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AT HOME IN Japan



It’s easy to fall in love with the sheer beauty of Japan—rugged mountains and coast, subtle seasonal changes, ancient arts, intriguing cuisine, and, of course, the people. From the cold and snowy north to the balmy southern islands, you’re never far from volcanoes, hot springs, and the sea. An efficient transportation network makes traveling a pleasure. You can ski the Japan Alps, hike an 88-temple route in Shikoku, visit pottery villages in Kyushu, and swim Okinawa’s coral seas. Over the course of 25 years spent in Japan, I have photographed wildflowers on northernmost Rebun Island in view of Russia’s Sakhalin Island, watched salmon spawn in rushing rivers, cycled over steaming volcanoes, and climbed 12,388-foot Mount Fuji to watch the sun rise over the Pacific.


Japan in the 21st century is also a modern consumer society. As a first-time visitor, judging by the fast-food, fashion, and fads, you may think Japan completely Westernized. You might wonder, “Where are the kimonos, samurai, and geisha?” The fact is, contemporary Japanese culture is a comfortable blend of wa (Japanese), yo (Western), and other influences. This is not surprising if you consider that Japanese have been eating pan (bread) and castella (sponge cake) since Portuguese ships landed in 1543, and playing baseball with a passion since it was introduced by an American teacher in 1871. Even the country’s writing system combines Japanese kana symbols with Chinese kanji characters and the Latin alphabet.


In Japan you can wear your hair black or bleached blond, don jeans or a yukata (cotton kimono), sip a latte or matcha (powdered green tea), eat French pastries or sushi, play golf or practice kendo (fencing), go to the opera or Kabuki.
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fall colors in Hokkaido.
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shopping arcade in Asakusa
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sashimi with chrysanthemum garnish








Whether you plan to study, work, or start your own business, unlike a tourist you’ll have time to delve deeply into your areas of interest. You can observe how Japanese traditions and history are reflected in daily life, how a sense of family and respect for others are cultivated, how teamwork is valued from preschool to adulthood, and how persistence and gambaru (trying hard) are often emphasized over innate ability.


With so many choices, how do you decide where to live? Urban or rural, mountains or coast, north or south? In my case, I formed my identity in eastern Hokkaido in a small town near dairy farms. My missionary parents and siblings were the only Americans around. In my teens, I moved to Sapporo, then Tokyo, to attend American schools. As an adult, I returned to Hokkaido to teach at a university, and later to Tokyo to research Japanese education. While I love Tokyo’s fast pace and infinite cultural options, the mountains of Hokkaido are still my kokoro no furusato (home of the heart).


I hope that with this book as your guide, Japan will become your kokoro no furusato, too.
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shrine in Kansai
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lively Osaka street
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What I Love About Japan


• That ramen noodle shops have distinctive flavors in each region.


• The Astro Boy melody from the ’60s at Takada-no-baba station in Tokyo, which signals the closing train doors.


• Trains arriving on time—and during rush hour, conductors helping to push people on.


• Food carts on long-distance trains, which offer coffee, boxed lunches, and frozen mikan (mandarin oranges) in summer.


• That political campaigns last only two weeks—by law.


• Omoiyari—people who put the welfare of others before their own comfort.


• The hearty “Irasshaimase” and “Arigatoo gozaimasu” by the entire staff to welcome customers in banks, stores, restaurants, and hotels.


• Quiet gardens and parks where grandparents walk with their grandchildren.


• Sinking into an outdoor onsen (hot spring) and gazing up at snow-covered mountains.


• Sipping matcha (powdered green tea) and nibbling on a sweet in a Japanese garden.


• That konbini (convenience stores) are truly convenient, with 10 kinds of salads, 20 kinds of onigiri (rice balls), and 30 kinds of entrées.


• Vending machines everywhere with hot and cold drinks, corn soup, sake, and beer.


• Half-off sushi, sashimi, and deli items, 30 minutes before closing at supermarkets.


• Temple bells ringing in the New Year with 108 gongs, along with sweet amazake (a slightly fermented rice drink).





WELCOME TO JAPAN
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INTRODUCTION



The Lay of the Land


COUNTRY DIVISIONS


CLIMATE


EARTHQUAKES AND VOLCANOES


FLORA AND FAUNA


Social Climate


SHARED VALUES


ISLAND MENTALITY


The appeal of living in a different country—as opposed to being a tourist—is that you can go beyond fascination with cultural differences and perceived mystique. Although some Japanese people you meet may befriend you because of your exotic allure or because they want to practice English, many have traveled or lived abroad and are internationally minded.


An American woman who spent a year in Japan says, “I went to Japan because I wanted to live abroad and was interested in the country. It seemed like an easy transition—from the West to the Westernized East—and in some ways it was. I also was attracted to Japan’s safety, as I took my then-two-year-old with me. I taught in two international preschools. Unfortunately, I didn’t have much time to study Japanese—plus I wasn’t truly immersed, being surrounded by people who wanted me to speak English with them!”


Is there a downside to life in Japan? Certainly; this is true in every culture. If you’ve never known what it’s like to be a minority member, you may go through a transitional period, even culture shock. You will be labeled gaijin, “outside person,” one of 2.3 million foreigners living in Japan. Like it or not, your face will lead the way; you can never be anonymous. Staring is not so overt in cities, but in outlying regions you may end up playing pied piper to a parade of giggling children. On the other hand, if you are of Asian heritage, you may find yourself disappearing into the crowd for the first time.
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Sakura bloom in a park.
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Japan’s capital, Tokyo, as seen from the 2,080-foot Skytree tower





The language barrier should not be underestimated. Written Japanese utilizes about 2,000 kanji characters plus 46 kana syllables. Although signs in airports and train stations often display romaji, or alphabetic transcription, for the benefit of visitors, most signs, newspapers, magazines, menus, maps, and train schedules will be indecipherable if you can’t read Japanese. Having to ask for help translating rental contracts, utility bills, doctor’s prescriptions, job applications, and the like—indeed, being illiterate—can be demoralizing. And although English is taught in schools, Japanese people are often hesitant to try out their English.


The housing search will also take a bit of patience. Unfortunately, there are landlords who specify “no foreigners.” Help Wanted ads frequently specify age, gender, nationality, and language ability, and require a photo.


But there are benefits to being from another planet—uh, country. You may be excused for not knowing the proper way to bow or remove your shoes. And spoken Japanese is not so difficult if you have a good ear and good study materials. Japan is one of the safest countries in the world, and people are helpful if you get lost. If you encounter roadblocks, learn to laugh at yourself and laugh with others.




Comparing Japan to the United States


Age Structure


• Japan: 0-14 years, 13 percent; 15-64 years, 59.7 percent; 65+ years, 27.3 percent; median age 46.9 years


• United States: 0-14 years, 18.8 percent; 15-64 years, 65.9 percent; 65+ years, 15.3 percent; median age 37.9 years


Arable Land


• Japan: 11.7 percent


• United States: 20 percent


Birth Rate


• Japan: 7.8 births/1,000 population


• United States: 12.5 births/1,000 population


Climate


• Japan: Cool temperate north to tropical south


• United States: Mostly temperate; also tropical, arctic, and arid


Coastline


• Japan: 29,751 kilometers


• United States: 19,924 kilometers


Ethnic Groups


• Japan: Japanese, 98.5 percent; Korean, 0.5 percent; Chinese, 0.4 percent; Other (Ainu, Brazilian, Filipino, etc.), 0.6 percent


• United States: white, 79.9 percent; black, 12.9 percent; Asian, 4.4 percent; Amerindian and Alaska native, 1 percent; Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, 0.2 percent; two or more races, 1.6 percent


Fiscal Year


• Japan: April 1 to March 31


• United States: October 1 to September 30


Gross Domestic Product (GDP)


• Japan: $4.83 trillion


• United States: $17.95 trillion


GDP per Capita


• Japan: $38,100


• United States: $54,800


Government Type


• Japan: Parliamentary government with constitutional monarch


• United States: Constitution-based federal republic


Gun-Related Deaths/Year


• Japan: 94


• United States: 33,736*


Infant Mortality


• Japan: 2 deaths/1,000 live births


• United States: 5.8 deaths/1,000 live births


Land Mass


• Japan: 377,835 square kilometers


• United States: 9.6 million square kilometers


Life Expectancy


• Japan: 85 years


• United States: 79.8 years


Literacy


• Japan: 99 percent


• United States: 97 percent


Natural Resources


• Japan: Negligible minerals, fish


• United States: Coal, copper, lead, molybdenum, phosphates, uranium, bauxite, gold, iron, mercury, nickel, etc.


