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Ishouldbeginwithonedisclaimer:thesubjectofmylecture,“TheJapanesePeopleFrom A

ForeignTeacher’sPerspective,”iscompletelyunbounded.There’snooneparticularplacetobegin

orend,noparticularsub-topicImustincludeoromit.I’mnot,moreover,asociologistorsocial

psychologistbyprofession,soIhavenothingtheoreticaltoofferfromeitherofthosedisciplines.

WhatIcanofferinsteadaretheobservationsandexperiencesI’vegatheredoverthethirtyyears

－halfalifetime－spendinJapan:arandomsample,atbest,ofimpressionsandlessonslearned

aboutthiscountryandthepeopleI’velivedamong.

IfirstcametoJapanin1973,asaVisitingProfessoratHirosakiUniversity,inAomori

Prefecture.IknewnexttonothingaboutJapan;theonlyreferenceIcouldfindtoHirosakiinmy

locallibraryintheUnitedStatestoldmethatitwasnotedforitsapples.“Well,allright,”Isaid

tomyself,andoffIwenttothesnowcountry－ speaking,ofcourse,notawordofJapanese.I

broughtabeginner’sbookwithme,andacollectionoftapes,andassoonasIarrivedIsetabout

earnestlytolearningthelanguage.Noneofmyeffortleadtoanysuccessfulcommunication:the

peopleinHirosakiseemedtobespeakinganotherlanguageentirely,andittookabouthalfayear

beforeIrealizedtherewasalocaldialect,Tsugaru-ben,utterlydifferentfrom thestandard

JapaneseIwasstudying.

Ilikelearninglanguages;sinceIwastobeinHirosakifortwoyears,IthoughtIoughttolearn

someofthisdialectaswell,andfoundthatitwasfullof“fossil”Japanese:wordsand

expressions,someofthem from theManyoushuuperiod,overathousandyearsold,thathad

somehowsurvivedinthisremotepartofthecountry.I’veforgottenmostoftheTsugaru-benI

learned,butIstillrememberthedelightofdiscoveringhowitconnectedthepeopleoftheregion

tocenturiesofhistoryandculturaltradition.

Todigress(thistalkwillactuallybeaseriesofdigressions):oneofthereasonsIlikelearning

languagesisthatwordsdofarmorethandenominatethings:theyrevealtheessentialpatternsof

thought,theculturalvalues,ofthepeoplewhousethem.Considerforexampletheword

sumimasen,whichyouallprobablyuseadozentimesaday,moreorlessreflexively,inawhole
rangeofcontexts,toexpressthanks,apologies,regretsorwhathaveyou.WhenIwasfirst

learningJapaneseandcameacrossthisword,Iwenttothedictionary,andfoundthatone
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characterforsumu meant“tocometoanend”－ sothatsumimasen couldliterallymean

somethinglike“thisisn’ttheendofit.”Iwonderedaboutthat,anditleadmetotheobservation

thatJapanesecultureisfullofnever-endingsocialinteractions.

Agoesoffonholiday,andbringsbackasouvenir(o-miage)forB.“Ah,sumimasen,”thinksB,
andgivesAsomethinginreturn.“Suman’naa,”thinksA,andsendsBthetraditionalshochuu
mimaisummerpostcard,B,ofcourse,mustthensendAthewintero-seibogift,andBmust
reciprocatethenextsummerwithapresentforo-chuugen.Startsomethinglikethat,andit
reallyneverends.Atworst,theseobligationscanbeoppressivelysticky;atbest,theyreflecta

uniquelyJapaneseconcernfortheimportanceoflong-standingsocialrelationships.

Anotherdigression,ontheculturalconnotationsoflanguage:considerthewordinJapanesefor

“widow.”Ifyoutransliteratethethreecharactersformiboujin,whatyougetis“not-yet-dead-

person.”How wouldafeministinterpretthis?“Yourhusband’sgone,”isthesubtext:“what

businesshaveyougot,stillhangingaround?”WhetherJapanesepeopleareconsciousofthisor

notisbesidethepoint:thewordstillreflectsthelowesteemthattraditionalJapaneseculture

affordswomen.

