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m [t was an amazing experience of meeting students from SEA, also to see Thailand and to learn
different things formally and informally.

m [t gives and inspire us by meeting with different people from different cultures & countries.

It is a great program where people (young adults) come together from different countries and
learn each other cultures.

During the program, I have learnt a lot of things that cannot be taught by our teachers.
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It was an excellent program. But I think that the timing for this program is very short.
It was definitely too short.
You should reduce the schedule for learning because all participants want to have free time.

Everything is nice, except the tight schedule.

We want to have more fieldworks.
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m  Workload should be lessened.
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Unexpected Japan—Early Impressions of Sojourning Students

Jordan I. Pollack*

Japan predictably surprises newcomers—tourists, diplomats, missionaries, immigrants, business peo-
ple, and students, among others—to its shores. It does so predictably in different ways: through the en-
ergetic production of cultural novelty (harajuku and “cool biz” fashions, cuisine fusions, manga/anime
inventiveness, J-Pop genre evolution, advertisement and TV humor, etc.), spoken of now as exemplary of
Japan’s soft power; through the presumed constant but factually less-than-uniform enactment of culturally
signature forms (bowing, wearing of kimono, use of chopsticks, etc.), rather disappointing to some;
through prompting realization of the effective everyday insignificance of the traditional, externally mar-
keted (hence romanticized) symbols of cultural distinction (geisha, cherry blossoms, Mt. Fuji, suma); and,
just as importantly, through the unexpected sheer banality and transcultural familiarity of its quotidian so-
cial and material life. Japan surprises newcomers because it both exceeds and falls short of their
anticipations, whatever their source and legitimacy. Of course so much could be said for newcomers to
most places. But for exchange students, who have chosen their study destination with some model of host
country history and conditions in mind, and with some ambition to make that host country (its people and
cultures) relevant to their future, surprises may uniquely delight and dismay.

This report, an exercise in ethnographic illustration, presents assorted authentic responses exemplify-
ing intercultural notice-taking and sense-making when host country conditions turn out to be, upon arrival,
somewhat other than as projected. What follows is a compiling of representative expressions of surprise,
registered more or less strongly, by exchange students who participated in Kyushu University’s Japan in
Today’s World program (JTW)' spanning a five-year period (fall 2005 through summer 2010). Reactions
to the unexpected were elicited in class discussions and solicited systematically as written reflections on
assigned readings and observation tasks required for two courses taught annually by the author as part of
JTW’s core curriculum. The courses—one focused on adjustment issues and strategies, and the other on
cultural patterns and history—enrolled between 25 and 35 students each.” Encounters with Japanese, par-
ticularly with their eating and dressing habits, with their patterned behavior in time and space, and with
their customary communicative styles, including nonverbal body language, are productive in international
students especially, given their age-specific intentionality, of new modes and levels of awareness, under-
standing, and evaluation. Engagements with similarities and differences in conduct, to the degree that

these surprise, will likely disturb taken-for-granted views and upset stereotypes, displacing complacency

*Internatonal Student Center, Kyushu University
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with efforts to rework interpretations. International education seeks precisely this outcome, as part of the
broader objective of developing interculturally competent individuals (Deardorff, 2009) equipped suitably
for successful functioning in a densely interconnected, “flattening” (Friedman, 2005) world.

An earlier report (Pollack, 2009) discussed various motivations which students articulated in their ap-
plications to the JTW program. These announced or implied expectations that would position participants,
as newcomers, for surprise in their first exposures to Japanese lifeways. The same students share below
some their earliest impressions, reactions both positive and negative, offering valuable insight into how so-
journers on academic exchange interpret Japan—a Japan they did not entirely expect. Comments are as-
sembled which address several areas of initial, salient intercultural experience: dress and appearance; food-
shopping and dining; body language; and the interpersonal meanings and management of space and time.
Though chosen non-randomly for their suggestiveness, the selected remarks, reproduced verbatim or
slightly edited to assure grammaticality and clarity,’ are nonetheless fairly reflective of a much larger body
of opinion voiced by a much larger population of students. Collectively they provide self-disclosed experi-
ence and judgment revealing presumptions and biases useful to know for their mediating role—useful to
advisors, administrators, and instructors responsible for supporting student academic and practical adjust-
ment as well as fostering their well-being and cultural appreciation in general; but useful also to anyone in-
terested in the generation of Japan-focused sentiments as stimulated by first encounters with local

practices.

On Dress and Appearance

In this section, students comment on Japanese fashion and current beautification practices, often rais-
ing comparisons with standards and customary behavior at home. Markers of age, gender, style, formality,

conformity, and modesty are among the signifiers noted for their unexpectedness or difference.

UK, female: As for men’s fashion, I haven’t noticed such a big difference. Sometimes I am bit surprised by the girl-
like bags that some boys [carry]. I don’t know whether to include the dark suits that are worn en masse by most
Japanese men, in fashion. But they represent a big part of the population and apart from the weekends one won't

see these people wear anything else. This is a quite a big difference with Europe....

US, female: How women are dressed--I already noticed it on my first day in Japan. At the airport, I was thinking,
“O my God, I am so underdressed, they must think I am a poor girl.” Clothing is everything in Japan: a sign for
social status, profession and character. That’s probably why the Japanese are often referred as shopaholic, especially

if cell phones are counted as an accessory of dress.

France, female: I think it started the day I arrived, because it was almost a reflex to compare France and Japan...
it’s almost a game: find the differences. About girl’s clothes, the first thing I noticed is that even if the skirts are

very short, girls never show their arms. The tops always have long or middle sleeves. In France, it is the contrary.
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Girls show their arms but they almost [never] wear short skirts. [T]he girl who wants to wear a short skirt in
France is immediately considered more like a prostitute than like a normal girl...I would like to understand why the

arms are hidden, if it’s to prevent the skin from getting tanned or if it is something else.

Philippines, female: Iremember someone saying to me that the Japanese people don’t care about clothes. Whatever
you wear, as long as it’s decent enough, as long as you don’t go around wearing nothing, people won’t care. The
Japanese, he added, are not as vain as the Filipinos when it comes to dressing up. And so I came to Japan, wearing
an ordinary pair of jeans, an ordinary shirt, and an ordinary pair of shoes, and I instantly felt out of place. [Downtown
Fukuoka], going there for the first time, is like stepping into a fashion magazine, or something greater. People in
boots, scarves, layered clothes, heavy make-up, colored hair: everyone looked the same! I wanted to laugh, as it
[was] still summer that time, the temperature [was] scorching hot, and here I [was] seeing people in boots and
scarves. Women, generally, have colored hair, and wear heavy make-up, matching their flashy clothes and expen-
sive shoes/boots. And I thought it ends there. I was surprised that men are as equally vain. They all look perfect,

so perfect that it seems silly. As for me, I look plain, far too plain, that I really felt out of place....

Germany, male: Clothing definitely depends on the daytime and especially the situation... Of course, some of the
clothes were different from Europe, but they were more or less the same. However, [quite] remarkable were
women with umbrellas to protect from the sun and sometimes with tiny fans when I arrived...in September.

Unfortunately I could not see any kimono.

France, male: Japanese men seem quite to enjoy wearing headgear. [M]any of them wear caps, which is also wide-
spread in western countries, but also all sorts of hats we don’t often see in our countries. Japanese seem to be in
a fashion with hats, which are often seen in the streets, on the head of many young men. Moreover, I also noticed
that contrary to at least in France..., Japanese young men are not fond of hair gel. Even if [at] night [downtown],
[when] some of them have quite excessive hair [styles], they don’t seem to [use] that much hair gel to [achieve
their look].

China, male: One interesting thing...current [with] Japanese clothing is that male students carry reticules (bags).
The truth is, they don’t think [of them as] women’s-style bags. At least in my country, no males carry this kind
of bag. Young males carry backpacks or handbags (for men), or carry no bag [at all]. Actually, young males in
China don’t often carry bags, unless they go to school. But in Japan, I was shocked: almost all the male students
carry all kinds of reticules (made of leather, coarse cloth, etc.) Maybe it’s the uniformity that they are learning from
elementary school, so male and female students carry the same bags. As long as everybody carries reticules, it’s

not weird for male students [to do so].

Korea, Male: [Downtown,] contrary to my expectations, most women look alike. Most of the girls my age wore
long, knit short skirts, boots, and knitted hats...I thought Japanese girls were fashion-conscious...After enough ob-
serving, however, I recognized they were following the fashion but had distinct personal style. For example, most
girls wore boots but each boot was totally different. A certain girl wore strangely colorful boots. It is unimaginable

to wear that kind of boot in Korea.

US, female: Iran into a [women’s clothing] store...It was...pink, to say the least, and inside were a multitude of frilly
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dresses, lace blouses, frilly shorts, pink coats with fur stoles around them, and an odd assortment of ridiculous ac-
cessories. The staff resembled something out of a magazine ad—they all looked exactly alike. Blonde hair, curled
at the ends and twisted up into an almost sixties-style bouffant, with short skirts and frills all over the place. It
seemed to be a requirement for working there, or at least the dress code, because they were alike all over, including
their long, decorative fake fingernails. That was the biggest shock for me, but wandering around...a bit more, I found
[much the same]. Thinking about what I saw, it seems like the more girlish and cute fashion is, the more popular

it is.

Philippines, female: A stroll [downtown] was a step into Barbie World—everything revolved around hair, makeup,
and clothes. The whole stretch was a giant catwalk where both men and women strut their pieces of art. Next to

the Japanese, adorned in accessories, color, and trimmings, I looked like I had just gotten out of bed.

