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Internationalism and International Person

SHIBAHARA Mina
Linguistic Adviser
Office of International Affairs

Secretarial Division, Ministry of Justice

1 An International Person

"International™ and "internationalisation” are words which are frequently bandied around by the
media these days but | have frequently wondered what “international” really means and what kind of
person can be described as “international”. Is an international person someone who can speak more
than one language? If the answer is yes, then how are "international” and "bilingual” different? Some
people are bilingual without ever having left the country. For example, some Malaysians are able to
speak English as well as Malay. Does that mean they are international? In which case, how do they
differ from someone who has lived in two countries and has therefore picked up two languages.
Probably, the main difference is that someone who has acquired another language through immersion
in that language abroad is more likely to have picked up the culture as well, thereby becoming
"bicultural” in a way that the person speaking two languages but having experienced only the one
culture is not.

What are then the advantages of being bicultural? | would say that you become more aware of
different opinions and different ways of looking at a problem. For example, only by leaving Japan,
can you look at Japan from the outside. Everything certainly looks different when you are viewing it
from the outside as opposed to from the inside. In English, we often say that there are two sides to
every question meaning that there is no issue where there is only one right side. | think everyone
would agree that in order to judge a situation correctly, you have to look at it from all angles. In order
to look at it from all angles, you have to be aware, in the first place, that more than one angle exists. |
think that is what being international is all about; being able to accept that your way of thinking is not
the only one and being able to see both the good and the bad.

When | lived in the UK, | didn't know what Britain looked like from the outside and | didn't
really know what it meant to be Japanese. At first, | was not aware that there was a difference between
my English friends and myself. We went to the same school, ate the same food and wore the same
clothes. | fantasised that in the future, I would be marrying someone with a name like Jones or Smith,
a decidedly British surname. Children are more open to people and so | did not ever meet with any
open racism from my classmates at all.

The people who were more wary of Japanese people were adults. They were sometimes
downright racist or sometimes simply insensitive. Then again, racism is, in reality, an extreme case of
insensitivity. I remember when | was ten years old, | came top of the whole year in English. There
were four classes in one year and about 30 students in each class. The teacher announced that | had
come top in both English composition and English comprehension and then she said to the class, "You
should all be ashamed that someone who is not British has come top of the class.” | knew that, in
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actual fact, she meant it as a compliment but the result was that not only was she insensitive but she
was being racist too. Even though she did not mean to do so, she took away some of the happiness
and pride of coming first.

Another example of insensitivity came from the headmistress. Every morning, we would have
morning assembly which was when all the students in the school were gathered in the hall and the
headmistress would deliver a sermon, quoting from the Bible and teaching us to be brave or tolerant
or kind. I remember that about once a year, the headmistress would read a story about a brave
Christian nurse who led some Chinese children away over the mountains to escape from the
oncoming enemy. A nice tale of courage if it were not for the fact that the oncoming enemy were the
cruel, notably non-Christian Japanese. My ears used to burn while listening to this story. | was the
only Japanese girl in the whole school aside from my sister. | should point out that my sister and |
were the first Japanese girls to be enrolled in the 150-year history of the school.

Owing to situations like the above, | became rather sensitive and so | became wary of racism
even when it was not actually there. Another yearly event which led to confusion was the annual visit
to the local old people's home to sing Christmas carols. | was in the school choir and Christmas being
the time for generosity and charity, my choir was sent to cheer the old people up. | never felt
comfortable being surrounded by so many elderly British people. | just wanted to get out as soon as
possible. After the Christmas carols, we would go up to these people and they would lavish praise
about our singing or would talk to us. | always hung back from the others and managed to avoid
saying a single word. The reason for this is that many of the people there were men, men who had
been injured in the Second World War. | was so afraid that once they found out | was Japanese, they
would say something or look at with hate. To this day, | do not understand why at the age of ten, | was
so aware of WWII. How at ten years' old, could | have known that some people would have an
unfavourable image of Japan and of Japanese people?

