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Prize-winning Essayists in Japanese

KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View
This contest has been co-sponsored by the Japan
Foundation Kyoto Office and supported by the Kyoto
Prefectural Government. The total number of essays
submitted since 1978 is over 800, out of which winning
essays have been compiled and published both in English
and Japanese with generous subsidies from the
Commemorative Organization for the Japan World
Exposition '70 every five years. The latest volume,
“Essays on Japan V” just came out in September last year.
The following essays were selected as prize-winning
essays from 23 essays in Japanese and 38 in English

received for the 27" contest last year.

Prize-winning Essays in Japanese
“My Japanese Mother” Chen Xi (China)
“My Passion in Finding Myself”
Szymon Lozicki (Poland)
“The Japanese I worked with in Iraq”

Che Xiao Ping (China)

Prize-winning Essays in English
“Futurism, Control Freaks and Torii Gate Dreams”
Miles Hitchcock (Australia)
“Sideviews of Tokyo”
Tse Mei Lee (Singapore)
“Gratitude-A Japanese Lesson”
Christal Whelan (USA)



logoooboooooobob2rOb000oboO0bo0oo
gobobooooboboooobooobooooobn
gooooooboooobooobooooDbo
gobobooooboboooobooobooooobn
gooooooboooobooobooooDbo
goooboboboobboobobooboboobbooboban
oooooboboobobooobooboboooobooon
gooooobobobobbobooooodooooooon
oooooboboobobooobooboboooobooon
gboboobobooboboooboboobbooobooon
gbooboooobobobooobooogon

gooooobobb2zcooobbbbo0onoogo
gbobooooooboobobobooobooog

0 O O Japanese Mother[ oo
goooobooooooooooooboooon
gooddbbodobbo0oobuooobboobobo
dddddooooooooooo
gooodbobobuobobobobobooo
doooooooobooobooooboboooooo
ooooooo® 1 am her Japanese Mother” O 00O
doooooooobooobooooboboooooo
dopoodooooboobooooboobooboa
dddddooooooooooo
Joo0@ooooobooobooooooooooo
doodbooooboobobooobooooooooo
goooobbooobooobouoooboboobobo
dooodoooooboooooooooboooooo
goodoooad
goooobooooooooooooboooon
goooobbooobooobouoooboboobobo
dooodoooooboooooooooboooooo
godddouooooooo

On Sunday, October 3, the six authors of the prize-
winning essays were invited to the Presentation and
Forum held in Kyoto. The forum was co-sponsored by the
Japan Foundation Kyoto Office and supported by the Kyoto
Prefectural Government. After the opening remarks by
Mr. Takao Hirota from the Japan Foundation Kyoto Office,
the three prize-winners presented their essays in
Japanese. Then, at the Forum coordinated by Prof. Hisao
Kato, they elaborated on their ideas and exchanged their
opinions with the audience and members of the selection
committee. The rest of the prize-winners presented their
essays in English afterwards and participated in the Forum
led by Prof. Masayasu Aotani. The KICA Prize and the sup-
plementary prize of fifty thousand yen were awarded to
every presenter by Prof. Hujihiro Araki. Following are the
summaries of the three essays in Japanese. Complete

essays will appear on page 12 through 31.

Prof. Craig Smith at Forum

“My Japanese Mother” Chen Xi

Born and brought up in Uighur, Ms. Chen was
unfamiliar with Japan and her people until she
happened to get acquainted with a Japanese couple from
Nagoya while she working as a tour guide in China. She
and the wife of the couple wrote to each other and

gradually became closer and closer. Finally, Ms.Chen
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came to Nagoya as a graduate student, where the lady
treated Ms.Chen as one of her close friends, and indeed as
if Ms.Chen were her own daughter.

To her lament, Ms. Chen’s Japanese mother sud-
denly passed away a year later. What she found when
she visited the family then was not the once warm and
cheerful home she used to know, but one which is
lonesome and vacant with the family completely at a
loss. She came to realize that the whole family includ-
ing herself had depended on “the mother” so much
without appreciating her outstanding graciousness to
her family members. Ms.Chen concluded her essay,
her gratitude and requiem to her “Japanese Mother”,
saying that she would carry on and extend the love and
graciousness of her “Japanese Mother” to the Chinese

people when she goes home.

“My Passion to be an Architect” Szymon Lozicki

Forced to live tragic lives for decades as their country
was invaded and dismembered, most of the Polish people
have not been able to overcome their traumas and conse-
quently choose to remain passive and pessimistic. The
reason Mr. Lozicki came to Japan was because he did not
want to bury his life in this pessimistic mentality, but
wanted to find himself in a different way. The minute he
arrived at the Kyoto Station five years ago, he felt tremen-
dous sense of ease and contentment which he had never
felt before, and it was that moment that he clearly realized
that he wanted to become an architect.

He had studied Japanese Modern History at the
Warszawa University, but he earnestly wanted to
change his major then. He was forced to give up the
Japanese Government Scholarship because of this
change of the academic course, and thereafter, his life
in Kyoto has dramatically changed. He needed to study
and at the same time to work to make a living. He had
to move to a simple place like a hermitage. Did he feel
miserable? No. He says that he has never lived so hap-

pily before, for he has freedom, he loves his simple
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Prof. Che Xiao Pingd OO0 OO

place close to the beauty of nature, and because every
single day brings him something new. He dreams that
he will create a completely new architectural space in
Warszawa someday, where people can feel the same
sense of ease and contentment that he felt when he
arrived in Kyoto.
“The Japanese | worked with in Irag” Che Xiao Ping
It was during the Iran-Iraq War that Prof. Che
worked as a young man with a group of Japanese
engineers in Iraq for three years. A Japanese
construction company was to build bridges and
highways in Falluja, on contract. It was not an easy
work for the Japanese engineers to start with because
they had to work in a foreign land and under severe
climate conditions with workers brought from many
different Asian countries. Working as an interpreter,
Prof. Che was strongly impressed by the earnest and
enthusiastic efforts that they made not only in their
professional works but also in communicating with the
workers and building friendship with the local people.
Unfortunately most of the bridges and highways were
bombed and destructed during the Gulf War, and he
wondered if all the friendship cultivated and enjoyed
between so many different peoples and the Japanese
engineers would also be lost in the fires of the wars.
Last year it was reported that 10-year-old
Mohammed Saleha was brought to Shizuoka by Mrs.
Shinsuke Hashida to have an operation on his left eye
injured by the shoot-out. Mrs. Hashida hugged Saleha
and wished him a long and happy life and that he keep
his eyes on the future of Iraq on behalf of her late hus-
band and nephew, as Saleha was leaving for home with
recovered eyesight. Impressed by Mrs. Hashida’s
words, Prof. Che, now teaching at Sichuan University,
hopes that “the wonderful way in which Japanese peo-
ple communicate with others with respect and consid-
eration” which he learned from the engineers some
twenty years ago in Iraq be known to more and more

people in the world.
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KICA Seminar

With generous support by the Kyoto Prefectural
Government, we invite visiting scholars and artists to talk
about their specialized fields and their interests in Kyoto

as well.

