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An Englishman in Kagoshima

Having been asked to give a talk in the Intercultural Understanding Seminar, I thought that it
would be interesting for the audience to hear about my experiences when I first arrived in Japan
in 1993. At that time I had never been to Japan before, had had very little contact with Japanese

people and thus had very little idea of what life in Japan would be like.



As a participant on the ALT (JET) programme, we were given quite a lot of information on life in
Japan, and also some of the dos and don'ts of the culture. It was this that formed the basis of my
talk. When you enter a foreign culture for the first time, you can be either prepared or not. In the
case of ALTs the Ministry of Education et al. tried to ensure that we would be prepared for life
here through lectures and workshops on the fundamentals of Japanese culture. At these
orientations many of the participants were overwhelmed with what seemed like a myriad of rules
for social etiquette that had to be learned so as not to offend our hosts. However after having lived
here for a short time, it became apparent that many of these rules did not apply to normal
everyday life. In fact they served more to cause misunderstandings and confusion initially, but also
enabled me to relax in the culture, once I had realized that the rules were in fact not so daunting
after all.

The question then arises of why these rules were taught to us if they do not apply. It has often
been my opinion that the Japanese in general have an image of what they would like their
society/culture to be like - but in actual fact this is not the case. Examples would be rules for
visiting someone's house, the persistence of the four seasons myth etc. that are often taught in
cultural courses for foreigners but which do not actually apply once you are in the culture.

My talk concluded with some of the more amusing anecdotes of the first few months working on
Tanegashima, based on small cultural misunderstandings and of course the language barrier.
Audience reaction to my talk was fortunately very good. However this was to be expected since it
is easy for Japanese people to relate to their own culture, and indeed interesting to hear how
someone from another culture misinterprets everyday phenomena.

I felt the seminar on the whole was well-rounded. Professor Oshima’s introduction to intercultural
understanding provided a sound basis for Professor Van Aacken and myself to give our personal

accounts of life in another culture.
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