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Prize-winning Essayists and Prof. Aotani at Forum in English

KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View

The Presentation and Forum of the 30" KICA Essay
Contest was held at the Clock Tower Centennial Hall,
Kyoto University on Sunday, September 23rd. Three
authors of the selected essays in Japanese and three in
English presented their essays and then were honored
and awarded the KICA Prizes and the supplementary
prize of ¥50,000.

Prize- winning Essays in Japanese
"Am I Allowed Inside?" Kristofer Gravender (USA)
Liu Xuan (China)
Park Hae Ran (Korea)

Prize-winning Essays in English

"Work in a Team Setting"
"Tapanese Food Culture"

"The ‘Kaomoji’ and the Human Communication"
Alberto Hikaru Shintani (Brazil)
"JTapan -The Wisdom of Silence"
Sherin Elsayed Mahmoud Shaaban (Egypt)
"Tapan: A Place to Call Home"
Vishal Varma (India)

The contest has been supported by the Kyoto
Prefectural Government, the Japan Foundation Kyoto
Office, and the Kyoto University International Center.
The following are summaries of the selected essays, and

the complete versions appear from page 12 on.



Prof. Nishijima Commenting on the Prize-winning Essays
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Ms.Park, Mr. Liu,- and Mr.Gravender at Forum in Japanese
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Mr. Shintani Presenting His Essay
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The following are summaries provided by the
authors themselves for the audience on September
23, 2007.

"The "Kaomoji" and the Human Communication"
Alberto Hikaru Shintani
The idea of the essay is to discuss briefly the lack
of real human communication in the present age. It is
not difficult to realize how virtual communication has
been gradually replacing the irreplaceable "human com-
munication." Without criticizing virtual communication,
the essay tries to discuss the excess of its usage. To
achieve this aim, the example of "kaomoji'—a very
common practice in Japan—was used as an example of
how young people have been trying—maybe uncon-
sciously—to make their virtual communication as
"human" and "warm" as a normal face-to-face conversa-
tion. In other words, the necessity of using symbols
that can express in some way their feelings and emo-
tions—that otherwise would be impossible to transmit
through a written text—show us how inadequate these
way of communications are to provide us the real and

expected "human communication”.

Sherin Shaaban

Burdened with my country's problems, I wanted to

"Japan — The Wisdom of Silence"

understand how the Japanese created their miracle
with completely different cultural and historical back-
grounds than most other developed countries. There is
no doubt that the difficult nature and geography of
Japan is reflected on the Japanese personality, seen in
the history of rice cultivation or simply in people's gen-
eral attitudes today. How did the Japanese manage to
conquer their defeat in Word War II and digest all the
philosophical, cultural, and religious influences, to pro-
duce a unique moral system to rise up, declaring: "we
are here to stay'? Silence is the real wisdom in Japan.
The real beauty is in what could be felt, implied, or
understood with the fewest words without being

intrusive. The more I learn about Japan, the more I
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Prof. Smith Giving Closing Words

learn about myself and about my people. To see
through one has to see from within. Beyond the

shown one shall see, beyond the said one shall hear.

"Japan: A Place to Call Home" Vishal Varma

More foreigners are calling Japan their home
than ever before. I am one of them. I feel privileged
to have lived in this country for over 15 years. Even
though I am accepted as an equal by friends and peo-
ple in my community, most foreigners are treated as
"guests” in this country. Japanese culture, religion and
language have been influenced by Asian and Western
cultures; however, Japan still finds it hard to accept
foreign-born immigrants as permanent residents of
this nation. Japan takes in few refugees, allows in
only low-skilled laborers to do the work that most
Japanese refuse, and has few policies to attract high-
skilled workers to come live here. Japan is not xeno-
phobic; it just lacks experiences on how to deal with
people who don't look like the majority of its resi-
dents. A more welcoming multicultural Japan will be
more vibrant and benefit not only new immigrants

but also the Japanese as well.

Professor Smith, the member of the selection
committee, gave closing words to the authors of the
best six essays.

"Thank you to six special people. Your essays
and your speeches have created a small community
here in this place today. Small communities are
happy when their members listen to each other,
when everyone has voice, when communication cre-
ates idealism, compassion, and responsibility. Thank
you for bringing us together today. KICA's gift today
is opportunity. A proverb teaches ‘opportunity knocks’.
That's all. ‘Opportunity knocks’. We must open the
door and welcome opportunity into our lives. KICA

today we heard the knock, six knocks. Thank you."

Please visit our site for the details concerning 2008
KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View.
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EASIA 250: Study Abroad in Japan

The Faculty of Engineering, Kyoto University
was to officially host the students of its exchange
school, Renison College, University of Waterloo,
Canada. They were to come to Kyoto as part of the
"Study Abroad in Japan" program in May 2008. KICA
was recommended to collaborate in this program
teaching Japanese and Japanese Culture.