By mentioning the above, | have probably created an unfavourable view of Britain but | would
like to point out that although there were isolated incidents, on the whole, | was treated very kindly by
the British. Such incidents taught me about being sensitive to other minority groups. Even without
meaning to, we can hurt others with some thoughtless, unnecessary remark. The difficulty, however,
lies in achieving a balance so that one is neither insensitive nor overly sensitive. When sensitivity is
taken too far, racism can be detected where it does not exist at all. Two years ago, a little four-year-old
Caucasian boy went with his mother to the local supermarket. The little boy saw a baby of African
origin in a pram and pointing at the baby said, "Monkey." The mother of the baby was naturally upset
and consequently, the little Caucasian boy was banned by the supermarket from entering the premises.
The argument was that the parents had not raised the boy in an appropriate manner to be sensitive to
other people.

Growing up in the UK and especially when | went to university, | met with people of many
different nationalities. By coming together with different cultures, |1 was able to come across many
different ways of thinking. To this day, I still remember what my professor said to me. We were
discussing an essay that | had written and she disagreed with what | had said. Facing her criticism, |
lacked the courage to defend myself and found myself agreeing with her instead. Then she said,
"Mina, don't be afraid to disagree. I'm not always right. There will always come a time when the
student will rise above the teacher but that's how we make progress.” These words have stayed with
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me and so | now believe that in order to become an "international’ person, it is necessary to consider
fairly lots of different opinions and to understand that we are not perfect but a "work in progress".

2 More Similar Than Different

I noted that an international person is not necessarily someone who has experienced life abroad,
yet it is much easier to become a more international broad-minded person if one has lived abroad
simply because one is exposed to differing views and ideas which would not be as easy to attain when
living in one country.

As explained previously, an international person is not necessarily someone who has a grasp of
different languages, although admittedly, being able to communicate in a language other than one's
own is a bonus which opens many doors. Yet, language is simply a tool; the means of understanding
another person's opinions or feelings. Speaking the same language does not necessarily lead to perfect
understanding. Similarly, being bilingual does not automatically lead to acceptance of the culture of
the languages spoken.

I am often asked whether | think in Japanese or in English and similarly whether | dream in
Japanese or English. The answer is very simple. When | am speaking in English and am in an English
environment | think in English but when | am speaking in Japanese and am in a Japanese environment
I think in Japanese. It is comparable to the use of the Japanese "keigo™ form where one automatically
adjusts one's language according to the people there.

One example to illustrate this point is the memory of a scene which took place when | was about
six years old. | remember at the time that | was busily counting something in English 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.
Suddenly, my mother interrupted and asked me something in Japanese, | answered also in Japanese
and then resumed counting 7~, £, J\, Ji, + in Japanese. My mother had obviously put me into a
Japanese frame of mind so that when I continued my task, | was doing this in another language. At no
point did | mentally tell myself to change my thought process. It was something that occurred
naturally.

| think people ask me whether | think in English or Japanese on the assumption that 1 am
translating from one language to another but that is not the case. The two languages are very separate
in my mind and so, in order to translate or interpret a word, a bridge has to be built between the two
languages and this is actually a very difficult thing to do for someone like myself. Take for instance,
the word "7K" in Japanese. When this word is used, the image | create in my mind is one of, what is to
me, a very Japanese-looking tree: tall, thin and light green in colour. When someone says to me the
word "tree" | imagine a totally different kind of tree. Suddenly, 1 am confronted by the image of a
huge, leafy, dark green, British tree. Accordingly, the words "AK" and "tree" have very different
images in my mind. Thus, in order to translate, | have to substitute one image for another and I really
have to use my imagination to throw myself into the world of another language.

Being able to get by in two languages means that | am able to communicate with different types
of people and thus absorb many different ideas. Yet, knowing the language does not necessarily mean
that one has the cultural background or the characteristics which are assumed to be behind the
language. In Japan, the problems | have faced have not been to do with language so much as culture.