Obesity


• Japan: 3.5 percent


• United States: 35 percent


Oil Consumption


• Japan: 4.12 million barrels/day


• United States: 19.53 million barrels/day


Population


• Japan: 127 million


• United States: 324 million


Religion


• Japan: Shinto, 80 percent; Buddhist, 67 percent; Other, 7 percent; Christian, 1.5 percent


• United States: Protestant, 47 percent; Catholic, 21 percent; Jewish, 1.9 percent; Muslim, 1 percent; Unaffiliated, 23 percent, Other, 6 percent


School Year


• Japan: April to March


• United States: September to June


Unemployment Rate


• Japan: 3.4 percent


• United States: 5.3 percent


• Urban Population


• Japan: 93.5 percent


• United States: 81.6 percent


Source: The World Factbook (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook/geos/ja.html)


*CDC National Center for Health Statistics mortality report online, 2014






The Lay of the Land



According to legend, the islands of Japan were created by the sun goddess millennia ago—a string of volcanoes rose from the sea like jewels, ringed by myriad droplets. In Japanese world maps, Japan is naturally positioned at the center, with the Pacific Ocean and the Americas to the east and Asia, Africa, and Europe to the west. Japanese call their country “Nihon” or “Nippon” and write it with the characters 日本, meaning “sun” and “source,” respectively. Koreans call their neighbor “Il-bon,” English-speakers say “Japan,” and the French refer to it as “Japon.” Many people are surprised to learn that Japan is slightly larger than New Zealand, the United Kingdom, Italy, Finland, and Malaysia.


Perched at the western edge of the Pacific Ocean, Japan’s closest neighbors are Korea, China, and Russia. In just a couple of hours, you can be in Seoul, Beijing, Taipei, or Hong Kong; Singapore, Bangkok, Manila, and Jakarta are equally accessible. If you travel down under to Australia or New Zealand, there’s no jet lag, because you stay in a time zone similar to Japan’s.


With land area roughly the size of California, Japan is home to 127 million people. Four main islands and 3,000 smaller islands stretch almost 3,000 kilometers (1,850 miles) from north to south, the distance from Maine to Florida. About 72 percent of the land is mountainous and heavily forested, with 15 percent agricultural land, 3 percent residential, and 0.4 percent industrial, and the remaining land consists of surface water, rivers, and urban and developed areas (source: Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism).


Hokkaido, the frontier island to the north, is strikingly similar to the United States’ Pacific Northwest in geography and climate, with cool summers, snowy winters, open spaces, and unspoiled nature. The Tohoku (northeast) region of the main island of Honshu has cold and snowy winters and relatively hot summers.


The Pacific seaboard of central Honshu, from Tokyo to Osaka and Kobe, has the highest concentration of population and industry in all Japan. Nearly one out of four Japanese lives in the Kanto region, the great plain surrounding Tokyo. Tokyo, which means “eastern capital,” is a megalopolis situated at the same latitude as Las Vegas and Atlanta, with equally hot (and humid) summers and cold winters. Tokyo is 8,740 kilometers (5,431 miles) from Los Angeles, 9,560 kilometers (5,941 miles) from London, and 1,770 kilometers (1,100 miles) from Shanghai.
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downtown Osaka







Temperature and Precipitation


Naha


• Yearly Average Temperature: 22.3°C/72.1°F


• January Average: 14°C/57.2°F


• August Average: 30°C/86°F


• Annual Rainfall: 2,037 millimeters/80.2 inches


Niigata


• Yearly Average Temperature: 13.2°C/55.8°F


• January Average: 2°C/35.6°F


• August Average: 28°C/82.4°F


• Annual Rainfall: 1,778 millimeters/70 inches


Sapporo


• Yearly Average Temperature: 8.2°C/46.8°F


• January Average: -6°C/21.2°F


• August Average: 22°C/71.6°F


• Annual Rainfall: 1,130 millimeters/44.5 inches


Tokyo


• Yearly Average Temperature: 15.6°C/60.1°F


• January Average: 5°C/41°F


• August Average: 30°C/86°F


• Annual Rainfall: 1,490 millimeters/58.7 inches


Source: Tokyo Meteorological Agency





Traveling northwest from Tokyo over the central mountains to the Sea of Japan, you will find a more traditional rice-growing region less influenced by urbanization—at least before the bullet train tunneled through the mountains. Shikoku and Kyushu, the islands south and west of Honshu, have major cities and industries, but still maintain an agricultural base. Okinawa is semitropical and has a distinct culture and language in addition to standard Japanese; it is also the site of the largest U.S. military installations in Japan. Ishigaki city is at the same latitude as Honolulu.


COUNTRY DIVISIONS


Japan is divided into eight regions that represent historical boundaries and current administrative divisions. From north to south they are Hokkaido, Tohoku (northeast), Kanto (east), Chubu (central), Kinki (west-central), Chugoku (west), Shikoku, and Kyushu. There are 47 ken, or prefectures, including Metropolitan Tokyo-to, Osaka-fu, and Kyoto-fu. Each prefecture has a chiji (governor) and is divided into gun (counties), shi (cities), cho (towns), and mura (villages).


Tokyo is the geographic, political, economic, and educational center of Japan—imagine Los Angeles, Chicago, New York, and Washington DC merged into a megalopolis. The central government has much more control over prefectures than in the United States, where states have considerable power with respect to the federal government. The highest concentration of people is in Tokyo (population 12.8 million), where almost 6,000 people squeeze into each square kilometer. If you want more breathing room, you might want to head north. Hokkaido has just 5.6 million residents in an area the size of the state of Indiana, which works out to 68 people per square kilometer.


CLIMATE


Japan’s climate ranges from subarctic to subtropical. Hokkaido has cool summers and very cold winters, similar to Alaska. Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu have relatively cold winters and hot, muggy summers. Okinawa is subtropical, with an aqua sea, and flowers, palm trees, and sugarcane growing year-round. Japan has four distinct seasons—a fact pointed out to me by many Japanese as being “unique.” (In reply, I mention the changing seasons and spectacular fall colors in New England and other parts of the United States.)
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active steam vents on Mt. Asahi, the tallest mountain in Hokkaido





Most areas of Japan south of Hokkaido have tsuyu, or rainy season, lasting from late May to July. The rains begin in Okinawa and reach Tokyo in mid-June. Hot and very humid weather follows the rains. From summer to late fall, typhoons formed in the Pacific head northward toward Korea and Japan. They may cause extensive flooding, landslides, and wind damage to ripening rice crops. Taifu, as they’re called in Japanese, are given numbers rather than being personified with male or female names as in the United States. The day after a typhoon blows through is called taifu-ikka, and is usually exceedingly clear; you can easily see Mount Fuji from the center of Tokyo.


The mountain ranges forming the backbone of Japan divide the country into two distinct precipitation zones, east and west. In winter, areas bordering the Sea of Japan to the west are blanketed with deep snow, dumped by the northwesterly winds off the continent (China). Niigata prefecture has an annual snowfall of four to five meters (13-16 feet) and is known as Yukiguni, or Snow Country, the setting of Nobel Prize winner Kawabata Yasunari’s novel. East of the mountains, the Pacific seaboard experiences less precipitation in winter but has humid summers caused by the seasonal Pacific winds. December is the driest month in Tokyo, with the skies at their clearest; a light snowfall or two is not unusual.




Earthquake Safety


WAYS TO PREPARE FOR AN EARTHQUAKE


• Secure furniture so it can’t fall over or fall down.


• Confirm the strength of your house and walls.


• Always be ready to extinguish fires.


• Prepare emergency supplies in advance.


• Discuss emergency planning with your family.


• Know potential hazards in your area.


TIPS DURING AN EARTHQUAKE


• Check all fire sources. Put out fires quickly.


• Remain calm. Be careful of fallen furniture and broken glass.


