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Authors and Judges at Forum

m KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View

Thirteen well-written essays in Japanese and forty-
three in English were submitted for the 26th KICA Essay
Contest, which has been co-sponsored by the Japan
Foundation Kyoto Office and supported by the Kyoto
Prefectural Government. The authors of the six selected
essays were invited to present their essays on Sunday,
October 5th, 2003 at Kyodai Kaikan.

Welcomed by Mr. Yukio Kuno from the Japan
Foundation and other judges, three winners in Japanese,
and later on, three in English presented their essays, and
then exchanged their ideas with the audience. Professor
Yasunori Nishijima, Head of the Selection Committee
awarded every winner with the KICA Prize and the sup-
plementary prize of fifty thousand yen.

Prize-winning Essays in Japanese:

“Friendship, a Most Reliable Insurance”

Kim Ryeosil (Korea)

“The Spirit of the Way of Tea”

Lee Chingfang (Taiwan)

“Japan as Seen through Sri Lankan Eyes”

Lahiru Darshana (Sri Lanka)
Prize-winning Essays in English:

“Japan—A Quiet Teacher” Katherine Erricker (UK)

“A Journey into the Land of Voltes VV”

Terence P.N. Talorete (the Philippines)

“Redefining Japanese Culture”

John Tiedemann (USA)
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The following are the summaries of the six prize
winning essays. The complete essays will appear on page
12 through page 31.

Friendship, a Most Reliable Insurance =~ Kim Ryeosil

Shortly after Ms. Kim came to Kyoto as a graduate
student, she was hit by a stolen car and seriously injured.
Unfortunately, the unlicensed driver had not bought any
insurance, and when they learned this, none of the
policemen, the doctors or the school advisors were kind
or helpful to her. She was even more deeply hurt both
physically and mentally, when she had to pay all the
medical costs by herself. It was because her national
health insurance did not assume liability for traffic acci-
dents. It was her friends, students from here and abroad,
who supported her until the after effects of the unfortu-
nate accident somehow healed. They brought food for
her, spent time with her, and carried her on their backs
to and from the places she needed to go. She said with a
beautiful smile on her face that she was able to survive
the difficult time only because she had such wonderful
friends, while the audience was compelled to realize

what we lack in our community.

The Spirit of the Way of Tea Lee Chingfang

Ms. Lee spoke about Japanese culture as seen
through the Way of Tea, which she has been studying
since she came to Kyoto as a graduate student. She
finds “Wa-harmony, Kei—respect, Sei—cleanliness and
Jaku-tranquility” are not just abstract words but each of
them stands for the ideal state of mind that can only be
learned through sincere practice of everyday life. She
also has been deeply impressed by the philosophy of
Ichigo-Ichie: which is to treasure one's encounter both
with people and materials as “a once-in-a-lifetime oppor-
tunity.” She most affectionately describes several scenes
in the community as good examples of Japanese people
living along with these profound philosophy of the Way
of Tea.
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Japan as Seen through Sri Lankan Eyes
Lahiru Darshana
It has been four years since Lahiru Darshana came
to Kyoto to study. In his essay, he compares Japan with
Sri Lanka and sharply criticizes the recent Japanese
community by giving four concrete and familiar exam-
ples: eating habits being Westernized, people losing
close contacts in their neighborhoods, parents-child
relationships being spoiled by young students working
part-time, and floods of vending machines all over the
country endangering the environment. His speech
which raised valid points was followed by a lively discus-
sion among the audience.

A Journey into the Land of Voltes V Terence Talorete

As an eight-year-old boy, Talorete longed for “Voltes
0", a robot hero in a Japanese animated film which was
televised in 1978 in the Philippines, for it fought bravely
against a vicious villain. When he was twenty, Talorete
first visited Japan on the “South-Eastern Asian Youth
Cruise” program. He found that the super clean metro-
politan area was entirely due to the advanced water
purification systems and the citizens who put out their
garbage only on the assigned dates. He revisited Japan
as a technical trainee in 1996 and marveled at
researchers' loyalty toward the groups they belonged.
He then studied at Tsukuba University with a Japanese
Government Scholarship and now works as an editor of
scientific papers. As more and more people from abroad
work in Japan, he calls them and the Japanese to work
together for the realization of a better world just like
“Voltes O ” called out, “Let's fight together!”

Journey into
the Land of
Voltes V
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Japan----A Quiet Teacher Katherine Erricker

Ms. Erircker came to Kochi on the Shikoku Island
after her graduation from the University in the UK as an
ALT.

She was brought up to be individualistic and inde-
pendent at home, and came to Japan in order to grow up.
Now, she wonders about how she has grown during the
past two years. She finds herself profoundly moved by
Haiku and Zen Buddhism. She is also deeply impressed
by the reserved behavior of the Japanese people around
her. She compares them to excellent teachers who
patiently wait and quietly inspire their students to under-
stand the problems they are facing. She feels that she
has been learning from the Japanese although not much
language has been necessary in this process.

Redefining the Japanese Culture  John Tiedemann

John Tiedemann came to be interested in Japan
through J-pop music or the films directed by Juzo Itami
or Hayao Miyazaki while he was in the US. As he was not
quite satisfied with the Japanese studies as taught in the
classroom, he decided to come to Japan and to meet the
people. He has found during the past three years here,
that Japan has been suffering from serious problems: the
rapidly aging society, struggle to realize the equal rights
for men and women, decline of the lifetime employment
system, or drastic increase in the crime-rate. He says in
his essay, as history major, that not a few examples of
what we call Japanese Culture today blossomed during
the Momoyama era, a warlike period. He is hoping that
the Heisei era will become another “Renaissance” since
substantial cultures have always emerged out of chaotic
ages and flourished.

O This program has been co-sponsored by KICA and the
Japan Foundation Kyoto Office, and supported by the
Kyoto Prefectural Government since 1978.

