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Mr. Leon de Vreede at Forum

KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View
The Presentation and Forum of the 29" KICA Essay
Contest was held at the Clock Tower Centennial Hall,
Kyoto University September 24. Three authors of the
selected essays in Japanese and three in English present-
ed their essays and then were honored and awarded the

KICA Prizes and the supplementary prize of ¥50,000.

Prize-winning Essays in Japanese

“My Trip to Okinawa” Kim Kyungmi (Korea)

“Japanese Bath and I” Sara Turnbull (UK)

“I Am a Kotatsu Cat.” U Rei (China)
Prize-winning Essays in English

“PS: 1 Love You.” Genevieve Barr (Australia)

“The Tale of the Bamboo and Sakura”
Zhi Liang Chew (USA)
“Why Potato? Why Rice? A Comparison of Food
Culture in The Netherlands and Japan”
Leon de Vreede (the Netherlands)

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. We are most
grateful to Mr. Pieter de Canon for his outstanding skill

summarizing the essays in English.
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Professors Hisao Kato and Masayasu Aotani, who
had volunteered to coordinate the Forum, were also great
powers in setting the hall for the Presentation. To our
great surprise and relief, the hall were soon packed with
an audience of over 100 people, Japanese and non-
Japanese, young and old, by the time the presentations
were to start. As each author presented their essays in
their own creative ways, the audience fully enjoyed them.
They listened to a presentation about the war experiences
by the citizens of Okinawa with heartfelt compassion, and
gave a round of applause for the humorous performance
given by another author. The members of the selection
committee, general audiences, students from Kyoto
University, and Kyoto University of Foreign Studies
exchanged their thoughts, comments, and opinions at the
Forum with the authors. Everybody enjoyed meeting
friends new and old at the reception held after the Forum.

2007 KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View

Kyoto International Cultural Association is holding
an annual Essay Contest for foreign residents of Japan.
Japanese essays must be between 4,000 and 6,000 char-
acters in length and between 2,000 and 3,000 words in
English. An application form can be requested via post-
card or e-mail. The application deadline is June 30, 2007.
The selection of essays will be divided into Japanese and
English. The six best essays will be awarded KICA
prizes, and each author is expected to give a fifteen-
minute presentation on September 23, 2007 in Kyoto.
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Prize-winning Essayists in Japanese at Forum
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“PS: I Love You.”

Genevieve Barr’s essay is an unreserved celebra-

Genevieve Barr

tion of everything about Japan, from the transient beau-
ty of Japan’s cherry blossoms to the meticulous opera-
tion of the postal service. Indeed, Ms Barr’s eulogizing
reaches such extents that she wonders — tongue-in-
cheek, one hopes - if her native Australia would not
have been better served under Japanese colonial rule.
Be that as it may, time spent living in Japan has given
her a new perspective on Australia and its flaws. First,
she discovers in Japan a “true loyalty to beauty” embod-
ied in Japan’s theater, music, and cuisine, which is
apparently missing Down Under. This attention to the
aesthetic is not limited to the dramatic and culinary
arts, however, but appears to run through every feature
of everyday life. Second, she marvels at the precision
and care of the Japanese railway and postal services as
against the long delays and long queues that character-
ize public services in Australia. For now, then, it seems
that she is quite content to live and love Japan and
“learn from its brilliance and beauty, genius and mag-

nificence.”

“The Tale of Bamboo and Sakura” Zhi Liang Chew

Zhi Liang Chew’s essay begins by reviewing Japan’s
long history of effective cultural borrowing, which, he
believes, is key to understanding Japan’s continued suc-
cess as a cultural exporter not only to Asia but to the
world. He skillfully likens the practice of cultural appro-
priation and assimilation to the bamboo, which, he
writes, “bends and absorbs outside forces without break-
ing.” In this way, Japan is able to continue “being
Japanese” while at the same time continuously importing
ideas and commodities from abroad. Indeed, so success-
ful is Japan’s “bamboo culture” that Chinese noodles,
American hamburgers, and a host of other foreign
imports are actually done better in Japan than in their
countries of origin. Zhi Liang Chew discovers in Japan’s
vibrant (pop) culture a space for inter-Asian dialogue and

understanding and hopes that this might present a viable
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Prof. Nishijima Awarding Prizes to Essayists in English

alternative to the divisive diplomatic squabbling of recent
years. But just as he finds hope in Japan’s “bamboo cul-
ture” he wonders what this will mean for Japan’s rich
past, which, he suggests, may quickly wither and disap-

pear like cherry blossoms in full bloom.

“Why Potato? Why Rice? A Comparison of Food
Culture in The Netherlands and Japan” Leon de Vreede

Leon de Vreede undertakes the fascinating task of
comparing Dutch and Japanese cuisine, doing so not
simply by juxtaposing sushi and stroopwafels but by
assessing how Dutch and Japanese cultures are
expressed through their staple foods: potatoes in the
Dutch case, rice in the Japanese. Globalization has
brought significant changes to Dutch and Japanese
tables, so Leon de Vreede deliberately limits his focus to
what he calls “cultural foods,” those foods that reflect
each country’s culinary history and that continue to be
prepared from basic ingredients. The Dutch, he notes,
have historically seen themselves as simple, thrifty, and
industrious, values that are neatly embodied by the
humble yet nutritious potato. Japanese cuisine, on the
other hand, has continually developed while at the same
time remaining surprisingly loyal not only to traditional
culinary forms but to locally produced foodstuffs. Leon

de Vreede perceptively identifies in this adherence to
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culinary tradition that peculiar Japanese quality of valu-
ing something simply because it happens to be
Japanese. Ultimately, Leon de Vreede discovers in both
culinary cultures the struggle between maintaining
some sort of coherent cultural identity in the face of

globalization.

KICA Seminar

KICA Seminars, supported by the Kyoto Prefectural
Government, invited researchers and artists from abroad
to talk about their specialized fields and their personal

concerns about Kyoto and Japan.