It was in early March that KICA staff started to
prepare teaching plans for the program. There was a
lot of anxiety because eleven students in the program
were expected to vary in their proficiency of
Japanese. The worries, however, disappeared as soon
as the staff first met the eleven students—six female

students and five male students—led by Ms. Misato

Sekita. They were extremely bright and polite and

Students with Ms.Sekita and Ms. Kaida on Yoshida Campus
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[ http://kyotoni.wordpress.com/ ]

With the Aikido Club Members, Kyoto University

Japanese Class Scene

fully interested in Japan and its culture, both ancient
and modern.

The class started on May 15th in a cozy class-
room on the Yoshida campus of Kyoto University for
two weeks. All the morning classes were conducted
mostly in Japanese with the help of Ms. Sekita and
Kyoto University students, who had been to Waterloo
University as exchange students, when necessary.

Everyday in the afternoon, the KICA staff took
the students to the places of interest including Aoi
Festival, Flea Market at the Chion-ji, Heian Shrine,
Nishiki Market, Uzumasa Eigamura, Shigureden of
Nintendo, Kiyomizu-dera, Maruyama-koen, Gekkeikan
Okura Sake Museum and Fushimi-Inari Shrine. The
students also enjoyed some hands-on experiences of
being thrown by the experts of Kyoto University
Aikido Club, wearing Kimono at the Nashinoki Shrine,

Visiting the Arashiyama area
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sipping a bowl of tea at the Honen-in Temple, playing
Koto at Ms. Asano's and finally, cooking SUSHI at Ms.
Kaida's home.

Having finished the "final tests" on May 28, Ms.
Sekita and her students left Kyoto for Nagoya, Odawara
and Tokyo to explore other phases of Japan. It was so
pleasant for all involved to know that young students
from Canada were truly interested in Japan and its cul-
ture, and that they fully enjoyed the reunion with Kyoto
University students and formed mutual friendship in
wonderful ways. Please visit their blog if interested of:

[ http://kyotoni.wordpress.com/ ]

International Tea Gathering

On Saturday, October 20", the 27th Annual
International Tea Gathering was held at the Sado Kaikan,
Urasenke. Professor Yasunori Nishijima, Chairman of
KICA, greeted the guests from home and abroad. He
praised that the Grand Tea Master Dr. Genshitsu Sen, for
his visiting a large number of countries and introducing
the quintessence of The Way of Tea which goes "Peace
in a Bowl of Tea" since his young days.

More than three hundred guests from over 40 coun-
tries were invited to three different tearooms, clean and
tranquil, and were served a bowl of tea and a sweet
there. Though it was the first experience for most of the
guests, everybody seemed relaxed and happy. They also
enjoyed the old and rare tea utensils exhibited at the
Chado Research Center on the Urasenke Complex.

International Tea Gathering is co-sponsored by
KICA and UIA, and is supported by the Urasenke

Foundation.

Program for Students and their Families from Abroad
This program, supported by Dr. Genshitsu Sen,
offers Private/Small Group Lesson in Japanese, Advising
for everyday life issues, Theatergoing for Kabuki and
Bunraku, and Joy of Cooking with Students from Abroad.

Are you looking for a place to learn Japanese? Yes,
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we are herel We think you will find KICA's tailor-
made course of Japanese by either lisenced teachers
or voluntary instructors fun and useful. For further

information, please contact us.

Japanese Language Classes for Beginners at KICH

I was given another opportunity to teach "The
First Step in Japanese" while I was spending two
months back in Kyoto from Germany. It was chal-
lenging for me to find that students in the class were
from different cultures and they differed widely in
their motivations to study Japanese. This basic class
is usually filled with tense atmosphere, probably as
they are newcomers and know little about Kyoto and
its people and language. This stimulates me a lot to
do a better job every year.

The reason why I chose to take a very basic
course of German when I first went to Germany nine
years ago, though I majored in German in Japan, was
I wanted to challenge this particular feeling of tense
and anticipation. Though the course was harsh and
difficult, the teaching methods used by excellent pro-
fessors influenced me a lot and still keeps motivating
me to teach this class in Japan once a year.

(Yumi Yamamoto)

KICH and KICA co-organize Classes in Japanese
language for the newcomers. Each course (12weeks)
starts in April, July, October and January.

@Schedule:
The First Step in Japanese
(A) Every Friday  13:00-15:00
(B) Every Friday  18:30-20:30
The Second Step in Japanese
Every Thursday 18:00-20:30
@Place: Kyoto City International Community House
@Fces: ¥3,000/12weeks
For further information, call KICH (075-752-3511)
or KICA (075-751-8958)
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The “kaomoji” and the human communication

1. Introduction

Studying abroad gives you a great opportunity to think
not only about that new country you are living in, but
also about your own homeland and even about other
countries too. To be in contact with different cultures
and see their way of living, habits, backgrounds and
characters is a unique opportunity for a young student,
like all of us, still in the beginning of our lives, to learn
things that otherwise we probably could not learn: to see
in the similarities and differences between different
countries the same human beings we all are, and so
learn about ourselves too. But in my opinion, the most
important things we learn in these occasions as foreign
students are those we deal with in our daily lives. With
this essay, I would like to explain one of these things I
have realized, a very common habit that young people
have in Japan and use it as a representative symbol to
discuss about a more serious topic, about the social
situation related to it.