0 We will receive essays for the year 2004 from May 15
through July 31. Please contact KICA Office for
details.
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s KICA Seminar

With the kind support of Kyoto Prefectural
Government, we invite visiting scholars and artists to
talk about their specialized fields and their interests in
Kyoto as well.

On Alexander Pushkin, Russian Dante

On March 11, 2003, we invited Dr. Delya Gordon, a
Russian chemist who confesses that her real interest lies
in the arts. In her talk, she regretted that Alexander
Pushkin whom she admires as the “Russian Dante” was
not as highly appreciated around the world as Tolstoi or
Dostoevski were, and talked about the passionate life
Pushkin lived and the unbelievable charm of his literary
works.

= —
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Dr. D. Gordon, Talking about Pushkin

“Do Not Thank Your Mom, Mikio”

On May 27, Prof. Marie-Runee Noir from France
gave a talk in Japanese about her experience of adopting
a seven-year-old Japanese boy, Mikio. She spent her ear-
lier days in Rwanda and Vietnam as a Christian mission-
ary and lived with orphans there. It was not easy by any
means, however, to be a mother of a young boy deserted
by his parents, especially for a single non-Japanese
woman. She had bravely and patiently struggled until
Mikio finally achieved his aim in life as an independent
and loving young man. Prof. Noir says in her book, “Do
not thank your Mom, Mikio”, for all she did was to love
him.
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Prof. J. Hohenegger, Talking about Larger Foraminifera

On Larger Foraminifera: the Seashore Gardeners

On June 28th, we invited Professor Johann
Hohenegger, Head of the Department of Paleontology,
Vienna University, Austria, to talk about his research
project on larger foraminifera: single celled organisms
on the Ishigaki Island. We were invited to ramble on the
supremely beautiful seashore projected on the wide
screen for a while. The lecturer, then showed several
enlarged photos of star-shaped shells, smaller than one
millimeter and explained how perfectly they had kept the
Okinawan seashore beautiful for ages.

Prof. Hohenegger regretfully told us that an airport
construction project is being promoted there, and
expressed his earnest concerns for the preservation of
the seashore gardeners.

What's New in Munich?

Ms. Yumi Yamamoto Westner, a former KICA staff
member and instructor of KICH, Classes in Japanese
Language married a German medical student and moved
to Munich five years ago. While she was briefly back in
Kyoto, we invited her to talk about her life there on July
5th. As more and more women are working outside of
the household, it is now common for German families to
buy, rather than prepare daily meals. She who cooks
every evening, is often compared to a slavish laborer
there. It was very pleasant to know that she had devel-
oped strong bonds with her German family and that she
was working for a teacher's credential for Teaching
German as a Second Language.
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m Genshitsu Sen Program for Foreign Students

KICA is very grateful to Dr.Genshitsu Sen for his
ongoing commitment and generous financial support.

The Joy of Cooking with Students from Abroad

Ms. Kang Jung Hee, a professional nutritionist and
wife of a graduate student in Law from Korea showed us
a genuine beauty of Korean cuisine on June 11th.

Shredded beef, vegetables including onion, carrots,
shiitake-mushrooms and spinach, and bean noodles,
when sauted and then dressed with savory sesame oil
dressing made a colorful salad. Her chicken dish was
pleasantly spicy and delicious! Chopped chicken breasts
and roughly cut onions, potatoes and carrots are cooked
in a pressure cooker after being soaked in sake, mirin,
and soy flavored with garlic, ginger, sugar and Korean
miso. The highlight of the day was the famous Korean
pancake, Chijimi. Ms. Kang prepared a loose dough with
cuttlefish and vegetables in it. It was such fun for all of us
there to fry numerous mini-sized pancakes. Ten
Doshisha students from Korea and other places joined
us later on to share the feast, especially the best Chijimi
we ever tasted.

Ms. Kang Jung HeeO O O O OCooking Korean Cuisine
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Japanese Traditional Theaters Shigeru Doi
Kyoto Minami-za features “Introduction to Kabuk:”
in April and “Bunraku Performance” in June every year,
mainly for young students. Students from abroad and
their families await the programs partly because the
Genshitsu Sen Fund covers the half of the admission fee.
As it is extremely difficult to comprehend Gidayu or
Tokiwazu, the traditional narrations usually sung with
Shamisen for my students of “KICA Private/Small Group
Lessons in Japanese”, | always summarize the stories
and explain their backgrounds beforehand in the class.
Bunraku plays are even more difficult to be understood
for they are often based on the Japanese feudal ethics.
On the other hand, it is always a great pleasure for all of
us to enjoy the visual aspects of such theater, like styl-
ized stage scenery, elegant dancing, or gorgeous cos-
tumes. The traditional devices employed only on the
Kabuki stages are also surprising and delightful. For
instance, a plain blue curtain of smoke is used to switch
scenes in a second, or unseen elevators are for actors to
enter from the basement and to exit from the stage. We
all look forward to joining the next Minami-za Program.

KICA Private/Small Group Lessons in Japanese

In this program, we have flexibly tailored curricula,
schedules and classrooms for each student's needs since
1995. Below is Ms.Kazuko Hirose’s report on the stu-
dents she taught this past year.

When a researcher from India and his wife wanted
to take lessons, | went to their apartment house in the
evening every week for a year, since his research sched-
ule did not allow them to study during the daytime. Both
of them were extremely enthusiastic and quick in learn-
ing and mastering anything new, so | myself enjoyed the
lessons just as much as they did.

For about four months from September, a young
woman student from Germany took the lessons at the
KICA office. She had studied Japanese in Tokyo for
sometime, but was not sure if she could use what she
had learned there in the actual situations. | designed the
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lessons so that she was able to review the textbook from
Tokyo, and at the same time, learn something new as
well. She was also positive in taking part in cultural pro-
grams and fully enjoyed her Kyoto stay though it was a
short one. At our International Tea Gathering in
October, clad in kimono, she volunteered to serve light
meals to four hundred guests with other students from
abroad. Not only did | enjoy teaching her, but | was able
to make new acquaintances through her whom 1 still

enjoy communicating with even though she has gone.

