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My experience in Japan

Jose Pena Davila

(Division of Science and Technology
of Regional Environments, Peru)

Almost one year ago, while I was in my country preparing to
come to Japan, I was wondering how this country will go to be.

I had many questions in my head: Will they be serious? Will
they wear kimono often? Is it true they are walking without shoes
in every place but the streets? Is it true that they like a lot fish and
vegetables?, etc.

Of course I read about Japan, and also some former Monbusho
fellowships talked me about the things I was going to find here;

however for me it was intriguing and exciting to meet a different
culture from ours.

In my country, my friends told me I was lucky to be able to
come here, my family was happy and sad at the same time and, I
was busy making my arrangements for the trip and finishing my
work at the University where I work.

I arrived in Japan in October 1995. At the beginning I had no
problem to communicate with the people at Kansai Airport,
because they could speak English. But next day the problems
began; after arriving in Kyoto and going to Shugakuin, I could not
communicate with the driver of the taxi, then in Shugakuin I
could hardly understand the English they spoke, and so on.

Next trouble was Kanji, everywhere I went I met Kanji, but I
did not know even one Kanji; I felt like a boy or a diminished per-
son who can not read. Ifelt angry and confused at the same time,
I found how bad is not being able to read (a sensation I had never
experienced, except when I was a boy but at that time it did not

matter). I remember clearly a Kanji I saw often at Kyoto




University, for me it seemed a man with the arms opened, I im-
agined it meant welcome; but later a friend told me it was read
DAI or OO and its meaning was big, important.

Then I began to learn Nihongo, at the beginning it was difficult
but after a time it turned interesting. One day while I was stan-
ding outside the Foreign Student Center, during the break, a
Japanese man came and asked me where was the Faculty of
Agriculture; as we had just reviewed how to give directions in the
Japanese class, I put it into practice; I could use “massugu itte”,
“kado o magatte”, etc. The Japanese man understood and gave
me the thanks, I felt like a “perapera” speaker.

Meanwhile I had opportunities to know about Japanese
culture. I went to parties, talked with Japanese people, walked
around Kyoto and also had the opportunity to go to Kyuushu for a
Homestay program at the end of the year.

From this I could answer many of my previous questions about
Japanese culture, and as in any country in the world, Japan has
good things and bad things. For example, I did not like:

B The way old men treat women, as if they were things.

B The honorific and humble expressions that one must use when
talking to superiors or inferiors, it makes me confused. For-
tunately as a foreigner, I can use the polite form (-masu, -masen,
etc.) with any person.

Some things I like:

B The kindness of people when one asks for help. Many times
when I asked for help they put their tasks aside to help me, this
makes me feel embarrassed sometimes. For example once when
I asked about an address, the man (who was working in a shop)
went into his house, brought a map, explained me how to reach it

and draw me a sketch about the place I was looking for.

B The safety. For me it is incredible what a safe place Japan is, I
was amazed when I saw washing machines, bicycles, clothes,
etc. in the yards of the houses, without protection; if you do that
in my country, next day you will find nothing. I remember also
the first night in Shugakuin I locked the door and the windows and
I was worried because the windows were easy to break and some
thief could enter easily while I was sleeping.

B The facilities I have at my laboratory. It is very good for me
the opportunity I have to use modern equipment, the easy access
to bibliography, my exclusive dedication to my research (without

having to worry about economic matters), etc,

As an engineer, there is one thing about Japan that puzzles me a
lot. Itisthe quantity of energy Japan uses every day. Icould see
big departments stores with air conditioners, in which the
difference in temperature between outdoors and indoors was
around 14 C, I think it is not worth to set such a big difference.
Also sometimes I can see workers excavating a small hole (let us
say 30 cm in diameter and 30 cm deep) with a tractor; it will be
much more easier, faster and cheaper to do it by hand. Let us not
to speak about the vending machines, the quantity of electrical ap-
pliances in the house, etc. I wonder if it is economically and en-
vironmentally worth.

Anyway, this experience in Japan has been good for me, and I
hope it will continue being. I feel lucky (as said my friends) of be-
ing able to come here, I know this is possible thanks to the Govern-
ment of Japan, or it is better to say it is possible thanks to the
Japanese people, I am very grateful to them and I hope someday I
could give them a bit back.
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