One of the most impressive things I saw during my
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first year in Japan was the very popular use of the so-
called “kaomoji” (B, literally “kao” means “face” and
“moygi”, “letter”) in the text messages I received. Not that
in my country we do not use this kind of symbols, but
the frequency I see them here is quite different from that
I was used to. I confess that sometimes I still have to
think for some seconds to guess the meaning of some of
those I am not used to or even to write them myself.
Anyway, the aim of this essay is to discuss the “kaomoji”
usage in Japan and the “kaomoji” as an indicator of a
quite serious social problem. I am not an expert in the
matter, but I think no experience other than sending-
and-receiving e-mails and talking to your friends is
needed to think about it either.

Maybe a good beginning for this short essay would be
the definition for the “kaomoji”. Of course that a
definition for something so dynamic and easily
changeable as this topic may not be an easy task, but I
would describe the “kaomoji” as: “a graphic symbol used

in informal texts messages to transmit emotions, feelings or



attitudes using letters, ideograms or other simple symbols,
mainly through electronic gadgets (like a computer or a
cell phone). Unlike the horizontally oriented western-style
symbols, the kaomoji’ are usually vertically oriented”. The
word usually accepted as the English translation for
“kaomoji” is “emoticon” (or sometimes “smiley”), but
they will not be used in this work because the nuance in
each of these two English words and even the structure
of the western symbols themselves differ from those
Japanese ones, so from now on only the word “kaomoji”
will be used. Another difference between them is the fact
that the Japanese “kaomoji” are more numerous in
shape, number and meaning than the occidental
“emoticons”, maybe because the alphabet letters are 1
byte each, while the Japanese symbols are said to be 2
bytes, which would permit symbols that do not exist in
Occident.

Just to give a few examples of the Japanese “kaomoji”:
CYVH)ECw ) @D 6 o)/ C~ )
(_)OWNO) (Tw=x) AN )G

Note: the Japanese word “kaomoji” will be used here both to
indicate the singular and the plural form, without adding

“«.»
S

an ‘“s” at the end to make the expected plural form.
2. The advent of the “kaomoji”

The reason for the popularity of the “kaomoji” can be
easily guessed without a deep study: to transmit
informations that simple alphabet letters or even
Japanese ideograms cannot transmit, because of the
natural limitation of the written texts. In other words, in a
face-to-face conversation, one can use body language,
smiles or any other facial expressions that help to
complement those spoken informations. But with the
development of the Internet and gadgets related to it, the
online chat became almost as fast as the traditional face-
to-face chat could be and little by little the virtual
communication gained popularity to the detriment of the
traditional communication. Several on-line chat-rooms
and Internet forums are the proof that the electronic
communication has achieved this point.

However, the weak point of this kind of
communication is the impossibility to apply emphasis to
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some words or expressions using the sound (like a
different intonation, voice, volume or pause), the own
face (like a smile, an eye blink or an eye movement) or
the whole body in general (like the hands or the
shoulders). Therefore, the advent of strategies that
could, in certain sense, cover these failures is quite
expectable and even necessary.

If we think about our usual written texts, there is also
a very similar but quite old technique: the punctuation
marks used in the occidental languages and even in
some oriental languages too. They also have absolutely
the same usage: to apply in a graphic symbol emotions
the author felt while writing that text and transmit the
written contents to others (even to the posterity) in the
most precisely way as possible. But is necessary to say
that these now necessary items of written language,
known as punctuation marks, were widely incorporated
only a few centuries ago. For example, the exclamation

@ »

mark (!) is believed to come from the Latin word “o”, an

“w:
1

expression of joy. The letter “i” was written above the
letter “0”, making a kind of abbreviation, and later
originated the exclamation mark as it is now. In the same
way, the question mark (?) is said to come from the Latin
word “questio” (meaning “question”) that was
abbreviated by its first “q” written above its last letter
“0”, a corruption that evolved to the present question
mark. All this happened probably in the end of the
Middle Ages or a bit later.

In a similar way, as the punctuation marks, we can say
that the “kaomoji” (and all the other similar symbols)
were created as a consequence of the development of the
modern communication. Mutatis mutandis, the
“kaomoji” is a modern update of the written language, as
the punctuation marks were some centuries ago.
Nevertheless, it is important to say that in this
comparison the only factor used to compare them was
the necessity to improve the precision in the
communication and it is not the aim of this work to
discuss the impact of this kind of symbols in the
orthography or even in the grammar orthodoxy.

3. The modern communication

It is of common knowledge that in recent years the



Internet and other technologies have facilitated the
communication to the extreme that the face-to-face
meeting is not anymore a condition to information
exchanges. (The expression “information exchange” was
used here because this kind of virtual communication
cannot be called “social relation”, in the traditional
meaning of it). And as we have seen, the “kaomoji” has
been probably developed through the recent years to
facilitate and even to simplify this same written
communication. However it may also be a good indicator
of a well-known social problem: the problem in the
human communication itself. It may sound a strange
contradiction the fact that a development in the
communication is actually a consequence of a problem in
this very communication. But to explain it in other
words, with the development of the “virtual
communication”, the real “human communication”
became more and more rare, reduced to a mere
unfriendly and cold “information exchange” through
virtual ways, that could barely satisfy the natural
tendency of human beings to the socialization.
Therefore, this “dehumanization” of the modern
communication probably provoked the necessity of
“rehumanize” it in some way. Instruments like the
“kaomoji” may have been used to make the “virtual
communications” as “human” as the face-to-face one, to
make it as “real” as the real one. That is the reason why
the “kaomoji” was used here as a representative symbol
of the admirable tentative -maybe unconscious one- to
resuscitate the genuine human communication.