Celebrating the 2750th Anniversary of Samarkand

KICA was very honored to invite Ambassador and
Mrs. Mirsobit Ochilov of the Republic of Uzbekistan on
Sunday, November 12 to talk about Samarkand, as this
beautiful ancient city will celebrate its 2750" anniversary
in 2007. After the talk by Mr. Ochilov, a number of
exquisitely beautiful scenes from the famous “Blue City”
were shown in the video presentation. Ms. Fumiko
Nakayama, famous for her studies of the folk embroi-
deries, exhibited Suzanis from her precious collections
and talked about the warmest hospitality imaginable
given by Uzbeki people, and deep love of Uzbeki moth-
ers for their daughters sewn into Suzani tapestries stitch-
by- stitch.

The seminar was co-sponsored by Embassy of the
Republic of Uzbekistan in Japan and the Kyoto City

International Foundation.

The United Nations in 2006: 20" Century Relic or
Vehicle for the 21 Century

On the same Sunday, November 12, we invited
Professor Isebill Gruhn, Professor of Politics, Emerita,
University of California, Santa Cruz.

The United Nations is criticized for its in- effective-
ness and inability to represent “real” power in today’s
world, while the whole world has been undergoing crises

such as global terrorism, nuclear proliferation, poverty,
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genocide, global warming, disease, and the impending
water shortages in many parts of the world. Prof. Gruhn
pointed out that the UN has been accused of doing too
little by some and interfering too much by others. She
argued that we, as citizens, should have an informed
opinion and ought to play an important role in global

affairs in the 21* century.

Learning through Working in the Asian Countries

On Sunday, December 37, students from Kyoto
University of Foreign Studies presented their activities
on KUFS Peace Projects at the Niijma Kaikan. Under the
guidance of Professor Craig Smith, the students have
enthusiastically committed themselves in four projects in
order to learn more about the world and people there.
The Global Village Program, one of the four, aims to
build houses for those who have somehow lost their
homes. Funds, labor, and building materials are all
donated by voluntary members. The wonderful part of
the program is that volunteer builders always work
together with those who need housing. The students of
KUFS visited Thailand and the Philippines to work on
the building sites there.

Another group of students visited Beijing to attend
the “2006 Model United Nations Conference in Beijing”.
At the Disarmament Conference held there, KUFS stu-
dents were chastised for Japan’s not having answered for
the war crimes during the World War II or the “defec-
tive” historical education in Japan by Chinese and
Korean students. The KUFS Students were completely
overwhelmed by the severe atmosphere at the confer-
ence and did not know how to cope with the questions.

Another student group talked about their experi-
ences visiting Thailand and Cambodia. They made
friends with the children there through playing
Kamishibai or reading the picture books which the stu-
dents had written and published.
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You are cordially invited to A Model United Nations
Conference on Poverty and Peace and other four
Imagine Peace events (October 26- 28, 2007) at Kyoto
University of Foreign Studies. For more information, please
visit their website: http://www .kufs.ac.jp/MUN/.

Meeting with the Korean Culture through Dancing
On Monday, March 26, 2007, Ms. Sub Hee Young,
accomplished Korean Dancer, talked about the history

and culture of Korea, performed a dance and gave an

enjoyable workshop on Korean dancing.

Ms. Sub Hee Young (£5:47#5564:)

Program for Foreign Students and Families

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.

Joy of Cooking with Students from Aboroad

On Satruday, March 10th, we invited Ms.Wong, a
student from Sichuan, China. Ms.Wong prepared eight
dishes to make a complete lunch table of famous
Sichuan delicacies very skillfully. She explained the sub-
tle keys of genuine Chinese cooking using her own

"kitchen knife" and various spices she had brought from
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home. We enjoyed not only her dishes, but also her talk
when she introduced the famouse spots we should not
miss in Sichuan like the Panda Park, the highland with
blue poppies and edelweiss blooming, in her admirable

Japanese. We felt as if we had visited her home country

Ms. Wong Introducing Chinese Cusme
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International Tea Gathering

The 26th Annual International Tea Gathering was
held at the Sado Kaikan, Urasenke on Saturday, October
21st. Over 300 guests from abroad were invited and
enjoyed a tranquil afternoon in the tea house where they
were served sweets and tea. Some guests made friends
with the person sitting next to them, and some were
impressed by the delicacy of the souvenir they received

upon leaving the Urasenke.

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

Foundation.

Japanese Classes for Beginners at KICH
KICH and KICA co-organize Classes in Japanese
language for the newcomers. Each course (12weeks)

starts in April, July, October and January.

Place: Kyoto City International Community House
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
Fees: ¥3,000/12weeks
For further information, call KICH at 075-752-3511
or KICA at 075-751-8958.
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PS: I Love You.

I am a foreigner. Foreigner. F.OREILGN.ER. Tama
foreigner in Japan and in Japan, I am a foreigner before I
am anything else. I have no country, no self. The very
word ‘foreigner’ describes and identifies me. The title is
burdened by meaning, always interpreted only by others.
The label “foreigner’ is loaded with connotation contrived
only by others. I can barely remember what it was like
to once exist as a whole person. A time when I had
reference points, friends, family, location, language. In
Japan, my once real existence is a faint memory in a past
dream. It all seems such a long time ago. Now, I occupy
a space in which there is no familiar language to log on
to and give me entry into a physical world. Now, I live in
silence and exist in darkness. But in this world, I have
shaped a new way of seeing and hearing. I have intuited
a heightened sense of observation where visual cues are
my language of communication and aural cues give me
insight into a world beyond the physical. Is it possible to

hear in the silence and see in the darkness?

In the often painful, always stressful world of a foreigner,
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Genevieve Barr

I see the beauty, the genius, the modern, the
magnificence of Japan, and a mirror is held up, a looking
glass through which I see my own reflection and that of
my country; a vast cinema of moving images depicting
my country, warts and all. You see, in traveling, we can
often learn a great deal about who we are and where we
come from. We can discover what makes us tick, what
makes our home country tick, our own country’s vices
and shortcomings. Here in Japan I find myself careering
along the learning curve of a new country and a new
culture. Some days my slide is downwards, other days, I
climb a tiny bit higher, but always, everyday, I negotiate
the trials and triumphs of survival in a foreign culture
and in the process I find myself on a parallel learning
curve, seeing bits and pieces of my own home country

with my eyes wide open.