US, male: The...thing I noticed about clothing for men is that it is very homogenous. I don’t want to get into the
stereotype that Japan is a homogenous mix of people because living in Japan for only one month has definitely
showed me otherwise. I do notice that men don’t dress very colorfully. It is usually dark or light and I mean dark
as in black and light as in white. The colors are usually under those two categories. Rarely do I see a bright green
shirt on a Japanese person. I like blue, and I have a lot of blue shirts. Every time I would wear a blue shirt, I would
notice I'm one of a few men wearing it. In America this is not the case. I see blue, green, yellow, pink, red, orange,

etc. on men all the time.

Taiwan, female: On average, I think girls/women in Japan dress much [better] than those in my country. Although
most people dress pretty simply, everyone possesses their own style. This is [despite] the fact that Japanese girls
have a strong sense of fashion and...more or less follow the [current] vogue...Japanese girls’ dressing [seeks]
“simplicity.” It is rare to see someone with large, floral, or gay patterns...[and] Japanese prefer plain colors. Also,

dark colors are most popular.

Thailand, female: Japanese dressing style is always unique, based on the idea of keeping simple but looking elegant
as they always wear suits in [dark] colors such as navy blue or black. Most of the office women wear only one or
two pieces of jewelry, [usually] earrings. The interesting thing for me is Japanese hairstyle, which tends to look
cute but natural, even if they have just come out of the [salon]. In Thailand, when working age women have their

hair cut, they usually expect their hairstyle to look neat, so everyone will notice...they... just had their hair cut.

UK, female: For the most part, women’s clothing that I have seen in public does not differ significantly from English
dress. I do think however that the proportion of the people in the street who are smartly or at least tidily dressed
is higher than in the UK—people at home often seem to not care about dressing scruffily, especially if they are just
going to the supermarket. Another observation is that women are quite concerned about covering up against the
sun, for example I have seen people wearing long gloves to cover their arms and hands while out walking, and sun

visors and so on.

Sweden, male: Japanese clothing is very different from the clothing that I am used to in Sweden. I mean, maybe
not different as in they have brands here that we don’t have at home..., but more like how [clothes] are worn.

There is a lot of group thinking here, and you see groups of similarly dressed people when you walk about in the
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city. The [most obvious] example...is of course students that have to wear the same school uniform. Walking to-

gether in a group, they really stand out to me, mainly because we don’t have school uniforms in Sweden.

Singapore, male: The...thing that really got me thinking was the dressing of...younger generation females. Many...
tend to wear stockings and super miniskirts and even revealing clothing, and in Japanese society, these are simply
treated as being fashionable. On the contrary, in many other countries, if a female were to dress as such, she would
most probably be mistaken for a prostitute. [Also,] many...Japanese males...tend to wear many layers of clothes...
at least two layers of clothes on at any time and no matter how hot it [gets], they would never remove the outer
layer. I come from Singapore and even I sometimes feel that the weather is really hot [in Fukuoka], and I generally
only wear one layer of clothing everyday; yet I keep seeing Japanese all covered up with thick clothing under the
hot sun. This really got me wondering...they would rather go hot then to forsake the image that they are presenting

to others.

US, female: I love to try to analyze women’s fashion in Japan — it is probably the one thing that I've noticed most
since I've arrived. When I got here, I thought “Wow, girls can wear ANYTHING so long as they pair it with a hot

pair of shoes, a cool jacket, and either a scarf, hat, or large bag.”

China, male: Women in Japan like hats, especially elder ladies. This is totally different from China. I seldom see
elder ladies wearing hats in China. This may correspond to “fashion” but I guess Japanese elders enjoy more social
life then Chinese, [because older] Japanese [are] still in good health, [and] physically...can do a lot of things;

[also,] Japanese are rich and money lengthens their social life.

South Korea, female: I easily found people with luxury brands such as Louis Vitton and Channel on the streets in
Japan. I was so surprised that possessing luxury brand products is so common in Japan, especially for young people,
even though I had heard that Japan...has the biggest demand for luxury brands in the world...[M]y Japanese friend...
said that young people like her...are so familiar with those brands because their parents...gave luxury bags or shoes
to them to show their wealth when they were younger, [when] Japanese economic conditions [were better]. Even
though economic conditions [have worsened], they still remember the luxury brands, love them, and try to get

them.

US, male: One of the most striking aspects of Japanese clothing I have noticed, in terms of differences to my home
culture, is that of hats. [On] Japanese television, we came across...an advertising segment for different kinds of
hats. It seemed strange...In the United States, hats are only worn for very special occasions, by younger men, or
for sun protection purposes. However, after spending a few days walking around the streets of Japan, this show
made a lot more sense. Many women and men here of all ages here wear a variety of hats, [and] it seems to be
older women that sport the largest amount of headgear.... This practice...might be indicative of the generally more

publicly formal nature of Japanese attire.

US, female: I had NO idea that there was so much intricacy involved in Kimono wearing! That there are different

styles for married vs. single women, different styles for the seasons, and even for ages too! Wow!

China, female: Boots, high heels, died and curled hair, skirts [are] key [elements] of Japanese fashion. Even in
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the summer, Japanese girls wear [lined], fluffy boots. Compared to Chinese girls, Japanese girls are more girly
looking. There are [many] more girls wearing skirts in Japan than in China. And they are more likely to present
as typical females. In China, unisex style is appreciated by many girls. And I think generally speaking, Japanese
girls care [about] clothing and outer appearance more than Chinese girls. Very few girls wear sports or casual

clothes. Most girls wear makeup every day.

France, female: The first thing I noticed is about sleeveless t-shirts or camisoles. Indeed, I have never seen a
Japanese woman wearing these and as I am used to wearing only this kind of t-shirt, I was very embarrassed. So
I was asking myself why Japanese women do not want to wear them even if...the temperature is very hot [much]
of the year. [A] Japanese woman [told me ] she thought...it was because Japanese women are probably too [mod-
est]. Ifound this...very weird because I saw a lot of Japanese women wearing very short shorts. Such different cul-
tures...Japanese women may [freely] show their legs but they do not want to show their arms. This is the opposite

in France.

South Korea, female: When I came to Japan, I was moved [to see] Japanese people wear kimono...[They do so] for
special events such as anniversaries, birthdays, graduation, [attending] hanabi (fireworks), and weddings. In
Korea, we have also a traditional [dress] called hanbok. But these days, nobody wears it, [except to a] wedding or
funeral. But that is mandatory. Our costume is as beautiful as kimono, but it’s uncomfortable. That’s why nobody
wears it. But... in Japan, everybody really wants to wear [kimono] even it is uncomfortable...to [preserve] their cul-

ture and history. I think we have to learn that kind of thinking.

Singapore, female: In a world where T-shirts have their own exclusive brands, and from a country where everyone
has a staple of at least 10 of the aforementioned fashion basic if not more, it was to my astonishment that I realized
that Japanese women did not, in fact, wear T-shirts as everyday apparel. From the streets, to the shopping malls,
to the classroom, I observe the painful death of what I'd assumed would be an underpinning of the very invention
of clothing itself, now relegated to mere sportswear and pajamas. Tall boots, knee-length skirts, and layers of long
tank tops or chic shrugs seem to be the order of the day here. In my jeans, my track shoes, and of course, my T-
shirts, a persistent, nagging feeling in the corner of my mind informs me of possibly having been transported back
(or possibly forward) into a different era... I might as well be wearing a sign around my neck that reads,

“Foreigner.”

Belgium, male: All the male people I have ever known to wear make-up were actors, singers, Goths, or Japanese...
Where I come from, going to the gym for body toning is the only sacrifice made to look appealing... One of my first
thoughts in Japan actually was, oh my god, the guys are so “gay” here! And prolonged stays in Japan have only
strengthened that insight. Not that I have a big problem with guys spending a lot of time and money on how they
look; I see it more as an effect of Japanese society... all that wealth has caused the free time industry to flourish.
And, instead of preparing themselves as future workers..., young men now lose themselves in a world of going out,
pachinko, and looking good to score with girls. Girls are being taught to dislike body hair, and as an effect, men will

start getting rid of body hair to remain attractive.

Belgium, female: In my experience, the differences between Japan’s and Europe’s view towards male beauty is very

different. When I was talking to Japanese girls about Western boys, they confirmed...that they dislike hairy men



On

Unexpected Japan—Early Impressions of Sojourning Students 135

very much. While there is a certain aversion towards too hairy men in Western countries as well, the Japanese ideal
of tsurutsuru males is not shared by Western women. It is not considered to be very manly if you don’t have hair
in certain areas. On the contrary, the lacking of body hair is a sign of immatureness, associated with boyishness and
therefore almost the opposite of manly. The ideal man is supposed to be manly, and grown out of his boyish fea-
tures. The last thing Western women want is to play the role of the mother of their partners. Boyishness is there-
fore not attractive at all...I was really surprised to read that...binan (O O, young, handsome men)...have makeup
bags..., but also that their bags contain more products than those of most girls I know, and that they were not reluc-

tant to show them....

China, female: When I first stepped into this land, I was immediately shocked after coming across a bunch of men
who wore makeup. What’s astonishing is not only that Japanese men wear makeup, but that most of them make
themselves up in a quite “feminine” way! One of the most [noticeable examples] is the way they trim their eye-
brows, usually to a very thin and slender [line], which under the traditional criterion is almost the same as
women’s. Back in China, it is an obvious signal which indicates your unusual sexualorientation if a man wears
makeup and looks or behaves in a feminine way. People would assume that “he is too beautiful and too soft to be
straight.” One of the strict [sex identity markers] is one’s eyebrows. [Traditionally in] China, men’s eyebrows

[should] be thick and black...to differentiate themselves from women.