International Tea Gathering by Tang Zhonghui

I was one of the twenty volunteer students at the
KICA International Tea Gathering held on Saturday,
October 19th, 2003 at the Urasenke Center. No less than
four hundred guests were invited from all over the
Kansai area to spend a peaceful autumn afternoon over a
bowl of tea. Every guest was welcomed by "Midori-kai"
members, the teachers and students of Tea in the tea-
house and served a bowl of tea with a sweet.

We were supposed to serve O-bento, a lunch box
with Japanese delicacies in it, and a bowl of clear soup to
each guest as they came out of the teahouse. We were a
bit nervous in the beginning, because we were not sure if
we were doing everything correctly. Gradually, we found
ourselves feeling much more relaxed with the guests, for
they were all having a good time then. There were also
many guests from abroad, and though it may not be true
that we were communicating perfectly, we were all in
"harmony" with each other. At the end of the day, | was
very happy that | had joined the occasion.

O International Tea Gathering has been co-sponsored by
KICA and UIA, and is supported by the Urasenke
Foudation.
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m Japanese Classes for Beginners at KICH

KICH and KICA co-organize Classes in Japanese
language for the newcomers as indicated below. Those
who knock on the door of the classes differ in their
nationalities, ages, occupations, mother tongues, or in
the periods of stay, and the first thing they have in com-
mon is their eagerness to study Japanese. As each class
meets once a week for two hours for only three months,
it can cover a very limited curriculum, but the instructors
always try their best so that each student is satisfied and
becomes well motivated to move on to the next steps.

Each course starts in April, July, October and January.
Place: Kyoto City International Community House
Time: Every Friday (12 weeks)
The First Step in Japanese 13:00--15:00
The Second Step in Japanese  15:30--17:30
The First Step in Japanese 18:00--20:00
Fees: [13,000/ course
Information:  Call KICH on 075-752-3511

or KICA on 075-751-8958
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Japan — A Quiet Teacher

When looking at Japanese culture it is easy to do so in
panoramic as there is so much that is unique and different
to take in. So much that it is easy to feel overwhelmed. I
am often asked what I like best about my time in Japan and
I usually make a broad sweep of all the options available,
and answer randomly with the first thing that comes to
mind. This varies depending on who I am speaking to. To
a stranger it may be the food that I talk about. To a local I
often mention the spontaneous kindnesses that I come
across daily. To my city dwelling friends at home I rave
about the mountains and nature that were a surprise
contradiction of my image of crowded cities and busy
narrow streets. All of these are true but none are
complete answers. There is a phrase in Japanese

00 00D00O. It means that the darkest place is the
one right at your feet. This is similar to my own search for
a suitable response. I was asked that question again
recently by a friend and this time I looked down and saw
what was obvious. The thing I like best about Japan is
what it has enabled me to become.

Everyone who comes to Japan has to be willing to
change or adapt. Often people who come here to live or
work, as I did, are actively seeking change and new
experiences. I came to Japan straight out of university. I
was expecting difference and I was eager to adapt and
learn. But, my idea of what I would learn and how I would
learn it was very different to what I found. I had just
finished 3 years of intensive learning and I didn’t think
learning about Japan would be any different. With wild
overconfidence, or ignorance, I believed I would have a
firm understanding of the language and culture within a
year.

But, Japan is a country that reveals itself slowly. An
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older friend told me that you understand less about Japan
after two years than you do in one. I thought, naturally,
anything becomes more complicated as you understand it
in more detail. Yet, this is especially true of Japan. Here
the surface is rarely all that it seems and things are often
more hinted at than said. For example, Haiku can conceal
depths of meaning in just 3 lines; the beauty of Ikebana is
supported by rigid rules; Shodo hides truths about years of
discipline in its fluid strokes. To understand these things
you have to learn how to appreciate them first. Japan is not
a country that states things overtly and any student has to
divide the meaning from the appearance before they can
understand.

Last year I went back to England for a holiday. It was
summer, the plane was full, and there was always a queue
for the bathroom. When I went to line up a Japanese lady
was waiting at the front. I stood behind her to wait my
turn. A man also walked up and stood opposite her and
when a cubicle became free she told him to go first. The
same thing happened with the next person. Annoyed, I
also went over and stood opposite and, sure enough, she
told me to go ahead. But, just to check she wasn’t waiting,
I returned the offer, and then she thanked me and finally
went in.

I' ve thought about this incident a great deal since. I
realized that the lady was letting others go in front of her
in case their need was greater than hers. This patience
was alien to me. There was a queue, a system that gave
me the right to go first. My thoughts in this situation were
entirely of myself. But, although this lady had the right to
go first, she was capable of waiting, so she did.

I think in understanding what this lady was doing I had

come a step closer to understanding Japan. On the surface



her actions told me she wasn’ t waiting, but by looking
beyond the obvious I could see what she was really doing.

The patience she displayed is something I often
experience here. For example, at the table, other people
are always served first. When drinking glasses lie empty if
other people don’t fill them up. Where I live, in Kochi,
there is even a style of drinking called Hempai that takes
this to extremes. Two people share one glass, one fills it
for the other who drinks then fills it and passes it back.
This can go on indefinitely and both people sink rapidly
into drunkenness ushering the other person before them.

This is all in marked contrast to the serve yourself
culture that I come from. Thinking of others first is
doubtless considered a good thing but it is something
more talked about than practiced. In Japan it is built into
the culture and practiced by everyone. Also, maybe
because everyone does it here, it seems it is not seen as a
special thing to do. If I asked the lady at the bathroom why
she was waiting I wonder what she would answer. I expect
that she didn’ t realize that her actions were exceptional,
and I' m sure she didn’ t know the effect the incident had
on me.