Japan/Eastern Asia Twenty Years Later

On July 29", we invited Dr. David Sutterwhite to the
Kyoto University Clock Tower Centennial Hall. Mr.
Sutterwhite was a baby when he was brought to Kyoto by
his missionary parents who came to establish the Japan
Baptist Hospital in Kitashirakawa. Educated both in Japan
and the US, Mr. Sutterwhite has been working hard for
academic exchanges between the US and Japan as the
Executive Director of Japan-US Educational Commission.

He talked about the political, economical and educa-
tional changes anticipated to take place in China and the
Korean Peninsula during the next 20 years. He empha-
sized that Japan needs to have a brand new vision on this
area if we want to keep developing while maintaining
equal and peaceful relationship with member nations in

the area.

Skills and Technology of Ancient Korea

On October 31, we invited Prof. Jeon sang-woon,
the senior member of Korea Advanced Institute of
Science & Technology. Showing a number of slide pic-
tures of musical instruments and tableware, he
explained that those beautiful and sophisticated goods
were all relics excavated in 1975 from Anapji, the most
magnificent and splendid pond which was situated in the
palace in the Silla Dynasty after 1200 years of silence.
He also pointed out that not a small number of the trea-
sures of the Shoso-in in Nara were also proved to have
been created by Korean artisans in the 8th century.
Prof. Jeon mentioned that Anapji, an underground time
capsule contrasts with Shoso-in, the ground time cap-
sule. We all turned our thoughts toward how significant-
ly our ancestors had been influenced by thousands of

skilled artisans from ancient Korea.
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Silas...the Hired Man
"H ﬁftcr‘l?.o&t.rt Frost

set to the musie
chant & dance
of the Noh drama

Prof. McAteer in “Silas....the Hired Man”

English Noh: “Silas....the Hired Man”

January 16 was an extremely cold evening, but the old
and charming Oe Noh Theater was filled to capacity with
over two hundred people who came to see the English
Noh performed by Prof. John McAteer and his company,
No-east-west Company.

The event opened with a fun workshop entitled The
Noh Rhythm, and it was followed by “Silas....the Hired
Man”, an original Noh Play arranged after Robert Frost’s
poem. It was performed in English as dance poem influ-
enced by the music and patterns of the Japanese Noh. The
whole stage was a beautiful fusion of two different cul-

tures, which drew heartfelt applause from the audience.

Frost and Noh John McAteer

Unlike the Irish poet Yeats, who is famous for his
Noh-inspired dramas in English, Frost’s writings do
not include any reference to Noh. How then this
fusion?

I grew up North of Boston, (Frost’s second book
that includes “The Death of the Hired Man”) about
one hour from the farm where Frost actually wrote
this poem. After ten years of teaching English there,
including Robert Frost, I came to Japan where I have
spent the second thirty-plus years of my life teaching
English and studying the Noh drama.

Noh is a traditional Japanese poetic dramatic form
which blends music, song and dance. It is highly styl-
ized and symbolic but reflects timeless human emo-
tions. Like the Greek drama, it depends on a chorus to
chant most of the lines. Some of the dances are a very
stylized pantomime of the text, and others are meant
to reflect and amplify emotions. To many westerners,
the drum music accompanied by the piercing cries of
the musicians is the most ‘foreign’ part of the Noh. To
uninitiated ears, it may sound improvised and quite
random; in fact, it is very precise.

I feel this Frost poem with its quietly powerful
confrontation between compassion and common
sense, between mercy and reason is ideally suited to
the conventions of Noh. It has a small ‘cast’ of two pri-
mary speakers, and a text that divides naturally into
sections of three to ten lines suitable for the various
‘songs’ that make up the poetic text of every Noh
play. It also contains one longer section ideal for a
reflective dance, and it has timeless themes of human
conflict. This work has been a five-year project of
research, arranging and practice by a group of 8 for-
eigners living in Kansai, working in collaboration with
several leading professional Noh teachers, three of
whom join the performance on drum and flute tonight.
The No-east-west Company hopes this fusion will
enrich the poem while revealing the Noh, especially to

western eyes.
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Kyoto International School

Ms. Rebecca Jennison and her colleagues at the
Kyoto International School Association have worked
very hard for the betterment of Kyoto International
School for many years. Founded in 1957, it serves as the
only one primary and secondary school conducted in the
English language in Kyoto. It had to move from one
location to another, however, until Kyoto City decided
to invite them to lease the school building of Juraku
Elementary School which was closed in 1997. Ms.
Jennison talked about the problems they have had and
the prospects for the future on Tuesday, March 8.
The school is run solely by the tuition fees paid by the
parents of about 100 pupils and students from age 3 to
15. In order to get subsidized from the government, it
needs to be accredited according to standards estab-
lished by the Japanese law, which is not easy at all for a
small institution like KIS. Ms. Jennison says that the
school may have to go through a lot many problems than
before, but they will always try hard to keep the stan-
dard of education high, and their mind open to the whole

world and the local community as well.

Japanese, the Portuguese Eastern Good Friend

On March 19, we invited Professor Eduardo Kol de
Carvalho to talk about a special friendship between Japan
and Portugal through the centuries.

After having served as a diplomat at the Embassy in
Tokyo, Prof. Carvalho went back to Lisbon, but he found
himself not as happy or contented as he was in Tokyo.
With a passion for Japan, he has been “back” in Kyoto, and
fully enjoys teaching at Kyoto University of Foreign
Studies.

He pointed out that as the first Westerners to
arrive in Japan in 1543, the Portuguese built a close rela-
tionship with the Japanese though only for a short time.
The Portuguese brought the European culture and its
high technology to Japan and at the same time intro-
duced the refined Japanese culture to Europe, which we

may now call a “globalization” experience by the two
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Mr. Paul Scheuermann Cooking Columbian Cuisine

peoples. He mentioned at the close of his talk that this
was possible only because the two peoples had
respected each other and their values at their first

encounter.