Dining and Food Shopping

Students reveal the saliency of eating-related concerns during the initial weeks following their arrival

in Japan through remarks, made frequently, on the experiences of shopping for food, dining at restaurants,

sampling Japanese cuisine, discovering table etiquette, and the like. The exotic, the humorous, the per-

plexing, and the unglamorous all find representation as noteworthy.

Germany, male: The most special thing [about] JUSCO [a large shopping center/mall complex] is that they [em-
ploy] male cashiers. This is the first time I've seen male cashiers...And the other thing is that you will discover that
all who are doing food promotion are females. I think that’s because females feel closer when they are talking to
people of the same sex. In addition, it’s an interesting finding that it is always the woman who is paying at the cash-
ier if couples or families [are shopping together]. And the man is always waiting for the woman [while] the woman
is packing. I think this fulfills the role expectations of the society. [In addition,] there are discounts every day in...
all Japanese supermarkets. They will start to discount fresh foods made in the morning at 7 p.m. at night and there
will be discounts at 9 p.m. on food made after 4 p.m. in the day. And you would discover that everybody is waiting

for the discounts and that some popular foods...soon disappear after this discount goes into effect.

Singapore, male: [T]he Japanese treat...grocery shopping as a kind of family outing or even an enjoyable activity.
For families it seem[s] like a bonding session where the entire family would enjoy themselves while casually chat-
ting and choosing the specific foods that they wanted. Whilst for the individuals, I realized that even for them, they
could take up to over an hour just pushing their carts around and going through the aisles again and again as though
they were enjoying themselves...I also realized that most...were at least around their thirties, thus it would seem

that this ‘activity’ was generally confined to the upper-aged class. This ‘phenomenon’ seems a little different from
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Singapore where most people seem to be constantly hurrying through their lives and grocery shopping is more of

a laborious activity that is mandatory rather than a leisurely one.

Belgium, female: When I first went to JUSCO to do my grocery-shopping, the culture shock I experienced was not
that big at all. I think it was the various [types of background] music, each annoying in its own particular way, that
[caught] my attention...What I didn’t notice the first time, was now almost hitting me in the face. The Japanese peo-
ple tend to do their groceries in a very relaxed way. They look carefully at each item, and they don’t seem to know
what they want to buy, but want to get inspired by the quality and the price of the products they will find that day.
Where I come from, doing the groceries is not considered to be a fun activity, for which you have to [spend a long
time]. On the contrary, most...people seem eager to break their personal record and want to get to the registers
as fast as possible. They know where all the products are, and only go to an isle when they have to buy something

there.

China, female: [S]ome discoveries [at the food market]: How much do they buy? Usually one or two baskets [of
items]. So I think that they do shopping daily,..which is quite different from western people. What do they buy?
Most...buy...food like milk or bread. I find that people here quite like tasty-looking bread, compared with Chinese
people, because Japanese buy a lot!...How about the service? Excellent! Employees here are so polite, patient and
hard working. If they are not able to help you, they will try to find [someone else] to help you. In China, super-
market employees usually tell you to [look for someone] else or [to just] help yourself, even when they are not
busy. What else? In China, we [must bring our own] shopping bags or pay for plastic bags, while in JUSCO (maybe
the whole Japan?) plastic bags are free! [Also,] in China there are always some guys who look serious [at the front
doors]...of the supermarket. Their job is to prevent people from lifting goods without paying [for them]. But in
JUSCO, there are no such guys. All the shoppers are regarded as [honest], or maybe there are some other reasons.

Who can tell me?

Sweden, male: [FJocus on the sounds used in shopping...Most westerners will agree that in their countries the
music that is played inside stores is often either radio or “easy going” music. Soft, classical works that encourage
a relaxing shopping tour. The shock then is to enter the JUSCO store and find a hectic piece of classical music...re-
peating in a roughly 30-second loop. With the Japanese penchant for measuring, I'm sure this choice in music is well
thought out and documented, but as a foreigner it is startling to hear a background sound that leads one’s thought
more towards a stampede of elephants than a some mellow grocery shopping. It may be due to a wish to have the
customers rush through their routines and thus for the store to have a greater circulation of people, though such a
strategy seems highly improbable...[T]he voice used by female store attendants, particularly those who give out
free samples... is a high-pitched nasal sound perfect for being heard over the din or talking and with drawn out vow-
els in the ends of words...This type of tone can also be noticed at the cashier. Ask the person there a harmless ques-
tion while paying and pay attention to the way they answer your question and the way that they state the amount

of money you presented and the amount of change you will receive. It is quite the difference I can assure you.

United States, female: The first time I entered a supermarket in Japan, I was both amazed and delighted to discover
exactly what I expected to find - aisle after aisle of grocery items, loud packages with strange lettering, and authentic
Japanese consumers. I was so intrigued, in fact, that I felt compelled to film the experience (with special attention

to the deli and seafood items), blatantly revealing my foreign roots and lack of exposure to any form of Japanese life.
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However, after a second trip, I realized that apart from its miniature buggies, toy store tunes and array of mysterious

foods, the supermarket itself was a very unglamorous and familiar concept.

Sweden, male: [And as for eating] living sea food, I'll go as far as raw fish any day, albeit a bit reluctantly, but food
that’s more or less served alive? I think that’s one of the things that will have to wait for some kind of “lets-do-
crazy-Japanese-stuff-before-we-go-home-week” before I try it. Just the thought of trying to eat a living baby octopus

makes a small shiver go down my spine.

Singapore, male: the Japanese have such a large variety of food but yet the foods are seemingly still organized in
a really nice manner such that each main type of food will still have subsets and different flavors. Like for example,
if we just look at temaki, it 1s a specific type of food yet it still has many different types to it, like the ume-shiso maksi,
natto maki, negi-toro maki, etc. This aspect can almost be seen in all the Japanese foods... This is such a unique
thing for me as in my country and my travels, the food [is] generally not grouped like Japanese food. [F]or exam-
ple, if you wanted a ‘wonton noodle’ it would not have that many special varieties and types...I was also fascinated
at the [large] number of rules that we [should] observe while eating a meal. It was like each specific type of food
[has] a special method of eating it and we actually [have] to have the skill or the knowledge to be able to eat it
properly. Some examples would be that we are supposed to put the entire piece of sushi in our mouth and not take
a bite of it and leave half of it out; or needing to know the difference between shoyu, tentsuyu and miso soup and not

actually drinking the wrong one.

Belgium, female: Among the many features of the Japanese dining culture, there is one that I have found to be an-
noying sometimes, namely the custom of splitting the bill equally over the persons sitting at one table. I think it is
clear that there can be big differences in the proportions that people eat, and even more in the drinks they choose
to drink. It is hard to control how much money you will spend, as it depends on the drinking and eating habits of
those sitting next to you. I can’t seem to get the logic of paying more than you have consumed, while the Japanese

don’t ever seem to be bothered by this.

Philippines, male: [M]ost other cultures, I suspect, would reject raw meat and live creatures as legitimate forms
of food for civilized society. How come [Japanese] don’t make this distinction?...I find that there is playfulness and
an open-mindedness with which the Japanese approach foreign food. I thought ramen was a Japanese dish and was
surprised to see it [referred to as] “Chinese noodles.” They've played with the concept of Pizza and ice cream, em-

bracing the practice of innovation.

China, female: Japanese people are encouraged to slurp loudly when they eat noodles and soup, while Chinese re-
gard [this] as an impolite way which shows that this person is poor and [too] eager for food. Besides, Chinese usu-
ally eat soup [with a] spoon while Japanese do not...The great variety of food impressed me...Actually I feel confused

when [ face so many kinds of soy sauce and miso especially when I want to buy [these].

Poland, male: I can admit now that before...my knowledge of Japanese food was quite poor. I knew about ramen,
a few kinds of sushi and sashimi and something about tempura. But when I [learned] what you can actually put in
a soup, on a stick (yakitori) or on a block of rice (sushi), I was truly amazed...One more thing is also worth men-

tioning. The Japanese people really know how to use their limited resources and know how to prepare anything that
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comes out of the sea (or even lives on land—for example, salamander). And we Europeans throw away so many
things! And a last word about the whole etiquette. Only in Japan must you be careful with every move that you
make in a restaurant and even with how you hold the chopsticks, but at the same time you can slurp (I still can’t

get over it) and drink soup straight from the bowl! Confusing, isn’t it?

Sweden, male: The dinner is something of a holistic experience where each piece is supposed to complement the
other (or in the example of sushi, each piece is a meal in itself, hence the “rinsing” of the taste buds between each
course). The use of chopsticks has also had its effects on Japanese eating. In (I would dare bet) almost every west-
ern country, drinking your soup or broth directly from the bowl is considered bad manners, while “slurping” your
pasta is outright rude. But considering the length of udon and soba, combined with the inability to twirl it up like
one can if one uses a fork, it is understandable that the practice of eating “loudly” came to be prevalent and cordial.
There may also be an element where the loud eating shows that you think the food is so good that you forsake man-

ners, thus paradoxically showing manners by being loud,...although this is pure speculation.

England, female: When our meals came out, they did not all come at the same time, with [my friends’] arriving a

little before mine.... In England, generally every meal comes at the same time, even if you are in a big group.