• Make sure you have a way out: Open doors and windows.


• Don’t rush out in a panic. Watch out for falling objects.


• Stay away from concrete walls and other objects that may fall.


• Get accurate information from radio, television, fire stations, local authorities, etc.


• Make sure your family and neighbors are safe.


• Make sure electricity and gas are shut off before evacuation.


• In case of tsunami warning, run to higher ground.





EARTHQUAKES AND VOLCANOES


Japanese children agree on the most fearful things in life: jishin, kaminari, kaji, and oyaji, or “earthquakes, thunder, fire, and Dad.” The Ring of Fire, which encompasses the Pacific coasts of South and North America, runs down the Japanese archipelago to Southeast Asia. Japanese throughout history have faced natural disasters, such as earthquakes, tsunami, volcanic eruptions, and landslides. In 1923 the Great Kanto Earthquake and its fiery aftermath killed 100,000 people in Tokyo. The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995 devastated the regions of Kobe and Osaka, with more than 6,000 people losing their lives. In March 2011, a 9.0 magnitude earthquake struck the Tohoku northeast region; a massive tsunami wiped out coastal towns along the Pacific coast and triggered a nuclear disaster at Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power station. Subsequent nuclear meltdown and radiation forced hundreds of thousands of residents to evacuate. In April 2016 a magnitude 7.0 earthquake in Kumamoto, Kyushu, caused widespread damage.


There is always a danger of tsunami after a major earthquake, and schools and cities regularly hold evacuation drills. Most earthquakes are relatively minor, and newer buildings are constructed to be earthquake resistant—skyscrapers in Tokyo were mostly undamaged in the March 2011 earthquake. Every city and town in Japan has emergency evacuation procedures and designated safe locations. It is advisable to obtain this information from your local government when you arrive.


Japan has at least 60 active volcanoes. The tallest, at 3,776 meters (12,388 feet), is Mount Fuji. It last erupted in 1707 and is constantly monitored, as are all active mountains. On the plus side, all this seismic activity results in abundant natural hot springs. Anywhere you travel in Japan, you aren’t far from onsen (hot spring) resorts and inns, where you can soak in rejuvenating minerals. Japan’s rivers are short and fast flowing, and they form deep gorges in the mountains; most have been dammed for hydroelectric power. The longest river, Shinano-gawa, is 367 kilometers (228 miles) long; the largest lake, Biwa-ko, is 674 square kilometers (260 square miles); and the deepest lake, Tazawa-ko, is 423 meters (1,388 feet) deep. The sheer beauty of the mountains, rivers, and sea in Japan is striking.


FLORA AND FAUNA


A wide range of temperatures and plentiful rain create a rich environment for abundant flora, with more than 4,500 native plant species. Subtropical plants grow in Okinawa and the Ogasawara Islands below Tokyo; broadleaf evergreen forests and oaks thrive in warm, temperate regions (Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu); broadleaf deciduous forests and beeches are found in cool, temperate areas of northern Honshu and southern Hokkaido; and subalpine Sakhalin firs and Ezo spruces, as well as alpine plants like komakusa (scientific name Dicentra peregrina), flourish in central Honshu and Hokkaido.


Diverse climatic conditions also foster a variety of fauna, such as Southeast Asiatic tropical animals (coral fish, turtles, sea snakes, eagles, flying foxes, and lizards) and, in the temperate zone, sea lions, fur seals, and beaked whales off central Honshu. Tanuki (raccoon dog), shika (deer), and mandarin foxes also inhabit this zone. Hokkaido is home to subarctic Siberian animals, such as the brown bear, grouse, lizard, and sometimes the walrus. There are many types of Asian land salamanders, cicadas, dragonflies, and swallowtail butterflies. Though sensitivity to the environment is gradually increasing in Japan, many species have become extinct, endangered, or vulnerable—but take heart in knowing that in the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Yakushima Island (south of Kyushu), there lives a 7,200-year-old Jomon cedar with a circumference of 16 meters (52.5 feet).


Social Climate


Family ties are strong in Japan and bind not only the living extended family but also generations of ancestors. You may notice that Japanese are not physically demonstrative in public and you won’t see any kissing and hugging on the streets. You do see friends and parents and children holding hands. One of the ways families express warmth and affection is to snuggle around the kotatsu (heated table covered with a comforter) in the winter, eating mikan (mandarin oranges) and watching TV. Another way is to scrub each other’s backs in the family bath. Parents and children sleep together on the family futon, often until the children are age 10 or so.


You will find that most people are very honest. If you forget something on the subway, you will most likely find it at the lost-and-found office. Once I left a silver tray, which was a gift for someone, on the train. I called the railway station and recovered it the same day. Another time I forgot my camera and got it back again. I feel safe riding the subway at midnight. If you get lost in the city, there is no need to panic; people are genuinely helpful. Don’t be surprised if they even lead you to your final destination. And there’s always a kouban, or police box, nearby with detailed maps to help you find your way.




Rewards of Japan


I asked David Gracon, who lived in Kanazawa for two years, about his experience:
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What were the biggest rewards of living in Japan?


The culture is very different, so being exposed to this can be very rewarding. You will no longer think of your culture as the one and only way of being or acting. It forces you to see your own culture in new ways and be open to cultural difference.


Were there any frustrations living in Japan?


Not knowing Japanese. The level of spoken English will probably be lower than you expect, especially in rural areas, where it will be next to nothing. So even mundane interactions like shopping or banking can be a problem. Plus not being able to express complicated thoughts, or having to use really simple English, can become tiresome. Learning Japanese is vital, and the more you learn, the better the experience will be. You will often be the focus of attention, which can get tiresome. Sometimes I just wanted to blend in. You will be a social minority and will face discrimination, but this is a good learning experience, in my opinion, however painful it may be.


What would you tell other people to encourage or discourage them from moving to Japan?


If you are open to new cultures, flexible, and have the ability and patience to cope with cultural ambiguity, you can learn a lot about yourself and your culture. If you’re close-minded and not interested in learning about different cultural practices, don’t go. Likewise, don’t go if you don’t plan on learning Japanese. Read books on the culture before you go, and, once there, be prepared to deal with situations that may be completely outside your frame of reference.






SHARED VALUES



Every culture transmits values to its youth, first in the context of family, and then through the educational process. In Japan, some of the core values are thinking of others, doing your best, not giving up, respecting your elders, knowing your role, and working in a group. These concepts are taught explicitly and implicitly from nursery school into the working world. From a very young age, Japanese children are taught omoiyari (to notice and think of others). Students must pass difficult entrance examinations to move to the next level of education, and in the process, they learn that ganbaru (effort) and gaman (enduring) are more crucial in reaching their goals than innate ability.


In every social situation, identity and status are largely determined by age, gender, sibling rank, and your year of entry to the group—which are also cues for the appropriate thing to say (or not) to each other. Having clear social roles provides a sense of security and comfort, but it can also feel binding. For those coming from a Western culture with a strong sense of independence, work situations where interactions are based on age or seniority, rather than talent or ability, may feel confining and frustrating. Greater awareness of cultural differences and values is helpful in understanding such situations.


Japanese values are reflected in the phrases used in daily interactions, which smooth relationships and acknowledge the presence of others. Wherever you go in Japan, everyone knows the precise words to say before and after meals, when you leave home, when you arrive at school or work, when you part with someone and meet them again. When you enter a store, restaurant, bank, or post office, the entire staff welcomes you with “Irasshai-mase” and showers you with “Arigatoo gozaimasu” when you leave. Soon you absorb the rhythm of these expressions so thoroughly that you miss them when you leave Japan.


The most versatile phrase to learn before you go to Japan is “Onegai shimasu,” which means, roughly, “I wish for” or “I sincerely request.” It’s the perfect thing to say when you introduce yourself, when you buy something, when you ask a favor, when you order in a restaurant, and when you ask someone to dance.
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socializing at a shrine





ISLAND MENTALITY


Before going to Japan, you may expect that everyone will look the same, dress the same, live the same, and talk the same. To a certain extent, this is true. Japanese people may appear to be more or less uniform in dress or behavior. This reflects an underlying value of not calling attention to oneself in public, especially among the older generation. However, Japan is neither monocultural nor monolingual. In addition to Ainu, the indigenous people of Japan, a flow of people and ideas has entered the country from China, Korea, Portugal, Spain, Germany, France, the Netherlands, England, North America, Brazil, and elsewhere for at least 2,000 years. Buddhism and Christianity, the writing system, medicine, models of government, business, and education, as well as sports and cuisine have derived—in part—from the outside and become a part of Japanese culture. In turn, Japan has exerted an influence on many other cultures.