4. Communication: the Japanese case

In my first year of student life here in Japan, I was
quite amazed by the quantity of students using cell
phones. At least in my country —and I am sure that there
are many others too— the “cell phone culture” has not yet
achieved the point Japan is passing by now, a situation
where even young children have their own phone or
where friends exchange e-mails using their cell phones
during the class, even being in the same classroom or in
the next desk.

This kind of behavior can have a lot of serious social
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impacts. For example, in my personal opinion, this lack
of “real communication” is one of the causes of the high
frequency of the so-called “hikikomori” (51 &% Z % 1)) or
even the “suicide” (F#%) cases in Japan. It is not strange
or rare the fact that people have problems in their own
professional, familiar or social lives, but the strange and
even rare is that these people do not have anyone to help
them to solve these problems. Without anyone (even
their own family) to help them, these people decide to
withdraw from any kind of social encounter, by staying
locked in their own room (“hikikomori”), and just fleeing
from their problems, instead of facing them as would be
expectable. Maybe these people never had the
opportunity to have a “real communication”, a “human
communication” to show them how precious it is. Maybe
all their lives were full of “virtual communication”, but
lacked the “human communication”. Otherwise, asking
for advice and help would be a more common attitude in

response to their problems.

5. Conclusion

As the socialization is a natural characteristic of all the
human beings, all the movements that go against it are
surely origins of other social problems. And the problem
of human communication is obviously included here.

The “kaomoji” example was explained here only as an
example of the tentative —-maybe unconsciously, but also
genuine- of young people to “humanize” their
communication, that recently have been less and less
warm and “human”. Although the problem of lack of
communication can be surely considered one of the
biggest social problems of the modernity, it is also good
to see how people react -maybe unconsciously again— to
reject the bad effects of their epoch, maybe without
knowing the best solution or even the causes of the
problem. It is discussable whether simple solutions as
“kaomoji” are really solutions to the problem, but the
simple search for a solution is, in some way, part of the
solution.

We, the young people, are said to be the hope and
future of the society. I hope that we are guiding it to the
right direction! (* - _ )7 —> - + -



Japan..The wisdom of silence

Sherin Elsayed Mahmoud Shaaban ‘

A geisha, a painting of cranes stretching their wings
over an old Japanese garden, a samurai, a unique
bouquet of Japanese flowers or what was known to me
later as “ kado” or “ikebana”, little girls with silky black
hair or thousands of men dressed in dark suits
wandering the busy streets of Tokyo. That was the very
classic image I had for so long about Japan.

This image could have persisted even after coming to
Japan, since this mixture of the modern and the past is
not very difficult to find until now in many places where
scenting the smell of the past is very much possible even
in the most modernized districts of Japan.

But that was not —and still is not- what I was looking
for. I am not sure if this happens to all foreigners coming
to Japan from developing countries like mine, or if  am a
special case. | came to Japan burdened with my country’s
economical, political and -very naturally in consequence-
cultural problems. I came with my eyes wide open
hoping to find among the Japanese an answer to the
turmoil roaring in my mind: “What is the way out of the
troubles my country and my people are suffering from?.
Maybe Japan seemed to be so encouraging to learn the
lesson for reasons that seemed very interesting to me.
The first was that ironically Japan started its
modernization during the Meiji era, at nearly the same
time when a serious modernization attempt was being
tried in my country Egypt by Mohammad Ali in the
1800s. Yet Japan’s experience was meant to survive while
ours was sadly aborted. The other reason why Japan was
encouraging is the fact that the Japanese managed to
build their glory while they are “yellow”. As much as I
hate such racial or color stratification of people, yet we
can not deny that the western and the American media
machines so often managed to confuse us, and make us

wonder if actually being developed is a synonymous to
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Sometimes people choose their destiny, and

being “white’!

sometimes it is imposed upon them. Which case is
Japan? To me it seems both cases are as much as true.
Japan with its geographical location- a group of islands at
the very far edge of the world-, a beautiful though very
hard nature of mountainous lands with very narrow
valleys, a land with nearly no resources. This nature with
no doubt had imposed hardship on the people, and
seemingly offered the Japanese one of 2 choices, to
struggle to survive, or to be weak and be forgotten. So
somehow this hard nature helped sculpt the Japanese
personality. This is why “rice cultivation” seems the
corner stone into understanding the Japanese; it seems
the start and end point whenever you try to go deep into
the Japanese soul. Even in the modern Japanese mind,
the word “rice” simply means survival. So it was not
strange when a friend of mine was telling me how her
father used to scare her in order to study hard to become
a doctor, manipulating her subconscious by telling her
that becoming a doctor simply means to be able to have
“rice” for dinner! In a land with such a hard nature, and
of such minimal resources, it was very natural for people
to know that they can not afford the luxury of being lax
about “food”, about “rice”. Because very simply being lax
means to jeopardize the lives of all, a price much more
expensive than anyone can afford to pay. This might be
where the team soul the Japanese are very famous for
started. And until now, though the Japanese are very
much wealthier than when rice was everything, yet that
sculpted personality seems to have become a genetic
mutation that persisted through generations up till now.
This was very obvious to me as a foreigner when the
Japanese people introduce themselves on first meetings
or when talking on the phone; their names are



