Japan’s Cultural Labyrinth

Many tourists approach Japan with trepidation. Japan’s complicated social customs and behavioral hierarchy are daunting to Western visitors. Trying to maneuver within this alien social structure inevitably leads to mistakes by well-intentioned foreigners. However, there is a safety system built into this impenetrable maze. Foreigners who attempt to act within the Japanese framework have a “get out of jail free” card. Unless they are involved in delicate business negotiations, Westerners making good-spirited mistakes are forgiven. Keep this in mind when traveling to Japan, and interacting with visitors from our sister city, Tsuruta. Stay relaxed. There is no reason to panic!

Nice to meet you…

The classic cultural miscommunication is the introduction. Americans shake hands, showing they aren’t holding a weapon. Japanese bow, taking their eyes off the other person, implying trust. Picture this scene: an American offers his hand, while the Japanese bows deeply. Both are flustered. The Japanese offers his hand, and the American bows. Both are confused. They shake hands, but the Japanese looks at the floor, grimacing while the towering American crushes his hand in a vice-like grip. How do you avoid this awkward scene? Don’t offer your hand first! If a Japanese person offers, shake their hand. Don’t be surprised if they look at the floor or don’t grip your hand. Otherwise, bow! How deeply? I try and match the depth of their bow. If I am meeting someone famous or powerful, I bow more deeply than they do. Do this, and you’ve mastered the Japanese greeting!

The food here is great, but how do I eat it?

Now you have to learn to eat. Unless your mother was kind enough to teach you chopsticks skills, you must learn to use these eating sticks. Practice before you go. Other than speaking Japanese, one thing you can do to make a great first impression is to skillfully handle chopsticks. Every time I use chopsticks around a new friend, they marvel at my mediocre skills. While you can dazzle by using chopsticks, you can also commit serious faux pas. Don’t stand your chopsticks upright in food, don’t pass food from one set of chopsticks to another, and don’t point with your chopsticks. The first two are related to funeral rites, and the last is just plain rude. You wouldn’t point your knife at someone, would you? 

Japanese food may seem strange. If you take a bite or two, you will thrill your fellow diners. Many Japanese think Americans are incapable of eating new foods. Offering foods to Westerners and observing reactions constitutes entertainment in Japan. “Test-the-foreigner” foods include fermented soybeans (natto), raw horse meat (bazashi) and pickled vegetables of all colors, shapes and sizes (tsukemono). If you already eat sushi, you are well on your way to impressing your Japanese friends. 

Learn to say “itadakimasu” before you start eating, and “gochisoo-samadeshita” when you finish. The first is akin to saying grace, and the second tells the cook or host that you enjoyed the meal. Finally, don’t walk and eat. According to the old folks around Tsuruta, only animals eat while walking. 

What’s with all the slippers?

Japanese homes and schools are shoe-free zones. Outdoor shoes stay in the entranceway, and slippers of various sorts are worn within the building. Feet larger than size nine extend past the end of most Japanese slippers. You don’t need your own slippers. Loaners are found just inside the front door of a shoe-free establishment. You can wander around homes in slippers, but when you come to a tatami-floored room, the slippers stay outside. Tatami looks a bit like a bamboo beach mat. There are also slippers inside the bathroom. Leave your outside slippers at the bathroom door, and wear the bathroom slippers inside. Change again when you leave. Don’t forget! Your host will cringe and shake their head if they catch you wandering through their impeccable house in bathroom slippers. Don’t wear slippers outside the house. People look at me like I am crazy when I wear my maui-style flip-flops outside, but it’s one thing I won’t give up in the heat of summer.

I can’t drink this much!

Japan is not a nation of teetotalers. Drinking is an important part of workplace bonding, especially for men. My male coworkers, aged 33-65, drink themselves into an alcohol-scented hangover at our monthly office parties, usually held on a weeknight. Singing drunken karaoke with officemates here fosters coworker relations, and is strongly encouraged. The legal drinking age is 20, and any westerner of age is expected to join in the merriment. Non-drinkers are viewed as odd in Japan, but you can say you have an alcohol allergy and avoid a lengthy explanation. Remember that everything that happens at the drinking party is “forgotten” the next day. Don’t bring up the previous evening’s carousing the next morning. 

In Hood River, it is legal to have a couple of drinks and get behind the wheel. In Japan, the legal blood alcohol limit is .015 percent. For comparison, the limit in Oregon is .08 percent. Japanese caught driving after drinking face stiff penalties. Failing the DWI test carries a two-year license suspension. Testing positive for lower blood alcohol levels also carries a stiff fine and license suspension. Foreigners who fail the drunk driving test can be deported from Japan at their own expense. Strict drinking and driving penalties inspired the “daiko.” Daiko is a taxi service with one car and two drivers. One driver takes you in the taxi, and the other drives your car home. Drinking is such a popular activity in Japan that daiko is cheaper than taking a regular taxi. 

In addition to drinking, many Japanese smoke, 60 percent, to be exact. There are few smoke-free establishments, so as a visitor, be prepared for second-hand smoke. I keep my dry-clean-only clothes out of Japanese bars and restaurants.