Beauty.

Sitting in the café overlooking the station concourse, a

concrete edifice which serves as a transitory



thoroughfare for the lives of a country’s people to move
along a time line from beginning to end, I watch Japan
pass by. I watch casual men and smart women in their
rush to and from. I see picture perfect families strolling,
loving, caring. Expressive, happy, laughing teenagers
and clipped and dangerous Yakuza dealing. People
going about the business of life. And then I catch a flash,
a fleck. It’s a ‘foreigner’. A tired-looking man of about
thirty years of age, wearing a creased and tired
expression to match his faded and jaded clothes. Seeing
him, all crumpled, moving slowly, moving lonely, looking
for something to look at, makes me feel awkward, self-
conscious, ordinary. A hint of tension filters through the
curious air. Everyone (or so it seems) sneaks a quiet
double-take to check to see if the two foreigners know
each other. The world being so small and all. He moves
on, to Starbucks, probably, or somewhere else familiar
where he can pretend to be. And Japan moves on. And I
think, I wish I could be someone. I wish I could be as
inspired as the Japanese. The dazed, scruffy foreigner
has disturbed me and I begin to wish to absorb Japan’s
confident sense of expression and the understated
beauty that I see all around. You see, Japan has a
perpetual belief in the notion of beauty, a true loyalty to
beauty. You can see it. You can see it in the dedication
to the slow process of their art, in the painstaking
creation of ikebana and the tea ceremony, so
concentrated and precise, slow and methodical, that it
becomes existential. You can hear it. You can hear it in
the ethereal pleasure of their traditional music. The
haunting shriek of the shakuhachi is the blood of Japan
as it pumps with the beat of the tsutsumi and taiko. You
will find it in the fluidity of Kabuki. Kabuki, like
watching time flow through the centuries, and you will
participate in it every time you sate your appetite. In
Japanese food there are untold beauties. Food in Japan
is a conceptualized art. This art form holds the essence
of food, an essence in which we the audience/consumer
are given the freedom to evoke the meaning of Japanese

cuisine. One does not eat in Japan; one involves oneself
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in the artwork. We are all expected to contribute to the
creation. And beyond the art of Japan? Beyond the
music? The food? Well, let’s see, aah yes, the Cherry

Blossom.

Cherry Blossom. Spring snow in the sunshine, emerges
gracefully once a year like royalty from its protected
enclave. The buds peek out at us, teasing us and
tempting us with pink wonder. Japan prepares for it like
one would prepare for the coming of royalty.
Throughout Japan, rugs are laid down, red carpets if you
like, in parks and gardens, and people ring through the
streets regaling and celebrating the prospective balcony
appearance. And then the time arrives. A pink veil casts
a mist of color, the glowing bride enters and for a brief
moment the world stops to gasp at a moment that will
quickly disappear. Cherry Blossom viewing is a time
when Japan is at its best. Is Japan a little intoxicated?
Yes. Alittle silly? Of course. A little happy? Absolutely!
Japan is happy! That elusive quality which we all spend
our lives in search of visits Japan. For a short time.
Maybe the ethereal beauty of the Cherry Blossoms lies
in its fleeting existence. The transitory, natural beauty is
something we mere mortals cannot ever possess. Been.
Gone. All beauty in Japan seems fleeting and fragile. It
is this fragility that adds to the mystique perhaps. Itis a
precarious beauty. The Cherry Blossom appears for

only that wisp in time and then it is gone.

Trembling flower on a delicate branch,
leaf tickling petal,
brief breeze,

brief love.

Can I compare this beauty to an Australian sensibility?
Australians love art! We do! Dressed up the elites
sashay to the opera, the theatre, the concert. The rest of
us read the reviews. I have never been to the opera.
What a pity. But in everyday life, do we value beauty?
Do we playfully flirt with aesthetics in our day to day



business? Do we find meaning in the everyday? I
wonder. Japan does. Japan understands the fragile and
the fleeting. Maybe Japan understands the fragility of
life. Maybe it is being born onto unsteady ground.
Maybe it is being born into natural elements that can
tear away existence in a fashion as violent and
magnificent as it was created. I don’t yet understand
what it is that is rooted deep inside the Japanese psyche
that causes such attention to life and beauty. [ am a
foreigner, so perhaps I will never know. But what I do
see is beauty everywhere in Japan. It is conscientiously
worked at in every tiny nook and every tiny cranny of

everyone’s world. And then...gone.

Today is April,
Tomorrow will be May.

The fine times duck through the clocks quick ticks,
while the shadows cast over the slow shifting of the dial.
One can never tell.

How is time running today?

Genius.

How is time running today? Need one ask? The genius
of it all. The genius of time. The genius of controlling
time, collecting it, wrapping it in fine paper and
delivering it to one of the greatest assets of Japan. The
Japanese railway system. This is an infrastructure of
true wonder and awe. A fully operational precision tuned
web of sheer genius. I am Australian you must
understand, and modern Australia is a country still in its
infancy, only two hundred odd years since the British
arrived to claim it theirs, and modern Australia has yet to
design a practical, serviceable public transport system.
For the Japanese, commuting is a hell of fiery anguish, at
best, but for me, with the good fortune of ‘outsider’
observation, the Japanese railway system is a marvelous
thrill. The trains, big huffing, puffing iron horses, arrive,
arrive frequently and arrive on time to shift people to all
corners of far-flung suburban outposts and back again.
And lest we forget all the peripherals to this wonderful
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Tickets!
Conductors! Station staff! People employed, doing their

stamp of mankind. Ticket machines!

work with an unflinching focus to their job at hand. To
an Australian, these are all abstracts of thought.
Dreams. Fantasies. La-la land. What a pity. My
mother, a practical woman who, even though she lost
friends to the Japanese POW camps, claims still today
that Australia would have been better off if the Japanese
had been successful in their endeavors to claim
Australian soil. ‘At least we’d have a decent public
transport system!”, she has said, time and time again. I
give this some thought. Maybe she’s right. The
Japanese could have been our Romans. Not only would
we have a decent public transport system but probably a
well thought through road infrastructure, a land
management plan, irrigation, a sustainable environment,
water management and a blue-print for the future.
Dreams of the impossible dream? Not for the Japanese.