Genshitsu Sen Program for Foreign Students

With our strong wish that over 2500 students from
abroad studying in Kyoto get used to living in Kyoto as
quickly as possible, we offer several programs for them
such as Private/Small Group Lesson in Japanese, Advising
for Everyday Life Issues, and Theatergoing for Kabuki,
Noh and Kyogen. We are grateful to Dr. Genshitsu Sen’s

kind commitment and generous financial support.

The Joy of Cooking with Students from Abroad

Mr. Paul Scheuermann, a German Language
teacher back in his home country, Columbia is currently
staying in Kyoto to accompany his wife who is a gradu-
ate student at Kyoto University. He is one of the most
enthusiastic students of the Japanese language in Mr.
Doi’s class.

He introduced a dish, Bandeja Paisa which he
called “my mother’s country dish”. He prepared quite
a number of mostly vegetable dishes including stewed
kidney beans, fried green cooking bananas, strikingly
large-size Columbian avocado, and so forth. They
were then arranged on a plate and garnished with a
fried egg on top. Every piece of food was mild and
tasty just like the conversation we enjoyed at the
table with Mr. Scheuermann and students from

Argentina, Korea and China.
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KICA Private/Small Group Lesson in Japanese

We have catered to the needs of students studying
the Japanese Language since we started this program in
1995. Following is a short report on her lessons by Ms.

Kazuko Hirose.

“Teaching is Learning” is True

I have been teaching two small groups for about half a
year: one with two researchers from Kyoto University and
the other with two students trying to get into graduate
divisions. I meet the former group just once a week for an
hour, and their goal is to get trained in speaking ability.
They are always eager to talk about their everyday life in
Kyoto or what they experience for the first time in their
lives, so we often find that one hour a week is not enough.
But it is a great pleasure to notice their remarkable
improvement in their conversational skills. I meet the lat-
ter group once a week for three hours, as they have tight
schedules studying Japanese five days a week at a
Japanese Language School. They are no less eager than
those in the former group in learning and absorbing what

are new to them. I learned from them that “Teaching is

Learning” is very true.

0 .

Prof. Asano at a Class of “Teachers’ Training Coursé of _TJSL”
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Japanese Classes for Beginners at KICH

Following is a report by Ms. Hiroko Ishida, who
taught one of the three Japanese Classes for Beginners co-
organized by KICH and KICA last year.

As those who come to study Japanese in any of the
three classes here are usually students of great diversities
in cultural background, needs, or interests, it is not very
easy to teach them. When we realize, however, how badly
they need to master the basic Japanese language skills to
survive, we never feel it too much to make up teaching
skills suitable for them, or to struggle to teach them as
efficiently as possible.

Most of the students in the basic class I taught last
year were real beginners, so I used whatever available
including all kinds of visual aids, baby toys, and my own
gestures to help them understand what is being said. As
they are so eager to learn, somebody who understands
what is said helps others in their own language. So some-
times you could hear three or four different languages in
the classroom.

I always wish that the students who left the class-
room with their “Sensei, Sayonara” would show up the fol-
lowing week, and that they would continue their studies
even after the twelve lessons are over. I am always look-
ing for better materials I could use in the classroom so

that those wishes would come true.

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: O 3,000/ course

Information: Call KICH at 075-752-3511

or KICA at 075-751-8958
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Futurism, Control Freaks and Torii Gate Dreams

When I first came to Japan, Japanese culture was hot
coffee and cold beer from vending machines; it was packed
commuter trains passing under mountains and compact
neon streets designed, seemingly, by Nintendo’s computer
programmers.

Coming from Australia — a land where everything by
comparison is dusty, rusty and second-hand, where people
dress as if they’ve just camped for three days beside a
waterhole, I felt as if I'd just stepped five years into the
future.

GPS navigation systems sat on dashboards, the toilets
had microchips and the ATM’s had bots that bowed. Fruit
was packaged as if it was to be sent into space on the
space shuttle. Genetically-cloned convenience stores
glowed everywhere as softly as shoji doors. The trains had

heated seats. Japanese people were as perfectly groomed
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as the pines that leapt from their tiny gardens. Here, I
thought, was a turbo-charged capitalist culture, populated
by a wealthy global elite, leading the world into a
technological utopia.

I was fortunate enough to have landed in Kyoto, hence I
soon learned I wasn’t just living in a futuristic society, but
also one that stretched back into ages long past. Daily I
pedalled my gomi-bicycle along streets laid down by ninth-
century Chinese geomancers, following the footsteps of
mystical dragons. My daily commute held the greatest
concentration of World Heritage sites outside Egypt. After
work, I sat next to stone gardens no wider than my six-
mat room, lost in gigantic landscapes.

I found myself as easily lost in Gion’s famous water-
trade, drunk and in love with strangers, six storeys above

the raging Kamo River. I realised that I was in a culture



that stretched back unbroken to the times of shaman-
priests and sacred groves, of burial mounds and city-
states. It was if I lived in a misty mountain kingdom, cut
off from the world by a bamboo screen, but one in which
the inhabitants didn’t construct stone tablets to their
deity, but Toyotas and flat-screen TVs. I remember
thinking one day on the Hankyu train, watching well-
dressed college students pluck satellite phones from
Gucci handbags, projecting perfectly mannered images of
themselves into the stratosphere — here is a land whose
God lives in surfaces and appearances. Whereas the West
delegates perfection and beauty to a hidden realm, in
Eastern traditions, the world’s face is perfectible. In the
West, it is corrupt and broken.

I thought I was dreaming. Before I came to Japan I
imagined I was headed for a grey industrial land of
apartment blocks and polluting factories, populated by
overworked drones trapped in an overheated economy.
While this widespread overseas image of Japan contains an
element of truth, it in no way captures the subtle joys and
pleasures of living here — quiet, lush mountainsides
rearing above busy city streets, the frantic camaraderie of
a four-storey izakaya, bicycling through quiet wooden
laneways at night, plunging naked in the snow into a
steaming rotembori. The biggest revelation was that
Japanese people were fun to be with; not just in a gentle
and polite way, but in a playful, party-loving, informal, and
irreverent way. Many Westerners mistake the famous
Japanese ‘shyness’ for inhibition, for that’s what it means
in the West. After an upbringing in a WASPish, Anglo-
Saxon culture, the subtle lusts of the Japanese for the
simple pleasures of life — food, sex, laughter, beauty,
nature — was an awakening.