mentioned only after mentioning the name of the group
to which they belong. Like saying: “ Tokyo daigaku no
Suzuki des” which literally means I am Suzuki of Tokyo
university. Rather more interestingly there is no mention
of what this “Suzuki san” might be doing at this group. Is
he on the top of the hierarchy or a simple worker he is?
Simply because the value of Suzuki san is not how big or
small his role is in his group, but rather his value is the
value of his group as a whole. Such a belief must have
been the reason how work to the Japanese became a
synonymous to honor. When you get to know the
Japanese you feel they were created to “work”. Work in
Japan is a virtue, an honor in itself, not just a means to
earn money or improve one’s quality of life. Again this
explains how a Japanese person might choose to end his
life if he thought that by his actions he might have
disgraced his group or company. An act that still dazzles
people from all over the world until now, yet maybe to
the Japanese mind it is very well understood and
justified. This is also why I find it amazing that
dedication and sincerity the old man who waves his flag
at construction sites shows to warn bicycle riders or
people walking across those seemingly dangerous sites.
A very simple job, yet with his dedication it transforms
into an outstanding example on how things get their
value from how we see them.

One other amazing aspect of the Japanese mentality is
the absence of “difference” as a value or a goal, unlike
western cultures where being unique is a goal. The
Japanese mind on the opposite side rejects such an
attitude, and on the contrary the more similar you are to
your colleagues or beers, the more accepted you become
into your group. And naturally this is why Japan is still
one of the very few countries where school and company
costumes are still very popular. Walking in the streets of
a small or large city, it would be very difficult to tell how
rich or poor a person is from his looks or what he wears.
It was really astonishing to me, I remember it was my
first “hanabi” in Japan, and there were thousands in
homogenous crowds. The thought that struck my mind
at that moment was: “This is socialism in an undoubtedly
capitalist country”!

One can not be talking about Japan or the Japanese
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and help not revive the memories of the Second World
War. What consequences did this war have on the
Japanese soul and mind? And how did they manage their
defeat and up rise again among nations as a strong, rich
and highly productive society? To me it is all again about
the strength of the Japanese personality that was created
over the years. This is why I really doubt the idea that
Japan’s post war fate was dictated by the USA. Nations’
fates can never be created by decisions, and success can
not be dictated. Changes only happen when the nations
have the will for change. And I assume the Japanese had
the will for change at that time. It is not about political or
historical facts. It is about how the Japanese faced their
fate courageously, how they defeated their defeat, and
how they converted their failure into ultimate success.
The time of that war could be the saddest memory in the
history of modern Japan, but at the same time and
ironically it is by no doubt one of the turning bright
moments when the Japanese renewed their oath of an
ever lasting struggle against conquer neither by nature
nor by history. There is a photo in the peace memorial
museum in Hiroshima, where a flower grows among the
ashes and the massive devastation. That photo never
fades in my mind. As if that was the Japanese message to
themselves and to the others at that time, a message
saying: “we are here to stay”!

Yet, to me the question remained. What is the cultural
or moral base behind all this? It is inapplicable to apply
the pattern of what happened in Europe -with the
industrial revolution and the era of enlightenment- to
Japan. It simply does not work. Again, Japan stands
there, unique in its geography as much as it is unique in
its history and evolution. It is true that Buddhism and
Confucianism with no doubt had influenced the Japanese
mind. Yet like in my country, where Egypt used to
absorb all the cultures or religions that influenced its
cultural heritage, and used to mix it and reproduce it to
make its special unique culture. I guess this applies very
well to the Japanese culture. The Japanese have been
affected by such religious or philosophical influences yet
in a unique way. The Japanese reproduced their own
cultural cocktail, that cocktail that managed to transform

morals into a social custom. The Japanese mind seems to



be purely secular. People conform to their “unwritten
constitution” of morals maintaining their social
solidarity, with no reference to religion or any super-
powers. And even if some Japanese perform religious
rituals, I can assume that this has no direct influence on
the daily attitude of the Japanese, but rather the secular
moral system is what has the upper hand in that.

