-old artwork, | enter a modern
room and describe a wide-screen television by using the
same Japanese adjectives.

On the screen is the high school baseball
tournament held at this time every year. (At the end of
each game, | am continually amazed at the show of
reserve and good sportsmanship displayed by the
winning teams. Handshakes for the losers and
appreciative bows to the fans. Nowhere do | see the
things I've come to loathe about American sports: the
self-congratulatory ass slaps; the dogpiles; the fist-
pumping high-fives.) Today, the team from this
prefecture is playing, so this game will be a common
denominator in all the homes that we will either pass by
or visit. Another parallel is that each house contains one
of my father-in-law’s nine siblings, the men in various
stages of balding, like a bizarre cloning experiment
hidden away in this small valley on this remote island.
Yet another pattern running through the day is my



constantly reassuring my in-laws that | actually can eat
the raw fish or pickled veggies. | can skip my usual
morning shower for a nightly bath. Don’t worry about
me, | can (excruciatingly) knee-sit for hours. Being an
“ ambassador” has never been so apparent to me, and |
wonder at the reactions to the Europeans who first set
foot (or knee, as it were) in this long isolated system of
islands.

In each home, we light incense and pray to the dead
of the house. Then we all sit together for tea, the
caffeine buzz lasting me though to the final visit. This
last house offers a view of rice paddies stretching out
toward a small bay. The stalks are nearly ready to
harvest, bowing forward slightly in a way not unlike the
Japanese themselves. In the fields, long bamboo poles are
lashed together to use as racks for drying the crop.

Some of my wife’s relatives have a few weeks of
hard labor ahead of them following this holiday.
Although the Japanese never really acquire the
musculature of the European male, the men are all wiry
strands of lean muscle. The women too, have a mobility
rarely seen in the West, and a pleasantness which is just
as far-reaching. My wife’s 84-year-old aunt has one of
those smiles often called contagious, her chin pulling
forward as she works her gums over the few remaining
teeth, a cartoon character come alive. This large family
is just as animated, and | feel very welcome. Despite the
cultural difference in terms of style, the old, homegrown
look of my wife’s grandmother’s house reminds me of
my own Nana’'s home back in the States. Yet there is
something strange here as well. Despite my father-in-law
not having come home for years (though in touch by
phone and frequently visited on Honshu) there are no
hugs or any other displays of emotion. | realize that this
would be contrary to the Japanese custom of public
reserve, but | keep looking for something. There is
warmth, | suppose, but...

In the afternoon, the men put on ties and go to a
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service for this year's dead. It's a small village, but it
lost four people since last Obon. There is a steady
procession of families walking toward town, a black
cloud passing beneath the now blue sky. Later, they’ll
return for drinking which will go on into the night. As is
typical, once the beer flows the gloves (and the ties)
come off. As the volume of the men grows, so does their
obvious delight in seeing each other after such a long
time apart.

I am reassured. | have to be careful not to
stereotype an entire race based on a single afternoon’s
observations, especially since | know nothing of the
family’s history or inner politics. My father-in-law’s
fondness extends to me as well, making me aware for
the first time of the extent of his pride in having me as a
son. He is able to see Japan through fresh eyes, in ways
it had never occurred to him to look before. This trip is
the first time he and | have been able to spend any real
time together. As the conversation and the intoxication
deepens, | feel accepted in a way I've yet to feel in the
four years that I’ ve been in country.

The next morning we're up early to tour some of
the island’s famous sites. I'd done this circuit three
years before and I'm disappointed in how tourism has
significantly altered the look in such a short time. At
KokubunjilO Temple, I had once felt a sort of comradery
with the Emperor Go-Daigo, banished to these islands
after an unsuccessful attempt to take power back from
the ruling Kamakura Shogunate. | had imagined
wandering the same grounds, reflecting on an exile
(in my case self-imposed ) from a home far away.

The temple itself is beautiful due to its age and
unpretentiousness. Not so the loud and unnecessary
loudspeaker blaring alongside. The history lesson which
it blurts is certainly interesting but | would rather read
it from the pamphlet | received at the front gate. It's
much more peaceful to share a bit of the serenity and
loneliness that Go-Daigo felt as he strolled beneath these



ancient cedars.

Down the hill is where the island’s famous bullfights
are held. Three years back, | watched one in a setting
unchanged for centuries. Today, | walk past a cold
concrete arena, seemingly poured into a single mold.
This cement motif is repeated at a nearby shrine. Ugly
gray squares act as prosthesis for a tree which has stood
against typhoons for a thousand years. It detracts from
the aesthetic subtlety for which the Japanese are known.
In the island’s main town as well, a newer home is an
ugly orange slash amidst all the old weathered homes
lining the waterfront.

Throughout the day, family members will stop in at
grandmother’s house, pray briefly at the altar, then head
on to the next house. A few stay for lunch, a long affair
of beer and local seafood which rambles on into the
evening. During Obon, you're neither supposed to take
life nor go to sea. Out of boredom, my wife’s uncle goes
out in his boat and catches one hundred squid, which his
daughters bring by for sashimi. To my delight, we also
have steamed barnacles, a delicacy I'd have never
imagined while walking the jetties of the North Atlantic.
My father-in-law’s three sisters drop by, and the crack
in the public face infrastructure that | glimpsed last
night widens to reveal scenes of emotion rarely shown.
This all seems familiar to me, played out with my own
family at Thanksgivings and Christmases stretching
back as long as | can remember. Love and warmth have
a way of cutting across cultures.

Shortly after everyone goes home, the police erect a
speed trap across the street. It's a unique and bizarre
spectacle seen from the living room window. The boys in
blue seem relaxed, sitting around chatting and laughing
on this warm holiday evening. In spite of this, they keep
busy, nabbing nine drivers in a little under an hour. My
family seems satisfied in watching the results of their
tax money.