Returning to Australia was a reminder of just how
unknown and misunderstood Japan is. While most
countries have projected to the world at large a reasonable
image of their contemporary life, a lot of people in other
countries are quite ignorant of Japanese life. Many retain
either a romantically na_ve or historically negative

impression of the place. The Japanese are either kimono-
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wearing, flower-arranging geishas, with whom it is
impossible to communicate without a full-blown display of
archaic language and etiquette, or stone-faced corporate
samurai contemplating the next World War while
devouring slabs of raw whale.

These sad and silly views of Japan unfortunately remain
at large, partly because of a sad and silly truth about
Japanese culture — it has retained a sense of exclusion
and separation from the world at large, often celebrated
here as unique-ness. It’s as if a smokescreen has gone up
around the archipelago, through which it’s impossible to
get a clear view from either side. Japanese culture is
indeed unique and special, but so is South African,
Nepalese and French culture. But in Japan, it seems the
Brazilian, the Australian and the Chinese are all the same
— they are foreigners, which really means Not-Japanese.
This brutal concept of ‘foreign-ness’, so prevalent in daily
conversation and media in Japan, whitewashes the entire
globe into one separate entity. In fact — as the growing
number of Japanese immediately realise when they step
off the plane into one of the world’s many melting pots - it
is the Japanese that are one unique entity among many.

But once the foreigner in Japan stops obsessing about
the country’s mythic monoculture, he or she realises that
this whole idea of separation and isolation is focussed
within the society, onto the Japanese themselves, as well
as outside it, onto the world. Japan has a ‘club’ and
‘member’ culture, in which everyone is either ‘in’ or ‘out’.
In poor Japanese-English translations, casual Saturday
barbecues have ‘members’ and kindergartens are ‘clubs’.
This membership mind-set stems from the family-
orientated outlook of ‘uchi-soto’, inside the house and
outside, starting from the private world of the kotatsu
dining table and extending into the unmarked boundaries
of the neighbourhood, then into Japan’s conveyor-belt like
education system, with its clubs and circles, and ultimately
into Japan’s curious corporate tribalism, a social
organisation that is both anciently feudalistic and uniquely
modern. In Japan, you are who you belong to.

The point is that with such a constant sense of



exclusion and inclusion pervading the life of most
Japanese, ‘foreign-ness’ is just another club that they don’t
belong to. Having to try so hard to stay ‘in’ in their own
society, it is hardly surprising that most Japanese have no
time or inclination to forge networks or interests that
stretch outside it. It just doesn’t make sense — unless
you have a deep sense of social alienation. So the
club/member society, the uchi/soto generalisation, creates
a steep, Confucian ladder of divisions and hierarchies that
is immune, it seems, to ‘outside’, ‘foreign’ influences,
including people and ideas. The bamboo screen has gone
up, and the global family catches occasional glimpses of its
shy, elegant cousin - a sleeve here, an eyebrow there —
shuffling quietly behind.

Men, particularly, in Japan seem to disappear rapidly up
this Oriental ladder, out of international airspace. Before
leaving Japan for the first time, I lamented to my Shodo
teacher, a patient and delightfully severe woman who
devotes her time trying to educate sloppy foreigners in
the strict aesthetic of sumi and fude, that I had made no
lasting male friends in Japan. Believe me, this is a common
experience amongst ‘foreigners’ here. She nodded
immediately and remarked, “Men in Japan have created a
separate society.” Every club needs a President, and
Japanese men disappear up the Confucian ladder because
they have to — pushed up from below into positions of
power and control, sometimes unwillingly, I note. Male
Power in Japan however is not the dictatorial ‘do-as-I-say’
kind it is often portrayed as, or the egotistic ‘where-can-
we-go-today’ freedom of the individualistic Western
entrepreneur — it is the power of collective responsibility
for the group, particularly those members underneath.

This sense of care and responsibility is, to foreign eyes,
almost pathologically paternal. Like a bunch of forgetful
school-children, the Japanese populace is constantly
reminded not to leave things behind in trains, nor to carry
explosives onto buses, nor to light fires in the
neighbourhood, and even, in some country towns, when to
go to work and school. The voices of these constant public

instructions may be endearingly maternal, but the rules
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are paternal ones.

All this would be just another quirky aspect of Japanese
life if the paternal voice didn’t pervade every cranny of it,
from the breathtaking childhood schedule of play groups,
school, clubs and cram schools, through to grown-ups
(particularly women) being told by their companies where
to live, what time they should be home, what to wear,
where to shop, where to go for vacation, what to take,
which house to buy and who to vote for. Put simply, Japan
is a paradise for control-freaks.

Even at a trivial daily level, just in the last few days I
have been instructed by well-meaning superiors when to
take a bath, where to park my bike outside my house and
what time to extinguish my backyard barbecue.

This control-freakery sucks away at individual
responsibility and decision-making and leaves it in the
hands of a few senior males who, despite Confucian
theory, do not necessarily know best. The unchanging
crag of Japanese governance and finance, the infamous
accounting and accountability cover-ups, the famous lack
of research and innovation in academia — behind all these
are committees dominated by control-freaks, clinging,
responsibly, to the top rung of the ladder. Frighteningly,
some celebrated aspects of Japanese culture — the
exquisitely designed gardens, the impeccable household
hygiene, the automated production lines, the mystically-
correct ritual of the tea ceremony — can be seen as
control-freakery refined to an artform. And the famously
mild, temperate Japanese character, and the language’s
regular, predictable, polite phrases, were created in
response to authority’s constant presence — how best to
behave around a control freak with a sharp sword.

But as we foreigners are always told when we whinge
about Japan, all this is changing. And it might be true.
More and more men, it seems, are jumping or getting
pushed off the Confucian ladder, and finding it’s not such a
long way down. More and more people are leaping through
the national uchi/soto smokescreen into international
airspace, and finding that they belong to that club too.

Even better, they are finding they can re-enter Japan



without being treated as a deserter. Inside houses, more
and more families are finding foreigners sitting around the
kotatsu table as in-laws and cousins, and neighbourhoods
are hosting more and more permanent residents
demanding equal rights. So gradually, the boundaries of
what and who is Japanese, and who belongs where, under
whose rules, will broaden. And the control-freaks? Well,
maybe the mild, patient Japanese character will win out in
the end.