Japan. Beautiful. Sensible. Practical. Genius.

Service.

May I remind you again that I am a foreigner, and as any
foreigner will tell you, we can live from day to day purely
on the kindness of strangers. That kindness can be our
breath, our lifeline, our saviour from isolation and
tragedy. A kind word from the bank teller, ‘hello’ will do
it, or a gesture of communication from a sales assistant.
These small acts reach out across the oceans and touch
my heart and tickle my soul back into the light. These
are small acts of kindness that can keep a foreigner’s
spirit alive. Then, there are the great feats;
demonstrations of the human capacity to be
overwhelmingly good. Nowhere else have I ever seen
such magnificent humanness than in Japan and, I want to

be specific here, the Japanese Post Office.

The local post offices, those tiny nooks of smiles and
efficiency dressed in crisp uniforms offer professionals

and counter service unparalleled in any other modern



world that I have visited. I have bought stamps, sent
parcels, made collections and dispatched postal orders,
all tasks done with next to no Japanese language ability,
but, at the same time, no stress. A stress-free post office?!
I am from Australia remember, a land where a trip to the
post office requires mental preparation, physical stamina
and an elite level of focus and determination rivaling any
Olympic gold medalist. Our post offices were once like
Japan’s. Our post offices were once efficient and beloved.
Now they are ‘organizations’. A visit to an Australian post
office means long queues often meandering out onto the
street and a dogged belief that one’s postal needs will
actually be achieved. But in Japan, the postal service
offers an untiring, forever dedicated, deep-rooted passion
to service. Home visits to deliver parcels, mail delivery
on public holidays, carefully handwritten, meticulously
considered English notes giving me information I need to
know, delivered to my door. Such attention to the job
scrambles my Australian head, and my brain tumble-
turns into temptation to sign off always with ‘thank you, I
love you’. I do love you, I think. Is it possible to fall in
love with a postal service?! It offers support, comfort,
inclusion and care. Why not?! But I am getting carried
away. Remember, I am a foreigner, an Australian and

unaccustomed to such magnificence in service. What a

pity.

Love.

So I turn my foreign head to that notion of ‘love’. A
dangerous word in any language. Love equals elation,

pain, joy, sadness, loneliness and hope. Wait a minute,
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that’s what I am going through here, in Japan. And I
want to talk about Japan so much that my heart breaks
out onto the paper in front of me. There is so much to
talk about. Two thousand words?! But I have only just
begun! Like anyone who has a new lover, I want to talk
endlessly. Don’t you want to hear? Do you know about
the grace of the Japanese heart? Have you heard of the
calm found in the nature? The stillness contained in the
countryside? How about the frenetic mayhem of the
cities? Do you know? The throbbing nucleus of Tokyo?
A city which holds all the questions and is sure to have
all the answers. Do you know? Have you heard? There
is too much to talk about. And what of Australia?
Australia, I loved you, but you have changed. We have
grown apart. You don’t pay me any attention any more.
You stopped giving me what I need. And I have found
someone else. Someone who does pay attention,
someone who does still try. You, Australia, stopped
trying. You sank back into the couch ‘relaxed and
comfortable’ and stopped noticing the growing cracks in
the walls, the holes in the roof, the leaking taps and the
broken furniture. What a pity. So, I'll leave you to it.
Maybe one day you’ll visit and we can talk. I hope so, for
I do still harbor a secret desire for reconciliation. In the
meantime, I shall bask in the honeymoon glow. I shall
value my new love and learn from its brilliance and

beauty, genius and magnificence.

Thank you Japan.

PS: Ilove you.



The Tale of the Bamboo and Sakura

A gander at Japan’s contemporary culture and deep-
rooted traditions will reveal to even the most non-astute
observer that there is an ongoing practice of borrowing
from other cultures. These borrowed pieces are then re-
spun, remixed, and rewired, often producing stunning
results received favorably by people around the world.
Even today, the successful tradition of assimilating
foreign influences and reinterpreting them in meaningful
ways remains a source of Japanese pride. In this essay I
wish to explain how this Japanese tradition of
“borrowing” has helped it succeed as a cultural
behemoth, and how this cultural hegemony can serve as
more than a vehicle towards greater understanding
during fractured times. In the latter half I wish to further
delve into my personal collection of borrowed ideas I
have accumulated thus far during my sojourn in Japan.

Cursorily investigate the staples of Japanese culture
and you might find something familiar from your own
culture. Japan’s writing system effectively sums up her
tradition of fusing elements of other national cultures, a
penchant as strong today as it was a thousand years ago.
Today’s Japanese language is an eclectic mix of
indigenous, curvaceous hiragana, ornate kanji of
Chinese origin, and a plethora of katakana loan words
primarily of Western origin. Even with the deluge of
foreign elements, Japanese still feel that their language is
their own. Researchers such as Kurt Singer and his
book, Mirror, Sword, and Jewel, explore Japan’s juggling
act of “plasticity” and “endurance,” the marvelous feat of
importing culture while preserving a sense of ownership.
Like a bamboo, Japan’s culture bends and absorbs
outside forces without breaking, retaining its

fundamental Japanese-ness.
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But Singer was not the only one bedazzled by this
intriguing process. Sitting in one of Harajuku’s hidden
ramen shops, I overheard a Chinese couple so fascinated
by the taste of Japanese ramen that their hullabaloo
drowned out the voracious slurping of the sarari-man
“If 3 A [A] | (The taste is
different!),” they giddily exclaimed to each others. The

sitting beside them.

other day I went to McDonald’s with my study abroad
friend who was caught off guard by the Japanese version
of his preferred fast-food chain. “Is this really
McDonald’s? Why is it so clean and why is the service
so good? Hey, Japanese workers should go back to
America and train their employees!” Perhaps more epic
was the animated masterpiece Spirited Away, a dominant
juggernaut in foreign film competitions in 2001. The
director Hayao Miyazaki is known to have used many
ideas from foreign films as inspiration, a practice that has
reverberated with his huge fan base overseas.