After dinner, my wife and | go off to buy ice cream,
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which we eat on a low wall overlooking the water. Squid
and fugu swim through the arcs traced by our flashlight,
and not far away, a group of boys shoot bottle rockets
out over the bay.

Later, | wander off alone into the hills. Neither my
wife nor her father wanted to join me, and | wonder
what superstition might be behind their reluctance. As |
walk further up into the forest, I'm amazed at how black
it is, the darkness unmolested by moon or stars or the
neon which is an omnipresent fixture in the towns of the
mainland. The only thing that cuts through the darkness
are the candles burning in the stone lamps which flank
all the graves. A few solitary pairs line my path, others
dot the surrounding hills. I come across a large cluster
which is the graveyard. Finding my new grandfather’s
site, |1 say to the stone” Welcome home.” He will be
joined by a procession of ghosts stretching back 4000
years, guided by the lights burning tonight not only on
this island, but across the entire Japanese archipelago.

| stare up at a few reaching toward the top of the
ridge. Large still fireflies. The silence is so complete that
it overwhelms everything. The only sign of life is my
eyes which dance with each flicker of the flames. | take
this in awhile. Then, the mortal fear of death begins to
creep in, and | retreat quickly down the hill. | cut
through the village, finding comfort in scenes of life
played out through open shoji. In reconstructed living
rooms, people eat using chopsticks made from the wood
of rainforest trees, watching mindless, asinine TV shows,
occasionally punctuated by fireworks, each burst
scattering bits of paper into the clean, pristine bay. Right
now, these things don’t seem to cut as deeply as usual.
Instead, | recognize them as the spirit of the living. Life,
and its celebration, is what | find at the heart of this
holiday, the Buddhist Memorial for the Dead. My usual
reactions to Japanese society, a pendulum continually
swinging between fascination and frustration, are
reactions to things rooted in life, a life whose essence is



no different from that in my own country or in the
countries of the people with whom | share

living/working/drinking space.

Searching For Amae

When | decided to accept the challenge of writing
an essay for this contest, | turned to my notebooks for a
suitable topic. | assumed, because of my passion for
history, that | would write on an historical event or era
of particular cultural importance. In perusing my notes,
however, | came upon a note | had scribbled about amae.
It said that amae was pervasive in Japanese society, and
of central importance in understanding Japanese people.
| was surprised on two accounts. First, | could not
remember writing the note. Also, | had been in Japan
three years, had experienced or heard of many aspects
of the Japanese character, yet | had no idea what amae
was. How is it, | wondered, that something pervasive
and of such importance had completely escaped my
understanding? | was curious, and decided to find out
what was behind the note. This signaled, although | did
not know it at the time, the starting point of a journey
that would take me farther than | was able to go. What
follows is the perplexing, sometimes difficult, and
certainly interesting investigation into amae.
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Over a tall cup of Oki Island’s famous sake, | sit and
put pen to paper trying to find for myself a new
definition of the word“ exotic.”

James C. Jensen

Learning of Takeo Doi

My first task was to track down the quote that had
led to my scribbles. This was not difficult. With a
minimum of detective work, | found a boxed-off
paragraph in a guidebook entitled* A Note on Amae’
which called amae the key to understanding Japanese
society. | had obviously come across this paragraph
while looking for some other information, noted its
content and then forgot about it. The paragraph also
mentiond Takeo Doi, the psychiatrist who first proposed
this theory. It was the first time | had come across his
name. There was no other information given so my
curiosity increased.

My Student’s First Reaction

As usual, when seeking information about Japanese
society, | turned to my English students. | asked a group
of fluent speakers what amae was. | expected an easy
answer, but, to my surprise, the students were at



somewhat of a loss for words. They did not seem to
know how to respond. | rephrased the question. | asked
them to give examples of amae. This, too, proved
difficult. They did not seem to be able to articulate what
amae was. | pressed and finally got some replies that
surprised me. One man, for example, said that amae was
the junior high school kids who hang around in front of
the convenience stores. | was bewildered. The kids
hanging around the Mini-Stop are the key to Japanese
society? Another replied that amae was a spoiled child
and someone said it was a husband that takes his wife
for granted. This, needless to say, was not the direction |
had expected my quest for the key to understanding
Japanese society to take. My curiosity was greater than
ever. My search was truly underway.

Indulgence

I knew | would have to find and read Doi’s book,
but before that, the next stop on my journey, was a book
in my possession: The Japanese, by Edwin O. Reischauer.
The explanation of amae | found there was clear and
served as a good starting place. He states that “ the
child

understanding indulgence from the mother but also an

(Japanese) develops an expectation of
acceptance of her authority, and in time this attitude
becomes expanded into an acceptance of the authority of
the surrounding social milieu and a need for and
dependence on this broader social
(Reischauer, 1977).

As succinct an explanation of amae as | would find,

approval.”

Reischauer’s words tied together much of what my
students had hinted at. The spoiled child, the junior high
kids in front of the convenience store, and the ungrateful
husband are all behaving in a manner that expects
indulgence on the part of parents, society and /or
spouses. Another book | found on my bookshelf added
that in the West" as a child begins to grow up and enter
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his teens, he is taught to develop his own personality
and make decisions for himself. He is not encouraged to
continue depending on his parents. In Japan this
decision-making is rarely pushed on the child. Thus he
continues to depend on his parents-especially his mother-
(McLean 1986). This helped
me on my way to understanding what my students were

for support and guidance”

trying to say.

“ The Anatomy of Dependence”

When | finally got a hold of Doi’'s book, The
Anatomy of Dependence, | discovered that, indeed, | was
on the right track, but just barely. | quickly discovered,
however, that some of my confusion stemmed from
semantics.