InalltheyearsI’vetaughtatuniversities,it’sbeenmywomenstudentswhoconsistentlygetthe

bestgrades.Iwouldarguethatthisisnotmerelybecausetheyworkharder:womenarebasically

smarter.Theyaremoreindividualisticintheirthinkingthanmen,havemoreintellectual

curiosity,moreimagination,broadervision,lessresistancetonew ideas.Idon’tmakethis

argumentasafeminist,butrathertoraiseitsimportanteconomicimplications.Japan’sfuture

clearlyliesinitsknowledge-basedbusinessesandindustries;forthateconomytothrive,ithasto

makethefullestandmostefficientuseofitshumanresources.Andwhatproportionofupper-

managementpositionsin Japanesecompaniesareheld bywomen?Somethinglike3%.

Globalizationcanonlymakethecompetitiveenvironmentforthosebusinessesmoresevere;if

theyfailtodevelopthepotentialofallthoseintelligent,capablewomenintheworkforce,

eventuallytheyaredoomedtofallbehind.

Inthatregard,thefactthatJosaiInternationalUniversityhasestablishedJapan’sfirstgraduate

degreeprogramsinWomen’sStudiesandGenderStudiescontributesinnosmallmeasuretoits

growingreputation.

IreturntoTsugaruforonemoredigression－ortwo.MyownfieldofspecializationisLiterature,

andfrom thatperspectiveIknow somethingabouttheimportanceofplace－ theconcrete
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particularsoflocalculture,language,customs,materialtraditions,folkways－ totheliterary

imagination.TheliteratureIlovemostgrowsoutofthesoil,andderivesitsuniversalappeal

fromthat.InJapantoday,however,masscommunicationsarerapidlywipingoutwhatsurvives

oflocalcultures.Youngpeoplenolongerusetheirlocallanguage(anddon’tspeakstandard

Japanese very well,either).Wonderfulold Japanese houses are condemned fortheir

“inconvenience,”torn down,and replaced with tasteless,character-lessmodern prefabs.

WhereveryougonowinJapan－eveninTsugaru－characterisdisappearing,andthetexture

ofeverydaylifeallseemsthesame.

Localculture,whereitsurvives,preservesnotonlycustomsandmaterialtraditions,butethical

valuesaswell.OnedayinHirosaki,Isawanelderlyladyinkimonostandatthedoorofan

elevatorinadepartmentstore－anautomaticelevator－andbowasshegotin.Ihadn’tbeen

inJapanverylongthen,andIthoughtthiswasamusing,butlaterIrealizedhowsignificantit

was,asagestureofgratitude:kanshanoshirushi.“Idon’tknowwhomIowe,fornothavingto

climballthosestairs,butIamgrateful”:that’swhatshewassayingwiththatbow.Ifthereisone

thingmorethananyotherIfeelmissinginmyownculturenow,intheUnitedStates,itisthis

ethicalsensethatwhateverwehave,whateverwehaveachieved,isnotentirelyourowndoing.

Wehavedebtsofgratitudetoacknowledge,andthatsenseofobligationshouldplayapartinthe

languageandinteractionsofeverydaylife－astheydoinJapan,eveniftheyaresometimesonly

superficial.

***********

Whenmytwo-yearcontractatHirosakiUniversitywasup,IlefttotakeajobattheJapan

FoundationinTokyo,thegovernment’sumbrellaorganizationforthefundingandplanningofa

widerangeofculturalandacademicexchangesbetweenJapanandtheothercountriesofthe

world.IwastheFoundation’sEnglisheditor,andonedayInoticedthatlettersgoingoutfromthe

ExecutiveDirector’sofficelackedthecustomarysetofinitialsatthebottom,toindicatethey’d

beentypedbyoneofhissecretaries.Ipointedthisouttomysectionmanager:withoutthe

initials,itmightlooklikehoweverhadwrittentheletterwasnothighenoughintheorganization

tohavehisownstaff.“We’dbettertellthetypistaboutthis,”Isaid－ andthesectionmanager’s

replywasastonishing.“Thatmightbeabitsudden,”hesaid.“Thetypistwillfeelbadaboutit.