The “bamboo culture” has definitely struck a chord
with Japanophiles worldwide. There is something
interesting when foreigners are presented with their own
product after it has undergone Japanese kaizen
(improvement), for often it takes on a form the originator
could never have dreamed of. Much of Japanese culture
thus circumvents first-time user skepticism—there is
already a sense of familiarity in place.

Familiarity is a rare commodity in a region where
differences in opinion are more often highlighted than
overlooked. The tremendous importance of Japan’s
exported culture remains difficult to quantify, but it is
safe to say that this cultural gravity helps to holds Japan
steady in an Asian region tossing and turning with

political unrest. With its Asian neighbors awakened



from their economic slumber, Japan has quickly found
out that she is no longer the only Asian Tiger on the
prowl, her neighbors licking their lips in a predatory
fashion for a chance to secure the top seat in the region.
Though while China and Korea have dramatically
challenged Japan’s dominance on numerous
battlegrounds, the incumbent still holds an advantage on
the (pop) cultural front.

Japan’s hegemony over Asia is largely intact because of
this irresistible scepter of “cool”. Take a trip to Taipei,
Shanghai, Seoul, or Hong Kong and you will notice that
while the youth may speak different dialects and
languages, the Japanese cultural influences that pervade
their modern fabric all sing out loudly in a common chord
(Ayumi Hamasaki, anime, cell-phone straps to name a
few). It is a hope that this tune will be able to reverberate
across the Japan Sea and drown out the discordant
harping of bickering politicians and steamroll over the
obstructions for greater peace and harmony in the Asian
region. Obstinate folks in stuffy suits and hardened
opinions may not be accustomed to the idea, but “cool” is
a viable form of diplomacy, something that the youth of
East Asia must cling onto if they wish to take a step
toward the future in the same direction. As the cultural
pied piper of Asia, it is Japan’s duty to convey to other
countries that “bamboo culture” is the way to go.

The cacophonous clash of uncompromising opinions
deafens the ear to rationality. We must not become
embroiled under these situations but bend like bamboo:
absorb our differences gracefully, while retaining our

essence and dignity.

Sakura Culture:

I am admittedly a huge borrower of Japanese ideas
myself, and though there are many things I have
selfishly absorbed into my personality, one in particular
begs disclosure. On a fine spring day, I attempted to
salvage what had been quite a disastrous Sakura season.
Inclement weather had beset the delicate cherry

blossoms for several days, sending them fluttering to the
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soft ground prematurely, only to perform their graceful
spiral in front of a few brave spectators with umbrellas
awkwardly cradled between the chin and the shoulder as
they freely took pictures with their tilted heads. For
several days I looked longingly outside with pleading
eyes, praying for the resiliency of the Sakura and the
return of the sun. After what seemed like eternity,
Mother Nature finally acquiesced to my wishes and
granted me a three-hour window to behold one of the
most bedazzling sights she concealed in her repertoire.

I must make it painfully clear that I am not here to put
into words the aesthetic beauty of the Sakura flower.
Anyone who tries to without first supplying a high-
quality photo would be committing an egregious crime
against both the flower and the listener. As far as I am
concerned no language is quite vivid enough to faithfully
translate the spectacle into neither text nor speech. But
I will try to recount the culture surrounding Sakura,
because it is exactly this mystique that undergirds its
unparalleled attractiveness.

Sakura culture is premised on the temporariness of
the flower. From the moment the first blossoms are
reported, the hourglass is flipped on its head and flower
watchers are pitted in a race against time. There are two
ways to lose your breath with flowers. The most
common way can be exemplified by the way I once took
away the breath of my college sweetheart when I
showed up on her doorstep with a dozen roses. In an
entirely different way, I lost my breath while diving into
the train despite the frantic pleas of the train conductor’s
recorded voice, and then lost it again running past the
herds the people flocking to see same thing I had come a
long way to see. There was a healthy fear that if I did not
hurry, the opportunity might be lost forever, my study-
abroad experience forever incomplete because I was too
late. The evanescence of the blooming season thus gives
Sakura a distinct edge over other flowers. While roses
can move you yearlong with its crimson exquisiteness
and sentimental attachment, there is no need to rush. It

is only Sakura that can make you frantically ckase after it.



The temporality of Sakura and its cherished position in
Japanese culture reminds us that there is beauty in this
chase. When something is widely available it risks
losing its appeal. As a casual observer of Japanese
consumerism, I noticed how Japanese shoppers bounded
towards gentei (FR%Z) products and largely ignored
those that seemed to be produced in mass quantity. This
restriction of supply, whether produced naturally or
constructed artificially, appears to have an extremely
powerful effect. For the Ginza shopper it might mean
putting their name on the month-long waiting list for the
next Murakami-inspired Louis Vuitton print handbag.
For me it meant becoming a kakekomijyousha during my
race against the setting sun on the final day of flower
watching season.

The notion of ephemerality runs very deep in my
current study abroad experience. Each day I wake up is
a day that creeps closer to the expiration date of my visa.
This date has been emblazoned in my mind ever since I
stepped foot into Narita Airport and rears its ugly head
every time I make the mistake of flipping open my
passport. But I shall not lament the brevity of my
sojourn in Japan. Quite the contrary, I have come to
realize that it is precisely the transience that has kept me
spellbound throughout this past year. Like the fluttering
Sakura whose true aesthetic apogee comes at the
moment it flutters gingerly from the branch to the
ground, so too must I make the most of my time during
the final moments of my study abroad: I want to sing
karaoke in my squeaky voice with nary a hint of
embarrassment, renew and reaffirm friendships I have
made along the way, apologize for the meiwaku 1 may
have inadvertently caused to my building manager when
I was still unaccustomed to taking off my shoes at the
entrance and leaving the bathroom slippers in the
bathroom. Time is short and the list of things-to-do
remains long.