Why is the bathtub full already?

Japanese view bathing differently than we Americans do. Almost all homes have a deep, short bathtub. Public baths, known as “onsen,” are everywhere. Private showers and public onsens are easy places to blunder. In a private home, everyone bathes in the same water. To an American, this may be unsettling. However, the logic is simple. Everyone who enters the bath scrubs clean before entering the water.

Next to the tub sits a stool, a bucket and a shower on a hose. Sit on the stool, scrub with soap and shampoo the hair. Fill the bucket with water and dump it over your head. Spray off with the hose. Spray away the soap on the floor. Only when all traces of soap are gone do you enter the bath. The process is similar at an onsen, but you scrub off in front of other naked bathing strangers.

Japanese toilets are different too. Older homes have squat toilets, painful to American knees. Newer homes have toilets so complex it’s often difficult to find the flush button. These new toilets spray water to cleanse various spots usually covered by underwear. If used incorrectly, they spray warm water all over the bathroom. Best not to push a button unless you know what it says or can interpret the picture on the button. Make sure you know where the “stop” button is before pressing anything!

Presents aren’t just for the holiday season?

A constant exhortation to visitors to Japan is to come bearing gifts, or “omiyage.” You’ve hauled thoughtful gifts halfway across the world, but when do you present them? When meeting someone new or being introduced to a host, give gifts immediately after an introduction. Downplay the importance of this gift. Saying, “It’s just a small thing,” will delight your new acquaintance. Unsure if you need a gift for a given situation? Bring one. “It is better to give a gift than not,” advises my supervisor, Chiaki. “Giving omiyage is the Japanese way of saying thank you,” she says. This can be thanks in advance or thank you after the fact.  

Purchasing omiyage can be torturous. The best gifts are representative of your home. Bring a jar of jam, a box of sweets or a picture book from your hometown. Price is not important. Unless the gift is for an eminent individual, five to ten dollars should suffice. Don’t invest too much energy in selecting gifts. Your attempt will be appreciated. Make sure you wrap the gifts, but don’t use white. White paper is associated with funerals.

Even Japanese find this custom onerous sometimes. Japanese planning a vacation often receive money from relatives. This gift, given with good intentions, carries an obligation. Travelers must return with special gifts for generous relatives. Japanese leaving town for just a few days are obligated to bring gifts for coworkers, close friends and family. This tradition is so distasteful to some Japanese that they don’t tell their travel plans to anyone. Next time you’re in the airport and see a Japanese traveler weighed down by bags of small boxes, you’ll understand why.

The community effort.

Japan is a crowded country. Imagine one-third of the US population, 127 million people, packed like sardines into a space approximately the size of California. Japanese culture evolved to avoid tension in such close quarters. While Americans value individualism and personal success, Japanese strive for group harmony and achievement. Office conflicts an open criticism of elders and superiors are almost unknown. Japanese don’t like to stand out. Hence, they turn down compliments. “Your English is really good,” said to a fluent speaker, inevitably brings a reply of, “Oh no, I don’t speak well at all.” Don’t be fooled by this apparent shyness. The Japanese love compliments as much as we do!

This group harmony manifests itself in other ways. Japanese workers spend long hours at the office. They are reluctant to be the first to leave at the end of the day. Although they have several weeks yearly paid vacation time, they almost never take off work for more than a week. 

In addition, Japanese desks aren’t decorated with pictures of family and friends. Work is work, and family life is family life. Company employees never bring their spouses or significant others to company parties. It’s not that family isn’t important. It’s just that, like the theoretical separation of church and state in the US, home and work are separate in Japan.

Why does all the money look brand new?

After four months here, I still haven’t seen any wrinkled Japanese paper money. Cash is clean, brightly colored and wrinkle-free. At stores, cashiers hand me crisp thousand yen notes as my change. Money is respected here. It isn’t stuffed into pockets and crumpled into change purses. At most, it is folded in half to fit inside a wallet. Money, credit cards, and gift certificates are presented to cashiers with two hands. Change is returned in the same way. Even coin-only transactions involve two hands. The second hand merely pretends to help the first hold the change.  

I asked several Japanese why money is so respected, but none had an answer. One possible explanation is that money is viewed as an extension of the state. In Japanese schools, students learn to respect Japan. Money may be seen as an extension of the government. Another possibility is that Japanese spend so much time working that they place a high value on the money they’ve earned. The connection between work and money is very clear here. No direct deposit available in my office. Payday brings a thin brown envelope filled with a thick stack of cash.

Can I survive among the Japanese now?

Although you may become fluent in a foreign language, there is no way to become fluent in a foreign culture, especially one as complex as Japan’s. Knowing how to avoid embarrassing blunders, such as those above, will help you survive if you travel. Even if you never visit Japan, you can put the information to use. Every year, two groups of students from our sister city visit Hood River. With a little understanding, these uniformed youngsters will be more than intimidating foreigners. You might even try talking to them; if you speak slowly, they’ll probably understand you! Remember, the person behind that unfamiliar accent is just as nervous and uncomfortable in our culture as you would be in theirs. More than likely, they just want to make friends with you!