The fact that Japan is an island nation with no land bridge to other countries seems to have an effect on the Japanese psyche and identity. When I lived in Japan, people would say almost apologetically, “We’re just a small island nation.” Overlooked is the fact that plenty of other smaller island nations, like England, New Zealand, and Madagascar, don’t apologize for their size. On the flip side, a long history of being isolated and battered by typhoons and earthquakes has fostered a sense of shima-guni konjo, or the island fighting spirit.


Being surrounded by a vast sea, Japanese children are naturally curious about what’s on the other side and express it in a song called Umi: “The ocean is so wide and big, I wish I could go see other countries.” Maybe it’s this longing to see what’s on the other side that fuels the stream of millions of travelers who take to the air at New Year’s, Golden Week (Apr. 29-May 5), and Obon (typically mid-Aug.), landing in Hong Kong, Hawaii, New York, and Paris. Needless to say, these holiday periods are good times not to plan your trip to Japan!





HISTORY, GOVERNMENT, AND ECONOMY



History


EARLY HISTORY


FEUDAL PERIOD


REUNIFICATION


MODERN HISTORY


THE PRESENT


Government


Economy


From samurai with swords to salarymen at Starbucks, how did Japanese society transform itself into what it is today?


Japan’s long history is marked by periods of intense contact with the outside world followed by years of isolation. As far back as 2,000 years ago, China and Korea were major influences on Japan, as sources of learning, religion, and technology. From the mid-1500s until they were ousted in 1603, Portuguese and Spanish traders brought goods and ideas from China and the West. Despite attempts by the Mongols to invade Japan in the 13th century, the nation was never “conquered” by a foreign power—that is, until the end of World War II, when the United States and its allies occupied the country for seven years.


In 1868, 250 years of isolation from the world under the Tokugawa shogunate ended and Western ideas and institutions began to take hold. Japan changed dramatically from a labor-intensive agricultural economy with taxation by bales of rice, into an industrialized, free-market economy. Today Japan has the third-highest gross domestic product (GDP) in the world, after the United States and China, and is home to the largest auto manufacturer in the world (Toyota).
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History



The question of where the people of Japan originated is still debated. Japan is mentioned in Chinese historical texts as early as the first century AD. Historical records going back almost 2,000 years document the flow of people from China and Korea and Southeast Asia. The indigenous Ainu came to these islands much earlier, perhaps migrating across the land bridge over the northern Pacific. Present-day Japanese exhibit a range of facial and physical features that reflect the long history of migration to and from the Asian continent.


EARLY HISTORY


Jomon Period


The exact origin of Nihon (or Nippon) and its inhabitants is shrouded in mystery, but archaeological evidence shows that human inhabitants were living on the land at least 30,000 years ago. The people of this Paleolithic period were hunters and gatherers who used stone blades. At that time, the islands were not separated, but were attached to the Chinese continent. Gradually, a shift in the earth’s plates and the changing climate caused sea levels to rise until the landmass became a collection of islands. Parallel to these scientific findings is the Japanese legend about the sun goddess, Amaterasu Omikami, who is said to have created the islands of Japan; her descendant, Jimmu Tenno (Emperor Jimmu), founded an empire in 660 BC. Each year on February 11, this event is marked by the Japanese people as National Foundation Day—a welcome day off to go skiing, shop, or relax at home.


The prehistoric stretch from approximately 10,000 to 300 BC is known as the Jomon period, named for the “rope marks” decorating the pottery of that era. People were organized into clans and tribes that cultivated plants. It was during this time that rice cultivation was introduced to Japan from the Chinese continent.


Yayoi Period


Gradually, from around 300 BC, a different kind of culture emerged—people using bronze and iron tools and weapons, and creating less decorative ceramics. Known as the Yayoi period, this era saw the irrigated cultivation of rice and other grains become widespread. The agricultural base established more than 2,300 years ago continues to influence Japanese society today. By AD 300, the Yayoi culture extended over present-day Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu.


Yamato Period


Over time, the organization of numerous tribes and clans became more hierarchical, with the uji (local clans) ruling over be (peasants) and slaves. The powerful clans of the Yamato region, centered in Nara (some scholars say northern Kyushu), were subject to rulers, including a queen, Himiko. They built huge, keyhole-shaped mounded tombs, or kofun, in which to bury their rulers, and surrounded them with life-sized clay sculptures of servants and animals known as haniwa. These years from 300 to 645 are called the Kofun or Yamato period and were the beginning of the first unified Japanese state.


This was also a time when Japan established closer contact with China and Korea. Many of the items excavated by archaeologists from large kofun have been shown to be nearly identical to pottery and other items from the same period found in Korea. Based on this evidence, it is thought that the ruling classes of Yamato—who came to power during the imperial dynasty and have lasted through the present Japanese emperor—migrated from Korea centuries ago. Many kofun were built until the seventh century, and some remain intact. Gradually, due to influence from China, the clan-based Japanese society gave way to a centralized administration centered on the emperor.


Asuka and Nara Periods


At the start of the Asuka period (593-710), Empress Suiko held court in the Asuka region of Yamato, just south of the city of Nara. Her regent was Shotoku Taishi (Prince Shotoku, 574-622), who played an important role in shaping Japanese society and government on the Chinese model, with a centralized government, a bureaucracy based on merit, and a 17-article constitution. Buddhism had been brought into the region in the mid-6th century, also via China. Through Prince Shotoku’s influence, the court sponsored Buddhist teachings and Confucian virtues and built Korean- (and later Chinese-) style temples and palaces. Up to this time, the language spoken in Japan had no written form. Chinese characters were slowly adopted to write Japanese. In 645, a series of reforms—the Taika no Kaishin (Taika Reforms)—were enacted to strengthen imperial power.
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A UNESCO World Heritage Site, the Todaiji Temple in Nara was built in AD 743.





In 710, the imperial court built a splendid new capital in Nara, modeled on the Chinese capital city of Ch’ang-an. The native Japanese religion up to this point had been Shinto, which involved worshipping kami (the sacred in nature) and venerating the virtues of loyalty and wisdom. The emperors were also considered divine, having descended from the sun goddess in an unbroken chain. However, during the Nara period (710-794), they patronized Buddhism and its teachings as a means of protecting the state and fostering a peaceful society. During this period, the ancient tales passed down orally regarding the founding of Japan were written down for the first time as the Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters) and Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of Japan). With the adoption of Buddhism, numerous temples were constructed in the capital and provinces, and Buddhist priests gradually gained political power and wealth. In Nara, a giant statue of Buddha was built inside Todai-ji temple, which remains the largest in the world.


Heian Period


In 784, Emperor Kanmu moved the capital to Heiankyo (Heian court), the site of present-day Kyoto, to get away from rivalries among the nobles and Buddhist clerics. This was the start of the Heian period (794-1185), when imperial culture flourished in a city that remained the capital for the next 1,000 years. Prior to this era, Chinese characters were used by the elite to write Chinese-style texts. During the Heian period, the characters were modified, and a set of syllabic letters called kana were invented that better represented the syllable structure of Japanese. Kanji (Chinese characters) are composed of many strokes and stand for whole words, but the new kana represented Japanese sounds and were used to write Japanese literature and other texts. Both scripts are still used today.


Many women of the imperial court produced literature and wrote diaries in the new kana. The most famous of these writers was Murasaki Shikibu, a woman who wrote the world’s first novel (the classic Tale of Genji, about the amorous adventures of Prince Genji) around 1002. Politically, the imperial court came under the domination of the Fujiwara nobles, who married into the emperor’s family to gain control. The court gradually lost hold of the provinces where bands of bushi (warriors) were in ascendancy. One of these warrior groups was the Taira family, who took over power of the court and capital in the middle of the 12th century, but they did not last long.