For Doi the term amae, as Reischauer had pointed
out, initially infers a strong sense of indulgence because
it refers to the feelings that all infants harbor toward the
mothers- dependence, the desire to be passively loved,
the unwillingness to be separated from the warm
mother-child circle. Dr. Doi's basic premise is that while
this is a universal emotion, in the West it is not
apprehended consciously, as is evident from the fact that
there is no equivalent word in Western languages. In
Japan, though, these feelings are given a name, they are
articulated and, he claims, are somehow prolonged and
diffused throughout adult life. These feelings, he
maintains, come to shape, to a greater extent than in the
West, a Japanese persons attitude towards life (Doi p.8).

Dr. Doi examines the implications of amae, along
with a whole vocabulary of related words, and in this
way traces its influence throughout Japanese society. It
is a book written for Japanese, and | did not understand
everything that the book touched on. What | did
understand, however, helped clear up the confusion
resulting from my conversations with my students. The
problem is that for most people, in every day speech,



amae has a negative connotation. It seemed to imply
over-indulgence, presumption, perhaps a weakness. For
Doi, however, it is positive. It can certainly have its
negative aspects, he wrote an entire chapter describing
the pathology of amae;, what happens, that is, when the
need for amae is frustrated or misdirected. In general,
however, he puts amae in a positive light. It is something
warm and human. He even suspects that the malaise of
modern man , which he sees as less pronounced in
Japan, is due to the lack of amae a lack of dependence
and consideration. In any case, the need for amae, the
need for dependence that he sees as pervasive in Japan,
is not necessarily negative. A couple of anecdotes from
his personal experiences, were extremely interesting and
enlightening in this regard.

In relating how he first came to be interested in
amae, Dr. Doi reflects back on his first visit to America.
He tells the story of how he was invited to the home of
an American, and when he arrived, he recalls, he was
particularly hungry. The American host asked if he was
hungry and offered some ice cream. Feeling shy, Doi
refused although he really would have liked it. In typical
American fashion, the host took him at his word, said
O.K. and didn’t offer again. Regretting that he had not
been more honest, he could not help thinking that a
Japanese host would never ask a stranger if he was
hungry, but would produce something to eat without
asking (Doi p.11).

Along the same lines, Doi relates how he came to
understand the common American invitation,” help
yourself” For his American friends, and indeed for me,
such an invitation is warm and friendly. For an
American this invites one to relax, to act as if you were
in your own home. To Doi, however, it seemed to imply
something quite the contrary. Instead of friendliness he
felt a coldness. To him it meant help yourself because |
am not going to help you. It seemed“ excessively
lacking in consideration” (Doi p. 13).
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These events, and others like them, set him on the
search for what it was about himself that was different
from his American friends. Upon his return to Japan, he
continued his quest. Slowly, through his patients and
Japanese literature, he came to understand the chief
characteristic of the Japanese mentality to be something
that can best be described as amae (Doi p.17).

| found these anecdotes of particular interest. First,
they interested me because they offered an interesting
slant on my own culture, but also, because in terms of
my quest to discover where and how | am affected by
amae they helped me understand what Dr. Doi was
driving at. Amae, the way that he defined it, was
something more than the over-indulgence that it seems
to be in popular parlance. Doi gives it a human face, he
makes it warm and comforting, recalling the original
mother-child relationship. For Doi amae is not as selfish
as the common connotation seems to imply.

Individual or Group: “ I” or*“ We”

It's been said that going somewhere is better than
being there. And while I'm not convinced that this is
true when travelling in the real world, it certainly was
true in my search for amae to this point. For, | enjoyed
discussing the topic with friends and students, but |
really did not seem to be understanding the concept, on
a deep level, any better. | had learned the definition, but
had no“ feel” for how it operated psychologically. So,
armed with my newly acquired, if superficial,
understanding of what Doi meant by amae, when time
allowed, | turned again to my students.

At first the students were again reluctant to admit
the importance of amae in Japanese culture. Once |
pointed out the discrepancy in their understanding of
the word and the broader more positive meaning that
Doi ascribed it, they became more open to the idea. In

fact, a very lively discussion ensued.



While not agreeing to everything that Doi implied,

my students agreed that something akin to amae, or at
least a type of dependence, operates in many aspects of
Japanese life. They could see, for example, that the
“ group mentality” of the Japanese has something to do
with dependence. If one identifies strongly with a group
it is especially important to maintain good relations and
avoid conflict. If amae is understood in the broad terms
with which Reischauer defined it, the need for
dependence can be seen manifesting itself in the many
ways the Japanese strive to maintain harmony.

We discussed the distinction between uchi, those
within ones” in” group, and soto, those outside this
group in terms of the Japanese family, school group, and
company. The manner in which Japanese people
communicate with each other, as well as the way they
relate to their place of employment were mentioned as
having particular importance to the Japanese. This, for
me, was enlightening. It was a turning point in my
search.

Differing Communication Patterns

It had not occurred to me, but as a language
teacher, the obvious place for me to find a sense of amae
was in my conversations with Japanese people, and once
my students had pointed me in this direction it was not
difficult to find intellectual support for the prevasiveness
of amae in the way that Japanese communicate. In an
article in the JALT Journal, for example, | found an

arguement that claims the Japanese communicative style
is based on a set of cultural values which emphasize
omoiyari (empathy) over explicit verbal communication.
The argument goes on to say that the extremely
homogeneous, group-oriented society of Japan allows for
indirectness. people must be able to understand each
other’s thoughts and feelings without explicit verbal
expression (Rose 1996 ). There is, then, a responsibility
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on the part of the listener, and in turn, a dependency on
the part of the speaker.