In this way the fleeting timeframe of Sakura culture
can be expanded to longer lengths of time—it is not

clearly defined and is enjoys the flexibility of
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arbitrariness. When I waited for the rain to abate, the
shortened week for hanami seemed like a short time.
But then when I juxtaposed my stint in Japan with the
rest of my life, a year then seemed all too short. And
why stop at just one year? Why not view the entirety of
life as something precious, something fugacious?

If you ever see my grandmother in the kitchen you
would swear she is still in her forties. She moves from pot
to simmering pot with the deftness of an athlete, throwing
in peppers and spices and salts until the whole house is
filled with the aroma of her delicacies. It is during these
moments that I try to trick myself into believing that she
will always be around for me. But her agility in the garden
and her youthful laughter belie her true age, and the truth
of the matter is that, like Sakura, many of our most
precious things were not made to last. In the feelings I
have for my loved ones, a lifetime turns into a moment,
never quite long enough for our liking, but long enough to

be remember it as something beautiful.

Conclusion:

When the two forces described in this essay forge
together, a symbiotic relationship is created. Bamboo
and Sakura culture are two fundamental cornerstones of
the Japan that I have fallen in love with and I have
chosen to write about the two because I envisage that
the former directly serves as an impetus for the latter.

Commodore Perry’s opening of Japanese ports under
the Convention of Kanagawa in 1854 ended years of
exclusion and introduced foreign culture into the lives of
Japanese people. In many cases, the Japanese proved to
have a voracious appetite for these new ideas, and
seemingly overnight the chonmage of men fell to the
floor while the women tucked their kimonos into their
closets in favor of new Western garb. With Japan’s
Bamboo culture, nothing is guaranteed to last forever,
and this limitedness fuels the nostalgia of those who are
lucky enough to catch a glimpse of old Japan. This
might happen when a group of girls in yukata sashay

across the fields during fireworks season, or when the



tune of the imo truck selling potatoes fills the air when it
rolls by. In a country where trends are subject to
change, everything can be viewed as gentei; this is the
perpetual dance played out by Bamboo and Sakura in

Japanese culture. As such, there will always be a certain

Why Potato? Why Rice?

A Comparison of Food Culture in The Netherlands and Japan

A Question of Culinary Reflection

I arrived in Japan a mere 3 months ago in order to
teach English in public schools near Nagoya. When
asked by curious Japanese people where I am from, I will
not hesitate to say “Oranda” (Holland / The
Netherlands). I will also not hesitate to say, perhaps a
little further on in the conversation, that “I love Japanese
food!” “Swushi, sashimi, miso shiru, umeboshi, tempura,
takoyaki: you name it, I'll eat it,” I exclaim to my jubilant
hosts. I also love Japanese culture. My particular
interest is in the interplay between a culture and the food
it consumes, and I am curious how Dutch and Japanese

cultures find a sense of identity through the food they eat.

Mashed potatoes or Miso shiru? Stroopwafels or sushi?
This is not an essay comparing and contrasting Dutch
and Japanese food items or preferences. Instead, it
seeks to understand the cultural values expressed
through general food choices. In other words, rather than
simply observe that “the Dutch prefer potatoes prepared
in such a way, whereas the Japanese enjoy rice prepared
like so0,” I believe it is far more interesting and culturally
insightful to ask “how is Dutch culture expressed
through the eating of potato, and how is that similar or
dissimilar to the expression of Japanese culture in the

eating of rice?” Thus, “why potato, why rice?” becomes
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turmoil in the relationship I have with Japan: a bit
worried that the Japan I know may vanish in the near
future, but ever excited at the prospect of something
completely new the next time my curiosity gets the

better of me and I find myself back here once again.

Leon de Vreed

the focus. Clearly, there will be no concrete answers.
This will be a light sampling of taste and habit in a brief
review of two unique and very different food cultures.

Appetizer: Cultural Foods vs. Consumer Foods
Before I delve too far into cultural foods, I need to
disclaim that the majority of people in Holland, and some
people in Japan, do not actually eat much traditional food
anymore. Food tastes (in Holland especially) have, in the
past 50 years, become so internationalized as to have
reached a high degree of cultural fusion and big-brand-name
product orientation. Case in point: a brand-name breakfast
cereal happily eaten by a Dutch child is indistinguishable
from the same cereal eaten by children in Japan, the U.S,,
England, Canada, Brazil, or any other part of the globe. For
the purpose of defining terms, I will refer to the modern
phenomenon of culture-transcending instant meals, frozen
foods, fast foods, breakfast cereals, and other such mass-
produced, packaged, and branded food products as
‘consumer foods’, in order to distinguish them from the
regional uniqueness and ethnic character of ‘cultural foods’.
Though some ambiguity will remain, the fundamental
difference is that cultural foods reflect the culinary history of

a population, and are still prepared from basic ingredients by

members of that population. In effect, consumer food is the



antithesis of cultural food, as it competes with regional
diversity and tradition, and compromises the ability of

people to prepare their own food from scratch.

Main Course: Bread and Potatoes in Holland

The potato (Solanum tuberosum) was introduced to
Europe from South America in the 17th century and has,
together with bread products, formed the main food
staple of Holland and much of Europe. Before the 19th
century, however, Europeans largely considered potato
unfit to eat, a strange root crop to be fed only to pigs and
poor people. Yet once the potato’s nutritional and
agricultural value was recognized (among other benefits,
its high vitamin C content helped prevent scurvy in
sailors), it became a popular food, especially among the
lower classes. What does the history of the humble
potato — starchy, nutritious, simple to grow, and easy to
store and prepare — tell us about Dutch culture? In
1885 the young Dutch painter Vincent van Gogh painted
De Aardappeleters (“The Potato Eaters”), which portrays
a poor Dutch peasant family sharing a simple meal of
potato. Of his sober, earthy painting van Gogh said,
“...I've tried to bring out the idea that these people ...
have dug the earth with the self-same hands they are
now putting into the dish, and it thus suggests manual

labor and — a meal honestly earned.”