This modesty is also something that I find striking. If I
look back again to when I first came to Japan, I had
finished university and I was proud of what I knew.
However, in Japan I didn’ t know anything. I couldn’ t
speak the language and I knew little of the culture. The
modest attitude of everyone around me was a huge help.
Everyone freely admitted that they found kanji difficult.
Everyone confided that they forgot kanji all the time.
There was no embarrassment in admitting that they didn’t
know something either and, even if they did, a dictionary
would usually be checked anyway, just to make sure. This
created a very supportive atmosphere. I felt I could turn to
others for help without worrying about appearing an idiot.

In turn this also inspired modesty in me. I was less
keen to push what I did know, less eager to force my own
opinion. If everyone else is hanging back then it seems
rude to push to the front. Also I wanted others to feel as

comfortable about coming to me with their questions as I
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did with them.

Now, when I teach I sometimes find that it is best to
pretend I don’ t know any Japanese as it encourages
students to volunteer all the English they have. This is
something they couldn’ t do if I jumped in with all the
answers. In any situation being quieter about what you
know encourages others to make themselves heard. A
quiet teacher can often be much more effective.

This is also true regarding my own studies. The lady at
the bathroom taught me more by waiting silently than
anything she could have said. The modesty of the people
who helped me with my homework was a more effective
lesson than any lecture. Other people’ s behavior is always
a quiet teaching. Watching their actions can compel you to
examine your own and in doing so you can recognize your
own faults.

But, this is a very different form of learning to anything
I had practiced before because it is not based on words.
My studies at college were in English Literature. My
hobby was reading. I interacted with my friends through
rapid slang filled conversation. Looking back it seems
most of my interests and even my abilities centered on
language. When I came to Japan I felt lost. I had no words
to play with and I had to re-learn a more basic form of
communication instead. This required patience and
understanding from both myself and my friends and
colleagues. I had to fortify my sense of humor, lose my
pride and accept that I had to make the mistakes before I
could learn from them. I learnt how to judge my successes
from other people’ s reactions. How to read the
suppressed shock on people’ s faces when I stepped,
shoes on, into my house. I discovered it is possible to
laugh off the embarrassment of writing unknown swear
words up on the board.

When practicing Zen Buddhism you learn by watching
your own thoughts. As they come you observe them and
let them pass. The self becomes its own silent teacher,
which teaches and learns just by watching and waiting. It
is a different kind of education to the one received in

books. It is not based on reasoning but simply on



understanding.

Similarly to understand how to interact in Japanese
culture I had to learn to watch myself. Beyond this I also
had to learn to take notice of other people, to put myself in
their position so I could understand what their actions
meant.

A common criticism leveled at Japanese culture us that
there is too much conformity; that people want to blend
with the group rather than stand out. There is a proverb
that sums up this attitude: J OO0 OO0 OO (a
protruding stake will be pounded down). In my classes I
often see an element of truth in this. Students are often
embarrassed to speak out even if they know the answers.
Group work will usually draw better results than if I ask
individuals to come forward.

I come from a competitive culture where originality and
individuality are prized. Standing out is seen as necessary
if you want to progress, if you blend with the group then
your talents will remain unrecognized. Therefore imitation
is generally an unvalued skill. There is no merit in trying
to be the same as other people.

Yet since I' ve come to Japan I' ve learnt that sometimes
the best way to understand is to imitate, to reflect other
people’ s actions back to them. Just as asking the lady at
the bathroom to go first allowed her to go in. Just as
admitting I don’ t know either allows other people to come
forward. I am learning that the way I act towards people

elicits their reaction. Sometimes it is better to act the
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same way and be supportive than to stride in with my own
opinion. Also sometimes it is better to sit back to wait and
see what I can learn from others before I try to tell them
what I know.

In this way we are students learning from others what
our actions could be. But we are also all silent teachers
teaching through our own behavior.

During my time in Japan I have lived in Kochi, next to
the Kagami River. Sitting by the river the other day a
friend explained to me that we are all like pebbles in the
water. On our way down stream we rub the rough corners
off each other and all end up the same shape. I wasn’t
convinced by the analogy at first, I thought it meant that
everyone should conform and become the same. But I' ve
since realized that we do change through our interactions
with other people. If we learn from them it smoothes
down our rough edges making it easier for us to live
together.

In Kochi, on my own way downstream I have come to
understand how to learn from other people. When I first
came to Japan I was prepared to change. In fact, when I
visualized the end of my stay I saw a reflection of my
improved, more knowledgeable self, smiling back. But, the
changes I have made are not the ones I foresaw and I
know now that I will never stop learning from and
teaching others. And now when I look into the river to see
how my reflection has changed I hope I don’t just see

myself but also the others who are traveling with me.



A Journey into the Land of Voltes V

Terence PN. TALORETE -4 h

Imagine a sweaty 8-year-old boy running home from
school, wary that it is almost 6 p.m., dropping his books
carelessly on the kitchen floor and flicking the switch of a
rickety old black-and-white TV. That was 1978, the year
when the Japanese anime Voltes V hit Philippine
television and caught all Filipino children by surprise. For
many, it was their first glimpse of Japanese culture, and
for those with black-and-white TV sets, the colors were

not so vivid then.

1 was one of those 8-year-old kids, the so-called Martial
Law babies, who got caught in the web of Voltes V mania.
Our family TV was then already decrepit and the outdoor
antenna had just been swept by a recent storm. But
despite peeking through the grainy monochrome, my tiny
heart still skipped a beat each time Voltes V got hit by one
of those sinister Boazanian robots whose leader wanted to
rule planet Earth. To my young, impressionable mind,

Japan’ s Voltes V made everything perfect.

The parade of Japanese robots began with Voltes V, and
then came Mazinger Z, then Daimos, then the Star
Rangers, and soon enough, prime time was swamped by
all of these Japanese cartoons, and kids like me then began
to mimic the characters. It was fun acting out Steve
Armstrong (or Kenichi Gou), the venerable pilot of Volt
Panzer, or Star 1 of the Star Rangers in our own make-
believe world. Each morning, the previous night’ s
episodes would fill classroom talk and everyone would
trade stickers or collectibles of their favorite Japanese

heroes.