Philippines, female: Traditionally, we eat using our bare hands, with one of our feet perched high on the chair
(which is considered to be rude and improper in other countries). Japanese people, however, eat with ohashi, or
chopsticks, seated neatly and trimly on the tatami. We eat quite noisily, the messier and noisier the better, with all
the talking, gossiping, laughter and practically everything happening over dinner or almost every meal (as we...eat
so many times throughout the day). Noise and babbling, on the other hand, seem rude here in Japan, especially
while eating, or while in front of the food. They all seem to be prim and proper while dining, pouring ocha or sake
into each other’s cup, talking only ever so lightly, laughing ever so softly, and moving ever so gently. Loud
babblings and inappropriate movements never EVER happen in front of a Japanese dining table, except only during
nomikais, or drinking parties, where everyone gets too drunk to care about these rules, much less conform to these

things.

Germany, female: At home it is not allowed to lift the soup plate or to make loud sounds while eating the noodles
and drinking the soup. In Japan it seems to be normal make sounds and especially when it is very delicious. While
I was watching [at a noodle shop] I had the feeling that they eat their soups very fast. And they always drink tea
or water. I hardly see any Japanese drink anything else. When drinking it also seems so be allowed to make sounds.

Some of them seem to love their drink so much that at every gulp they make happy sounds like ‘mmh’.

England, female: One of the nicest things I've found so far about eating in Japan is the free water—in England, if
you ask for water, you are generally given bottled mineral water that you have to pay for, and if you ask for tap

water, you are generally made to feel guilty and mean about it.

France, male: At a yatai, the customers sit down on a bench, [facing] the cook (very often a man), and ask him for
dishes. Except when the customer [first] comes in, and the cook welcomes her/him with a “Irasshaimassei,” and
waits for the order, he will never again ask you what you want. You will have to ask directly and by yourself, even

if it often means you will have to disturb the cook while he is doing something else. Finally when you have had
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enough, just ask for “o katke:” and pay the bill in cash, you won’t receive any bill or note. [Once] an older customer
began speaking with me; he was roughly in his forties or fifties, looking like a high-ranking salary man. The man
[invited] me to take food from the dishes he had ordered for himself. I was a little bit embarrassed and did not know
exactly what to do. So I [took] food off his plate just once, [though] waiting [to be asked] to do it again. He also
offered me beer and [filled] my glass every time it was empty, never letting me...do so by myself. At the end of
the dinner, he paid...for me, even though I tried to make him understand that I wanted to pay my [own] note. But
my Japanese skills are not so good, and [by] the time I gathered the [right] words in my head, the bill was paid.
I was quite embarrassed and did not know how to take it: do I owe him something? Did [this meal] establish a kind

of debt relationship, as if he would be “hierarchically” ahead?

United States, female: When I walked into the small restaurant, it was like entering another world. It was simply
furnished, [with] six dark brown, low[-set] tables surrounded by dark blue pillows and plain walls. No furniture or
sound attracted my attention; everything was held in simplicity. Although it was crowded and narrow, there was a
silence inside, by which I was strongly impressed. Suddenly I felt a little bit uncomfortable. I was worrying about

making mistakes and disturbing the other guests...

Poland, female: In the ramen shop I was quite shocked when we entered to hear all the shouting staff, including the
chefs (as the place had an open kitchen). [It] was noisy,..mostly caused by the staff yelling “thank you” and
“welcome” and some other phrases that I didn’t understand. However, they seemed like robots without any emo-
tion when they were doing that, so it didn’t make me feel any more welcomed as if they didn’t say anything [at all].
I guess this place is not very suitable for couples wanting to enjoy a romantic dinner, which would also explain the
speed of people eating there. Some people who arrived after us...finished and left before we put down our chop-

sticks.

Taiwan, female: It is quite interesting to observe the way people eat ramen, even though ramen is Chinese noodles
and the way of eating should not be so different from Japanese and me. The first thing I notice is that Japanese...
drink beer, sake, or other kind of alcohol when they eat ramen, even in the daytime. I understand this might result
from some long-established habits; nonetheless it is still unusual for me to see the alcohol accompanying Chinese
noodles. Next you will find some annoying noises coming from people’s slurping. In my country, we are trained not
to make sounds [as much as possible] when having a meal. Slurping might cause you to be considered impolite and
vulgar in Taiwan, while in Japan slurping is totally acceptable... When they are about to finish the meal, they would
pick up the bowl and drain the soup without [using] a spoon...is that people sometimes order rice or “gyouza”
(dumpling) as “side dishes.” This is odd to me because noodles, rice, or gyouza all are main foods in my country—

it should be enough to order [just] one of them as your meal.

Belgium, female: It is very difficult to keep the eating rules in mind when you are in a restaurant in Japan, because
you learn from your mother what to do while eating and compared to Japan the eating rules in my country are very
different. For example in Japan you cannot blow your nose when you are at the table, but in my country it isn’t con-
sidered impolite to do that. When I was with my home stay family and set the table, the plates had to be in a certain
arrangement, which I did not know. After finishing my dinner all the plates from my family were in the same order
as they were in the beginning. Also when you get plain white rice in a bowl you cannot put sauce on it because it

has to stay white. That is what they told me, but I don’t know the reason why it has to stay white. I think this is
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strange, because the rice is so dry without any sauce. But you have to put the sauce on a separate plate.

Hong Kong, male: I had lunch with a [Japanese student in the student canteen]. We chatted about my life in Japan
and finished our lunch [rather quickly]. After that, we picked everything up and returned [dishes] to the counter
[and trash to the garbage cans]. To be honest, I was a little bit surprised at first that every Japanese student would
[do this unfailingly]...not breaking the rule. In Hong Kong, we would just finish our meal and leave the [dishes and]
trash on the table, waiting for [a cafeteria] worker to pick up [after us]. I've never see even one student in my own

university pick up his/her dishes and trash after meal.

On Body Language, Including Bowing

Students below voice sentiments on a variety of topics related to facial and body expression which
have given them pause. Home country experience and customary behavior again serves as comparative

backdrop for observations on hand and finger gesticulation, hitting, head movement, bowing, and more.

Germany, male: What I observed about Japanese is that they like to smile when they don’t know how to answer
your question or how to solve a problem, or maybe when they don’t want to answer a question. They won’t [say]

anything, but instead they give you a smile. And you will never get what they want to express to you.

South Korea, female: If I want to say “I don’t...,” “I am not...”, or “no...” in Japanese, I raise my hand in front of my
face [palm outwards, fingers straightened] and wave it back and forth. It’s really funny because in Korea this ges-

ture means [something] “smells bad.”

Sweden, male: One thing I have noticed...is the use of nodding as a signifier that something is understood. The
same seems to be the case when something is agreed upon. When something is understood or agreed upon, often...
the Japanese say “So...So...So...” and nod once for each “so,” or even more. This of course ends up in a lot of nod-
ding. This might be seen as a gesture that is the same in most countries...but what I would like to point out is the
number of nods given. If I were to nod at understanding something, I would probably nod once perhaps twice
whereas what I would refer to as the standard “so-so-so” comes with at least three nods. You will definitely see a
difference in speed if you look at it. Another, perhaps more obvious, gesture is the scratching of the back [of the
head]. This generally occurs when the person is faced with something he or she cannot answer or [agree to and]
that comes with some inconvenience. The...gesture as such more or less conveys a feeling of inconvenience or un-

ease. Before I came to Japan I would have interpreted the gesture as an [indecisive] “hmmm.”

Singapore, male: Tilting one’s head slightly away from the speaker while covering one’s mouth with one’s hand and
raising the other hand towards the speaker and limply wave it around. It’s hard to describe but my...Japanese
teacher does it a lot whenever she laughs hard in class. It’s as if she’s saying “oh, that’s too much, I can’t help but

laugh.”

United States, female: I have noticed that Japanese cross their hands or arms into an “X” to express damei [indi-

cated “bad” or “wrong” or “not permitted or possible”]—[to foreigners and] even to other native speakers. When



Unexpected Japan—Early Impressions of Sojourning Students 141

I first arrived here, I thought this was an unusually strong gesture for the Japanese. [Also]...girls seem to gesture
more obviously than boys—particularly if there are boys around them. Often girls convey surprise—they will cover
their mouths, draw back their shoulders, put a hand over their chest, and/or open their eyes exaggeratedly wide.

Girls also typically express more excitement than boys—with clapping, mild hopping, and giggling.

Hong Kong, female: One personal experience of mine is buying snacks in a small stall...As I am not too good with
speaking Japanese, I use hand symbols to indicate the number of pieces I want. When counting with only one hand
in Hong Kong, the number six is indicated by the same symbol as “phone call,” holding up only the thumb and the
little finger while [tucking] in the others [against the palm]...[When] I have used the symbol for number six,...how-
ever, the sales [assistant] seems to have no idea [at all] what this gesture means; that was when I finally recognize

that the counting symbols which I have internalized so well [are]...not universal.

China, female: Japanese are always smiling owing to politeness and when they are really happy, they will open
[their] eyes widely and sometimes [also their] mouth. Some...gesture with hands and arms, [though] seldom with
feet. Usually there are no hip or waist [movements]. When Japanese are angry, they will [stay] silent and [keep]
their body still...Japanese used hands when they are talking. And I saw that between lovers there were some inti-
mate touching. On the [street], girls do not hold hands....[This] is quite different from China. My [Japanese
friend] said that she never holds hands with her mother, and girls only hold hands [while] in elementary school...
In China, it is [normal] for girls even in high school [to hold] hands to convey and reinforce their [closeness].
Another reason is practical—there are too many people in China; if you do not hold hands with your friends in the

street, maybe [in the] next second you [may lose] and have to [look for] them in a sea of people.