Going hand in hand with this, | found a discussion of
the importance of silence in Japanese conversation
(Rinnert 1995 ). In Japan, the article states, one shows
respect for other people’s questions by taking the time
to think about their response. In English, on the other
hand, silence in conversation is seen as a failure and is
generally stigmatized. The longer pauses between turns,
the fact that there is less overlapping and fewer
instances of two speakers talking at once as compared to
American conversation, can be seen as reflecting
different attitudes between the speaker and listener. The
implications of such differences in conversational style,
the article continues, is that English speakers, and
certainly teachers, might not only get the impression
that Japanese speakers are shy and non-assertive, but
that they might question the competence of the
Japanese speaker. With this realization, the sense of
dependence, amae, or something similar to it, intersects
with my life in an important way.

First, as a teacher, | need to be aware of the
difference in communication strategies when dealing
with my Japanese students. Silence, | should note, is not
necessarily a sign of uncertainty or incompetence. It
might just be that the students are showing what they
consider an appropriate amount of respect. Also, as a
foreigner in Japan, | should be familiar with the kind of
problems that stem from differing communication
patterns, and, indeed, | am. Like Doi in America, in Japan
| have been confused by people’s invitations and refusals
to invitations. | am aware that | must at times seem
rude, just as Japanese people misusing English at times
sound rude to me. | was not surprised by what | read,
but discovering that amae plays a role in this gave me,
once again, a sense of getting somewhere. It was rather
like calling a taxi to go next door, but | was motivated to
continue my search.



The work place

With my sails full of wind, | decided to investigate
how | was affected by amae at my place of employment.
So, | asked a colleague, who has been in Japan over
twenty years, his opinion. He took the wind out of my
sails by commenting that he was familiar with Doi’s
arguments and that they are no longer relevant. Japan
has changed so much since Doi came up with his theory,
he said, that it is no longer a valuable tool for
investigating Japanese society.

Hoping for a breeze that would again fill my sails, |
reasoned that if amae had once been essential to
understanding the Japanese, an understanding of the
differing role of amae should be a valuable tool for
understanding the changes in Japanese society.
Following this line of thinking, | returned to my
bookshelf and to a noted expert on Japanese culture. |
retrieved another book | had acquired when | first
arrived in Japan: Japan: The Fragile Superpower, by
Frank Gibney (Gibney 1979 ).

Seeming to follow the lead of Doi, Gibney, poetically
claims that amae is underlying the admirably structured
landscape of Japanese society like a geological fault
which is continually felt, but is rarely mentioned by real
estate agents. (Gibney 119 ). Like Doi, or perhaps because
of Doi who he quotes extensively, Gibney sees amae as a
phenomenon that is pervasive in Japan. In a chapter
entitled Dependency Begins at Home,” Gibney finds
traces of amae in almost all aspects of Japanese society.
Centuries of tight group living, Gibney maintains, has led
to most people feeling they will be taken care of
somehow. In the workplace, the most obvious example of
this is the practice of life-time employment. Hired right
out of college, and in return for total commitment,
employees are taken care of for life.

Today, however, things are changing; unemployment
is at record highs, college graduates are no longer
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guaranteed a job for life. The defining theme of the
Japanese system- protecting jobs- is being undercut.
Less and less, as Japan struggles to compete in the
global economy, can companies guarantee their
employees the kind of security they had guaranteed in
the past. Overnight, an article in the Japan Times says,
Japanese workers have been catapulted from a secure
world of lifetime jobs and guaranteed raises to a
potentially scary world of possible abrupt firings
(Sugawara 1999 ). In response, no longer will employees
feel the sense of loyalty they had in the past. Perhaps, it
is at the workplace, above all, that the breakdown of
what could be called amae reflects the changes that are
taking place in Japanese society.

When | shared my reflections with my aforementioned
colleague, he seemed uninterested.” Do you want to
know how amae, if you accept Doi, affects you?” he
asked. When | replied that | obviously did, he said

“ Think of the meetings that you find too numerous.
Think of the notes that remind you of things you already
know. These things, and all the other things the staff
does to reach agreement, to eliminate confusion, and to
help you, this is what Doi would consider the indulgence
of amae. You probably feel the Japanese are too
apologetic, too conformist. This, too, is Doi's amae. Their
need to maintain harmony, their reluctance to do
anything that will cause conflict is, if you accept Doi,
related to the need to assure one’s good will. Only in
such an environment can what he called amae survive.”

Of Ups and Downs

My colleague’s opinion told me a lot. Not only about
amae, but about how my search was affecting people
around me. For, his speech was not impromptu. This
was not off the cuff, but had been thought out. He had
been waiting for the opportunity to say it. And, while he
was nice about it, and seemed to be trying to be helpful,



| sensed that he was annoyed. | had been pestering
friends and colleagues about whether this or that might
be examples of amae and my co-worker, I'm afraid, had
become irritated.

I had bothered people in other ways, as well. One of
Doi’ s most important points is that the word amae
exists in Japanese and not in other languages. The
implications of this, he feels, extend through a number of
related words. | needed an understanding of these words
that goes beyond the dictionary. In asking the meanings
of various words, I'm afraid, | was also annoying to
friends and colleagues. This was the down-side of my
search.

There was an up-side, however, like when | would
come across something which lent itself to being
understood in terms of amae. | came across an article in
Newsweek, for example, that mentioned the lawyer of
Aum’s victims. When asked how Aum was able to
attract recruits, he said that Aum'’s attraction was two-
fold: a common dissatisfaction with Japanese society
combined with a yearning to rely on others for
guidance.” When | read this | instantly thought of it in
terms of displaced amae (Kattoulas 1998).

| felt using amae as a framework for analysis in this
way to be valid, for it is a universal human experience.
Doi does not claim that it is uniquely Japanese, it is
simply more pronounced in Japanese society. It affects
us all, everywhere, and can serve, then, as a means of
understanding and comparing societies.