Forget about Superman and the Superfriends, or
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Wonder Woman and Batman! Somehow, in that brief
glimpse of time 25 years ago, Japan had caught the
imagination of Filipino children, and their lives would
never be the same. I said “brief” because just when my
family could finally afford those very expensive colored
TVs then, former President Marcos banned the showing of
all Japanese anime. If it was just possible to join the rebel
groups during those dark, gloomy days, I would have
planted a long, hard kiss on my mom’ s cheek and headed

off to the hinterlands with my toy M16 submachine gun.

Imagine the day after Marcos pulled the plug. An eerie
silence soon replaced the animated chatter in the school
cafeteria. It was as if someone in the family had died.
Voltes V and the rest of the Japanese heroes are gone. But
life continues, so they speak, but not without the episodes

playing and replaying subliminally in our young minds.

That was my first glimpse of Japan and her rich culture
--- not through the eyes of a venerable sensei but through
Japan' s creative animators and manga artists. Little did I
know that 12 years later, in 1990 when I was 20, I would
first set foot on Japanese soil, not to search for my long,
lost superhero, but to experience Japanese culture and life
firsthand as a delegate of the 17th Ship for Southeast
Asian Youth Program.

It was on a balmy autumn day in November 1990 when
the luxury liner MS Nippon Maru arrived in Tokyo to the
warm greetings of Japanese kindergarten school kids.
More than 200 delegates from Southeast Asian countries
have come for a week’ s visit, to snap happily at tourist

spots, loiter through shopping streets, and join Japanese



families for home stay. Watching the 5-year-old children,
with their immaculately white uniforms and blue caps,
playing various musical instruments and greeting us as we
arrived, confirmed what I had thought about Japan since
those Voltes V days. That Japan and her people are truly

warm.

Asakusa in Tokyo was my first glimpse of Japan’s
juxtaposition of sorts. Here, the ancient and modern, the
gargantuan and the delicate, the refined and shabby all
combined to create an aura of excitement and mystery. It
was where space-age modernity blended with ancient
traditions, where cell phone-toting, computer-savvy
tourists basked in the myths of old, and where the
century-old aroma of rice crackers mixed with hotdog
scents. Looking back, I have realized that my impression
of Asakusa then actually mirrored what Japan really is.
That behind the high-tech gizmos and ultramodern
technology lies an ancient culture steeped in tradition.
Japan’ s modern facade covers an older, hidden interior. In

Asakusa, I was in its midst.

The 1990 junket was not just photo-ops in front of
temples, museums and shrines; it was also an educational
tour. A small group of delegates, including myself, visited
Tokyo' s sewage treatment facility, and I never knew till
then that the water that drains through our sinks actually
goes through elaborate processes before it is finally

released to the environment.

It is, therefore, not surprising why Tokyo Bay and
Tokyo’ s inland rivers and lakes continue to teem with life.
It is a testament to the Japanese people’ s commitment to
the environment and to the unsung heroes who labor in
these waste treatment facilities. While back home,
garbage is a perennial problem, here in Tokyo, people sort
their garbage well and take them out only on designated
days. It is no wonder why Tokyo is one of the cleanest
metropolitan areas in the world despite its millions of

inhabitants. While thermodynamics’ second law states
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that everything moves toward chaos or entropy, it is
somehow not applicable in Japan. Indeed, only a people can

make this happen.

My first glimpse of Japanese family life was also in 1990
during a home stay experience in Yamanashi, which is at
the foot of the sacred Mt. Fuji. The names of my hosts
escape my memory now but their hospitality and
warmness linger. From them, I caught my first glimpse of
the simple pleasures of a typical Japanese family: delicious
food, heartwarming conversations, and close family ties.
Because I hardly knew Nihongo then, smiles, hugs and
warm handshakes replaced words that need not be

spoken.

My next trip to Japan came in 1996 as a research trainee
through the auspices of the Japan International
Cooperation Agency. From May 1996 to March 1997, I
spent most of my time at the Tsukuba-based Microbial
Resources Laboratory of the then National Institute of
Bioscience and Human-Technology, working on oil-
degrading microbes with the excellent scientist, Dr.
Takanori Higashihara. From that experience, I caught my
first glimpse of the formidable Japanese work ethic, which
is truly the driving force of Japan’s rise to economic

power from the rubbles of the Second World War.

The Japanese people’ s drive for excellence was typified
by my lab mates then who had no qualms about staying in
the lab from 12 to 14 hours daily to complete their
experiments and write their reports. Scientific integrity
was always stressed and dishonesty in whatever form was
intolerable. The group mentality and belongingness was
very strong, as exemplified by the willingness of each one
to assist in another’ s task just to fulfill the group’ s goals.
Indeed, among research groups throughout Japan,
cooperation is several rungs higher than competition, and
this translates to numerous scientific papers and break-
throughs, as well as the healthy collaboration between

industry and academe. Those ten months as a JICA



participant answered my question as to why Japan is also a

technological superpower.

My stint in Tsukuba did not end in 1997, since two
years after returning home and working at the University
of the Philippines, I was back in Japan as a Monbusho
scholarship grantee at the prestigious University of
Tsukuba, the intellectual cradle of three Nobel laureates.
From 1999 to 2003, I was mostly under the tutelage of
another excellent scientist, a female at that, Dr. Hiroko
Isoda. In these four years, I had the opportunity to
immerse myself deeper into Japanese culture and
experience firsthand the similarities and contrasts
between Philippine and Japanese lifestyles. Among my

memorable impressions are these.

The first thing that struck me is the sensei concept.
Here in Japan, no word elicits more reverence and even
fear than the word sensei. For many, sensei means God,
and for a lowly ryugakusei like me then, the sensei
practically had control over my future. There is probably
no such equivalent in the Philippines nor in the Western
world. Certainly, there are professors and teachers, but
the connotation of sensei in Japan is sometimes close to
that of an infallible person, as I had observed. However,
for many of these so-called senseis, they do live up to
their titles and assume full responsibility for those under

their care.