On my fifth night in Japan, I had a dream which — naive
as it sounds — has resonated with me ever since. I was
walking around a museum with a pair of chopsticks (as you
do), and I found an invocative shape of coloured rice inside
a glass case. Clumsily wielding my chopsticks, I removed
the glass and started dismantling the curious rice shape,
grain by grain. A curator ran up to me and, quite
reasonably, furiously gestured for me to stop. These
grains of rice, he explained, contained the essence of all
people in the world. How dare you pull them apart!
Baffled, and not a little embarrassed, I awoke.

A few days later, I was wandering around the Okazaki

district of Kyoto, and looked up in awe at my first sight of
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the giant red gate of Heian Shrine. I was stunned. Here
was the curious rice shape of my dream, thirty metres
high, straddling a four-lane street. It was a torii gate, the
entrance to every Shinto shrine in Japan.

Now I'm not a Shinto-ist, but it seems to me that Shinto
is a religion that stretches back to the distant past, to what
some people call the Universal Religion. Always situated
between the forest and the city, between Nature and
Culture, the shrines contain gods that are both human and
natural — our natural human selves, if you like, kept alive
inside a sacred space, outside of daily life, into which we
can enter to pay homage, or wish for good fortune, or
clarify our minds. This natural human essence is truly
Universal, truly inclusive of everybody, and is an idea that
is getting very lost in the tumults of history and modernity
nearly everywhere in the world.

It is ironic, but wonderful to me, that this most
nationalistic and ‘unique’ aspect of Japanese culture has
retained an essential truth for all humanities everywhere
— the message of my dream-curator, an ancient lesson of
one-ness and equality, that all of us deeply need to

understand. May that be the future for all of us.



SIDEVIEWS OF TOKYO

INTRODUCTION

There is a kissaten in Jinbocho. Whenever I have a visitor
to Japan, I like to take them to the kissaten and there,
within its secluded walls, the visitor either instinctively
grasps immediately what it is that I find special about the
place, or he does not. This intuitive understanding has
nothing to do with language, for my visitors do not
understand a word of Japanese and the proprietor himself
speaks no English. Instead, it is about the experiencing of
a feeling that needs no words to communicate. You could

almost call it an emotional shorthand.

That kissaten was one of my earliest discoveries as an
ingénue walking the streets in the wilting heat of my first
Tokyo summer. I still remember it with a startling clarity
of recollection, something akin to stumbling into a first
love. I have been in Tokyo for close to two years now. A
short time by some standards, longer by others, and I now
find myself sandwiched in that odd and interesting place

somewhere between a newcomer and an oldtimer.

Oddly enough, the second year has in some ways been
more challenging than the first. When you are a foreigner
living on another country’s soil for the first time, your first
year tends to be cushioned by a novelty of experience.
Like all things which are approached for the first time,
there is a Midas touch to it all. As time passes, the
discovery of new things no longer compensates as well for
your increasing homesickness, and you become forced to
scratch beyond the surface to find something to sustain
you in your new life. The first year holds the certainty of
surprise. The second year harbours the promise of more

truths. The kissaten has however withstood the deceptive
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and withering test of novelty. It remains in many ways my
most treasured Japanese discovery — the quintessential

Japanese experience.

In the beginning, I found that I was the only foreigner who
visited that kissaten. Two years later, 'm still the only
foreigner, I have never encountered another gaijin there,
and this thought pleases me for a variety of reasons,
mostly selfish ones. One, it allows me to maintain an
illusion that I have managed to uncover for myself a part of
the ‘real’ Japan, a Japan that is not easily found on the
tourist radar screen. The other is a feeling that if the
entire place were overrun with tourists and foreigners,
that its ambience may change and not necessarily for the
better. Its magic needs to be preserved, and part of its
magic lies in the intangibles. The people who frequent it
contribute to its atmosphere, in much the same way as a
concert owes its ambience not only to the performing
musicians but also to the idiosyncrasies of its attending

audience.

There is much that I can say about the kissaten’s unique
charms, about why it is a place that I will only be able to
associate with Japan, and part of me wishes that I could
simply capture its essence in a bottle and take it with me
wherever I go, but more of that later. First, I would like to
share with you some general thoughts and observations

culled from my experience in Japan.

1) The Cultural Context of Language

One of the biggest stumbling blocks that I have
encountered in learning Japanese has not been the rote

mechanics of syntax or grammar but coming to terms with



the cultural context behind the use of Japanese.

Any language will naturally have some connection to
culture, but it appears to me that English, by nature of its
global usage, is far less dependent on cultural context, and

Japanese much more so.

To give an example:

E-mails in English are fairly casual affairs, and as an
opening greeting, a simple ‘Hi’ will suffice. There are a
myriad alternatives to ‘Hi’ if you so choose, and it is by no
means fixed in stone that you must use ‘Hi’ as an opening
greeting. When I first came to the Japan office, I would
receive many e-mails in Japanese with the opening header,
“O-tsukare sama desu”. I did not read any Japanese, but I
could read and understand Chinese, and I recognized the
‘tsukare’ character, which meant ‘tired’ or ‘tiring’ in
Chinese. My first thought was that the sender of the e-
mail was extremely irritated or angry with the matter that
he was writing about. I completely misread the meaning
and use of the header. After a while, I discovered that
almost every single e-mail I received would have
“O-tsukare sama desu” at the top and it could not be that
everyone was so tired and annoyed about so many things
every day. My initial puzzlement was resolved quite
accidentally one day when I realised that the greeting at
the close of the day, “o tsukare sama deshita” was rather
similar to the opening e-mail header, and what it really
meant was “I apologise for having to trouble you about

this matter.”

My difficulty and confusion with the formalism of written
Japanese was interestingly mirrored by my Japanese
colleagues who were encountering a similar situation only

in reverse, in their communications with foreigners.

My Japan colleagues would find English e-mails that they
received direct and abrupt to the point where they were

occasionally unsure if the sender was angry or annoyed, or
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simply, rude. Conversely, in preparing messages in
English, my Japanese colleagues would frequently
translate into English what they would have written in
Japanese. The problem with the ‘direct translation’
approach is that the tone can be misunderstood by a
receiver who is used to a more direct format. It is not
usual in an English e-mail to find a phrase such as “I
hesitate to trouble you over this matter”, or, “I appreciate
your kind guidance in this matter”, and the danger is that
the urgency of the request is frequently obscured behind

these formalities.

After two years, I have learned, through trial and much
error, to reduce my misunderstanding quotient, and my
Japanese colleagues have in turn learned how to write
short and rude English e-mails (Forget about being polite!
Anything goes! Don’t worry about causing offence! There

is no such thing as being too direct in English!).
‘O tsukare sama desu’ as it turns out, was the easy part
and the first step of a long journey that is still going on

today.