South Korea, female: I realized that people scratch their heads when they seem to be in trouble finding things or
answers. | was surprised because I noticed it many times in such a short time...One common thing was that [it was
always] guys—I never saw girls do it. [I saw] that it seemed OK to [tap or slap someone’s] head as punishment.
In Korea, hitting one’s head is considered humiliating, even if it’s [just] joking. However, I saw my home-stay fa-
ther do it to his children and I was quite surprised. At lunch, he [slapped] one kid’s head for starting eating [before
others]. At dinner, he spanked one on the head for the same reason. [My] friends...said they’ve seen the same...
[Later] I was talking with one of my Japanese friends. We were making fun of each other, making jokes and when
he got embarrassed, he slapped my head just like my home-stay father did. If I didn’t [know this habit of] hitting
heads, I would’ve been so surprised and [felt bad] but because I [did], I was alright.

England, female: When you see people in the streets having a conversation they tend to be quite reserved with their
hand gestures. Comparing this to home, where people are often emphasizing what they are saying with their hands,
it seems to me that these people are showing lack of interest, but rather it is just their way. They often just stand

with their hands down by their sides.

France, male: Nodding. This could be seen as an attenuated form of bowing, involving only the head, but in fact it
is used much more often, as when talking. It is common in Japanese, when your interlocutor is speaking, to show
signs of your agreement or your comprehension with little words or proto-words like “hai,” “uun,” “mmbh,” and ex-
pressions like “sou desu ne” or “sou desu ka,” often coming with a little nod. Funny detail: this can also be seen

when a Japanese is speaking on his or her mobile phone, even though [the other person cannot be seen]! It is so
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embedded that it becomes a communication tool at the same level as language.

Germany, female: In the elementary school where we were, I could see something that is really facetious behavior
for me. To [communicate to] another girl that you can see her underpants, the children clapped their hands once

(“pan™), showed the [V-fingered] “peace” sign (“#su”), and after that the sign for “maru” [meaning “zero” or “o0”,

the objective case marker], and then they [cupped] their hand above the eyes for “mieru” [to see].

Taiwan, female: Like Taiwanese, many Japanese women cover their mouths while laughing. By doing this you
make yourself more elegant, and at the same time, you wouldn’t laugh so loud. However, I find Japanese women
not only cover their mouth but sometimes even cover their nose and lower their heads to prevent their face [form]
being seen. Another interesting gesture is that, when Japanese want to indicate themselves, they would point at

[their] own nose...Usually in Taiwan we don’t do that. It [is] a gesture exclusively used by children.

Belgium, female: The first thing I noticed the Japanese people do is that when they talk about themselves they point
with their finger to their nose, while I would point to my heart or chest. Another gesture is when Japanese beckon
people, they use the hand with the palm down and they wave their [fingers] from the outside to the inside. For us
western people it means “go away”, because we [instead] use our hand with the palm up and wave it from the out-
side to the inside. So the first time somebody did that with me I didn’t know what to do and just stayed were I was...
Japanese people, when they are with their friends, don’t look really close [at each other]and don’t hold each other’s
hands or walk arm-in-arm. Also...you can show your attentiveness and concentration by closing your eyes and nod-

ding your head up and down, but in western countries that would mean you are not interested.

England, female: To my surprise, paper-scissors-stone is widely used here (e.g., by children to make a decision),
although it’s called jan-ken-pon, and the way it’s played is slightly different from what I am used to. I've noticed that
on television, gestures are quite exaggerated, (e.g., people seeming to actually fall over in surprise)...Gestures
seem to be a preferred way to show emotion, without necessarily saying anything aloud. Meanwhile, in real life,
people generally seem to keep their hands and legs near to their body; they do not wave their hands about or stick
their legs out when they are sitting on a chair. I think I need to try harder to follow the Japanese example in this,
as I gesture a lot when I talk, drawing shapes in the air and so on, and the Japanese must think I am very uncon-
trolled.

Philippines, female: Japanese do not really use their hands much when talking. I must say that they aren’t very
lively story-tellers actually. I would assume that they would think of foreigners as [very] animated, genki —with
all the facial expressions and grand hand movements even when telling the simplest stories. When thinking,
Japanese [often will] turn [their] head sideways, furrow their eyebrows, and breathe a little heavily, plus put one
hand on their hip, and the other near their face. I notice this “routine” so many times here that I clearly observed
this pattern. The smallest problems, or the littlest bit of detail, with Japanese doing the things mentioned above,
would seem the biggest and most complicated things to be solved. It is funny, but at least doing this would show
that they are indeed concerned with the problem, and that they are thinking so hard to solve it one way or another...
[Differences] even through these littlest details of gesturing show that the Japanese have indeed a very different

culture from all the others in the world. Clearly, Japan IS the twilight zone for me.
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Hong Kong, male: When making an apology or asking someone for help, the Japanese people will join their two
palms together in front of their faces and say “gomen” or “onegai.” In more serious or formal [situations], people
will bow to express their apology or gratitude. This is different from in Hong Kong, as there is no gesture when
saying thanks. Also, when we say “no” to someone else, in Hong Kong we will put our hand, palm forward, in front
of us [and gesture] as if [pushing] something away, while in Japan [for this], people usually cross their arms in
front of them.

Belgium, male: I have to point out what a [Japanese friend] said a few weeks ago. If he explains something to a
foreigner, he always uses arm and hand gestures, while if he talks to a Japanese person, he will not do that. In
Belgium we have a lot of gestures. A funny example is that if you show your pinky finger, it means [when ordering

drinks] “one beer,” and you can only use it in a bar. On the other hand, in Japan it means “girlfriend.”

United States, male: Postures also vary quite a bit between Japan and the United States. In a business situation in
the United States, such as a personal introduction or a...briefing, it is extremely important for one to maintain eye
contact with superiors, remain upright with shoulders square, and at least seem confident. These behaviors help es-
tablish one as straightforward, honest, and capable. In Japan, people seem to try to make themselves smaller in the
presence of a superior or a customer, and shrink even more when [making] an apology. A western-style boldness

of posture would likely be seen as haughty in the Japanese business realm.

Hong Kong, female: One thing that I'd realized since I got to Japan was the fact that Japanese people don’t tend to
have a lot of facial expressions when they talk, and I imagine it’d be terribly hard to for a foreigner who doesn’t un-
derstand Japanese to make out what a Japanese person is trying to say or express. Perhaps it is a form of displaying

social maturity?

Sweden, male: One common thing is that in Japan it is important to nod your head as you listen to someone in order
to confirm that you're [in fact] listening and, foremost, understand him or her. This might be a common feature to...
Sweden as well; however, in Japan eye contact is not sought to the same extent, which makes the whole nodding

part a little bit of a different experience here.

United States, female: Coming to Japan, one of the first things that struck me was the silence. This seemed odd
considering the fact that we live in a city, people here obviously are communicating constantly, and there is always
the ambient background music. However, in addition to the softer speaking voices that seem to prevail in the public
sphere, it came to me after a while that the silence that was bothering me was that of gestures. People here tend
to use more subtle ways of physical communication, although as someone who does not speak the language well,

gestures can turn out to convey a lot.

South Korea, female: when I saw a Japanese comedian hit the back of a guest’s head on a popular TV program and
then the guest smiled still, I was really embarrassed. In Korea, striking on the back of someone’s head is very
rude...and it is common to become angry after it happens, so I couldn’t understand why it is okay in Japan. It is

enough to drive someone crazy in Korean society. Later, I heard this...is a sign of familiarity in Japan.

England, male: The way Japanese stand and walk compared to people in England is quite different. In Japan when
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you walk past somebody they tend to look away from you and keep their heads down. They definitely try not to
make eye contact. In England when people, particularly men, cross paths, they keep their heads up high and stand
up tall. In a way it is a display of masculinity; if one man looks down or away he might be seen as weaker than the
other, or intimidated by him. But maybe in Japan not making eye contact is a way of showing that you respect others
and a way of telling people that you are not going to invade their personal space. In the west someone who does

not make eye contact might be seen as distrustful.

South Korea, female: When one Japanese man [concluded] a phone call, he said good-bye and bowed to his mobile
phone. Without [actually] facing him, he bowed to the [person with whom he was talking]. I'm very surprised at
that behavior.

United States, male: In any given day in Japan, I must see people bow at least a dozen times. This is quite different
from the US and makes me feel a little uncomfortable. However, for the most part I have noticed that the people
that bow are salesman or some sort of employee at whatever establishment I am at/near.... I have seen other, off-

the-clock people bow as well, though decidedly less often.

Sweden, male: The bowing occurs a bit less frequently, however more naturally, than I had expected before coming
to Japan. Further, when you see bowing, it is normally a very slight bow. Normally when coming to school or the
laboratory I do not see many, if any, people bowing deeply when saying “good morning.” The most common times
when people bow are those involved in public service or when someone is apologizing for something. It is interest-
ing to see that when you go to a store or a hotel there are one or more employees with the only task of greeting
customers or guests by bowing. I can understand this has roots in old traditions and you feel honoured, but it must
be tiresome for the employees performing these tasks. I would not find it less welcoming without this greeting,
however maybe a little bit less Japanese. On the other side I feel it is natural to bow slightly when making new ac-
quaintances here in Japan regardless of [whether] the person is superior or inferior to you. This might be a substi-
tute for the normal handshake for me. It also feels more natural to bow to someone that helps you with something.
So summing it up I might bow more than I see others do. Maybe I do not see it clearly since I imagined the bowing

to occur more often and more deeply than I, now that I am [here], find it actually does.