Bicycles and umbrellas illustrate another peculiar
aspect of Japanese culture. While the Japanese are known
for their impeccable honesty and integrity, their Achilles’
heel lies in two simple things: bicycles and umbrellas.
Somehow, it appears that these two items are everyone’ s
property, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with
“borrowing” one for just a while. Maybe it stems from the
society’ s homogeneity and for everyone’ s willingness to
help in times of need. Well, I am probably stretching the

issue a little too much. <smile>
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Certainly, the Japan experience is never complete
without the veritable onsen, with its warm soothing
waters and that peculiarly thick sulfuric smell. Many say
that the onsen can cure gastrointestinal and nervous
diseases as well as ease arthritic and rheumatic pain,
thereby attracting the elderly. Other onsens bhoast of
curing gynecological problems. This is where
businessmen close deals, students discuss mathematical
problems, women chatter about their kids, and retirees
talk about stock market trends. Undoubtedly, those who
are not used to being stark naked together with other
people will probably find the onsen an uneasy experience.
However, I' ve always felt that it is where you come face
to face with our own humanity, free from any masks, just
yourself and the color of your skin. The onsen is where
Japan literally bares itself.

Japan’ s uniqueness also stems from the ubiquity of the
hanko, that all-important seal fashioned from expensive
wood, plastic or ivory. Almost every Japanese I know has
one. It replaces the handwritten signature of other
cultures and is vital to business deals, contracts and
financial transactions. It has brought a new meaning to the
word “convenience,” Tokyo being the convenience capital
of the world. With the hanko, you don’ t have to be
personally present to sign important documents. In fact,
you can be dead and yet still transact business with the
hanko that you leave behind. Probably, nowhere in the

world is this possible except in Japan.

Nowhere in the world, too, can you also find the most
number of karaoke bars, which literally fill to the brim on
Friday and Saturday nights, especially here in Tokyo.
Karaoke has likewise invaded the world, for wherever you
find Japanese tourists, be it in South America, Southeast
Asia, even in the Middle East, there will always be
karaoke. It is a testament to the Japanese people’s

inherent love for music as an expression of the soul.

With Japan’ s aging and dwindling population, I see a

gradual yet imminent change in Japanese society.



Gaikokujins or foreigners have become a vital force in
Japan’ s growth engine, manning the food and
manufacturing industries. The information technology
sector is also slowly being filled by bilingual experts who
can bridge cultural and language gaps in a gradually
shrinking world. I have also seen a growing number of
mixed marriages, particularly between Japanese men and
Filipino women, or between Japanese and Latin
Americans. Japan's gene pool is gradually changing, and
for the better, I suppose. Japan’ s culture, which is already
rich, will continue to evolve and be animated by enduring
influences from those who have come to Japan, stayed
here, and have loved and adopted the country as their

own.

I have since entered Japan' s labor force after
completing my graduate studies in March 2003. My job is
that of an editor of biology, chemistry and physics research
papers written by Japanese scientists for submission to
peer-reviewed international scientific journals. After
completing my MS and PhD degrees through the auspices
of the Japanese government -- in fact, through the
kindness of the Japanese people -- I have stayed to serve
and give back what Japan has so unselfishly given me and
other ryugakuseis like me. Each day, I am privileged to

read, before anyone else in the world, the excellent
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science that Japanese labs and scientists churn out. My
task is to polish and render them comprehensible to the

international scientific community.

Once in a while, I do get papers on robotics, and I can’ t
help but recall those wonderful days more than 25 years
ago -- in 1978 -- when I was still a kid ogling on TV at
Japanese robots saving the world against evil elements.
Little did I know then that my destiny would eventually
lead me here, to where Voltes V “lived,” except that this
land is not fictional. It is as real as the current summer
heat and the mushi atsui weather that reminds me so

much of my own country.

It must have been decades ago since I awoke to the
reality that Voltes V is just a figment of some artist’ s
imagination and that saving the world isn’ t really some
robot’ s task. However, one thought remained: that if
Japan is to march more proudly into the 21st century and
make the world a better place, its people and the
gaikokujins who contribute to their society can certainly

learn from Kenichi Gou’ s battle cry.

In the face of adversity: “Let’ s fight together! LET’ S
VOLT IN!”



Redefining Japanese Culture

Early European explorers, such as Marco Polo,
romanticized Japan as a florid and peaceful kingdom, as
rich in culture as it was in gold. Some later chided it as
being backward and fiercely isolationist. But Marco Polo
had never been to Japan, and other Europeans met with
little success in trying to establish ties, and so little was
known about Japanese culture in the West until after the
Meiji Restoration when Japan, facing Perry’ s black ships,
cast off its veil and burst onto the international scene. The
new international exposure came at a time when Japan
was calling on every one of its people to unite in rapid
industrialization and nation building, which gave many in
the West the image of Japan as a culturally homogenous
nation. The appearance of this new Japan fused with the
old and persisting views of Japan as a distant, mysterious,
and exotic place. The events of the Twentieth Century
again redefined the perception of Japan, adding other
ingredients to the recipe: honor, cruelty, resilience, and
many others. All of these elements, old and new, good and
bad, became amalgamated with the notion of a monolithic
Japanese culture - a notion with which I was imbued.

Four years ago, I began learning Japanese. What first
attracted me to the language was an affinity shared by
many Americans for Japanese cultural exports. It was my
friends in college that introduced me to the intriguing
films of Juzo Itami and Hayao Miyazaki, the fascinating
sounds of Cornelius and The Boredoms, and the baffling
variety shows that appeared on Channel 26 every Sunday
night in San Francisco. Although my friends and I majored
in very different subjects, we eventually agreed to take a
Japanese language class together. For a year I studied
diligently and excelled in the class and gained a great deal

of insight into Japanese culture from three excellent
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teachers, but the view of Japan they presented did not
deviate from the view of Japan as a monocultural nation.