The same article in Newsweek, mentions junk food,
the school system, and drugs as possible causes for the
current rise in Japanese juvenile crime. It implies,
however, that the main problem is the fragmentation of
the family; the fact that increasingly, both parents hold
jobs. Like parents in much of the industrialized world,
Japanese parents today have less time for child rearing.
Doi, the student rebellion of the 60’s fresh in his

memory, wrote of the* fatherless society.” For him, the
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younger generation was trying to establish a set of
values and was irritated with the older generation for
not providing one. Similarly, Gibney claims that Japanese
youth, are over-indulged and under-led (Gibney 1979). Doi
would see this as a matter pertaining to amae. | see it as
an interesting slant to a universal problem, a problem
that | see in a new light because of my investigation into

amae.

Final Thoughts

I'm not sure exactly when | decided to write about
amae. It must have been shortly after coming across the
reference in my notes, for | did not return to my
notebook in search of another topic. And, while this was
an ominous day for the people whom | pestered with
inquiries, it was for me, to use my metaphor once again,
the start of an interesting and useful journey.

This is not to say that | have accepted everything
that Doi maintains. There are problems. One, for
example, arises with the kind of linguistic analysis that
he carries out. He relies on what is known as the Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis, a theory that claims that our
thoughts are determined by our language. The idea is
that language shapes our perceptions, the way we
experience the world. If one accepts this idea, as Doi
does to a large degree, the fact that the word amae may
be unique to the Japanese language implies that the
Japanese people must have a unique experience of amae.
Intriguing as this might seem at first glance, such
linguist pursuits, and the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis itself,
have come under fire recently. They are no longer held
in such high regard as they were when Doi wrote.

Other complications arose as well. When speaking
with a Chinese friend about the implications of Doi’s
thoughts, she commented that what he was describing
sounded like Confucianism. Similarly, when reading
something about Shintoism, much of what was said



about Shinto values sounded like Doi's amae. Is what
Doi described as amae a unique blending of
Confucianism and Shintoism, or was he, as a
psychologist, simply using Freudian techniques to
describe Confucianism and Shintoism in another manner.
I am left with the question. I’'m not enough of a
sociologist to venture an answer. As | stated at the
beginning, my journey would take me farther than | was
able to go.

Doi’s analysis is valuable, though, in that it has
provided me with a tool to investigate Japanese society.
It helped me better understand the environment in
which | find myself. It also, perhaps more importantly,
allows for comparison with my culture. Ultimately, then,
it has helped me to understand myself, which, for me, is
the ultimate goal of inter-cultural experience.

Lastly, my investigation into the nature of amae was
food for thought, something to ponder as | carried on
day to day. Japan, for me, is an easy place to live. The
people are exceptionally kind and helpful. I find the
hosptality, which Doi so sorely missed in America,
wonderfully warm and human. And | believe having
studied and discussed Doi’s ideas, even if | am unable to
come to a profound conclusion, has deepened my
appreciation and awareness of the nature of inter-
personal relations in Japan.

Beyond the inter-personal level, my investigation
has made me more aware of how civilized Japan is. The
institutuions are indulgent. From the customer service
one gets in the department stores to the announcements
on the trains, there is a consideration for others that |
find truely amazing. | went into the local post office the
other day, for example, and found a pair of reading
glasses available for my use. Being lazy, or perhaps to
vain to admit that | am at the age where | should carry
such things, | didn’t have my reading glasses with me.
Seeing that someone had taken people like me into
consideration was, | felt, extremely thoughtful and
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actually quite surprising. This would never happen in
the U.S. And, while | can’t say for sure why the post
office is so thoughtful, my experience of Japan is richer
because | can wonder and try to fit such events into my
understanding of Doi’s work.

John Bester, in the forward to The Anatomy of
Dependence, says that* to awaken to the significance of
amae is to be given a key to a new understanding of the
whole of Japanese society, culture, and art” This key is
what | set out in search of. Unfortunately, | was not able
to penetrate deep enough to find it. I lack the tools, both
lingusitic and psychological. I found the keyhole,
however, and | peeked in. With time, perhaps, | will
come to a deeper understanding. In the meantime, I'm
thankful, and I'll keep searching.
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Teaching Japanese Culturel Impostor, Funnel, or Prism?

| first went to Kyoto at the age of thirteen, with my
parents, five brothers, and sister. Some months had
passed since IBM had transferred my father and the
rest of us to Tokyo. This was our first big trip out of the
city. We visited the usual sitesd Kiyomizudera and
Kinkakujill and stayed at a Japanese inn. My first night
sleeping on tatami mats and futons, | wrote in my diary
that my future husband and | would honeymoon in
Kyoto. What a bold thing for such an inexperienced
person to decide! We had seen hardly a fraction of the
city and | was completely uninterested in guys. | could
barely speak survival Japanese. Over the years, the
impression flickered into consciousness every once in a
while. The summer my family and | moved back to the
United States | had just turned seventeen. | convinced
my parents, as a farewell to Japan, to let me spend three
weeks on a homestay near Kyoto. Fearing | would never
have the good fortune of returning, | tried to visit every
site in the guide book. Day after day of sticky heat the
city beckoned me back. My homestay family was
amazed that old Japanese buildings and statues could
have captivated a lone American teenager for three full
weeks. | left the country burning with questions about
what | had seen, determined to return someday.

Five years ago, my adolescent dream came true.
Together with my newly-wed husband, | spent a week
in Kyoto. Like me, my husband had been in love with
the city long before we met. As a teacher of classical
Japanese literature in Kyushu, one of his passions has
been visiting obscure graves, literary landmarks,
temples, and shrines. He, too, could think of no better
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place than Kyoto for a honeymoon. We stayed at
Gesshiin, a cheap Buddhist temple lodge in Higashiyama.
During the daytime, we traced the steps of historical and
literary figures. In the evenings, we watched noh and
kyogen theater. The town inexhaustibly entranced us.
At the end of the trip, | found myself happily crying.