2) Perfectionism and the Japanese Ideal

Another aspect which I found most interesting, on some
days, and most frustrating on others, depending on the
amount of work which I had, was the Japanese love of

details.

I soon realized that I could rely on my Japanese colleagues

to be an effective ‘vacuum cleaner’.

Typically, if I send out a document for review to other
countries, I have to resort to every whim and guile I could
think of to obtain some form of response and feedback in
time. Without prompt reminders, and a very, very, direct

e-mail message, a lack of response is the usual response.

The first time I sent a document out to the Japan office for



review, the first response came back - within 2 hours. It
was a detailed response that picked up every single
loophole in the document and listed out 10 other

possibilities or eventualities that I had not considered.

I thought to myself — how wonderful. From now on, I
shall send everything out first to the Japan office. By the
time Japan gets through this document, it will be close to

perfection.

I had not, however, reckoned with my Japanese

colleagues’ ability to carry a thing to an extreme.

I would receive an e-mail response with 10 questions on a
matter. I would patiently compose a response to all 10
questions and send it off. Within a day (at most), I would
find a return e-mail acknowledging my 10 responses, and
adding another 20 questions to the list (since the more
you know, the more you realize what you do not know). I
soon realized that I had opened a Pandora’s box filled with
neverending question marks and problems and that I had
to find a way to close it, quickly, or I would never be able

to go home. Ever.

I began pondering why it was so - on the one hand, I found
this continuing quest for understanding, this insatiable
desire for learning and for getting something ‘right’,
extremely admirable. I was filled with respect for my
colleagues’ drive for excellence and refusal to give up on a
point until it was resolved satisfactorily. On the other
hand, if this approach is carried to an extreme, it can in
some cases mutate into an inability to call a halt to an
issue and it can reach a point of diminishing returns on
resources and time. The problem with perfection is that in
seeking perfection, we become much more aware
ironically of all the imperfections that exist. Some
imperfections are conceivably more glaring than others,
but the perfectionist casts a jaundiced eye upon all
imperfections and to his practiced eye, even the tiniest

imperfection mars the enjoyment of the whole which to a
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less keen observer, may have escaped entirely unnoticed.
The desire for perfection is understandable and laudable,
but perfection is an ideal, and the difficulty particularly in
the commercial world, lies in deciding what and when the

exact point of compromise should be.

If this were a race or competition, and if we divided the
countries into different teams, the team from China would
begin the race immediately without any detailed planning.
Their mentality would be — “Let’s not waste any time
thinking about problems that may or may not happen. If a
problem happens, let’s deal with it then. Don’t let it stop
us now. Hurry, we must win this.” The team from Japan
on the other hand, I am convinced, would not be the first
to start, but it would instead sit and plan out the
conceivable scenarios, map it against their resources,
decide collectively the best way to win, and then, after
resolving these issues, they would begin. I am sure that
while they would not be amongst the first to begin, they

would likely be amongst the first to end.

Which is the right approach? Perhaps the answer lies in a
bit of both. There is no single method or approach to a
problem. Each system has its share of good and bad. The
Chinese however have a belief that it is the law of nature
to maintain an equilibrium in all things. Extremes are best
avoided, for they result in a tilting of the scale too much to

one side.

Perhaps, in the global world that we live in today, the best
hope that we can have for our long-term survival is not to
seek to be the best in comparison with another for there
will always be somebody who is better or stronger or
more favoured by time and circumstance than we are.
Perhaps the way ahead lies within ourselves, in
understanding our own strengths and weaknesses so well
that we may develop our strengths, deal with our
weaknesses, and through learning and absorbing from
other systems and ways, continually enrich and improve

ourselves, and that the only yardstick that we can measure



ourselves against is the one that we wage internally within

ourselves.

It is my belief that one of Japan’s outstanding strengths is
its neverending quest for quality and excellence.
Excellence and perfection are however two different ideals
and concepts. The danger with perfection is that it is an
absolute, and it assigns an equal weight to all things, large
or small, and can lead one to miss, as an English proverb

goes, ‘the forest for the trees’.

3) The Japanese Aesthetic

I remember reading Tsurezuregusa, and discovering with
delight that I agreed with the author in so many of his
writings. There was an odd feeling of kinship, and I
marveled that I could identify with the writings of a 13"
century Buddhist priest so well. It was like a hand
stretching down across the centuries. I had a similar

feeling while reading Natsume Soseki’s “Kokoro”.

The feeling of kinship arose from different contexts in
both books. In Tsurezuregusa, it was an identification with
the author’s belief that the beauty of a thing is tied with its
perishability. The sakura’s beauty is enhanced because it
blooms for but a short period. It is alas the nature of
human beings that the more we have of a thing, the less
value we attribute to it. Kokoro was a very different form
of kinship. I found it a difficult book to read, because it is
emotionally extremely honest, and it compels us to
wrestle with that dark and fluid thing we call our
conscience. In that book, there was no escaping from the
protagonist’s conscience. I could understand the
protagonist’s dilemma — it was a dilemma of conscience -
he was not good enough to do the right thing and
ultimately not bad enough to ignore the consequences of
what he did, and so condemned himself to a lifetime of

unhappiness.

I treasure both of these books. They have different
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themes, but a common aesthetic value that appears to me
to be still very much prevalent in Japanese life today —
the belief that there is beauty or value in restraint, and
that silence can at times be as expressive if not more so
than speech. This is an aesthetic that I personally believe
in. It is a refreshing change from the more direct and

expressive cultures that I have grown up in.

Let us think about a story, a film, where a single man is
attracted to a married woman, and how this simple

storyline would be treated in different cultures:-

If it were an American film, the single man would
approach the married woman, they would fall in love, the
couple would have an affair, and the story would still
manage to resolve itself satisfactorily so that both the man
and the woman would be able to end up with each other.
There is a real desire on the part of Americans to see The

Happy Ending.

If it were a French film, the single man would approach
the married woman, they would have the affair, the
married woman would not bother with the messiness of
going through a divorce, knowing that passion has a
definite shelf life and that what she is experiencing in their
love affair may not necessarily be so different from her
marriage once the initial passion has outrun its course.
The French like to think of themselves as intellectual and

mature in their approach to things.