At the time I was a history student and had studied the
histories of various regions across the globe. I had studied
the ebb and flow of the Chinese Dynasties, the rise and fall
of European empires, and the dignity and grandeur of
ancient South America without ever having left the United
States. As a student and even as a young child, I have
always enjoyed historical sites. I believe that they provide
meaning and gravity, a concrete link from the past to the
present that cannot be attained in a classroom. As I
progressed in my studies, I felt that I was lacking this kind
of experience, so that fact combined with an acute case of
wanderlust led me to apply for a scholarship to study
abroad. Three months later, I was stepping off of a plane at
Kansai International.

I was confident that my rudimentary Japanese would
help me find my way around and even allow me to have a
descent if superficial conversation. But when I arrived at
my home-stay on the outskirts of Osaka prefecture, I
found that linguistically I was rather unprepared. My
home-stay family spoke in a rhythm and cadence that I had
never heard from my Tokyo born teachers, and the
trouble I had understanding them was further exacerbated
by the regional differences in the Japanese lexicon. Shortly
before I left the U.S. my Japanese teacher said that she
was looking forward to hearing my Japanese after I
returned from the study abroad program. I assumed that
she wanted to see how much progress I would make
immersed in the language. But then she said with a smile
“You’ 1l have an Osaka accent.”

My preconceptions about a culturally homogenous Japan

quickly vanished. Before that, I had no knowledge of the



regional differences so apparent and celebrated within
Japan. But in fact, those differences are just the tip of the
iceberg, and over the past three years, I have learned
about many other divisions within the culture that
transcend the locally based dialects, fashion tastes, and
regional food specialties. The history of Japan before the
Meiji Restoration was rife with political and social, as well
as regional divisions many of which still have echoes
present in the culture today. But the unity that has defined
recent Japanese history is waning. The nationalistic zeal of
the Meiji Era is gone, as is the focus and unity that helped
Japan pull itself out of the ashes of the Pacific War to
become the world’ s second largest economy. Not only is
Japanese culture not homogenous, it is in a state of
transition, a state of redefinition fueled by its profoundly
deep divisions.

It was not long before the conversations I had would
reveal the state of cultural transition that Japan was in.
Once when I asked an acquaintance of mine about what
problems he thought Japan was facing today, he said:
“There’ s too many old people.” Although I had heard that
said before, it took me by surprise. I tried to contain it, but
I knew my face must have given me away when I saw him
start to smile. I struggled to break the silence but could
not think of an appropriate response. “I know,” he said
pointing to his nose. “I am an old man.” I had heard
Japanese people complain about the growing pressures
caused by the aging population many times before not only
from my classmates, but also from people of their parents'
generation. But this was the first time that I had heard it
from a man well into his sixties, a man who would begin
almost every conversation with an update about how many
days were left until he could retire. He was happy and
relieved to be retiring soon, but he knew that he would
not have had such confidence and security had he been
born even just a few years later.

Japan, like almost all industrial nations is facing a
population crisis. In Japan, as in Europe and the United
States, there was a large boom in population following

World War II that was followed by steadily declining
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birthrates. Now that the “Baby-boomers” are nearing
retirement age and starting to leave the workforce, there
are fewer and fewer people to replace them and dealing
with the burden of the growing population of retirees is
becoming increasingly difficult. But in Japan, the problem
is more complicated than that.

What makes Japan unique, or at least different from
western societies is the Confucian tradition that with age
comes status. In Japan there are still many signs that show
the effects that Confucianism still has. The lifetime
employment system, although faltering, is still in tact: the
longer you work for a company, the greater your salary
becomes. Many Japanese companies put more value on
longevity and age than on productivity. But a change in
this way of thinking is not only imminent, but already
beginning and can be seen by the changes in the hiring and
firing practices that are becoming trends in Japan.

With the chronic economic stagnation, even large
Japanese companies are starting to be forced to do the
unthinkable: layoff loyal, long-term employees. The
effects are more serious than a tremor in the security of
the lifetime employment system. The homeless
population in Japan is ballooning, the average age of whom,
according to a recent report in the Asahi Shimbun, is
55.9'. One need only to take a walk through Tennoji to see
that most look quite a bit older. To add injury to insult, in
recent years the news has been sprinkled with stories of
random beatings and even murders of homeless people by
gangs of young thugs. This comes on the tail of an earlier
trend of random acts of violence committed against
middle-aged businessmen during the early years of the
Heisei Era.

While the rise in this particular type of crime is
definitely frightening, it is obvious that the average
Japanese person is not on the prowl, preying upon
unsuspecting homeless people and intoxicated salary-men
stumbling home at night. However, the attitude of a good
portion of the younger generation definitely lacks any sort
of inherent respect for the previous one. Many of my

friends from college, now searching for work, often



complain about the failings of the older generation whom
they blame for the recent economic downturn. Rather than
cite the economic boom of the Eighties as evidence of
their elders’ contribution and the source of the opulence
they enjoyed as children, they blame them for failing to
sustain it. The term “Bubble Generation” has become a
term of derision; I have seen few people in their twenties
that can say it without sneering.

Changes in the way that older people are treated in
Japan are not limited to simple generational estrangement.
There are also changes in how older people view
themselves. Terms like Obasan and Ojisan that once
conveyed a familial respect now convey a different
meaning. In some retirement communities and hospitals
that deal in geriatric medicine, the terms have been
dropped from the protocol of how to address the patients
for fear of making them “feel old.” Others seem to be
using the terms in an almost comical fashion, more so by
people who are referring to themselves. Almost every
time that I have heard an older woman refer to herself as
Obasan it was after hearing an account of how she elbowed
other customers out of her way at a bargain sale. But
women are not the only ones poking fun at themselves. I
was told by a woman in her twenties about an interview
she had with a middle-aged recruiter who constantly
referred to himself as Ossan rather than by his own name.
After hearing that, it is not so shocking anymore to hear
the phrase “there’ s too many old people in Japan” from
anyone.