To this day, | am baffled by my and my husband’s
devotion to Kyoto. What explains the magnetism of,
arguably, the bastion of Japanese culture? Is it the
architecture? The scenery? The food? The festivals?
Are we drawn to the hushed holiness of sacred space?
How can a city exert so much power over two
individuals, an American and a Japanese, a female and a
male? What keeps us coming back as often as time and
money permit? Perhaps more pertinent, what were we
seeking? What fantasy did we expect Kyoto to satisfy?

Strangely, it was in the United States | was forced
to come to terms with this irrational, affectionate
allegiance that led me into the field of classical Japanese
literature. As a Ph.D. candidate at Stanford University,
part of my training involved working as a teaching
assistant for Japanese language and culture courses. One
academic term, | served as a teacher’s aide and
discussion group leader for Introduction to Traditional
Japanese Civilization. The class was a grab bag of
lectures on pre-1600 Japan by professors from the
literature, art, religion, and history departments. You
might call it the best hits of classical Japanese culture.
None of the professors was Japanese. When it came to
total years of residency in Japan, | surpassed them all.
They sometimes, sheepishly, made reference to this fact



and turned to me to confirm statements about modern
Japan. What an awkward position, to be advising one’s
professors on Japanese culture! Another academic year,
I helped teach one of the introductory Japanese
language courses. Due to the pregnancy of the main
lecturer, | became the sole instructor for the last three
months. Suddenly, | was thrust into the uncomfortable
role of authoritative conveyor of Japanese language and
culture to my peers. | was free, within the limits of the
course structure, to impart my version of Japan without
the scrutiny of a native Japanese supervisor. Of course |
was concerned about my ratings as a teacher. | realized
that, in effect, | had to offer some brand of Japanese
culture that would keep my fellow college students
coming to class.

During the months at home with my husband in
Japan over winter and summer breaks, a number of
experiences impressed on me the absurdity of my
position at Stanford. How could someone just learning
how to broil a fish and make miso soup be an expert on
Japanese culture, traditional or modern? Not to mention
the countless times on the phone when the stranger
with whom | was speaking said, Sumimasenga, okuni
wa doko desu ka?" (* Excuse me, but what country are
you from?” ) Obviously, | have an accent and my
grammar isn’t perfect. My husband had to teach me the
proper order of stacking folded futons, how to sun them,
and how to beat them. Lacking expertise in the realm of
gift exchange, | worried that my new relatives would
think | was a spendthrift or a cheapskate if | chose the
wrong omiyage. Until my marriage, | had been
accustomed to giving gifts only when | knew exactly
what the other person needed or wanted. Wouldn't my
in-laws be disappointed by bean cakes from Ise if they
could buy the same thing at the store down the street?
Then there was the vagueness in speaking about
amounts of time and money. Until | broached the topic
with my husband, | seriously suspected he and his
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parents were trying to hide some awful secrets. | recall
how shaken to the bones | was at the behavior of my
husband’s family during a visit to his terminally ill aunt
in the hospital. The woman was bedridden, her life about
to be extinguished by cancer. Neither the doctor nor her
loved ones told her so. Instead, they promised she’d be
back at her kimono business in no time. No matter how
many ways my husband tried to explain it, 1 could not
be persuaded that deception is compassionate. How
lonely to face death not knowing what is wrong with
you, especially when everyone else does, | silently
sympathized. Later | was angry. Aren’t doctors ethically
obligated to be trustworthy? Even more frightening,
would my relatives lie to me if | were sick, or just for
the sake of convenience? What are the rules of honesty?

Fully aware of how much | did not comprehend
Japanese culture, | stood before Stanford students
feeling like an impostor. The first question | fielded as
pseudo-expert on Japan indicated that the students

“

sensed my uneasiness. “ Why do you have a Japanese
last name [if you don’'t look Japanese (implied)]?” At
least | could answer that. Whenever | use my maiden
name, Robertson, people repeat,” Ahh, Robato-san.”
Thinking,* I’'m not so stupid | don’t know you’re not
supposed to call yourself san,” | would reply,“ No.
Robatoson-san.” This was confusing because | ended up
having to call myself san in order to demonstrate that |
wasn’t using honorifics inappropriately. In any case, it
was clear from the start that my lacking a Japanese face
made the students doubt my competency as much as |
did. We both assumed that a purveyor of Japanese
civilization should at least appear Japanese, as though
physical features guarantee cultural and linguistic
fluency.

My tongue was tied when it came to using phrases
such as" the Japanese” in statements like" Japanese
people take baths at night” or* Japanese like baseball.”
| could usually think of a Japanese acquaintance or two



who showers in the morning and who hates baseball. |
knew too many Japanese citizens who are so different
from each other that broad generalizations seemed
senseless. After all, in Japan | do not enjoy responding to
statements such as,” Americans are gun crazy” and
“ Americans eat a lot of meat” All | can say is I'm
American and | don't like guns or meat (and neither do
the majority of my friends). Similarly, |1 cringe when
Americans say,” We bombed Japan.”“ | wasn't alive!
Please don’t count me!” | feel like shouting. But are
generalizations meaningless? Aren’t they precisely
where the discourse of culture lies?