Whydon’tyoujustaddtheinitials,gradually,whenyousendthelettersbackwithyour

corrections,andsoonerorlatershewillcatchon.”“Soonerorlater?”Isaid.“Andinthe

meanwhile,it’sokiftheDirectorlosesface?”Apparentlyso:itwasmoreimportantnotto

confrontthetypistwithasuddenchange.
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Ithasstruckmeeversince,how emblematicthatexchangewiththemanagerwas,ofthe

nationalcharacteringeneral.TheJapanesehavethesameenthusiasm forthingsnewand

differentasanybodyelse,butthegroundhastobepreparedforthem:toaremarkabledegree,

peopleinthiscountryhatesurprises.Weallhavesomedifficultycopingwiththeunanticipated

suddenchangesinourlives,whetherforgoodorill,buttheJapaneseseemtocopelesswellthan

others;theyliketoseethingscomingalongwayoff.

Considerhowmuchsheerinformationyougethere,inthecourseoftheday－ muchofit

gratuitous.Thecommutertrainsannounceeverystop,andtellyouonwhichsideofthetrainthe

doorswillopen.Mostpeoplewouldbeperfectlyhappytodiscoverforthemselves,whenthetrain

cametoastop,howthedoorswillopen－butfortheJapanese,whoreallywanttoknowwellin

advancewhatwillhappennext,there’snevertoomuchofthissortofinformation.

Toputthatinanotherperspective,theJapaneseseemtolackacertainloveofadventure.That

strikesmeasunfortunate,becausesomanyofthebestthingsthathavehappenedtome,the

thingsthatmakemefeelgladtobealive,havebeenunexpected;veryfewthingsI’vedone

withoutmakingplansorpredictions－justjumpingofftheplatformatKiyomizu,sotospeak－

havebroughtmeanyregrets.Thesameholdstrueformostofmyclosestfriendsabroad:

somewhereinmiddleage,theydecidedthattheycouldseetooclearlywhatlayaheadonthe

trainstheywereriding,jumpedthetracks,andwentoffinutterlydifferentdirections－andhave

beenhappiereversince.

MostpeopleinJapan,ontheotherhand,seemcontentwithestablishedpatternstotheirlives－

nursinginsecretanundefinedneedforthingstobedifferent.Apartfrom therestofmyown

career,I’vedonealotoffreelancewritingsinceIcametoJapan,fornewspapersandmagazines.

Iremember,earlyon,takingaproposalforaweeklycolumntooneoftheEnglish-language

newspapersinTokyo,andshowingittotheassistanteditor－ whowasJapanese.“Let’sgo

downstairstothecoffeeshop,”hesuggested,andtalkaboutthis.”Wedid,andwhilewewere

discussingthecolumnhesuddenlysaid:“Youknow,I’vebeenworkingonthisnewspaperfor20

years－andIhaven’tanyideawhatit’sallbeenfor.”Itwasanastonishingmoment:herewas

amanwhofeltsuchalackofmeaningandpurposeinhislife,andkeptitsobottledupinside,

thathehadtoconfessittoacompletestranger.

True,thatwasanunusualinstance.ButIsuspectthatthegreatmajorityofthepeopleI’vemet

overtheyearsinthiscountrylivemuchthesameway,withouteverdoinganythingreally

adventurous,acceptingtheirfuturesasinevitablebecauseitissodifficulteventoimagineother
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possibilities.“YoustartatPointA,andtheonlywaytogettoPointBisonthispath,onestepat

atime”:thatseemstobethewaypeopleinJapanaretrainedtothink.Doitthisway,andyou’re

safe.Doitthisway,andyouwillencounternosurprises.Doitthisway,andyoucanpredictthe

results.

Iputtheblameforthisonthepubliceducationsystem,whichestablishessuchapowerfulmind

set－ alockstep－ onyoungpeopleinthiscountry,thatbythetimetheyleaveschoolorgoto

universityitisalmostimpossibletobreak.Letmeillustratewithakanjipuzzle.

Writesix“mouth”radicals(口)onapieceofpaper,andaskpeopletoformkanjiwiththemby
addinganelement(hen)onlyontheleftside:nothingabove,below,orinside.Thereare,infact,
onlysixanswers:和,知,加,如,釦,and扣.Thelasttwoarenolongerineverydayuse,butthe

firstfourarecompletelycommon－yetmostpeoplehavegreatdifficultyfindingthem.Isprung

thispuzzleonceonafriendcalledKazuo,andafterstrugglingwithitfortenminuteshestill

couldn’tcomeupwiththecharacterinhisownname.Whyisthispuzzlesohard?