FEUDAL PERIOD


The First Shogun


Five years of fierce battles between the Taira clan and the rival warrior band of Minamoto no Yoritomo followed. In the famous battle of Dannoura at Ichi no Tani, on the western tip of Honshu, Minamoto (also called Genji) defeated Taira (also called Heike) and set up a military government in Kamakura, eastern Honshu, south of present-day Tokyo. The years 1185 to 1333 are known as the Kamakura period. The emperor, far away in Kyoto, was little more than a figurehead surrounded by the court aristocracy. In 1192, the emperor granted Yoritomo the title of shogun (generalissimo), and the bushi emerged as the new ruling class. In the late 13th century, the Mongols, led by Kublai Khan, twice attempted to invade Japan, but were pushed back with the help of kamikaze (divine winds).
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16th-century daimyo Date Masamune





A Century of Wars


The military government in Kamakura was overthrown in 1333. A new shogun, Ashikaga Takauji, moved his military government to a part of Kyoto known as Muromachi. Thus, the period between 1333 and 1568 came to be called the Muromachi period. Takauji and his successors become patrons of the Zen sect of Buddhism; chanoyu (tea ceremony), Zen-style gardens of raked stones, and brush painting developed from Zen philosophy. From 1467 to 1568, rival imperial courts in Kyoto battled for legitimacy. This was followed by almost a century of wars (Sengoku Jidai) between daimyo, feudal lords, battling for control of their domains. It was also during this time, in 1543, that shipwrecked Portuguese soldiers brought firearms into Japan; and in 1549, missionary Francis Xavier introduced Christianity to the country.


REUNIFICATION


From the warring feudal lords emerged two powerful military leaders—Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi—who began to reunify the country and reform its feudal institutions. This Azuchimomoya Momoyama era (1568-1600) saw the construction of splendid castles, use of gold and glitter, and open contact with the outside world. Painting, decorative designs on screens, and the tea ceremony also flourished. Hideyoshi had visions of conquering Korea and China, but his invasions ended in failure, and he died in 1598.


Shogun of Edo


In 1600, after winning the Battle of Sekigahara, Tokugawa Ieyasu took the title of shogun and established his rule over the country from the city of Edo (now Tokyo). The two and a half centuries from 1600 to 1868 are called the Edo, or Tokugawa, period. The shogun controlled Edo, the core of Japan, and assigned the daimyo to han (domains) based on depth of loyalty. (The English expression “head honcho” is derived from han.) Status distinctions were strictly enforced through a four-class system of shi (samurai), no (peasants), ko (artisans), and sho (merchants). Swords were confiscated from everyone but the samurai; their power, in turn, depended on the peasants, who produced rice for the nation. Each peasant family was granted about a half-acre of land and required to pay heavy taxes in the form of bales of rice.


Left out of the four official classes was a group treated as outcasts. They were despised for handling animal carcasses and leather, which according to Buddhism are unclean. Sadly, their contemporary descendants—known as burakumin—though legally in possession of every right of Japanese citizens, still face discrimination in education, jobs, and marriage.


The shogun kept tight control over the 250 or so regional daimyo, decreeing that they be in attendance in Edo every year, leaving their successor behind to live near the shogun. Christianity had spread rapidly in Japan 50 years after its introduction by European missionaries. Fearing cultural and political influence from the West, Tokugawa banned Christianity, severely persecuted Japanese Christians, and banned trade with the outside world—except for that with the Dutch, who were corralled on an island in the port of Nagasaki. The isolation would last 250 years.




Nakasendo


During the Tokugawa era, the Nakasendo, or Central Mountain Highway, was one of three routes linking the old capital of Kyoto in the west to the new eastern capital of Edo (now Tokyo). Colorful processions of daimyo lords and their retainers, as well as merchants and other travelers, made the 520-kilometer journey on foot, stopping at 69 shukuba (post towns) for food and lodging. Itabashi (Wood Bridge) was one of the last stations on the journey, and rice shops, sake shops, and family-run inns flourished. In Itabashi samurai lords bathed and refreshed themselves before rising at 4am for the final leg into the capital. Two stone markers, or ichiri-zuka, erected in 1604, marked the distance to Nihonbashi bridge, the final destination in Edo: three-ri (12 kilometers).
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a checkpoint along the Nakasendo





The Tokugawa shogun also traveled the Nakasendo to the area near Itabashi, taking pleasure in escaping the capital to the broad Musashino plain. Less than a day’s journey from Edo and its one million inhabitants, he hunted duck and wild boar using greyhounds imported before the doors to the West were shut in 1600. A 1905 photograph displayed in the Itabashi city museum depicts the last shogun hunting duck on the Maeda estate.


Today, concrete and asphalt have paved over the shogun’s former hunting ground. Itabashi is a city of half a million, swallowed up by Metropolitan Tokyo. The old Nakasendo is called Route 17 and is lined with high-rise condos sprouting like giant mushrooms. Four lanes of trucks, buses, and cars clog the ancient route to Kyoto. Today remnants of a more verdant past survive in the names of subway stations on the Mita line: Field Door, Aspiring Village, Lily Swamp, Original Field, and Duck’s Nest. The twin stone ichiri-zuka markers, moved when the highway was widened, are hidden under a steel pedestrian overpass, mute shadows of their importance to travelers on the Nakasendo.





Urban Culture


Things were not static inside Japan during its long isolation from the outside world. The cities of Osaka, Kyoto, Himeji, and other castle towns became commercial centers where citizens enjoyed urban cultural events, such as Kabuki and Bunraku (puppet) theater. Books were published and widely disseminated; colorful ukiyo-e (woodblock prints; literally, “pictures of a floating world”) of courtesans in kimonos, Kabuki actors, and 47 views of Mount Fuji were widely circulated. In the 19th century, British, Russian, and American ships began to approach Japan and other parts of Asia seeking trade. The shogun failed to expel the “barbarians,” and in 1853, after Commodore Matthew Perry’s American ships arrived in Japan, he relented. Around the same time, several powerful daimyo from Kyushu fought to restore the emperor to power; they challenged and overthrew the shogun’s authority in 1868.


MODERN HISTORY


Meiji Era


The centuries of relative peace under samurai control gave way to a larger world, with new rulers and new rules. In an event known as the Meiji Restoration, the new Meiji emperor was transferred from the imperial court of Kyoto in the west to Edo, which was renamed Tokyo (Eastern Capital). The goal of the former samurai, now political leaders, was to reform the social, economic, and political institutions following Western models to strengthen the country and the military. During this Meiji period (1868-1912), a constitution was adopted in 1889, and a parliamentary government developed. Observing the colonial practices of Western nations, the Japanese military fought wars with China (1894-1895) and Russia (1905) to assert its imperialistic aspirations. Japan colonized Korea in 1910, imposing Japanese names on Koreans and the adoption of Japanese language in schools; in addition, thousands of Koreans were forcibly brought to Japan as cheap labor for the mining, construction, and shipping industries. This continued until the end of World War II. Today, third- and fourth-generation descendants of these Korean immigrants, born and raised in Japan, are still denied citizenship.


Taisho Era


The Meiji emperor died in 1912, and his son became the Taisho emperor. The Taisho period (1912-1926), ruled by a Liberal Party government supported by wealthy businessmen, saw increased international diplomacy and Japan’s economic expansion in Asia and the Pacific. Universal suffrage for men was instituted in 1925. (Women did not get the right to vote until two decades later.)


Showa Era


The first decades of Showa (1926-1989) were marked by the rise of nationalism and military expansion. Japan dropped out of the League of Nations and Liberal politicians replaced those with ultranationalistic views. Seeking to extend its euphemistically named “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,” Japan invaded and occupied Manchuria in 1931. This was followed by war with China and the invasion of Southeast Asia. The years 1937-1938 saw the Rape of Nanking, in which the Japanese military used civilians for scientific experiments, raping and killing more than 300,000 Chinese. They also forced thousands of Korean, Filipino, and other Asian women to become sex slaves to “serve” Japanese soldiers. It was only decades later that the stories of these “comfort women” began to emerge. In 2016, the Japanese government reached an agreement with the South Korean government to provide one billion yen (about $9 million US) to assist surviving comfort women and the families of those who had died.