Cultural consciousness is born in gaps and fissures.
Perhaps my non-Japaneseness was an advantage, |
began to reconsider. Ironically, the longer one lives
within a culture, the less aware one becomes of its
existence. Like air, it is evident only in the presence of
other substances, such as water or sulphurous gas.
Against what background was | to bring Japanese
culture to light? My students did not share a common
foundation from which to draw comparisons: they were
of Asian, European, African, North and South American
origins. How was | to know what aspects of Japanese
civilization would seem different enough to qualify as

“ culture” to them? What some of my audience might
find exotic about Japan, others might consider
unremarkable, everyday, common sense. In the end, |
realized that the ability to conceive of another country’s
culture holds as its prerequisite security in one’s own. |
doubted that without shared standards of normality,
without feelings of membership in a larger community of
like-minded people, there could even be a notion of
culture, one’s own or someone else’s. By eroding the
sense of national belonging as a significant source of
individual identity, globalization renders cultural
contrasting the provincial pastime of a former era, like
gazing at seventeenth century byodbu-e of world peoples
in their native costumes. Lacking confidence that in a
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country of immigrants there is such a thing as an
average American with whom we could all identify, |
retreated from sweeping generalizations about Japan.
The personal anecdote was my refuge from the weighty
problem of representing Japanese culture to a
multicultural group. Granted, the only Japan | knew was
through the prism of my own experience.

Of particular concern to me as a teaching assistant
was how, vividly but respectfully, to convey the
differences | perceived. Many of the professors and
graduate students in the field of Japanese studies admit
to being highly conflicted in their feelings about Japan.
On the one hand, they make a living off of their
knowledge about the country and its people. On the
other, many flatly state they would never want to live in
Japan permanently. They express deep gratitude and
humility towards their Japanese advisors, but many
dismiss archival excavation and textual annotation as
tedious ant work, as though their scholarship could exist
without it or they were capable of doing it themselves.
Through humor, they effect a patronizing attitude
towards their subjects. | couldn’ t help feeling
uncomfortable next to a middle-aged Japanese student as
an undergraduate at Columbia University when a former
professor ridiculed the Showa emperor in his history
lectures. Rather than signaling profound understanding,
this sort of laughter accused Japanese of silliness, of mad
incomprehensibility. Then again, | found the starry-eyed
idealization of Japan among American vegetarians, Zen
meditators, and martial arts practitioners charmingly
uninformed. Where is the balance between critical
interpretation and clinical, if inevitably subjective,
reporting? | wished there were some objective truth
about the essence of Japanese culture. Without digesting
or refracting, | could simply funnel the information
down.

In the Introduction to Traditional Japanese
Civilization course, | often mediated discussions among



students. One debate centered on the belief widespread
among Japanese and Westerners that Kyoto and the
culture of its Heian-Kamakura period aristocracy
represent unadulterated Japaneseness. Out of political
correctness and current scholarly regard for the
underdog, we debunked Arthur Waley’s, George
Sansom’s and lvan Morris’ romantic assertions that
courtly capital culture defines what is quintessentially
Japanese.” Let me provide a few examples of the sort of
ideas the students were grappling with. Waley, at the
beginning of his 1929 abridged translation of the Pillow -
Book of Sei Shonagon, confirms the reactions of
reviewers to his translation of the Tale of Genji. Japan
truly is a realm of* rampant aestheticism and
sophisticated unmorality,” the climax of its decadence
situated in Heian period Kyoto when Japanese were
introverted, tranquil, homogeneous, purely emotional and
so thoroughly absorbed in the passing moment that they
could not be disturbed by the blankness of their past.
History, or any other empirical endeavor for that matter,
was not a Heian (i.e., Japanese) preoccupation. If
commoners existed, they were invisible and irrelevant.”
Sansom’s A History of Japan to 1334, published in 1958,
remains the most influential textbook in English on
premodern Japan. The author devotes a full chapter to
defending the historicity of the Tale of Genji. Fiction is
based on experience, he argues. It is a treasure house for
social history because it discloses “ the unconscious
forces, the unspoken ideas, the silent motives...the
inpalpable spirit of an age.” “ On the dust cover to
Morris’ 1969 World of the Shining Prince: Court Life in
Ancient Japan, which continues to be read in most
undergraduate courses on Japanese civilization, we learn
that the author has applied his “ richly informed
historical imagination” to make real and accessible one
of the brightest civilizations in history. Waley, Sansom,
and Morris so earnestly wanted Genji's world to have
been real, they co-opted it into the realm of history.
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What is at stake in their books is the vision of an idyllic
society and the definition of Japanese culture.

In class we decided that the Tale of Genji is,
undeniably, a fabrication, as is so much of the Tale of
Heike. Contemporary, less enchanting documents
deserve precedence when it comes to writing the
institutional and social history of Japan. And weren’t the
Didn’t Heian

period Japanese“ borrow” steadily from Korea and

Yamato people of continental descent?

China? Conversations like this left us deflated and
confused as to our purpose.* How can we have a course
on traditional Japanese civilization if nothing is truly
Japanese?” | remember one student asking. The room
fell silent as | scrambled for a response. He was hearing
Western overreactions to nihonjinron scholarship, |
explained. The lecturers had emphasized, somewhat
vindictively, the international hybridity of traditional
Japanese icons. Among those who value hyper-
individuality, essentialist claims of Japaneseness arouse
the instinctual urge to hunt for proof of heterogeneity.
By focusing so steadily on similarities among rather than
differences between Japanese and other cultures, the
professors were on the verge of demonstrating that
belief in an independent national culture is fallacious.

I never answered the more difficult question of what
professors of* traditional Japanese civilization” mean by
that phrase. It is easy to define traditional Japanese
culture, anachronistically, as whatever existed within the
geographical boundaries of the present nation-state from
any designated point in time to another. But this is
hardly a convenient souvenir of knowledge for students
to take into their careers in law, engineering, and
medicine. Despite Western scholars’ aversion to
Japanocentric philosophizing, their (and my future)
survival in American academia depends on our ability to
guard this corner of the humanities field. We must
render Japanese culture malleable enough to package it
into ten- or fifteen-week college courses, but esoteric



enough to merit the existence of departments of
Japanese studies. Under the constant threat of financial
cuts, the question always looms large,” Is Japanese
culture relevant to our lives?” Perhaps specialists in the
art, history, religion, and literature of Japan are merely
in the business of producing a notion of Japanese culture
that will preserve their jobs.