South Korea, female: Coming from a country where bowing is very natural and habitual, I [have] felt Japanese
young people don’t bow as often as Koreans do. In Korea, one or two year’s difference in age between two persons
is important in relationships until you...become intimate. For instance, being the youngest among Koreans in [the]
JTW program, I bowed [slightly]...to everyone else at first. Now ...I found out that one or two year’s difference isn’t
that important in Japan, and that young people don’t bow as often. I wonder if this is a part of [the] changing culture
among young Japanese...or [a] cultural difference between Korea and Japan. [Regarding] waiters and waitresses...

[t]heir 90-degree bow makes me uncomfortable.

France, male: Even though bowing is an important characteristic of Japanese culture, I cannot say I have seen
so many people bowing so far except from store or hotel employees who are lightly bowing while saying
“trrashaimase,” which I find embarrassing because I never know how to react, and I would feel too bad ignoring
them, so I just smile...I do not have many occasion to bow in my daily life, either, although I sometimes feel like it

might be appropriate, but I really do not know so I end up not bowing and when I am sure I have an occasion I still
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hesitate and end up strongly nodding. I would feel really stupid bowing--it would be like if I were just [dumbly] imi-

tating them because I do not really “mean” the bow.

United States, female: I have been paying attention to bowing since I arrived in Japan, mostly because I find it a bit
embarrassing, at least when I am the recipient of it. Because I come from a culture where bowing is literally only
seen in movies, I find it quite difficult to accept someone bowing to me and putting me in a position of reverence.
It just makes me feel awkward, and I'm not sure I will ever get used to it. In fact, I almost always try to bow back,

or at least incline my head in return, even though I know it’s not supposed to work like that (in the retail world, any-

way.)

Poland, female: Bowing is an important part of Japanese culture and looks like it won’t disappear like some other
traditional features of Japanese life. I first experienced bowing in my judo classes when we were greeting our sensei
on the beginning and end of the classes. It really makes one feel different then just saying hello or thank you.
However, still it seems to me a little bit cold not even shaking the hands on the point of meeting but I guess it is

just a matter of getting used to.

China, male: Japanese don’t bow a [much] as I imagined. Bowing only occurs on some occasions. On the right oc-
casions to bow, they will bow a lot. And on many occasions, people just bend slightly. When I went to [visit] my
host family, there was no bowing. We only bowed to each other when we said goodbye. I think that Japanese...will
bow according to how you bow. They will return your slight bow with a slight bow, and if you bow deeply, they will
do so. When I said thank you and goodbye to my host family, I bowed slightly to them. And they bowed slightly
to me. Young people seldom bow to each other. Even at the first time they see each other. The Japanese style
of greeting is not often used by young people. But if one [should bow] to the other, probably the other will bow,

too.

South Korea, male: Bowing culture in Japan is pretty similar to what we have in Korea. If we meet someone for
the first time, we normally bow to each other rather than shake hands.... [W]e have...been trained in bowing and
even the employees of Korean companies are taught to bow in [the] proper way. The bowing culture in Japan
seems, however, somewhat more strict than...in Korea. I..often see many Japanese who keep bowing when they
introduced themselves to someone whom they haven’t met before. They usually bow 2-3 times when they say the
short sentence “hajime mashite, dozo yoroshiku onegaishimasu,” which is slightly different from Koreans, who usu-

ally bow only once when they start the conversation.

England, male: Now I know that there are many different ways to bow and that this depends on situation and social
status...One thing that I have noticed is that supermarket workers bow when they leave or enter the back room or
store room of the shop. I don’t know why they do, but it is interesting nonetheless. In less formal situations, like
when friends greet one another, the bow is much quicker and not as deep; it is almost a nod of the head. In England
I always nod my head at people or sometimes wink at them, so I feel at home with this practice...When a professor
walks past a Japanese student, the student stops walking and bows very deeply to show respect. The professor usu-
ally does not stop and gives only a slight nod of acknowledgement. At home I am only slightly more polite to my

teachers than I am to my friends, so this is something I need to get used to.
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United States, female: I guess for some people the standard of bowing in everyday life is not strange, because it is
a part of their own culture as well, but for me, this ritual of constant bowing is quite different. In America, people
don’t really bow to anyone else, at all. Coming from that, to a culture where bowing is a must in almost any human
interaction takes a lot of getting used to. It does, however, really open my eyes to certain aspects of social ex-
changes. From friends seeing each other after a long while, to the salespeople in the stores, there are so many dif-
ferent ways to bow...I think one of the cutest and funniest things about this bowing ritual is something I've seen
multiple times...on the bus. The bus will pull up to a stop where there are [two] old ladies standing [and] together
talking. One...will have to get onto the bus, and so they say their quick goodbyes; then the one lady gets on the bus
...gets her ticket, [and] turns back to her friend, and bows to say goodbye... and then her friend bows back to ac-
knowledge the other bow. Then, the lady on the bus reciprocates again by bowing back, and so on and so forth, until
the bus is far enough away [when] neither lady can see each other any [longer]. It is so strange to sit back and

watch this happening, and every time I just ask myself whether it will ever end....

Singapore, female: Before coming to Japan, it had never occurred to me that there were so many intricacies with
the how and why and way of bowing. On some unconscious level, I knew that the deeper the bow, the more polite,
but that was about it. Since coming to Japan, I realize that I've been bowing just about 45 degrees to everyone as
an automatic gesture of greeting and in a spirit of vague apology (since most of the time, I can’t really grasp the
rapid flow of Japanese coming my way). I've gotten every reaction, from studied indifference to outright alarm and
effusive apologizing in return...Many young people...seem to be assuming a far more casual attitude towards bowing.
I rarely see young women bowing, and I see young men bowing even less, with perhaps the exception of a particu-

larly enthusiastic employee....

Germany, male: Although I knew about Japanese greeting rituals before I came here, I was quite surprised how im-
portant a part of daily life bowing still is. In fact, I think the Japanese do bow more often than the Germans shake
hands, which is to say, quite a lot. They bow when they greet, when they thank, when they seek forgiveness, when
they say farewell, and on many more particular occasions. I can hardly imagine a more multifunctional gesture. For
me, this is the second time in my life that I have to learn an entirely new set of salutations (the first time being mili-

tary service)...

China, male: It is always difficult for foreigners to figure out how to bow. One thing is clear—that it’s unnecessary
to bow when you communicate with young Japanese people. (It seems that Japanese are facing the problem of los-
ing tradition, too.) However, on [certain] occasions bowing is necessary and important...Once I saw [my host fam-
ily mother] bow to her son’s teacher seven times. Actually, they were both bowing to each other and neither of
them wanted to stop before the other, so they just kept bowing to each other. I'd never seen people bowing to each
other in this way. It might be really exhausting to be Japanese. But it’s a good way to prevent people from [devel-

oping] arthritis.

On Meanings and Management of Space and Time

How Japanese occupy and organize, and thereby manipulate, the dimensions of space and time—

hence much of their social and material life—is, not surprisingly, a stimulus to active student discussion,
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too, for the many contrasts with culture-at-home they encounter. Rules specifying the contours of
orderliness—boundaries, proximity, access, privacy, intimacy, scheduling, visibility, tempo, punctuality,
synchrony, and much more—render every place and moment a complex ecology of signs that, in their dif-

ference, disorient, sometimes estrange, and intrigue.

United States, female: Personal space is quite strange in Japan—that is, it tends to contradict itself. People...tend
to avoid moments where hugging and personal hugging is involved (movement in the intimate zone), but they ac-
cept touching and bumping in this area when it involves a heavily crowded bus or train. It is interesting because this
goes against common logic. [My Japanese friend and I] recently...were strolling around the Yahoo! Dome when we
spotted, of course, Kentucky Fried Chicken’s Colonel Sanders in a Santa Claus suit. I [had] told my parents about
the phenomenon of KFC for Christmas, and I wanted to take a picture with the figure. It was mid-day, and there
weren’t many customers lingering around, but the employees inside the store could see me, and I was overly con-
scious of their presence. Eventually, my [friend] convinced me to take the picture, but only after several patrons
had entered the restaurant and distracted the workers. I thought it was strange that she was less concerned about
their opinions than I was. [B]ut it is still strange to me that I would be more anxious about the way that people
were seeing me than she would be. Of course, as a foreigner, I feel as though I am scrutinized more closely, but
I was a bit shocked at my friend’s attitude, because she said she’d take the picture even if people were standing all

over the place.

Philippines, female: I just met my conversation partner a couple of weeks ago. I was quite intimidated by her the
first time I met her. I really felt the distance between us. But on our next meeting, I was quite surprised when she
asked me to come to her house. As I have read, Japanese people rarely invite someone to their homes, much less

invite someone they barely know.

China, male: Japanese don’t like to be too close to each other. They try their best to be polite, in order to create
a good atmosphere for themselves, but the main reason is that they are conveying the signals that they prefer to

maintain distance from each other.

Taiwan, female: because Japanese don’t pour out what they are thinking or how they feel to you, the gap between
“tatemae” [public behavior] and “honne” [private thoughts and feelings] makes it hard to get close with them and
[so] Japanese are considered insincere. Similarly, although...Japanese rarely invite friends to their [home] because
houses are too small...for entertainment, the desire to keep “ma” [intervals] between people is another important
reason. | [always] heard that it might take years (especially for a foreigner like us) to become really close with

Japanese.