I always believed that to see through a nation you have
to see its art and read its literature. And although my
experience with the Japanese intellectual production
such as novels or movies is to some extent limited - due
to my poor Japanese language abilities - ,yet through
these few experiences it was not hard to figure a
common theme in most of the works I had the chance to
read or watch. In most, the author or director tried to be
as concise, as sharp, and as deep as one could be. With
very few dialogues and a special tendency to symbolism,
any idea was expressed. Silence in Japan is the real
wisdom. The unspoken is way more important than the
outspoken. What you can imply and hence what the
other can figure is much more appealing than what can
frankly be told. With hardly any words outspoken, the
beauty of the tea ceremony for example is the chance it
gives one to enjoy the silence, the beauty of the tea
room, of the cup or of the calligraphy painting on the
wall of the room. Simply it the chance it gives to feel
beauty without many words.

A very famous Arabian poet said:

“Our words about love; kill love. Words die when
outspoken! “. Did not the Japanese believe the same? Did
not they adopt simplicity and silence as their logo? A
logo that tells all about the deeply complex nature of the
Japanese. The complexity that is very much beautifully
not outspoken.
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This special nature of the Japanese personality might
be very difficult for a foreigner to understand. I
remember first coming to Japan, a lot seemed to be so
strange to me. Even simple daily practices were hard to
adapt to or compromise. The lack of “touch” as a way to
express feelings for example, was very confusing to me
in the beginning. Coming from a culture where touch is
a very important element in human relations, it was a
dramatic change when the maximum I would expect
would be a head bow and a smile. It was even more
difficult to comprehend how even among parents and
their children, feelings are not expressed by touch. How
then do people transfer their feelings? Does this oppress
feelings? Or does it intensify feelings that somehow they
are felt by others even without touch or being spoken
out? Does this bring us back to the “beauty of the
unspoken?” This seems to me one of the hardest
things a foreigner might face in Japan. The balance one
has to make to be able to approach the Japanese without
being so “intruding”, yet be able at the same time to
understand and perceive their feelings and gestures not
to miss or reject some kind feelings that might be hidden
beneath this veil of silence.

Living among the Japanese, I got to learn more and
more about them. Yet hand in hand I managed to know
more about myself and about my people. Maybe that
image of a geisha or of a samurai would remain in my
mind after me leaving Japan. But for sure, the
impression it will leave behind is by no way similar to
what it used to have before I came here. To see through,
you have to see from within. Beyond the shown you shall
see, beyond the said you shall hear.



Japan: A Place to Call Home

Several years ago, as I waited impatiently to clear
immigration at Kansai Airport clearly marked for
Japanese and foreign residents of Japan, a woman tapped
my shoulder. With a sense of trepidation, she told me in
English that I was standing in the wrong line and should
move immediately to the queue marked “For
Foreigners.” I explained that I was a resident of Japan
and I was permitted to use this line as well. Our
conversation ended abruptly but I was puzzled. The only
way the woman knew that I was not Japanese was
because I did not look “Japanese”. I proudly call Japan
my home and I am pondering whether to become a
Japanese citizen, but is Japan ready to include foreign-
born immigrants in its society or does xenophobia run so
deep that acceptance is impossible?

My love affair with Japan began in the early 1990s.
Fresh out of an American college my wanderlust brought
me to Japan. What better place than an island nation
which provided an ideal location for bi-annual trips to
Mainland Asia and beyond, an easy English teaching job
coupled with the benefits of the rising yen? When I first
came to Japan, I lived in a small city in Mie Prefecture,
surrounded by mountains and close to the sea; it gave
me a real sense of belonging. I had the luxury of time to
meet my neighbors and cultivate friendships with people
from Japan and overseas. Even with my nonexistent
Japanese at first, I felt people were always willing to help

and go out of their way to make me comfortable.

Fifteen years ago, foreigners in the Japanese
countryside were few and far between. The ubiquitous
greetings of “Hello” or “Gaijin san” by school children
and the elderly always made me feel welcomed like a
distinguished traveler or guest. As I learned Japanese
much to my surprise a simple “arigato” brought a
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barrage of praises. I studied Japanese history and visited
many historical sites. The temples of Kyoto and Nara
made me aware that throughout history Japan has not
existed in isolation. A lot of its history and culture has
been influenced by the rich civilizations of China, Korea
and even India. Yet, as Japan on the one hand took its
script and religion from overseas, it tried to keep
foreigners out. During sakoku Japan even forbad people
from leaving the country. However, it got information
and much needed products like guns through the small
Dutch outlet off Nagasaki. Japan, throughout history
seemed to have taken what it has needed and kept out
anything that could possibly disrupt the social order.

After a three -year sojourn I left this country to pursue
a master’s degree in the US but returned back to Japan
within seven months. Japan was seductive, charming
and I could not Jstay apart. I went back to teaching at the
same school, later got a master’s degree in Japan and

returned to teaching in a junior high school.

In total I have lived in Japan for over 15 years and I
speak Japanese well. Most of those years were spent in
Mie, except for two years in Niigata for graduate school.
Last year I moved to Hiroshima to teach at a private
junior high school. My duties require me to attend
teachers’ meetings, take students on trips and teach
English by myself not as an assistant language teacher.
At school I am just a teacher and I get the same benefit
and respect that other Japanese teachers receive. But
outside the school is a different story. Hiroshima is a big
city compared to the village I lived in Mie. There are
many foreign residents and hundreds of tourists pass
through the city daily. Even though I am a long-term
resident of Japan and do not consider myself different or
require special assistance in day to day life, I am



constantly offered help. Most people in the city want to
answer in English even when I ask a question in
Japanese. Often I am commended on what a good
Japanese speaker I am or my neighbors praise me for
putting out the garbage in the correct manner.