Becauseeveryonelearnstowritekanjifromlefttoright,inafixedorderofstrokes.Thinkingof

them backwards,from rightsidetoleft,isunexpectedlydifficult.Thethrustofeducationin

Japan,ingeneral,seemsmuchthesamekindofthingtome:fromfirststeptolast,itteachesyou

thatthereisonlyonecorrect,acceptablewayofdoingthings.Thereisplentyofminuteattention

paidtothedetailsofprocess,andverylittleopportunitytoseeanythinginlargerperspective.

Thisisright,that’swrong.Thiswillcomeuponentranceexams,soyouhavetolearnit;thatwon’t

comeuponentranceexams,soyoucanignoreit.TheresultisthattheJapanesearesecondto

noneintheworldatdealingwithclearlydefinedproblems,atgettingonestepatatimefroma

startingpointtoaclearlyestablishedgoal－butcopefarlesswellthanpeopleinothercultures

withjumpingfromStepOnetoStepTen,withchoosingfromamonganumberofpossiblepathsto

thegoal,orwiththeprospectofgettinglostenroute.

Gettinglostenroute,however,isnotnecessarilyabadthing:often,themostimportant

discoverieswemakecomewhenwe’vetakenanunexpectedturnonthewaytoaverydifferent

goal.Mightthataccountforthefactthat,foralltheeffortJapanputsintoeducationin

mathematicsandthephysicalsciences,therearesofewJapaneseNobelprizewinnersinthose

fields?Thekindofoutstanding,ground-breakingworkthatwinsNobelPrizesrequiresthefree

playoftheimagination,theabilitytoseeaparticularproblem inalargerorunconventional

perspective.
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Puttingpureresearchaside,itseemstomethattheeducationsystem anditsmindset

eventuallyhastoworkarealdetrimentontheJapaneseeconomy.Agenerationago,inthe

“miracle”periodofdouble-digitgrowth,Japanessentiallyhadanindustrialeconomy;moving

onestepatatimetowardspredefinedgoals,theabilitytofocussingle-mindedlyonpredictable

outcomes,servedthecountrywell.Today,Japanhasaserviceandknowledge-intensiveeconomy,

andflexibilityofmindhasbecomeessential.

Ican’tcountthenumberoftimesthefollowinghashappenedtome:Igointoacaféoracoffee

shop,andorderacolafloat.Thewaiterorwaitressapologizesprofusely,butitseemsthatthey

don’thaveacolafloatonthemenu.

“Isthatso?”Isay.“Doyouhavecola?”

“Oh,yes,sir.”

“Anddoyouhaveicecream?”

“Certainly,sir.”

“Whatwouldbethematter,then,withputtingascoopofthaticecream

inaglassofcola,andbringingmeafloat?”

“I’msosorry,sir.Wedon’thavecolafloats.”

Iftheserviceindustrycan’tmanageabitmoreflexibilitythanthat,itseemstomethatthe

country’sfutureisnotverybright.

********************************

Letmedigressbacknow,forafewlastobservationsonthesubjectoflanguage.Mywifeis

Japanese,andwheneverwegoouttogether,myveryexistenceiscanceled.We’reonatrip

somewhere,forexample,andattheinformationcounterintherailwaystationIaskfor

directions,oraboutachangeoftrains－ inwhatIknow,beyondanydoubt,isgrammatically

correct,unaccented,uninflected,idiomaticJapanese.IfIweredoingthisonthephone,the

listenerwouldhavenoideathatIwasnot,infact,anativespeaker.Thepersonbehindthe

counter,however,won’tevenlookatme－ andanswersmywife.Ioftenlosemytemperabout

this.“Look,you,”Isay(deliberatelylettingmyJapanesegetroughandcolloquial);“youheard

measkyouthequestion.IfIcanspeakyourlanguage,Icansureashellunderstanditwhenyou

answer.Doyouhaveanyideahowrudeitistoignoreme?”Whereuponhebowsandapologies－

tomywife.