This possibility bothered me for a while. | visited

Kyoto again, the whole time mulling over the thought,
“ Arthur Waley never went to Japan.” Is it necessary to
walk on Japanese soil in order to know Japanese
culture? At Jakkoin | saw the hauntingly exquisite
statue of Kenreimon-in. At Seishden | imagined catalpa
bows twanging, Yugao dying. Outside the city, at
Hasedera, | stood beneath the cedars where
Tamakazura and Ukon met. At Ichinotani and Dannoura
I envisioned the red and white banners waving, the
deaths of Atsumori and Antoku. These pilgrimages left
me with the eerie feeling that the Tale of Heike and the
Tale of Genji are alive in the landscape of modern Japan,
most vigorously apparent in Kyoto. The dry question of
historicity seemed insignificant in the hallowed spaces of
the city. What did it matter whether* charcoal-dyed
cherry blossoms” (sumizomezakura) existed at
Fukakusa before the place became an utamakura? Was
there anything wrong with bringing into existence the
beauty of the phrase by planting trees, by making words
tangible objects? | found our rational critique of Waley,
Sansom, and Morris melting away in the cathedral, the
amusement park of traditional Japanese civilization that
is Kyoto. |, too, took comfort and pleasure in the literary
construction of Japanese culture.

This summer | glimpsed what might be the
underside of the cheery presentation of Japan’s cultural
past. Together with my Nagoya University advisor, his
graduate students and colleagues, | entered the archives
of a number of Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines. At
Saikyoji in Otsu, we unlocked the earthen storehouse
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where nearly thousand-year old documents are kept.
Brushing away cobwebs and shooing away insects, we
carried box after box to a sparkling new building in the
temple compound where the research was to take place.
As we lifted the covers of the wooden boxes and began
removing the crumbling paper scrolls, my stomach
churned.“ The bugs haven't gotten them that bad this
year!” scholars around me exclaimed. Documents that
had undergone recent restoration and remounting had
new insect chew-tracks. At Ninnaji in Kyoto, there were
moments when we held our breath as one of the
archivists attempted to unroll documents distorted by
humidity and insects. Three thick scrolls were deformed
into the shape of onigiri. Apparently, the damage
occurred within the last hundred years.* They have
petrified,” the researcher sighed, tapping them lightly
and giving up. From the handwriting on the outside we
could tell they dated from the Heian period, that their
contents might change our views of the time. With a few
hundred thousand yen, their secrets might be revealed,
but who had the money? The scholars were spending
their own savings to travel to the archives, photograph
the documents, feed themselves, and stay in lodgings
nearby. Given the pressures of school, they could only
afford a day or two a year at each site. The going was
slow. Meanwhile, the insects ate away.

Days of handling Heian through Edo period
documents left me thoroughly unsettled as to my notion
of Japanese culture. Had | been won over by what
tourist attractions insinuate, that culture is what you can
see? Even mukei bunkazai (formless cultural properties)
are visible. But who today can really understand how
previous generations of Japanese thought? Can anyone
see through the eyes of Saigyd’s contemporaries, those
who applauded him for kicking his daughter off the
We do not

memorialize the practice of Fudaraku drownings at

veranda and abandoning his family?

Shitenndji and Kumano. Few females today would want



to participate in a Heian-style marriage. Few men yearn
to chop off heads in battle. This sort of conduct is foreign
to modern sensibilities. It does not resonate with our
current need for an elegant past, for a commercialized
culture. That does not mean we ought to forgo the study
the other, be it far away geographically, temporally,
linguistically or cognitively. It is only through such
endeavors that we gain knowledge of ourselves.

I do not think I and my husband were duped by the
tourist industry or the literary history establishment.
Nor do | believe that professors of Japanese culture in
the United States intentionally misinterpret their subject
for the sake of employment. We inhabit a time that calls
for the generation of Japanese culture on both sides of
the Pacific. Is the real Japan disintegrating in the
archives? Yes and no. The archives do need urgent
attention. But culture thrives on fantasy as much as it
does on actuality. This is not a bad thing. The world
would be poorer if our visions of Japanese culture
perfectly collided, if we agreed on the essentials of
Japaneseness, something to funnel into the brains of
tourists and undergraduates. We can no longer assume
that only Japanese create Japanese culture, that a foreign
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purveyor is an impostor. It is only through the prism of
individual experience, through our own hearts and
minds, that we can pursue mutual understanding.

By the way, someday I'd like to guide foreigners on
study tours through my quasi-historical, literary fantasy
of Kyoto. Perhaps, somehow, this could help raise funds
to preserve the very real artifacts of Japanese history,
the documents that let us in on how Japanese thought
long ago.

0 Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji, translated by
Arthur Waley, (New York: Modern Library, 1960,
reprint); Arthur Waley, The Pillow Book of Sei-
Shonagon, (New York:Grove Press, 1960);George
Sansom, A History of Japan to 1334, (Stanford:Stanford
University Press, 1958);lvan Morris, The World of the
Shining Prince : Court Life in Ancient Japan, (New
York:Alfred A. Knopf, 1969); Sei Shonagon, The Pillow
Book of Sei-Shonagon, translated and edited by Ivan
Morris, (New York : Columbia University Press, 1967).

0 Waley, Pillow Book, p.7.

0 Sansom, p. 178.
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We, at the KICA, are a non-profit organization
working for a better communication between the Kyoto
citizens and visitors from abroad. For further infomation,
please call our office: TEL. 075-751-8958 FAX. 075-751-9006.

Kyoto International Cultural Association, Inc.
Rm116 Kyodai Kaikan

15-9 Yoshida Kawahara-cho

Sakyo, Kyoto, 606-8305 Japan
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