In 1941, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, which brought the United States into the war in the Pacific. The war years were hard on the Japanese home front: From 1937 to 1945, many Japanese citizens suffered hunger and severe deprivation. Families were separated and children and their teachers were sent to the countryside, where it was safer and more food was available. Household items, such as pots and pans and anything made of metal, were sacrificed for the military cause. Because people had been taught to worship the emperor as kami (divine), descended from the sun goddess, any word of doubt or resistance to the national agenda could land a person in prison. Millions of young men were drafted into the war and ordered to fight to the death—and barring that, to even take their own lives, as the humiliation of capture was considered worse than death. Day after day, intense firebombing by the U.S. military brought terror to cities all over Japan. During the spring of 1945, 100,000 Okinawans (one-third of the prefecture’s population) were killed in fierce battles between Japanese and U.S. forces for control of the islands.


On August 6, 1945, the United States dropped the world’s first atomic bomb on the city of Hiroshima. As many as 80,000 people died instantaneously from the searing heat, fire, and radiation, and 60,000 more perished by the end of 1945 from related ailments. Many more people died from radiation sickness, the effects of which linger today. Three days later, on August 9, the city of Nagasaki in Kyushu—Japan’s cradle of Christianity—was bombed, with casualties estimated at more than 100,000. Those who could get medical care from the government were fortunate; Korean hibakusha (atomic bomb victims) in Hiroshima and Nagasaki could not. Today these cities are tireless in their conviction that nuclear weapons must never again be used against humanity. If you get a chance to visit Hiroshima and Nagasaki, go, by all means. The pictures, artifacts, and words in the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park and museums compose a message to the world. U.S. president Barack Obama’s visit to Hiroshima on May 27, 2016—the first by a sitting president—was much appreciated by the Japanese people. His speech, opening with the words, “Seventy-one years ago, on a bright cloudless morning, death fell from the sky and the world was changed,” was deeply moving. The origami cranes President Obama presented as a symbol of peace are preserved in the museum at the site.
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cenotaph and flame at Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park





On August 15, 1945, another shock wave spread throughout Japan. For the first time, the emperor’s voice was broadcast over radio waves, announcing Japan’s unconditional surrender and stating that he was no longer kami (divine). From the 19th century to the end of World War II, Shinto had been the national religion of Japan. The emperor was worshiped as the chief kami. Schools and workplaces were required to display the Japanese flag—hi no maru (round sun)—and sing the national anthem, which praised the emperor and lauded the militaristic state. Trained to believe in victory and pray to the Tenno (emperor), the entire nation was stunned. After the war, religion was officially separated from the state by law, but controversy remains over yearly visits by the prime minister and conservative politicians to Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, which enshrines the remains of high-ranked military leaders. Junichiro Koizumi, prime minister from 2001 to 2006, declared his visit to the shrine to be personal, not official. However, this did not appease neighboring Asian nations who remember the atrocities committed against them during World War II.


From 1945 to 1952, the United States and its allies occupied Japan. A new, democratic constitution was drafted and was adopted in 1947 by the newly elected legislators of the Japanese government. The new constitution, which removed the emperor as the source of the government’s authority and made him a symbol of the state, was a dramatic change from the Meiji Constitution of 1889. It guaranteed equal rights, and gave women the right to vote. A unique part of the new constitution was Article 9, the “no-war” clause:


Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as means of settling international disputes. (2) In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right of belligerency of the state will not be recognized.


The postwar occupiers also broke up the monopoly of powerful zaibatsu—industrial and financial conglomerates—that controlled the Japanese economy from 1868 to 1945. In the early 1950s, Japan’s per capita consumption of goods was less than one-fifth that of the United States, but during the era of high-speed economic growth from the 1960s to the 1980s the economy grew at an average rate of 8-10 percent per year. One factor contributing to this rapid economic growth was the high personal savings rate of citizens—much higher than in the United States.


The Allied occupation ended in 1952 and Japan regained its independence from direct American control, but Okinawa remained under the United States for another two decades. In 1960, the Japanese government signed a Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security with the United States. Under the agreement, the United States would “protect” Japan from other countries in exchange for economic, political, and logistical support for the American military presence in Japan. At the time the treaty was being negotiated, I happened to be attending grade school in eastern Hokkaido. I remember chanting “Anpo hantai!” (“Down with the Security Treaty!”) along with my grade-school chums, unaware that I was protesting the United States.


Japan’s Jieitai, or Self-Defense Forces, function as emergency-response teams during natural disasters such as earthquakes, hold joint military exercises with U.S. forces, and serve on UN peacekeeping missions. In Hokkaido, the Jieitai play a key role in preparations for the International Snow Festival, held in February in Sapporo. They haul hundreds of truckloads of snow to Odori Park in the center of the city, where sculptors compete to carve the biggest and best sculptures and replicas of monuments around the world for millions of visitors to enjoy.


In 1964, international recognition came to Japan with the Tokyo Olympic Games, and a World Exposition followed in Osaka in 1970. (Tokyo will host the Olympics again in 2020.) In 1972, Japan normalized diplomatic relationships with China. Although the nations are diplomatically and economically connected, memories of wartime atrocities committed by the Japanese military remain in the minds of people in China and other Asian countries. And, more than 70 years after World War II ended, Japan and Russia have yet to sign a formal peace treaty because of an ongoing dispute over control of the four Kuril Islands off eastern Hokkaido, which Russia took over in 1945. (From the shores of eastern Hokkaido, you can literally “see Russia.”)


Remembered as the year of the “oil shock,” in 1973 Middle Eastern oil prices rose sharply, and they did so again in 1979. Japan’s lack of natural energy resources and reliance on imported fossil fuel meant that its heavy industries were greatly affected. As a means of gaining greater energy independence, the government started promoting nuclear power as a “clean and safe” energy source and built dozens of nuclear power plants all over the country.


THE PRESENT


Heisei Era


In 1989, the Showa emperor passed away after being the symbol of Japan for 63 years. His son Akihito became emperor and the new era, Heisei (Peaceful Rule) year 1, began. (In keeping with counting years by the emperor’s reign, as well as by the Western calendar.) The early 1990s marked the end of several decades of economic growth and rapid gains in real estate and stock prices. In 1991 the stock market crashed, ending Japan’s “bubble economy” (portending a similar economic crash in the United States in 2008).


On January 17, 1995, the Great Hanshin Earthquake struck the densely populated urban area of Kobe and the Inland Sea, killing 6,434 people. In the same year, the doomsday cult Aum Shinrikyo carried out a terrorist attack on the Tokyo subway system using deadly sarin gas.


A national crisis of sorts arose in Heisei 13, or 2001, when the Crown Princess gave birth to a daughter. Historically, Japanese empresses played a powerful role, but the laws were changed to allow only male succession. After public debate on changing the rule of succession to allow females, or even abolishing the emperor system itself, the “problem” was solved in 2006 when the Crown Prince’s younger brother had a son—the first male child born to the royal family in 41 years.


In 2004 Prime Minister Koizumi became the first to deploy the Japanese Self-Defense Forces overseas when he sent them to Iraq, where they served in a strictly noncombatant role. This was the first foreign deployment of Japanese troops since World War II. In view of Article 9 of the constitution, which forbids maintaining armed forces or waging war, many citizens were against the prime minister’s action.


In recent years, the Liberal Democratic Party, led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, has pushed to revise the constitution, which has remained unchanged since its ratification. In particular, the leading party has “reinterpreted” Article 9’s peace clause so that Japan’s Self-Defense Forces could play a more active role in international peacekeeping. Despite numerous demonstrations and popular protests against such a change, in late 2016 Abe’s government for the first time authorized the use of force by Japanese peacekeepers. This mandate, which allowed Japanese troops to use weapons to defend themselves and other people (such as aid workers) as part of the UN mission in South Sudan, marked a sharp change in Japan’s military views. Many Japanese worry that their country could be drawn into international conflict again.