If it were a Japanese film, I think it is perfectly plausible
that the single man may never even approach the married
woman. He would have a fantasy about her, but fall short
of approaching her if she were married. Alternatively, she
would consider the affair, but she would not enter into it

knowing the consequences of her action.

This is very much a generalist’s approach — but it serves
to illustrate the very different modes of thinking imbued

within a culture.



CONCLUSION

I would like to end by revisiting the Jinbocho kissaten

once again.

The kissaten to me is precious and uniquely Japanese
because it is a little of all of these things that I have just
described. It is a place where complete harmony exists
because there has been such care and attention to the

smallest of details. It is as close to the ideal of perfection

Gratitude— A Japanese Lesson

When I first came to Japan, I was enchanted by the
exquisite refinement of traditions such as the incense
ceremony, and impressed by such singularities as the
penchant to miniaturize — poems, trees, cars, and even
whole landscapes. Like the sound of Basho’s frog —
stunning and evocative. Above all, the extraordinary
appeal that Japan’s religious traditions exerted on me
remained a mystery to my Japanese friends and a veritable
wedge between us. How could I explain my enthusiasm
for the sheer abundance of forms of prayer, ritual, and
meditation as found in the esoteric traditions of Shingon,
Shugendo, and Tendai where mudras, mantras, and the
108-beaded juzu worked in tandem with cleansing
waterfalls and purifying goma fires. All these seemed
explicitly designed to engage the whole body with its
myriad sensations and to quell busy minds and hearts
through total engagement rather than austere
renunciation. So swept up was I in new ways of thinking
and feeling that I had room for little else. Only at
unexpected moments — an incomprehensible phrase or a

missed cue — would I realize with a shock that I was not
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that I have witnessed. And so it is possible to attain after
all, this ideal of perfection. The cups, the plates, the
overhanging lamp, the umbrella stand by a corner, the
plant that is arranged on a window, the leaf that is placed
next to the summer dessert, the manner in which a
receipt is placed upon the table, it all fits together in a
completely innocuous manner, in a way that is entirely
subtle, but utterly inevitable. It is the invisible hand of the

artist at work. Always, less is more.

Christal Whelan

Japanese after all and that Izanagi and Izanami were not
my mythical matrix. I can easily link this cognitive
dissonance to the puzzle that ancestor veneration posed
for me. It was a stumbling block that I could not seem to
surmount because I lacked the experience that would
allow me to grasp it.

During the year I lived in the remote Goto Islands and
did research on Japan’s “Hidden Christians,” I expected to
find this community completely distinct from people of
other religious traditions in these islands. The experience
of persecution and secrecy had certainly isolated this
group historically. But whether a Buddhist sect, a Shinto
branch, a “Hidden Christian” village, a new, or a new-new
religion, reverence for ancestors seemed perhaps the one
common theme that could still bind these disparate
strands and render them all transparently Japanese.
Although ancestor veneration is a feature found in other
civilizations as distinct as those of China and Africa, the
puzzle that immediately confronted me was a Japanese
one in all its concreteness. Closely related to ancestor

=93

reverence was the practice of “kuyd” or memorial



services. I learned that just dying or being dead in itself,
even for a very long time, would not automatically convert
a person into an ancestor. According to some traditions, it
took fifty years to become a true ancestor. During that
time the potential ancestor was the object of great care,
the recipient of numerous rites and offerings of fruit,
incense, and scripture that would gradually refine the
spirit and confer upon him or her the status of “ancestor.”
That was precisely the point — to be an ancestor was a
status to achieve but it could not be done alone. It
depended on the collaboration and good will of one’s
descendants. Various as they might be, these memorial
practices constituted tangible links in a long chain that
kept the past tightly fastened to the present.

The shift in my own consciousness towards an
understanding of this cultural puzzle was a gradual one
that laid the foundation for a radical change in my
relationship with my own father. I attribute the possibility
of such change ultimately to the persuasive influence of
ancestor veneration on my own way of thinking. As a point
of reference, I can recall an incident that clearly
exemplifies my original attitude. Returning to Hawai’i
from Japan one Christmas, my younger brother, who was
then studying to be a photographer, had discovered an old
family photo. Enlarged to portrait-size, it became
everyone’s Christmas present that year. Taken at
dockside at the close of the 19th century, this sepia
photograph depicted our paternal ancestors. Headed for
America from Ireland, they were dressed in old coats and
odd caps, young and old, and surrounded by chunky
leather suitcases. My first impression when I looked at
this photo was “Why on earth did my brother have to
burden me with this!” The subtext to my annoyance was:
“I have never met and never can meet these people, so I
really have not relation to them.” I told my mother she
could keep my photo, too, because I had no place for it. My
little brother’s gift had certainly not been prompted by any
strain of ancestor reverence, but rather by a combination
of retro-fashion and a post-Alex Haley search for “roots.”

In a country where nearly everyone originated from
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elsewhere, the demand to quickly shed one’s past in order
to become “American” resulted in a severing of the
ancestors. In exchange, the “self-made” man or woman
became a model of which “self-reliance” was the virtue.
One day my colleague at the pharmaceutical university
in Tokyo where I was then employed asked me if I would

= 9

be attending the “dobutsu jikken kuy6.” I had never heard
of such a kuyo before, but soon learned that twice a year
the university conducted a memorial service for all the
laboratory animals whose lives had been “sacrificed” for
the benefit of science. That afternoon, under the shade of
a huge tree on campus, all the laboratory employees
turned up in their white lab coats. Although no “religious”
official was present, a master of ceremonies made a short
speech and then read from a white scroll that listed the
kinds and precise numbers of animals that had been killed:
guinea pigs 400, monkeys 22, mice 700, and so on.
University staff members from other departments also
attended the service and stood quietly with hands folded
and heads bowed. The altar erected for the ceremony
overflowed with offerings. A university administrator
stood nearhy with a bag of bananas and oranges and passed
them out to participants who formed a long queue to the
altar where each one placed fruit, and offered incense and
a little prayer. The entire service took no more than forty-
five minutes out of the usual working day. Although the
lives of various animals had been taken for laboratory
experiments, the service implied that they had not been
taken in vain. These lives were not simply used and
forgotten, but remembered and honored with a precision
that amounted to a ceremony of accountability.

