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* PROMENADE -

Wondrous Island — My Impressions on Japan

Time just flies by, it still seems to me that I just
arrived here yesterday, but I have been in Japan for two
years. To work and live here in this fascinating country
provides me real insights into its distinguishing
characteristics and the way it has been able to keep a
delicate balance between technology and its rich cultural
ethos. And though difficult to sort clearly, it is already
long enough to form a concrete impression of the place,
culture and people I am living with.

I have been told some aspects about Japan before,
so I came here with much curiosity mixed with some
limited apprehension. ‘It is not as different as I thought it
would be.” When I finally arrived after the long way from
Narita Airport to downtown, I thought exactly the same
thing that many first-time visitors may did. Japan is just
as beautiful, busy, clean, crowded, efficient and well
organized as it is famed to be.

Soon after my arrival, I started to feel the con-
venience of the life here. There are so many commercial
and cultural facilities and all of which can be easily
accessed by many public traffic means including railway,
bus, and subway etc. According to an article I read
before, Japan and Netherlands are the only two countries
that have so called ‘railway to bicycle’ transportation
systems. Like many other foreigners, it is quite an
experience to me, first time to see the Shinjuku station in
peak hours. I would like to use ‘shocking’ to describe my
feeling that time, watching thousands of people rushing
out of the gates, all neatly dressed in their suits, carrying
a briefcase. And later they told me that millions of people
are using this station daily! Anyway I am glad that
Komaba campus is so quiet a place differs from the
nearby noisy Shibuya station area.

Later I got chances to travel a little. Since the four
seasons are quite distinct here, it is wonderful to watch
your surroundings gradually change as time passes by.
‘What amazes me most is that the activities, eating habits,
dress and even the mood of people change accordingly
as seasons shift. Seasonal activities like Hanami and
Momijigari are so poetic, and my best like is ‘Hanabi-
taikai’, which literally means fireworks exhibition.
Watching fireworks bloom, brighten the evening sky and
then vanish into it while girls in their colorful Yukatas
screaming all around, the scene always makes me
feeling a little bit sorrow for the going summer, a mood
which has something in common with the Japanese
people. But in huge cities like Tokyo, these changes are
somehow, unfortunately ignored or had taken place by
those posters of department-store clearance sale, which
are always two months ahead the season.

There are a lot of temples and shrines in Japan,
and the Japanese gardens are undoubtedly among the

most beautiful in the world. I
have visited some of them
during my several trips to
Hakone and Kyoto, Kinkakuji,
Ginkakuji, and Ryouanji are
especially outstanding ones. On
entering a Japanese garden I
am always stuck by the great
artistry with which the natural
configuration of land, water, rock and vegetation is used.
Another charming point is that everything is incredibly
petite and delicate. For instance, even though Ginkakuji
has relatively small land coverage, it is so intricately
designed that it actually took quite a long time to finish
touring all the sceneries.

One of my first impressions of Japanese people
was of their physical fitness and vitality. I saw hardly a
single Japanese who was over-weight. It is well known
that they have longevity and good health. This is
specially reflected from those pink-cheeked children,
smiling and all filled with dynamism like electricity.
Another characteristic of Japanese is of their capacity for
hard and disciplined work. I was amazed at how hard
everyone worked as part of the group. In our laboratory
many of the members carry on their job until late in the
night. Everyone works so hard, or at least, does a very
good job of appearing to be busy - a joke. They are
painstakingly sincere to the detail in their duty, whatever
it might be, and as a result, everything runs smoothly.

As everyone knows Japan is very advanced both
economically and technically. We can see a great interest
in product innovations in Japan: Consumers are willing to
try new gadgets and ideas whilst manufacturers are line-
upping everything compact and multi-functional. At the
same time they made a lot of standards, occasionally
caused confusing, like, there are too many kinds of flash
memory so that we have to put up with different adapters
and cables. It is difficult for foreigners to understand why
Japanese are using many unique systems like mobile
phone's frequency, square optical interface and why an
air conditioner bought from Osaka may do not work in
Tokyo, just because of the difference of power supply
systems. Hope one day they can clear those barriers.

Over and above, I would like to say that I
appreciate the nice working environment I was provided
by IIS, I am enjoying my stay here and I shall have many
unforgettable memories to cherish when I leave this
‘land of the Rising Sun’. Let me close with my personal
recommendation of a book that I am currently reading,
Japan’s Capitalism by Tsuru Shigeto, which may be
helpful to get better understanding of Japan.

(JSPS Fellow Sakai Y Lab, Jiang Jinlan)
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