The earning of an honest living through simple a
lifestyle and hard work is a value that can be traced back
to what has been coined the ‘Protestant work ethic’.
Since the Reformation (16th century), Holland has long
been a bastion of Protestant (Calvinist) Christian culture
in Europe, and for several centuries the rallying cry of
‘hard work and service to God’ shaped Dutch popular
culture and industry. From the time of the Middle Ages,
up to the turn of the 20th century, the Dutch were known
for being simple but thrifty and industrious people, and

our unadorned yet functional meals of potato, meat, and

'Souce: see Bibliography #5
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bread reflected these cultural values. Though a richer
court culture of refinement was maintained by the upper
classes, many of its lavish habits and foods were
imported from the aristocracy of France and Germany.
The traditional foods that we consider to be truly ‘Dutch’

are a legacy of the peasant people.

During the colonial period, Holland prospered thanks
to its growing position as a port nation and a center of
trade activity. New foods and tastes were imported, and
foreigners from the colonies started to immigrate to
Holland, the effects of which have has strongly shaped
Dutch culture and politics ever since. Thanks to trade
and the entrepreneurial culinary undertakings of the new
residents, the Dutch developed a love for international
cuisine. Meals became enriched by new imports from
distant and exotic lands: tea and spices such as nutmeg
and pepper came from Indonesia and other colonies.
However, not all Dutch people welcomed the new settlers
and tastes (some still don’t, even today), and traditional
meals of bread and potato were still eaten in most homes.
One common Dutch expression epitomizes this attitude:
“de boer lust niet wat hij niet kent” (“the farmer doesn’t
like that which is unknown to him”). One reason may be
that in the Calvinist tradition, notions of glamour,
frivolousness and expensive tastes were commonly
associated with gluttony and indulgence, which the
popular mind saw as shortcomings of the rich. Another
reason may be that potato and bread were cheap, easy to
produce and prepare, and nutritious. Any farmer could
grow potatoes by him or herself, granting farming
households a high degree of nutritional independence.
Thus, simplicity, thriftiness, efficiency, and self-
sufficiency were favored over excess. The Dutch became
the advanced, seafaring people with the simple ways. We
had access to all the world’s exotic ingredients, but in the
privacy of our homes, most of us still preferred to eat the
same humble dishes our parents ate. This characteristic
element is still very much alive in Dutch culture today,

especially among the older generations.



After the suppression and scarcity of World War 1I,
however, the pendulum swung the other way: we
loosened our belts and Dutch food choices became
increasingly international. This was accompanied by a
further influx of foreign immigrants, to the point where a
significant percentage of our modern population is of
South-East Asian, Surinamese, African, Turkish,
Chinese, and Eastern European ancestry. These
subcultures have largely maintained their own traditional
food cultures, adding much diversity to the national food
culture. Today, though many Dutch people still enjoy a
good potato meal, traditional potato dishes are often
considered to be a thing of our grandparent’s generation,
an old and somewhat bland style of cooking that is far
less exciting than fast food, or the many dishes offered
cheaply on the international food market. Finally, the
past decades have seen an increasing consumption of
branded ‘consumer foods’, especially in the areas of fast
foods and snack foods, and an increasing share of the
restaurant and consumables market is being overtaken

by large companies and restaurant chains.

Dutch food culture reflects elements of Dutch culture
in several ways. Firstly, it shows us that the relatively
homogenous native Dutch were a rational, thrifty, and
hard-working people. As evidenced by the success of
the potato, our meals were, and generally continue to be,
simple, to the point, and unadorned (even international
meals are usually prepared with ease and simplicity in
mind). Preparation, presentation, and consumption
etiquettes are simple and often ignored, and we also
employ as few cooking and eating tools as possible. At
the same time, the Dutch have an international
reputation for being globally-minded people: we are
generally fond of other cultures and their foods, as
evidenced by our ethnically diverse population, and the
popularity of international cuisines in Holland.
Unfortunately, this paradox of old and new has a darker

side: it reflects an increasing disconnection from our
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common past, and a dwindling sense of cultural identity.
Whether we will reclaim a ‘Dutch identity’ or move into
complete internationalization, is a topic of heated social
and political debate at this time, and tensions have
recently boiled over into incidents of ethnic violence. Is
our conscious internationalization a culturally enriching
process that is experiencing some ‘growing pains’? Or is
it that, in the growing void left behind by our
disappearing home culture, are we are turning towards
the international and the global (including globalized

‘consumer foods’) to take its place?

Main Course: Rice and Seafood in Japan

Japanese ‘cultural food’ is, as far as my limited
experience has been able to comprehend, diverse, highly
refined, regionally distinct, and at the same time
accompanied by a rich cultural etiquette of preparation,
presentation, and consumption. To start with the basics,
Japanese cuisine has centered on rice since the crop was
introduction from mainland China about 2000 years ago.
Not just any rice, but Japanese short-grained rice: Oryza
sativa, subspecies japonica. Indeed, the Japanese are so
fond of their homeland rice that they hardly import any
rice at all, an incredible feat for a crowded industrialized
nation that could easily convert more of its agricultural
land to more profitable land use. Yet the popular
insistence, and corresponding government policy
structure, is to produce and consume Japanese rice. Is
this rice so popular because of certain characteristics that
give it a superior quality, taste or texture, and therefore
make it an obvious better choice when compared to many
varieties grown in Asia, even if they are cheaper to
import? Or is the overwhelming vote of the Japanese
people for this particular rice because... well... because
it’s Japanese? The answer to this complex question will
probably reveal much about Japanese food choices, and

in turn, about the Japanese people.