For better or for worse, changes in the way older people
are viewed and treated are occurring in Japan, changes
that have been caused by dips in the economy and shifts in
demographics that are echoing throughout society. But
there is another strong current of cultural change flowing
in Japan as well. This current is flowing strongly and
wearing away the archaic and stifling cultural notions
about proper gender roles.

When I first came to Japan, I was living in the suburbs of
Hirakata City in Osaka Prefecture. One thing that really

struck me as I wandered around trying to familiarize
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myself with my surroundings was the almost total absence
of men. I saw boys playing at the park after school and the
occasional deliveryman, but that was it. It seemed to be a
town of women. Where were the men? They were in the
city of course, working, and had I walked into any office,
I' m sure that after I got past the secretaries, I probably
would not see another woman until I left.

In Japan there is a rather strict division of labor based
on gender. But not everyone is unhappy about it. I have
met many women whose major goal in life is nothing more
than finding a husband with a good income and being a
housewife for the rest of their lives. Actually, that seems
to be the typical life course. After college men and women
will find jobs and then search for a spouse. After marriage,
the wife will quit her job, often under pressure from her
superiors, and become a housewife while the man
continues to work and support the family financially. And
while that is not necessarily a bad thing, what many
Japanese women, and men, complain about is the lack of
choice when it comes to legitimate full time employment
and the difficulty there is in deviating from this life-course.

Although there have been many efforts to relax the
gender based restrictions, the division shows little sign of
waning. In 1986, Japan passed the euphemistically titled
Equal Employment Opportunities Law, which attempted
to force a change in sexist hiring practices. But in fact it
worked to solidify them with its two-track employment
system. Work was divided into two tracks: the
career/management track (Sogoshoku) and the
general/clerical track (Ippanshoku). As the law’ s name
implies, equal opportunity was given to men and women to
join either track, but the fact that, as recently as 2000, the
career/management track was 97% male and the
general/clerical track was 94% female shows that the
lingering notions of men’ s and women’ s proper in
Japanese society are still very strong®.

The division of labor is as rigid and stultifying for men
as it is for women. I had long heard of the world famous
Japanese salary man who works incredibly long hours and

never takes a day off. This kind of career does not seem



too appealing to many young Japanese men, many of
whom did not see much of their father during their
childhood. This resentment and their commitment to be
better fathers have led to some changes including
mandatory paternity leave. But small concessions like
these do not seem to be enough to motivate some men to
enter the regular work force. Recently I asked a group of
junior high school students, two boys and two girls, about
their “dream job.” The girls’ responses were ambitious
and admirable: one wanted to be a Japanese teacher and
live in Europe and the other a pianist. Both of the boys
responded with a newly coined yet immensely popular
word: “free-timer.”

Continuing a decade long trend, many young men and
women are choosing to forgo the rigors of full-time
employment and spouse hunting and opting for more
flexible, although lower paid, part-time work. The flexible
work situation provides benefits to both women and men
who are searching for greater economic freedom rather
than economic power. The “free-timer” phenomenon has
many of the conservative elements in Japan in a panic as it
threatens many of the traditional hiring practices and,
some even say, the health of Japanese society itself.
“Free-timers” tend to wait longer to get married, have
fewer or no children, and because the make less money,
contribute less to the economy as both producers and
consumers. It seems that only when the effects of this
trend are seen as more disastrous than a workplace filled
with women and men who are equally respected will the
real cultural change take place.

Change is inevitable for all cultures and by no means is
it always a change for the better or for worse. Usually it is
a mixture of both as the change occurs atop the many
currents affecting it. So while Japanese culture is in a state
of redefinition, it is not necessarily in a state of crisis. For
thousands of years Japan has been fostering one of the
most unique and resilient cultures in the world to match
its equally unique history, and the recent decline of
centrality in Japan today is by no means an aberration.

Before the Meiji Restoration, centrality was the
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exception rather than the rule. During the Edo period the
powerful feudal rulers, the Daimyo, were forced to make
periodic stays in Edo, and their subjects were generally
forbidden to travel freely in and out of other Daimyo’ s
domains. This was done in order to keep the Daimyo from
joining forces against the Shogun. Proceeding the Edo
period was an era when Japan had no central ruling
authority. The Warring States Period, or Muromachi
Period, is thought by many political historians to be a time
of chaos, a step backward for Japan as development was
paralyzed by regional conflicts. But it is also thought by
many to be a time of great cultural progress, a time of
rebirth, for although there was no central authority, the
cultural advances made during that time were some of the
most important for Japan. The Muromachi period is
credited for such cultural advances as the creation of the
tea ceremony, ikebana, Shoin-zukuri architecture, Zen
Buddhism, Noh drama. All are readily recognizable
worldwide as uniquely Japanese.

How will the Heisei Era be remembered? Will it be
seen as a time of cultural rejuvenation, or a time of
economic paralysis? Considering the fact that both culture
and economics are fluid, it may be hard to tell, but judging
by the outcome of the Muromachi Period, it is definite that
culture is the more permanent. That leads me to believe
that Japan's struggles to redefine its culture will be

neither fruitless nor forgotten.

1 “Poles Apart: While some elderly Japanese look for
ways to spend or invest their copious savings, others
are scratching just to get by, ” The Asahi Shimbun
July 21, 2003, IHT/Asahi ed.

2 Beverley Bishop, The Diversification of Employment
and Women' s Work in Contemporary Japan
(Melbourne: Trans Pacific Press, 2000)
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We are a non-profit organization working for a better
communication between the Kyoto citizens and visitors
from abroad. For further information, please call our office:

TEL. 075-751-8958 FAX. 075-751-9006.
E-mail kicainc@mbox.kyoto-inet.or.jp
URL  http://web.kyoto-inet.or.jp/org/kicainc/
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15-9 Yoshida Kawahara-cho

Sakyo, Kyoto, 606-8305 Japan