Icouldaddanynumberofbizarreexamples,oftheresponsespeoplehavetoforeignersspeaking

theirlanguage.Igetintoataxi,andtellthedriverwhereIwanttogo;ninetimesoutoften,the
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firstthinghewillsayisNihongoo-jouzudesune－“YourJapaneseisverygood.”Hehasnoidea

oftheactualextentofmyJapanese,ofcourse:he’sjustmakingconversation.IfIanswerwith

“thankyou,”or“oh,no,notreally,”orsomethingsimilar,wecanthenhaveapleasantiflimited

exchangeuntilIgettomydestination.Onceinawhile,however,justtomakemischief,I’ll

respondtohisopeninggambitwithoyobazunagara－“withmypoorability”－ anextremely

formaldisclaimertheJapanesewillhardlyeveruseevenamongstthemselves.Atwhichpoint

thedriverfreezes－“oh,hell:thisstrangeforeignerreallyCANspeakJapanese”－anddoesn’tsay

anotherwordfortherestofthetrip.

Whyisthat?Whyisaforeignerwhospeaksamerelycompetent,acquiredlevelofconversational

Japanesesomeoneyoucanrelaxwith,butareallyfluentforeigner,onewhoseJapanesesuggests

hemightreallyunderstandyourcultureandthewayyouthink,athreat?Aforeigner,itseems,

isagaijin－anoutsider－andwhenpushcomestoshovehe’sexpectedtostaythatway.Ithink

there’sapeculiarcomplexatworkhere,whichIcanbestexplaininthecontextofpolicedetective

dramasontelevision.

Mywifeteasesmealot,aboutmyfondnessforthesethings,butIfindpopularentertainmenta

troveofinformationabouttheculturalvaluesandattitudesofthepeoplewhowatchit,andthe

detectivedramaisacaseinpoint.PolicedetectivesonJapaneseTVworkasateam,andthe

compositionoftheteamispureconvention.Thereisthesectionchief－deliberate,abitsoberand

severe(shibui),theeffectiveleaderandveteranprofessional.Therearethetwo“cool”young
detectives,whodressinthelateststyles,wisecrack,anddothehard-boiledactionscenes.There

isthefemaledetective,bright-eyedandhelpful.Andthenthere’stheojisan;older,abitworn
downbythecaresofhiswork,passedoverforpromotion,butalwaystherewhenyouneedhim

foraninsightorakindword.

It’stheojisanwhoalwaysgetstodealwiththeyoungsuspect,thetoughkidintrouble.He’snot
reallyabadkid,mindyou:he’sjusthadahardtime,andhe’swearinghistoughnessanddefiance

likeanarmoredshell.Astheprogrammovestoaclimax,there’sapointwheretheolddetective

saystohim,“Iunderstandjusthowyoufeel”(anatanokimochiwoyoukuwakarimasuyo)－
andthekidmelts:thattoughveneerfallsaway;hecries,andtheessentialgoodnessunderneath

emergesinconfessionandrepentance.

AsoftenasIseeit,I’malwaysstruckbyhowJapanesethissceneis.Ibelievethatallthepeople

I’vemetinthiscountryinmythirtyyearshere－nay,thepeopleIhaven’tmetaswell－allhave

adeepabidingneed,intheirheartofhearts,forsomebodytosayexactlythattothem:“I
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understandjusthowyoufeel.”

It’sverydifficult,inthetenorofeverydaylifeinJapan,toexpressyourhonne－ yourreal

feelings.Fromthemomentyouleavehomeinthemorningtothemomentyoureturnatnight,

youareforcedtobeconstantlyawareofhowotherpeopleperceiveyouandwhattheythinkof

you;you’realwaysundersomekindofpressuretodowhat’sexpected.Thisisasocietywhere“I

understandjusthowyoufeel”carriesaspecialresonance,becauseoftheimpliedpromiseinit:

thepromisethatthespeakeracceptsyouforwhoandwhatyouare,thathe/shepassesno

judgment.

Ofcourse,youdon’thavetobeJapanesetowantsomebodytomakeapromiselikethat;the

appealisuniversal.Butit’speculiarlyJapanesetobelievethatnobodybutone’sfellow-Japanese

couldevermakesuchapromiseandmeanit－thatnobodyelseunderstandsjusthowtheyfeel.

That,Ithink,iswhat’sbehindtheinstinctiveshrinkingfromforeignerswhospeakJapaneseat

native-speakerlevel:thismightbeanexaggeration,butbyimplicationtheyaremakinga

promisetheycan’treallykeep,thatcan’tbetrusted.Theircommandofthelanguagesuggests

thattheymightreallyunderstand,buttheyareforeigners,soofcoursetheycan’t.Thisseemsto

metohavealottodowithwhyJapantriessohard,ingeneral,tokeepforeigner’satarm’slength.