Sweden, male: As far as I've noticed, Japanese generally seems to be reluctant to sit down next to any foreign males
[on the bus or train]. A friend of mine who also noticed the reluctance to sit down next to other people actually had
a Japanese guy sit next to him once...[but] as soon as another seat was empty, the guy literally dashed towards it.
I don’t know if that could still be considered observing personal space or if that should rather be called [something
else]... Sitting next to foreign girls seems to be okay, though...Japanese people seem to have less of a problem with

sitting next to Japanese people, but even so a lot of people will prefer to stand, even when a seat is totally free.
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Whether this is because they want to leave the seats open for people who they perceive need them more or if they
don’t want to risk someone sitting down next to them, I can’t really tell. Generally it’s safe to claim that there is

a lot more standing in Japan then in Sweden.

China, male: Generally, Japanese pay attention to the personal space, while in China, due to the huge population,
personal space does not matter. Of course this differs in the center of large city like Shanghai, it is impossible to
keep distance from other people and the situation is totally different at the bank because nobody wants others to
know about his [financial circumstances]. In Hong Kong, things are better, maybe because the general education
level is higher. But HK still has a large population, so during the rush hour it is also terrible. In Japan, well, things
are quite different. Japanese people prefer to [keep] a certain distance, for their own good and also not to [disturb]
other people. For example, people in a queue always keep a distance from each other, and no one will jump the
queue. While in china, the queue in most cases is quite crowded and jumping the queue is not that rare. If you walk
on the [street] in Japan and someone is...cleaning [the sidewalk], he will stop even you still have five meters [to
pass through where he is working]...Japanese [also] are careful about their [loudness]. They will try to [contain]
their voice only within their own [immediate] space and they will cover their mouth and limit the direction the voice
goes. That is also to respect other people’s space. [Regarding behavior on public buses,] the biggest difference be-
tween Japanese...and Chinese...is [in speaking] volume. [Buses] in Japan are really quiet; sometimes only the
sound of motor [can be heard]. If someone is talking loudly, [it’s] probably a foreigner. [I've had] to get use to

that. In China, buses are not only [for] transportation but also [serve as] chatting rooms.

United States, female: I've noticed that the Japanese are surprisingly both distant and close with regards to personal
space. I find both forms of “space” standards different from those in the U.S., where the same amount of distance
is kept in almost all situations (excluding those that are intimate). [At the] supermarket, ...shopping mall, and on
public transport buses,...the Japanese are both physically and communicatively distant with strangers—they seem
to prefer to leave at least five feet or so of physical space between themselves and others, if it’s possible to do so;
if that is not an option, say within a crowded area, then they will go so far as to actually bump hips or slide shoulders
with someone often acknowledging neither the “accidental” connection nor the other person. (In the States, it is
rude to touch a stranger in any way without offering a small apology.) On the other hand, ...when I speak to a
Japanese stranger (e.g., asking for help), he or she will usually move quite close to my face when speaking—
something with which I am neither familiar nor comfortable (it is simply not done in the U.S.)! Although many of

my Japanese friends speak close to me, [ am surprised to find strangers do the same.

Singapore, male: [When I was out observing,] it was really curious that many Japanese couples did not seem to
show affection towards their counterparts when they were just walking or standing around. [I]t was actually a rare
occurrence that I happened to see any even holding hands. Initially I felt that it was maybe because these couples
were not really couples yet but just on dates, but after a little more ‘in-depth’ observation, I realized that these cou-
ples would actually get closer to each other when they were seated down (for dinner) or even playing a game in the
arcade etc. ..[Maybe specific activities give these couples...an “official” reason to be closer to each other in a society

where they [are] expected to not be too close together in terms of space.

France, male: I noticed something quite radically different here from France—[public behavior] of couples, and

more specifically young couples. The astonishing thing is that [although] I have been many times in public areas
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such as [campus], of course, but also department stores and [downtown], I seldom can identify couples. That is
because they behave radically differently than we are used to doing in western countries. It is said...that traditionally
the wife had to walk several meters behind the husband, but this custom can hardly be seen nowadays. However,
there are still some leftovers: in Japan, couples do not usually embrace or kiss passionately in public as they [do]
in western countries. They look like [they want to keep their distance as long as they can be seen by other people.
In France it is common to see young couples on a bench or on the grass cuddling each other...Here sometimes one
can detect hand contact but rarely more. I think this is rather a public behavior, and does not indicate a real distance

or “hedatari” between the man and the woman.

South Korea, female: As I got on a subway in Fukuoka, I discovered many Japanese people usually fold their own
newspaper into 4 parts when they read it on a subway or a bus not to bother others who sit side-by-side. Also, I
found that Japanese people seem to turn down their voices while they talk to each other in a bus or eat dinner with
family members in a restaurant. The most remarkable thing is that many Japanese people do not raise their voices
[when using] cell phones in public places. They just use them to send text messages and to watch TV. Although
they will call on the phone, their voices are not loud. I think not to distract others [from their] concerns is regarded
as the most significant feature in Japanese culture. Thus, they seem to respect other people’s rights and personal

spaces in a public place.

Belgium, female: [My homestay family] lived outside of the city, so...in a house and not in a small apartment like
a lot of families in the cities. This house is, according to some people, big, but for me it was small because my own
house is much bigger and has more [yard] space for a garden. The house [here] is surrounded by lots of houses.
When I went outside to the back garden, [just five meters further]...was another house; and when I went...in front,
there was only a very small street between the house and another. And on the left and right sides of the house there
were houses...also very close. So at night when I was sleeping sometimes I could...hear every conversation the
neighbors where having...I think the positioning of the houses is very strange...In my country...I think we have much
more privacy than in Japan, because the houses are positioned further away. I never hear the conversations of my

neighbors. So why are houses [here] so close to each other?

France, female: Concerning the way of using spaces, Japan and France are quite different. Coming to Fukuoka, it
was the first time in my life seeing so [many] big buildings on one street... I was looking around me all the time...
trying to figure out [the size of the] buildings until my neck started to hurt. It is kind of amazing to find so many
people and buildings in one small space. Because the space available in France is twice the space available in Japan,
but the Japanese population is twice the French population...The houses are also different, the way to [dispose of]
garbage, etc...In France there is a lot of wasting of space. In Japan, every single centimeter is used, even in a gar-
bage bag. Escalators are also amazing, people always place themselves on the left side to leave some space for peo-

ple in a hurry on the right.

South Korea, male: [At a ramen restaurant, where people eat in individual booths]. When I went to this restaurant
with my Japanese friends, they told me that you have to “talk” with ramen. [At] first, I couldn’t understand this,
but after [entering] the restaurant, I understood the meaning...[It] looked like a library study hall. In Korea, I have
never seen this type of restaurant...In Korea, nobody wants to eat meals alone; we try to find people [with whom]

to eat meals together. If someone eats lunch alone, most people think that he is a lonely person. For this reason,
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most Korean restaurants have [tables with seats for] four people or over. Why do Japanese have this weird seating?
[T]wo main reasons. First, Japanese do not [find] great meaning eating meals with many people... Second, they
made this system for...efficiency of space. Through this seating system, [a restaurant] can [serve] more people and

get more money.

Philippines, female: Being a gaijin [foreigner] in Japan caused me to be self-conscious to an extreme level. The
words, “You are being observed” remains imprinted in my mind. Bus rides in Japan completely stunned me with
[their] peaceful aura; passengers on the bus were completely silent as they got on and off the vehicle. I was re-
minded of the situation back home; buses and jeepneys did not offer the same silence at all. It’s not that Filipinos
aren’t self-disciplined; we just follow different cultural conventions. While riding the bus in Japan, I always make it

a point to lower my voice when I speak or to be on the safer side, not say a word at all.

Germany, female: That the preservation of personal space is very important in Japan probably cannot be seen at first
view. But it becomes clear, when you think about all the peculiarities of the Japanese. Japanese bow [their] head
instead of shaking hands [in salutations,] to keep each other in an appropriate distance. They also do not [make]
small talk with utter strangers in restaurants or trains, like it is common in some areas in Germany. Moreover
Japanese generally do not gaze at strangers [overtly], even if someone’s behavior is inappropriate. By the way, I
also do not think that are many cases of [bottlenecks and slowdowns due to] rubberneckers in Japan. But rubber-

necking is a frequent phenomenon in Germany and causes traffic jams or accidents on highways.

Germany, male: Scale. Every morning I enter my tiny bathroom and think, why am I so big? In this case I am partly
wrong, because the right question is: Why is everything so small? Things in Japan are indeed smaller than I ex-
pected. It starts every morning. I enter my bathroom, enter the overcrowded bus to University with its small seats,
and [see] the small cars with extra-small engines...One remarkable thing, I think, is the structure of shopping malls,
especially supermarkets. In JUSCO, for example, there is no separation between the departments; you [can] move
smoothly [from one] to another one, but you cannot pay [for] your cosmetics in the liquor section, for example.
Of course, [sales] clerks get nervous if you try to do that. With regard to shop structure I also noticed differences
in security matters. In Europe supermarkets in a mall are usually separated by fences or walls; you cannot leave
a shop without passing a cashier and sometimes security guards. In JUSCO you can even get things “behind” the
cashier and nobody stands in front of the exit to look if you have paid or not—you just walk out with your bags and
“JUSCO stickers” on bigger things. If you go [there] very often and you know people shopping there..., the social

consequences of shoplifting would be devastating.