Great East Japan Earthquake


On March 11, 2011, a magnitude 9.0 earthquake off the coast of northeast Honshu rocked Japan. Thirty minutes after the quake, massive tsunami waves as high as 133 feet inundated more than 600 kilometers (373 miles) of coastline. In an instant, 19,000 people were killed or swept away, 270,000 buildings were destroyed, and 380,000 people lost their homes—mostly in small coastal farming and fishing communities.
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building damaged by the 2011 tsunami





The tsunami damaged the Fukushima Dai-ichi Nuclear Power Plant, built on the coast to supply power for Tokyo, 140 miles away. Operated by Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) for the benefit of the capital, not one watt of electricity went to residents of Fukushima prefecture. The tsunami knocked out electrical power, including emergency generators needed to cool the reactors. This led to meltdowns and explosions of three nuclear reactors, spewing radiation into the atmosphere. TEPCO and the national government were unprepared to handle such a nuclear accident. More than 150,000 citizens within a 20-kilometer radius were forced to evacuate immediately, abandoning their homes, farms, animals, businesses, and missing or dead family members. It was unknown when, or if, they could ever return.


The vast destruction is hard to grasp from our side of the Pacific: Coastline spanning the distance from San Francisco to Los Angeles was hit by the quake and tsunami. Tohoku comprises mostly fishing and farming villages on a narrow strip of land backed by mountains, with almost a third of residents over age 65 as young people go to the cities for jobs and higher education.


The quake was extremely strong in Tokyo, but thanks to earthquake-resistant construction, buildings were relatively unaffected. The quake halted public trains, buses, and subways. Millions who commute into central Tokyo had no way of getting home, so they walked, some up to several hours. Bike shops sold out of bicycles and convenience stores were emptied of water, food, and batteries. But people remained calm and there was no looting. Some restaurants handed out rice balls and water to passersby or offered use of their restrooms.


During the disaster, landlines and cell phones were largely useless. Twitter and the Internet played a huge role in communication: Google Japan immediately set up a website where people could let family know their whereabouts, and where one could search for missing relatives. Due to radiation fears, there was an exodus of foreigners from Japan, but some stayed. There were rolling blackouts to conserve energy, and companies were ordered to cut electrical consumption by 15 percent. Many embraced the “cool biz” look for the summer, letting employees show up in shirt sleeves and setting air conditioners to 28°C (82°F).


Many volunteers, Japanese and foreign, worked tirelessly in evacuation centers providing food, blankets, and medical care. TEPCO and the government were slow to provide aid and direction. Today radiation levels remain high in towns near the Fukushima nuclear plant, and local farmers and fishers have struggled to regain trust from consumers fearful of radiation levels in their food. Schools, especially preschools, constantly monitor radiation levels. One positive result has been an improvement in emergency evacuation and notification procedures nationwide. When a 7.4 magnitude quake hit Fukushima in November 2016, people were immediately warned via live television, radio, loudspeakers, and cell phone messages to escape to higher ground away from the coast and not return home until the tsunami warning was lifted. The highest tsunami recorded was five feet, with no loss of life.





Under the Security Treaty signed by Japan and the United States after World War II, 50,000 U.S. military personnel continue to occupy Japan—more than half of them stationed on the island of Okinawa. Approximately 40 percent of arable land in Okinawa was taken over to build U.S. military bases, causing environmental damage and inflicting a physical, emotional, and financial toll on local communities. In particular, the Futenma Air Base, located in a densely populated residential area of Ginowan city, has been the source of noise, accidents, and crimes against local citizens—including the rape of a schoolgirl in 1995 by three GIs, and the murder of a 20-year-old woman by an American soldier in 2016. Successive prime ministers’ attempts to move the Futenma base from Okinawa to another part of Japan have failed. The solution proposed in 2006 by the U.S. and Japanese governments (against fierce opposition by citizens and Okinawa Governor Onaga) was to build a new American air base by filling in pristine Henoko Bay, in another part of Okinawa, after which Futenma base would be returned to the original landowners. The plan is stalled due to opposition and legal challenges. The two governments’ plans to relocate 9,000 U.S. troops from Okinawa to Guam in 2012 (later reduced to 5,000) has yet to be carried out.


Japan is used to earthquakes, but the one that hit northeastern Honshu in 2011 was of a different magnitude; the 9.0 earthquake triggered tsunami waves that wiped out hundreds of kilometers of coastline. Thousands of people died or disappeared, and hundreds of thousands of buildings and homes were destroyed in coastal communities. The tsunami flooded emergency power generators, knocking out the cooling systems of the Fukushima Dai-ichi Nuclear Power Plant operated by Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO). In the following days fuel rods in three reactors melted down and explosions leaked radiation into the atmosphere over a wide area, forcing thousands of people to evacuate. It took 88 days for the government to admit that a meltdown had occurred. Since then, hundreds of tons of water have been pumped into the reactors, and despite attempts by TEPCO to contain leaks by building an underground ice shield, contaminated water continues to leak into the sea.


Six years after the disaster, 10 million black garbage bags containing soil and radioactive waste have been collected and are being stored temporarily, with no end in sight. Cleanup and shutdown of the power plant is estimated to take another 40 years at an unknown cost. Meanwhile, the towns near the nuclear plant are ghost towns, and thousands of former residents have given up hope of returning home. Formerly lush rice fields and greenhouses are overgrown with trees and weeds, forests and mountains are contaminated, and wild boar roam once-busy streets, ransacking homes and businesses. Before the disaster, 54 nuclear reactors supplied 30 percent of the country’s energy needs. Within a few months, all nuclear power production was halted until every reactor could undergo thorough safety reviews, including assessment of nearby fault lines and earthquake risk. As of 2016, just two reactors have restarted. Many Japanese are understandably worried about a return to nuclear power. Citizens in two prefectures—Niigata on the Japan Sea coast and Kagoshima in southern Kyushu—elected antinuclear governors who promised to prevent nuclear reactors in their district from restarting. In addition to hydroelectricity, there are efforts to develop more wind and solar power.


Government


Japan has a British-style parliamentary form of government with an appointed prime minister. There are three branches—the legislative (National Assembly), executive (prime minister and cabinet), and judiciary (courts). The kokkai, or “National Diet” in English, consists of the House of Representatives (shugiin), with 480 members, and House of Councillors (sangiin), with 242 members. Every four years, Japanese citizens age 20 and older elect representatives to serve in the upper house; they elect half the lower house every three years. The prime minister is not elected directly by citizens, but selected by the party or coalition of parties in power and approved by the national assembly. The prime minister appoints a cabinet whose members head various government ministries. There are two major political parties and several minor ones.
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The Diet building in Tokyo is where the National Assembly meets.





From 1955 to 1993, during a period of rapid economic growth, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was the dominant political party; despite its name, it takes a conservative stance on social and international issues. The Komeito (KM), established by the Soka Gakkai sect of Buddhism, supports the LDP. In the 1990s several opposition parties merged to form the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), with more liberal and social-democratic views. The Japan Communist Party (JCP) and Social Democratic Party (SDP) generally supported the DPJ. In 2015 the Initiatives from Osaka (IfO) party split from the Japan Innovation Party. In 2016, the latter merged with the DPJ opposition party to form the Democratic Party (DP), or Minshinto.


To increase revenue, the government introduced the first consumption tax in 1989—a 3 percent tax on goods and services, similar to our sales tax. Not surprisingly, consumers were not thrilled. Eight years later the tax was raised to 5 percent. In 2001, Junichiro Koizumi was chosen to be prime minister by the ruling Liberal Democratic Party, promising political and economic reforms. He privatized the government-owned Japan Post, which functions similarly to a bank, holding the savings accounts of millions of citizens. Shinzo Abe was elected by the LDP as prime minister in 2006, the youngest head of Japanese government and the first born post-World War II.


After more than 50 years of rule by the LDP, the Democratic Party of Japan won a landslide victory in the 2009 parliamentary elections with a promise to revive the economy and end corruption. However, Yukio Hatoyama, the first DPJ prime minister, was forced to resign due to a political finance scandal, and a broken campaign promise to move the Futenma air base off Okinawa to another prefecture. In 2010, Naoto Kan became prime minister, but his popularity plummeted after the March 2011 earthquake. Yoshihiko Noda was appointed next, vowing to carry out social security and pension reforms and increase revenue by raising the consumption tax. In 2012, Noda and the DPJ pushed through a controversial bill that would raise the consumption tax to 8 percent in 2014, and to 10 percent a year later. Partly due to opposition to the tax, the Liberal Democratic Party regained a majority in parliamentary elections at the end of 2012, and Shinzo Abe became prime minister for the second time.