Often the comment is an ice-breaker, a way to start a
conversation but at times it seems patronizing. Many
tend to slow down or use simple words just like they
would when they speak to young children. The topic of
conversation with a person on the street or with a
teacher from another school varies but usually boils
down to why I live in Japan and when I plan to leave.
There was a time when I would avoid the question and
not answer when asked about my date of departure. But,
one of the proudest days for me was the day I got my
permanent resident permit from the Ministry of Justice. I
needed that piece of paper because I could proclaim that
I belong here and am going to live here forever. Many
Japanese are surprised when I say that I plan to live here
for good.

Japan has allowed foreigners to come and live in the
country, albeit hesitantly, but has so far done little to
institute long-term policies which can help foreigners
make Japan their home. Compared with most developed
countries and some developing countries as well,
Japanese immigration policies seem archaic and out of
tune with its global position as the world’s second largest
economy. As the population ages and there are fewer
people to pay taxes the government will either have to
increase taxes or increase immigrants into the country.
In 2006, a government report recommended that more
foreigners be permitted into the country but required
that foreign population not be more than 3 percent. As
the foreign population in Japan is already 2 percent, an
increase of 1 percent is not a huge leap.

June 20" is recognized as World Refugee Day by the
United Nations. Sudanese, Iraqi, and Afghan refugees
are combing the globe for a safe place to call home.
Developing countries like Pakistan, Iran and Kenya are
taking hundreds of thousands of refugees. I was amazed
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to hear that Sweden took over 9000 refugees last year
and over a hundred thousand refugees in the past 20
years from Iraq alone. In a news piece on CNN, the
Swedish Immigration Minister lamented that they
should do more for the refugees and the world needs to
act sooner rather than later. But alas, Japan accepted
less than fifty refugees last year, a majority of them from
Burma. Tokyo gives millions of dollars in aid to United
Nation High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) but
refuses to accept refugees perhaps believing that an
influx will destroy the intricate fabric of Japanese society.
Some claim that Japan would be too different for
refugees to live in but I am sure that Sweden is equally
alien to most Iraqis. Japan should permit as many
refugees it can, solely for humanitarian reasons.

I am afraid to even consider what Japan would do if a
large number of North Koreans or Chinese reached
Japanese shores. Would Japan be willing to give them
asylum? I am not sure how the bureaucrats in Tokyo
would react but I can say with confidence that there
would be an outpour of support from ordinary Japanese
people. We who live in Japan need to imagine the
unimaginable as well. Japan constantly has earthquakes
and faces threats from volcanoes. If a great natural
calamity were to happen in this country, wouldn’t we
hope that the international community would assist and
take us in, if necessary?

For the longest time Japan gave out thousands of visas
each year for entertainers and stopped the practice only
after many nations condemned the policy. Many
believed that an entertainment visa was just a front for
young Asian women to work in Japanese bars and
brothels. Even now Japan is contemplating whether to
let nurses in from certain Asian countries but for only a
limited period of time. If they are needed in this country,
shouldn’t Japan entice them with full pension benefits
It is

incomprehensible that Japan can bring in foreigners

and permanent resident visas after a few years?

when it suits its national interest and simply ask them to
leave when they are no longer useful.



Japanese laws and rules still do not treat foreign
residents and Japanese alike. As a tax payer and an
educator I was horrified to learn that if a child of a non-
Japanese citizen refuses to go to elementary or junior
high school, the school or the homeroom teacher does
not need to visit the child’s home whereas a home-visit
would be required if the child were Japanese. Many
foreigners pay into the pension fund through work but
can receive compensation only if they work in Japan for
at least 25 years. Otherwise when they leave the country,
they are given a lump sum of a measly two hundred
thousand yen. Unless government policies are broadly
changed Japan will find it difficult to attract the best
minds from around the world and it will only get low-
skilled workers who will do the dirty, dangerous and

difficult jobs which most Japanese are unwilling to do.

Japan and Japanese culture is already influenced by
foreign products, foods, lifestyles, and languages. Even
tiny towns and cities have Indian, Italian and Chinese
restaurants. Shops sell a variety of foods from many
countries and there is bound to be an English language
school in even the smallest of towns. Japanese language
is changing thanks to newspapers and TV journalists.
More foreign words are added daily and some worry that
Japanese language is being adulterated. How can so
many Japanese want to learn foreign languages yet not
want more people from those countries to live among
them?

My concern and sometimes complaints of being
treated in a “special” way do not fall on deaf ears and are
keenly observed by my Japanese friends. Often when I
go to a restaurant with them, the waiter immediately
looks at my companions to receive my order even
though I am speaking in Japanese with my friends. Most
Japanese do not understand the plight of foreigners in
this country. The media usually focuses on sensational
stories which either portray foreigners as illegal aliens,
drug dealers, celebrities or rude, childish individuals not
in touch with Japanese manners. When I discuss such
matters with friends, they often sympathize with me or
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apologize to me. Good friends often tell me that I need
to be patient and that Japan is changing. They believe
that I must take the initiative to bring about change in
Japan slowly — even if the process changes one person at
a time.