Ithinkthat’sadoomedeffort.Thelatestcensusfiguresindicatethatthenon-Japanese

populationofJapanisalreadyover1%ofthewhole.Givenitsrapidageingandlowfertilityrate,

it’sbeenestimatedthatJapanwillhavetoadmitupwardsof60,000immigrantsayear,merelyto

maintainitsworkingpopulationatpresentlevels.Thisisnotagastarbeitersolution:those

60,000foreignerswillhavetobeabletoraisetheirfamilieshere,toqualifyforpermanent

residenceandlookforwardinduecoursetocitizenship,tofindjobsinwhatevernichesofthe

economywillmakebestuseoftheirtalentsandenergies,toadaptandintegrate.Theprocessis

unlikelytobefriction-free,butit’snothardtoimaginethattheJapaneseofthisgeneration,or

theirchildren－ andalmostcertainlytheirgrandchildren－ willhavethoseimmigrantsas

neighbors,asco-workers,asmarriagepartners.Eventually,theirwillbesubstantialnumbersof

peopleofotherethnicitieswho－oyobazunagara－whohavegrownupwithJapanese,speakit

aswellasyoudo,andreallycanunderstandjusthowyoufeel.Japan’sverysurvivalasasociety,

itseemstome,dependsonaffordingthatpossibilityadecentwelcome.
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外国人教員の目から見た日本人（要旨）

ジャレド・ルバスキー

1973年に初めて来日して青森の弘前大学に赴任した当時は、日本についてアメリカの大学の図書

館で調べた知識といえば、りんごの産地で有名ということぐらいであった。日本語を学ぼうとしても、

津軽弁という方言を人びとが話しているので驚いた。自分の学習している日本語と全く違う言葉だっ

たからである。しかし、人びとの暮らしは歴史と文化的伝統に満ちていた。

私が外国語を学ぶのが好きな理由は、それが人びとの思想や文化的価値観を明らかにするからであ

る。自分の専門分野である文学では、地域に特徴的文化は文学的イメージをほうふつとさせる点で大

変重要である。

日本交流基金で働いていたときの事である。タイピストが上司の手紙を代筆してもイニシャルをつ

けない習慣に驚き、正そうとしたが、上司はそうした突然の変化でタイピストを驚かせてはならない

と主張した。これはこれまで通りのやり方をくずさない日本文化を象徴的にあらわしていると思う。

日本人が冒険を好まないのは不幸であると考える。アメリカの友人たちも、自分もそうであるが、人

生の途中で、先が見えてしまうのはつまらないので、全く違った人生を選び取って幸せになっている

が、日本人はレールに沿った人生を好む。たとえ、その意義や意味が判然としなくても、同じ仕事を

続けている人がいる。

それは日本人が受けている教育によるものと考える。漢字は常に左から右に書くよう習うので、

〈へん〉で考えることに慣れている日本人には〈つくり〉の方から漢字を思い出すゲームは全く苦手

である。数学や自然科学教育に熱心な日本から独創性のある研究者が出ない理由もここにある。先行

きの読めない経済の現状では、日本人には知識経済と柔軟な思考が重要である。しかし、日本人には

それが苦手である。たとえば、ウェイターにコーラフロートを注文すると、大いに恐縮してその品は

無いと断る。そこで、コーラとアイスクリームはあるか？と尋ねると、両方ともあると答える。それ

でコーラフロートが出来るではないか、と聞いても、メニューに無いものは作れないと慇懃に断られ

るという経験を何度もした。

私は日本人と結婚し、日本語もかなり話せるようになった。しかし、妻と外出すると、私が日本語

で話しかけても相手は、妻に向かって返事をするばかりである。これはどうしたことだろう。外国人

はガイジン（アウトサイダー）なのである。30年住んでいても。日本に在住する外国人が人口の１％

を超えた現在、日本が少子高齢化社会の問題を抱え、年間6万人の移民を迎えようという時代である。

近所に住む人、会社の同僚、結婚の相手として生活していく人びとである。この人びとを暖かく迎え

ることが出来るか否かに、日本が生き残れるチャンスはかかっているのだ。
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