Japanese food culture has evolved greatly over the



centuries. Of historical significance is a major physical
feature of Japan - it is comprised of an archipelago of
islands separated from the mainland by a considerable
sea voyage. This means that in addition to having been
highly influenced by the mainland, Japanese culture has
also experienced times of isolation, resulting in a cultural
‘island effect’: a high degree of cultural development due
to internal rather than external forces. New language,
technology, cultural values, political structures, and
foods have been introduced to Japan in successive waves
over the centuries. In response, the Japanese have had
the time to personalize and refine those introduced
cultural elements, creating a rich and distinct Japanese

culture.

During the Classical era (5381185 CE), the aristocratic
ruling class developed a fine court culture, and Japanese
culinary taste began its long journey of refinement. The
drinking of tea, and with it, the tea ceremony, was
imported from China and then refined during the Feudal
era (1185-1603). The kaiseki, or exquisitely prepared light
meal accompanying the Japanese tea ceremony, blended
flavor, taste, seasonal appropriateness, and aesthetic
arrangement into a unique art form. During the
prosperous and relatively peaceful Edo Period (1600-
1867), Japan secluded itself from the rest of the world, and
its culture evolved internally. Culinary delights were
again taken to new heights and food became more
stylized, with the newly popular bento, or Japanese
lunchbox meal, representing both popular and upper-class
attraction to this idea. It was also during this period that
sushi as we know it today became immensely popular,
having evolved from a method of preserving fish with salt
and fermenting it with rice. The Meiji Restoration of 1868
returned power to the Emperor, and placed Japan onto the
world stage, launching it into the modern era. In the last
50 years, the influence of brand-name ‘consumer foods’
has grown but has not become a replacement for Japanese

cuisine in the way that it has in Holland.
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Though modern Japanese food culture is complex, I
will characterize it by comparing it to Dutch food culture.
First of all, despite the growing effects of the consumer
food movement, Japanese food has retained a worldwide
reputation as being refined and of good quality. Many
regard Japanese food as haute-couture — a cross between
a nutritional necessity and an art form. This alone is
enough to differentiate it from simple, to-the-point
traditional Dutch cuisine. The implication is that,
compared to the Dutch, the Japanese continue to
appreciate a sense of their ‘high’ culture. The Dutch, by
comparison, had developed a less extensive ‘high’
culture, and as mentioned earlier, we are struggling to
maintain any sense of shared culture at all, whether ‘high

culture’ or ‘popular culture’.

Secondly, for a highly developed nation that is a major
player on the world economic and political stage, Japan
has retained a surprisingly popular traditional food
culture. Whereas the Dutch only sometimes eat the same
meals that our ancestors would have eaten 200 years ago,
the Japanese have held on to their popular culinary
traditions. Japanese households still prepare frequent
rice-based meals such as ichij_-sansai (rice, soup, and 3
side dishes), drink miso shiru for breakfast, and partake in
traditional meals during ceremonies and visits with family
elders. Thus, Japanese food culture retains its historical
and regional connectedness. This mirrors the sense of
Japanese cultural identity, which is shared widely by its
more or less ethnically homogeneous population (it’s rare
to see people of African or even European descent in most

places in Japan).

Finally, the Japanese have been spectacularly adept at
assimilating foods from other cultures. Examples of
popular fusion dishes include tempura and pan from the
Portuguese, curry-rice from the English, and numerous
dishes such as ramen noodles from the Chinese and
Koreans. Yet even once these fusion dishes had been

assimilated, the Japanese strongly differentiated them



from their own native menu, calling them seiy_shoku
(“Western cuisine”), as opposed to washoku, (“Japanese
cuisine”). This need to distinguish that which is
Japanese from that which is not, is so strong that the
Japanese even invented a separate syllabary, katakana,
to keep record of the new loan words. By comparison,
most people in Holland have long since forgotten where
most of our language and food comes from, and have
tended to embrace foreign cultural elements as our own
rather than maintain an artificial boundary between the
native and the foreign. This reveals an important value
of Japanese society: the sublime importance of being
Japanese. On the one hand, it promotes social cohesion,
empathy, and a feeling of common heritage. It’s darker
side, however, is that it can also take the form of
nationalistic or ethnocentric sentiment. Many of these
descriptions would be absent in a similar assessment of
Dutch culture, which tends to value individualism,
globalism, and rational thinking over structured

sentiment.

Dessert: Conclusion

In conclusion, I present Dutch and Japanese cultures
in the following light: the former has never had room to
fully develop a ‘high culture’ for itself, and is well into a
modern process of cultural fusion and diffusion, while
the latter is still holding tightly onto its ‘high culture’,
resisting a takeover by globalizing forces by fervently

reinforcing its self-identity.

Why potato? Because the Dutch found it simple,
appropriate and convenient, but international foods are
fulfilling those same needs and have resulted in new
food choices. The Dutch treat food choices rationally,

and see food culture as interchangeable.

Why (Japanese) rice? Because the Japanese are
connected to their culinary and cultural heritage, and are

trying to preserve it in the face of globalizing processes.
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The Japanese regard their traditional food as part of their
intrinsic identity, and choose to remain connected to it.

In the end, will the Dutch rediscover a sense of
culinary and cultural identity, or will our culture fade
forever into historical oblivion? On the other hand, will
the Japanese hold proudly onto their national identity and
traditional foods, or will they too succumb to the culture-
destroying effects of globalization and the consumer food
movement? Despite the many differences between the
two food cultures, one thing binds them in a common
process: the struggle between maintaining a cultural
identity, and dissolving into the unknown. A related, and
perhaps more disturbing question, is will the terms of the
emerging global food culture be determined by the big
brand name companies? Or will it be created by the
people of the world’s nations, who can choose to
remember how to prepare their own traditional foods
from basic ingredients? I believe that it is up to those
who care about culture and cuisine to help support and
preserve traditional food cultures, for future generations

to enjoy and cherish.
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