Although the expression of gratitude toward laboratory
animals appeared wholly extraordinary to me at the time, I
soon learned that this was just the tip of the iceberg in
Japan. The more I looked around me, the more I
discovered other equally remarkable examples of
remembering and giving thanks. Japan’s premiere pearl
magnate — Mikimoto — conducts an annual memorial
service for oysters. When asking about this practice, a

company representative responded with the logic of a



syllogism. The company makes its living from selling
pearls and the pearls came from oysters. The kuyo follows
naturally from those facts. I found myself agreeing
wholeheartedly and felt embarrassed that I had ever posed
such a question. Several years later, I was walking
through Koyasan'’s illustrious cemetery — a who’s who of
Japanese historical personages. Among the tombs of
emperors and shogun, I came across a remarkable sight —
a large stone erected by a fumigation company dedicated
to “white ants.” The cultural refrain was becoming more
audible now — lives taken to sustain other lives may be an
inevitable human predicament, but they should
nevertheless be fully acknowledged and honored. I soon
learned that memorials extended into the plant kingdom
and far beyond. I witnessed a memorial service for
chrysanthemums and heard of another for cherry trees
whose wood had been used to make the lovely cylinder tea
caddies found in many Japanese homes. More surprising
yet was the fact that “inanimate objects” were likewise
not exempt from ceremonious remembering. This
completely smudged the line that I had always been taught
divided the “animate” from the “inanimate” world. At a
Buddhist temple, I watched the priests in their brocaded
finery conduct a memorial service for sewing needles and
chant sutras for their repose. Having saved broken
needles throughout the year for this annual event, the
participants who were mostly seamstresses now placed
their broken or blunted needles into a soft bed of fresh
tofu on the altar. This was so persuasive that I found
myself thinking that if I were a broken needle, I would also
like to rest in a soothing loaf of tofu. Thus, these rites
serve to cultivate empathy in both the participants and
observers. Whether a Buddhist kuyo for needles, a Shinto
service for old combs, a yamabushi bonfire for stubby
calligraphy brushes, or secular services offered by
scientists for laboratory animals, nothing in Japan is
deemed too small or trivial to be the object of a kuyd.
More than any other single practice, this one highlights
the profound sense of gratitude that permeates Japanese

culture as a whole. Beneath this sentiment lies a
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worldview that considers all things to be interconnected.

By the time I next returned to Hawai’i for the
Christmas holidays, I had observed numerous kuy6 in
Japan. But it was here at home where these experiences
bore their first fruits. My father and I sat quietly across
from each other in our living room one Sunday swapping
portions of the newspaper. At a certain point, I looked up
and noticed the striking resemblance of his foot to my
own. For the first time in my life, it hit me like an electric
shock that my father and I were actually made of the same
flesh. To any observer, this would have been an obvious
enough fact given that we were father and daughter. Yet I
had never actually ‘experienced’ this fact until that
moment. Uttering to myself, “This is my father!” was
nothing less than an epiphany and a definitive turning
point in my life. While the English language falls short
here, Japanese has the perfect words to express my
feelings of gratitude upon realizing that the person in front
of me was largely responsible for the very fact that I had a
body at all. Those words are “okagesama de.” People use
these words everyday in Japan as a response to the
familiar question: “Ogenki desu ka?” “Hai, genki desu.
Okagesama de.” This phrase not only expresses the sense
of interconnectedness of people, but reaffirms it countless
times in the daily round of exchanges. Other Japanese
linguistic compounds formed with “itadaku,” “kureru,”
and “kudasaru” likewise reinforce the sense of being a
grateful recipient. In my own case, that brief moment of
reflexivity was the start of a translation into my own
cultural idiom of the many kuyo I had witnessed.
Ultimately, it served as a kind of initiation that allowed me
to understand the meaning of ancestor veneration as the
chain of such relationships as the one I had just
experienced with my father but reiterated over
generations into the remote past. This awareness was
only possible because of the initial conundrum that
ancestor veneration had posed for me.

Not limited to kuyo, gratitude is a cultural theme that
traverses every domain in Japanese society. The

indigenous psychotherapy known as “Naikan” exploits



this theme exclusively in the healing of various illnesses.
Used in Japanese prisons and hospitals to reform or
rehabilitate, Naikan is a method of rigorous self-reflection
based on the philosophy that humans are fundamentally in
debt since all existence implies mutual dependency. Even
though humans are cared for in numerous visible and
palpable ways by others from birth, they still tend to
systematically forget the many acts of kindness they have
received. Naikan addresses this issue through a structured
meditation on just three questions: What did I receive?
What did I give? What trouble did I cause? Beginning with
the focus on one’s mother, the Naikan client sits in front of
a white “byobu” or screen from 6:30 a.m. until 9 p.m. for a
period of one week engaged in a relentless recall of
memories from birth to the present moment. The
meditation is divided into three-year segments punctuated
by five-minute visits every few hours from the Naikan
therapist who asks just one question: “What did you
examine?” Besides these brief interviews, Naikan tapes
broadcast into one’s room during mealtimes provide the
only other external stimulus. These testimonials are
passionate narratives of people who have discovered
through Naikan the buried treasures in the invisible world
of their own hearts and emerge from the Naikan
“practice” with a cleansed attitude that drastically
improves their psychological state and social relations. In
the case of incurable diseases, at least the spirit of the
person, if not the illness itself, can be healed through the
cultivation of gratitude. If one can manage to survive the

fatigue, boredom, and resistance that constitute the first
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three days of Naikan, then vivid memories begin to well
up and flood the consciousness. By the time one has
itemized the expenses parents have incurred from a diaper
count through college tuition, the notion of a self-made
man or woman seems a convenient but absurd fiction. For
everything in one’s existence is necessarily “okage de” to
someone or some thing.

Visitors to Japan will justifiably continue to be dazzled
as I was by the multiplicity of cultural forms. The
juxtaposition of the ancient and the modern and the
secular and the religious is so compelling that it is
tempting to view Japanese culture in terms of rupture and
discontinuity. At least that would be one way of explaining
what appear to be simultaneous yet mutually exclusive
worlds. However, underlying this apparent discontinuity
lies a continuity of values that gives body to the many
distinct forms whether they be old or new. Japan’s cultural
reservoir is deep and rich, and has proven its resilience
and creativity historically through the ability to reinvent
itself according to the demands and spirit of the times.
This reinvention is never arbitrary but draws from a
repertoire of values among which gratitude has long held a
preeminent position in Japan. As gratitude affirms not only
the complex web of human relations, but also those with
the environment, it is as relevant to ancient Yamato as to
postmodern Japan. My own debt to Japan for having taught
me this precious lesson in gratitude is something that I
will never be able to fully repay. But at least I can begin by

acknowledging the debt.
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