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LIVING IN JAPAN: FEELING PERPLEXED AT
TIMES BY CULTURAL DIFFERENCES
Hana Kano (China)

Japan has numerous qualities that draw the interest of people from
around the world. The clean, beautiful cities everywhere, blessed
with nature’ s splendor, a well-developed transportation network,
hot springs, shopping outlets and the world renowned washoku
(Japanese cuisine) are but a few of Japan® s abundant attractions.
Besides, Japanese people are kind, which is a very gratifying
feature for the tourists and foreign residents in Japan. Thus, it is not
an exaggeration to say that Japan is like a heaven on earth.
The difference in customs and practices between different countries
can be understood easily when travelling in foreign countries. However, a
deep understanding of the culture, values and the unique characteristics of
another country cannot be gained easily unless one lives there for a long
time. When living in a country like Japan that has a long and rich history,
anyone may feel rather puzzled - culture shock- at first. As the wife of a
Japanese person, I too have to face the cross-cultural differences and have
to understand and get over such barriers. In many cases, some were
solved as time went by. I somehow became used to some aspects of life in
Japan after about a year. Considering the minor differences in customs
between Japan and my mother country, one is that when visiting a Japa-
nese house, shoes must be removed and put them neatly facing the door.
In my country, we normally remove our shoes and then wear slippers
inside the house. We do not particularly pay attention to how the shoes are
placed. Another is that in Japan, during meals people hold the rice bowl
and eat. In contrast, in most regions of my country, this action may be
considered as the person is in a hurry and is frowned upon as lack of
etiquette. Still, these kinds of little things have long stopped to cause me
any anxiety. The things I find rather hard getting used to are far more
subtle and imperceptible. These are the differences in one’ s sense of
value, how one appreciates things and the way of thinking. For example, I
find it quite peculiar that Japanese people go out to dine and drink with
co-workers and bosses after work. Sometimes, I also get invited for lun-
cheons by the PTA committee members of the kindergarten that my son
attends. I cannot fathom why it is necessary that one should devote one’ s
precious time for social gatherings with mere acquaintances from work-
place or a child’ s kindergarten, when they are not one’ s friends. In
China, when someone gets married, they would definitely go back home
after work, and spend the time with their family. If one is single and does
not have a sweetheart, in their free time they would do things like spend-
ing time at a coffee shop alone or with friends, or watching a movie.
People enjoy their time in their own ways. There is no need to attune with
others and push oneself to the point of doing things one dislikes. These
differences can be traced to the contrasting values and principles underly-
ing the respective cultures of Japan and China; the collectivist mindset of
Japanese people that lead them to act as a group and the individualistic
values of Chinese society that makes one think as “I will do things my
way regardless of what others do”.An incident that fascinated me comes
to mind here. One day, while my husband and I were shopping, it took me
a while to take cash out of my wallet. Seeing this, my husband who was
standing next to me urged me to hurry, saying I was inconveniencing the
others behind me in the line. I got flustered a bit, but at the same time I
couldn’ t help being impressed of the way Japanese people care about
how their actions appear to others. Also, I think Japanese persons often
refrain from expressing their opinions clearly and instead speak accommo-
datingly in order to create a harmonious atmosphere, without causing
annoyance to the other party. Do they act this way because no one wants
to be perceived as “a person who is unable to read the situation”? For me,
who was used to the luxury of living in a country where one can maintain
one’ s individuality, it may take more time to become completely accus-
tomed to life in Japan. There are both good and bad aspects in this world.
To gain a better grasp of things and get used to life in Japan, I wish to con-
sider various things in many perspectives. Finally, I hope to continue
living here, enjoying Japan’ s many wonderful qualities and looking
forward to its bright future.