Many Japanese have little faith in elected officials and bureaucrats. There is a long history of close alliances among politicians, business leaders, and bureaucrats who graduate from the same elite universities and do each other favors. In a practice known as ama-kudari, or “descent from heaven,” top-level bureaucrats upon retirement often join the very companies or industry they used to regulate. One of many examples in recent years occurred when the Boei-sho, or Ministry of Defense, admitted to a long-standing pattern of corruption involving defense procurements. Another scandal was the government’s admission in 2007 that it had lost the pension records of 50 million citizens—almost half of the population. Japanese as well as foreign residents are required to pay into the National Pension Insurance program while employed and are eligible to receive benefits when they retire.




Public Holidays in Japan


• January 1: New Year’s Day (Ganjitsu). People visit a shrine to pray for good fortune in the coming year.




[image: image]


Koinobori (carp streamers) are flown for Children’s Day.





• January (second Monday): Coming-of-Age Day (Seijin no Hi). Ceremonies are held in every town and city for 20-year-olds reaching adulthood.


• February 11: Foundation Day (Kenkoku Kinenbi). First emperor’s reign began in 660 BC, according to ancient records.


• March 20: Spring Equinox (Shunbun no Hi). People visit family graves for Higan, a Buddhist holiday.


• April 29: Showa Day (Showa no Hi). Birthday of former Showa emperor and start of Golden Week, a series of four closely spaced holidays: Showa, Constitution, Greenery, and Children’s Days.


• May 3: Constitution Day (Kenpo Kinenbi). Commemorating the 1946 constitution.


• May 4: Greenery Day (Midori no Hi). A day to enjoy plants and nature.


• May 5: Children’s Day (Kodomo no Hi). People fly carp streamers for each son; Golden Week ends.


• July (third Monday): Ocean Day (Umi no Hi). Start of school summer vacation; pools and beaches open.


• August 11: Mountain Day (Yama no Hi). Day off during the Obon festival (a three-day commemoration of ancestors that typically takes place in mid-Aug.); it’s recognized the following Monday if August 11 is Sunday.


• September (third Monday): Respect for the Aged Day (Keiro no Hi). Honors elders and longevity.


• September 23: Fall Equinox (Shubun no Hi). People visit family graves for Higan, a Buddhist holiday.


• October (second Monday): Sports Day (Taiiku no Hi). Athletic events take place nationwide.


• November 3: Culture Day (Bunka no Hi). Includes cultural exhibits in schools and communities and government awards for cultural achievements.


• November 23: Labor Thanksgiving Day (Kinro Kansha no Hi). Honoring those who work.


• December 23: Emperor’s Birthday (Tenno Tanjobi). Birthday of the current Heisei emperor.


• Christmas Eve: Although celebrated by couples and families with KFC and Christmas cake, Christmas Day itself is not a national holiday.


• December 30-January 3: Government offices and most companies are closed for New Year’s holidays.


• In addition, there are many traditional festivities during the year, including Hina Matsuri (Doll’s Day) on March 3, Tanabata (Star Festival) on July 7, and Shichi-Go-San (festival for children ages 7, 5, and 3) on November 15.





There is a growing realization of the importance of jiritsu (self-reliance), the notion that individuals must rely on their own judgment and make their own decisions instead of waiting for government to guide them—one of the lessons learned from the Great East Japan Earthquake when the government provided too little or inaccurate information to citizens during the nuclear crisis and its aftermath.


In the global sphere, Japan is an active member of the United Nations and participates in the Security Council, though it’s not a permanent member. Prime Minister Abe hosted the G7 summit of economic leaders at Ise-Shima in 2016. Japan is also a member of APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation) and provides aid to developing countries around the world. It’s also one of the countries negotiating the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) free-trade agreement. TPP is supported by business interests seeking economic growth, but domestic agricultural and medical sectors, long protected from overseas competition, oppose it. Although the U.S. decided in 2017 to pull out of the TPP, leaders of the remaining 11 nations indicated a commitment to negotiate toward a mutually beneficial trade agreement.


One of the biggest diplomatic issues for Japan has been territorial, as China expands its military influence in the South China Sea. An ongoing dispute with China concerns a group of uninhabited islands near Taiwan known as the Senkaku Islands, which Japan has claimed to have rights to since 1895. A long-unresolved territorial issue with another neighbor, Russia, stems from that country’s abrupt takeover of the Kuril Islands several miles off eastern Hokkaido in 1945; the two governments have yet to sign a peace treaty. Japan has been trying to negotiate the return of these “northern territories” for years, to no avail. In 2016 Russian president Vladimir Putin announced plans to deploy a missile-defense system on the Kuril Islands, throwing cold water on Prime Minister Abe’s hopes of regaining control of the islands through bilateral talks.


Relations with North Korea are also tense, due to the kidnapping of Japanese citizens by North Korean agents in the 1970s and 1980s, and the launching of missiles aimed at Japan. In response to North Korea’s move to build nuclear weapons, Japan joined the Six-Party Talks, which began in 2003 but stalled in 2008. UN Security Council resolutions and economic sanctions to pressure North Korea to abandon its nuclear program have had little effect.


Economy


Following the devastation of World War II, Japan enjoyed several decades of rapid economic growth. Japanese products, from automobiles and cameras to shipbuilding materials, came to be known worldwide for their high quality. Brand names such as Honda, Toyota, Sony, and Mitsubishi became household words in many countries. This boom period led to the development of a consumer society in which everyone aspired to acquire the “three C’s”—car, cooler (air conditioner), and color TV. Later, the three C’s became camcorders, computers, and cell phones. Rapid economic growth was not without problems, however: It led to air pollution from exhaust and power plants, acid rain, and degraded water quality in lakes and reservoirs that threatened aquatic life. Because Japan has few natural resources other than small supplies of minerals, it is one of the largest consumers of fish and tropical timber, depleting Asia and other countries of these resources.


Japan’s economic growth continued into the late 1980s, fueled by a rapid rise in real estate prices and speculative investment. In the early 1990s, the economic bubble burst and the economy suffered its worst recession since 1945. In the decades since 1991, slowing global trade and the strong yen affected export levels, and domestic consumption dropped, in concert with a shrinking and aging population.


Due to good medical care and relatively healthy lifestyles, the average Japanese life expectancy has increased to 84 years (87 years for women, 81 years for men). With a low birth rate of 1.4 children per woman, the government estimates that by 2030, one-third of the country’s population will be over age 65. This puts a strain on the rest of society to support them. Some of the reasons for the low birth rate include higher levels of education, later age of marriage, limited living space, and women pursuing careers. A shrinking labor pool has attracted laborers from Asia, Brazil, and the Middle East, many of whom take on factory positions—jobs that fewer Japanese are willing to do. Caregiver positions in nursing homes are increasingly filled by workers from Vietnam, the Philippines, and other countries.


Despite the government’s efforts to jump-start the economy through fiscal stimulus packages under Prime Minister Abe’s “Abe-nomics” plan, the deflationary cycle continues, with falling prices and declining exports. The Bank of Japan’s attempts to raise inflation through a negative interest rate policy has not had the desired effect. The sluggish economy has affected the tradition of lifetime employment in major companies and promotion based on seniority. Many workers have been laid off in mid-career, too old to start fresh but too young to retire. Some have turned to opening new businesses or retraining. Large companies that used to hire a crop of new college grads every spring have cut back, or even canceled recruitment some years. These changes have affected female graduates disproportionately. Discouraged by the lack of jobs and advancement opportunities, some women turn to foreign companies in Japan, start their own companies, or go abroad to pursue advanced degrees. Lack of openings in day-care facilities is a critical issue for mothers of young children, sometimes preventing them from returning to work. Some young people opt out of the workforce to pursue their own interests or work part-time, and are known as “freeters.”


To cut labor costs, companies are employing more and more noncontract workers, with little job security or benefits. Currently as many as one-third of employees are haken, or temporary workers. A growing network of haken workers and local unions are campaigning for the government to change the policies of the Dispatch Work Law, which allows companies to pay such workers less than regular employees for the same work.
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