Though I do not have any blood ties to this country, I
have bonded with people who are just like my family. I
lived in Mie for over a decade and even though now I live
in Hiroshima, I have a sense of community and a sense
that I belong to a place in Japan. To belong to a place
means to have strong ties with people and I am glad that
I have been able to develop long-lasting friendships. To
assimilate and integrate in a society, to be accepted by a
group is everyone’s dream and hope, native or foreign.

Teaching gives me the opportunity to influence young
minds. My students are teenagers whose minds are not
prejudiced. They have not been molded to feel and think
in a certain way and do not have preconceived
stereotypes. I try to spend as much time as I can with
them. I want them to learn and recognize that foreigners
are just like them. We might look different or have
different skin color but at the end we all have the same
hopes and dreams in life. A few months ago, my
students asked me whether I will become a Japanese
citizen. I did not answer clearly but I explained to them
that if I decided to change my nationality, I would have
to write my name in Chinese characters. Much to my
amazement, many of them took it upon themselves to
help me choose good Chinese characters for my name.
Such interactions with young minds give me hope. It
validates that my presence in Japan is not a waste;
instead my presence in Japanese society is necessary
and will bring about a change in the future generations.

What keeps me in Japan is a very difficult question to
answer. Of course, teaching is truly fulfilling but I could
teach in other countries as well. I could respond that I
stay because I enjoy playing taiko drums, tea ceremony
or hiking in the mountains. Also, as a practicing
Buddhist, I have unlimited opportunities to visit temples



and learn more about my faith. But, I guess the easiest
answer and something which is closest to my heart is
that Japan and the Japanese have changed me. In Japan
I have always felt welcomed. People have been there to
assist me even during difficult times. Not just my
Japanese friends and neighbors but total strangers have
gone out of their way to help me. Japan has taught me
that each and every human life is precious and has given
me a purpose in life. Simply put, the purpose of my life is
to teach and at the same time learn about the rich

culture of Japan.

For the longest time in response to why I live in Japan,
I quoted the renowned writer, Mr. Donald Richie and a

paragraph from his book, The Inland Sea.

“Japan -allows me to like myself because it agrees
with me and I with it. Moreover, it allows me to keep
my freedom. It makes very few demands on me — I am
considered too much the outsider for that, a
distinction I owe to the color of my skin, eyes and hair
- and consequently, I become free. I become a one-
member society, consistent only to myself and forever
different from those who surround me. Our basic
agreement permits an amount of approval, some of it
mutual; our basic differences allow me to comprehend
finally that the only true responsibility a man has is
toward himself”.

Even though I understand Mr. Richie’s views, I do not
anymore agree with his point of you. I am not
considered an outsider in the circle of my Japanese
friends. I am one of them and even if the color of my
skin and eyes are different I am a part of them. They
celebrate my “gaijin-ness”. 1 have been lucky. I know
that Japan is my home but I am also sure that are many
like me all over the world who would like to come and
experience how truly blessed this country is and make
Japan their home as well. Whenever I go overseas I feel
like a quasi-ambassador of Japan. I always praise Japan
and explain to people what a wonderful place I live in.
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Most people respond that they would really like to visit

the land of the rising sun.

One of my favorite Japanese Haiku poets is the 17™
century born, Matsuo Basho. He wrote:
An ancient pond
A frog jumps in
the sound of water.

My interpretation of the Haiku is unique. More and
more foreigners are calling Japan their home. Perhaps
we foreigners are the frogs jumping into the old pond of
Japan. We are making a lot of sound and splash. Japan is
no longer an impregnable fortress which does not allow
foreigners. Although the door to Japan has been opened
how wide is yet to be answered. Foreigners like me,
want to play an active role in Japan’s future development
but whether we can become a part of the Japanese
mosaic will depend on how open the government and the
people of Japan are in accepting foreigners in their
midst. In December 2002 Sadako Ogata, the former
UNHCR commissioner said,” Japanese have been
embracing an idea that Japan is a racially homogenous
country, but it is just an illusion. It will not be possible to
maintain such an idea in today’s globalized world where
people, goods and information flows across national
borders. We have to abandon our own insularism,
discard prejudices and discrimination against foreigners,
and recognize the world problems as our own.”

Japan is not xenophobic. It just lacks the experience of
dealing with people who don’t look like the majority of its
residents and have different customs. Various customs
will only enrich Japan and the idea that more foreigners
would lead to the loss of Japanese identity is misguided.
Japan has always taken ideas from overseas and molded
them so that they blend well with Japanese tastes and
esthetics but now it is time to accept people as well. A
multicultural Japan will be livelier and more vibrant and I
want to be a national of that Japan.
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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 office@Xkicainc.jp
URL  http://Kicainc.jp/

Kyoto International Cultural Association, Inc.
Rm116 Kyodai Kaikan

159 Yoshida Kawahara-cho

Sakyo, Kyoto, 606-8305 Japan