France, male: I don’t know why but it seems that there is not a well-thought-out town planning [approach] in
Fukuoka. All buildings seem to grow according to [immediate] needs, one following another, without take the co-
herence of global architecture into consideration. In my opinion, it makes Fukuoka ugly and charmless, as all [such]

cities which want to grow too fast.

South Korea, female: Koreans are usually noted to have faster tempo and rhythm and I tend to move especially rap-

idly at most instances. Tolerating the slow pace of Japan is a bit hard.

South Korea, male: A few decades ago, when Korea had not become “cultured” yet, we Koreans were often
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denounced by westerners for not being punctual. The notorious “Korean time” was pointed out as one of the worst
customs; [it] prevented us from becoming a developed country and thus was considered as a problem that had to
be overcome eventually. In comparison...Japan is the country of punctual, efficient individualism...different from

unpunctual and definitely relationship-oriented Koreans.

France, female: when I speak with Japanese people, I noticed that they do not end a conversation until it comes to
a natural end. Sometimes, they have to go to class or somewhere else, but they just wait for me to end what I was

saying.

Sweden, male: American music (Western music in general) is harmonic which means that several notes are played
at the same time, and all together create a harmony. On the other hand, Japanese style music is tonal, which means
that you play one note at a time. Moreover, Japanese traditional music is usually slow, and sometimes in order to
reinforce the “power” of each note, a long period can separate them. The process of taking a decision (for example
a business decision) can be related to this. As it is said, the Japanese process of reaching consensus requires much
more time than decision-making in America: like in music, Japanese take a long time to think, and only on one thing
at a time, to make it a 100 per cent efficient. Of course this cultural difference often leads to misunderstandings in
both [directions]....

Germany, male: Back home, I have a certain reputation for being late. Thus, before I came to Japan, many people,
especially family members, told me: “You will have trouble in japan, they are so punctual.” Since I never had heard
anything to the contrary, I was inclined to believe that. However, since coming here, I have been subjected to a dis-
proportionate amount of what I can only describe as idle and useless waiting. [ have waited in cars, train stations,
hotels, reception rooms, offices any number of other places more or less suitable for waiting. Of course, you some-
times also have to wait in Germany, but a) this is less often and b) you mostly have a sense that you are waiting

for something, whereas in Japan, it feels you are just waiting, frozen in a little time capsule without aim or purpose.

China, male: Generally, Japanese cherish time and their time tables are very accurate. But I still remember the first
several days after I came to Japan, [when] I always went to the bus stop casually and...waited like when I was in
China...Then I found there a time table [posted] on a board. [Could] I trust the time table? [Would] the bus come
on time? At first [ always had doubts,...but I found that the time tables are really accurate and [that] the error [mar-
gin] is always less than four minutes and most of the time less than two minutes. Hah! Unbelievable!...Japanese

like to make schedules loooooong before things happen. Again, unbelievable! I know it is impossible in China.

South Korea, female: For my life as a foreigner in Fukuoka, I have to check on the opening times and the closing
times of places such as the bank, post office, and city hall. It is quite interesting to compare the official opening time
of each place with Korea. When I heard...that many banks in Japan are just open until 3 p.m., I thought it is too early
for many people..., as every bank in Korea closes at 4:30 p.m. The post office in Japan closes at 9 p.m., whereas in
Korea it closes at 5 p.m. When the [mailman] dropped by my room to deliver parcels, I looked at my watch to see

the time that I got them. It was eight o’clock in the night!

England, female: My stay here in Japan has been one big observation [exercise], and the majority of the things ob-

served are to do with rituals that mark a beginning [of some event or activity].... One of the things that I have
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noticed frequently in more everyday situations is, when we sit down for lunch, even if it is in an informal situation,
the Japanese that we eat with all say “itadakimasu” before they eat even one mouthful. They also will often wait
until everyone they are with is ready before saying it. This is in contrast to home, where in the canteen, everyone

just begins when they feel like it, not bothering sometimes to wait for the others in the group.

France, female: People are in the street anytime of the day. For me, Japan is never asleep. I had big problems with
it at first. I couldn’t sleep because of the lights and the noise. The sunset and sunrise are also very different from
the one I knew before. It was quite surprising to find out that the sun was rising at 5:00 in the morning. And finding
out that at night it was [setting] at 5:00 in the afternoon was also a surprise...The kids are in parks very early...in
October, they were playing baseball from 8:00 a.m.!...People are on time for dates. My Japanese friends always send
messages on my mobile even if they are just 10 minutes late. Night is interesting because people are using it for
free time. They go for walks with their dogs, they fish.... The first time I saw a man on a bridge at night fishing,
I thought he was crazy, but when I saw that it was the same on all bridges, I understood it was not an association

of crazy fishermen meeting at night but just that night was time for [leisure and] spare time activities.

China, male: Why do many Japanese students fill out their extracurricular schedules by taking part-time jobs, joining
in a number of club activities and studying in libraries, while staying up late just for meaningless all-night chats on
phones, [reading] monotonous manga or novels, and [visiting] websites filled with boring anecdotes? In Japanese
minds, their time can be divided into two types: one for [themselves], and one for others. [The latter] usually re-
lates to form (kata in Japanese), and that’s what Japanese make much of in their work. Japanese like to have small
schedule books on which they will write down their...work schedule in minute detail, but you seldom see someone
writes down his bath time or net-surfing time in their schedule book. Also, it is said that in Japan, time on the job
is a measure of loyalty to the organization. So you’ll see some Japanese businessmen spontaneously extend their
work hours even if there’s no extra pay (and even if there’s no need for them to stay at the office), but that sends
out the signal that they would like to sacrifice their own time to the organization. [Time for others] also works for
social dealings. When I was invited to take dinner with my club members after a club activity, I couldn’t refuse them
even though I had planned to cook the tofu whose “use-by” date was that day. The point is that [this] time system
is based on relationships with people around you. To [maintain] the relationships that you want, you must know
how to arrange your time schedule according to others’ needs. Life is performance! Now you can imagine [what]
tiring lives are Japanese leading. After [a whole] day’s work (performance), they can finally have their own time.
So [the reason] why Japanese students always stay up late is that they want to wipe [away] their tiredness by en-

joying their own time. It seems like wasting time by doing useless things, but it can really be a relief to them.

Searle (1998) importantly reminds scholars to keep separate in their ruminations 1) how people think
or feel about the world and 2) how the world s in fact, regardless of how people think or feel about it. The
first category concerns epistemology, or the possibilities and limits of how we can know things about the
world, and subdivides into epistemic subjectivity (perception, opinion, attitude, value assessment, prefer-
ence, and the like) and epistemic objectivity (justified true judgment, assertion, belief, or understanding).

The second category addresses ontology--what exists in the world--and has its own, if parallel,
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subcategories of ontological subjectivity (matters of mind, consciousness, or intentionality) and ontological
objectivity (matters of the extra-mental world, the various historically real states of affairs and courses of
events with which we are caught up). Such distinctions usefully permit the presumptive classification of
students’ verbal reactions during their first weeks in a culturally unfamiliar place as both epistemologically
(because untested and conjectural) and ontologically (because still referentially uncertain) subjective.
Students simply have not been relocated long enough to establish the objectivity of their generalizations
in either sense, though they may not hesitate to formulate and assert them, as amply demonstrated above.
Presumptively as well, this situation will change over time as they become more skillful observers such
that their initial claims will gain evidential support or give way to more factual ones.

Recognizing the likelihood of this maturation sequence, JTW instructors urge students in their earliest
days to suspend judgment if possible (more easily advised than achieved) when confronting things in Japan
that surprise them, at least until better prepared to identify criteria (for identification and evaluation) that
should apply. In particular, students are coached, with respect to what strikes them as ambiguous, indis-
tinct, novel, or unexpected, routinely to take account of the context of interpretation, considering the his-
torical and cultural circumstances that facilitate and/or validate judgment; to be patient, open to learning,
circumspect, and humble in the gradual process of building contextual expertise; to respect the role of ex-
pectations in biasing the perception and appraisal of events and conditions; and therefore constantly to
practice reflexivity, monitoring and correcting their own conduct in striving for greater intercultural com-
petence, resolving questions of local meaning (the identity of social rules, intent of individual and group ac-
tions, and so on) with reference to situational cues and the occasional deliberate shifting of perspective.
Such adjustment stances, now numbering among the essential recommendations of international education
advisors, enhance the student sojourner’s prospects for successful (effective, appropriate), initial adapta-

tion to alien settings.
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Note

1 Established at Kyushu University in 1994, JTW is a short-term (one- or two-semester), comprehensive, living-learning pro-
gram for international students, mostly undergraduates. It offers a rigorous Japanese studies curriculum including language
training at all levels, with an assortment of co- and extra-curricular activities that provide substantial exposure to cultural
practices as well as occasions to meet people. Core course instruction is in English. See Pollack (2007) for an extended
discussion of program design and intended learning outcomes.
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2 JTW students, mostly third- or fourth-year undergraduates, come primarily from Kyushu University partner institutions in
Australasia (Australia, China, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand), Europe
(Belgium, England, France, Germany, Iceland, Sweden), and North and South America (Canada, Chile, and the US), with
each broad region contributing roughly one third of the participant total. For a current listing of universities, see
http://www.isc.kyushu-u.ac.jp/jtw/admissions/admissions.htm.

3 While JTW is an English-based program, and all participants must demonstrate a minimum level of English proficiency for

admission, not all are native speakers, a reality occasionally revealed in presented work.
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