ICD NEWS % 7 % (2003. 1) 175



In the case of say, a non-Japanese person who obviously looks Anglo-Saxon, then Japanese people
tend to make allowances for them, thinking right from the beginning that that person will not speak
Japanese, will not understand the culture and will be different. | have not had to face the outright
curiosity that my non-Japanese friends have had to face. In some cases, my friends have told me that
when they sit on a train, Japanese people will avoid sitting next to them at all costs. My friends have
frequently interpreted this as dislike and racism but | rather suspect that this avoidance stems from
sheer fear that they will have to speak in English. In my case, | can blend into the scenery so that
appearance-wise no one would know that | had not been raised in Japan. Yet this, in itself, causes
problems. For example, when | first came to Japan, | didn't know how to buy a commuter train pass.
Well, when you don't know what to do, the only thing you can do is ask. | asked the man at the ticket
office and he gave me the strangest look as though to say, "Isn't it obvious?" The problem was that
since | could ask in perfect Japanese how to buy a commuter train pass, the man expected me to know
as well.

Another similar incident was when | left my bag on the train. Luckily, someone handed it in and
I was able to go and pick it up from the lost and found department. In order to claim the bag, | was
asked to use my hanko (stamp)but | had forgotten to take it with me. Instead | was handed a red ink
pad and was asked to give my fingerprint. Having only ever been in a situation once where | had to
give my fingerprints, | was rather bemused. (Before you start thinking | have a criminal record, |
should point out that on the last occasion, | was four years old and was using my hands as imprints to
depict leaves!) | stared blankly at the document in front of me wondering which fingers to use.
Fortunately, the person next to me was in the middle of pressing her forefinger to the page and so |
realised what | had to do. Lucky for me, otherwise | would have left a very nice, well-defined print of
my hand on the page. If sumo wrestlers can do it, so can I!

These small misunderstandings crop up everywhere in the simplest of situations. Take for
example my sister who went to buy some clothes and had to enter a changing room. In Japan, of
course, not only does one take off one's shoes in the house but in the changing room too. It's very
well-known that Japanese people take off their shoes in the home but no one has ever mentioned the
changing room. The result was that my sister quite happily stepped into a changing cubicle only to be
reprimanded (very politely, of course) by the shop assistant to take off her shoes. Or the time my sister
went into the communal baths after swimming and found all the women there naked except for herself
while she stepped into the bath wearing her swimming suit. How all the women stared! Notice that |
am recounting the mistakes made by my sister since it is far too embarrassing to recount my own
mistakes!

Another situation is one where there are similarities between my experiences in England and
experiences of others in Japan. Japanese people around me often talk about childhood memories. A
topic which frequently comes up is when people talk about a school trip to Kyoto, Hokkaido or other
places. They talk about the fun they had all sleeping in one room talking late into the night. | usually
join in on this conversation until suddenly | realise with a start that | have never been on a Japanese
school trip. Of course, | have had similar experiences such as when | went to France and Germany on
a school geography trip and so | can relate to the experiences being discussed but when we talk about
the finer points such as the food that was eaten, then vast differences appear. Yet, discussing these
differences and then talking about preferences leads to an intercultural exchange from which we can
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learn so much. Finding differences does not necessarily lessen a conversation but, indeed, can enrich
our own experiences.

In order to become international we really do have to accept differences and to recognise the
individual and not a stereotype. When | was living in England, | made many friends and all are British
but with varying ethnic origins. For example, one friend is British but her mother is French and her
father half-Japanese and half-Malaysian; another has a British mother and a Pakistani father; another
has Bengali parents but is British herself. This kind of mixed heritage is very common and gives rise
to a varied, colourful society. Japan too is starting to face a time when being Japanese does not
necessarily mean that one must be of Japanese descent. Once we can accept this, we will be able to
realise the potential and chances open to us. Differences should not divide but should strengthen us.

We have to move away from what is regarded as a "typical™ Japanese national. Of course, it is

dangerous to start talking about a "typical" Japanese person or a typical American or any other
national for that matter but Japan is generally monoethnic which means that there is less variety and
so it becomes easier to form a stereotype. On August 20, 1999, the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees Sadako Ogata said, "Japanese people are relatively monoethnic. We have lived under the
illusion of one ethnic race, one culture. But the world is changing, and what is important for the world
should be important for us, too."
Having only one dominant ethnic race makes it very difficult for outsiders to assimilate. It becomes a
sort of "us or them" situation where there are two groups: insider or outsider. What then should be
done about people like myself who fall neither completely into "us" nor "them"? In the future, there
are bound to be more people like myself who do not fall into a category and so we will need to form a
society where there are no divisions, where everyone will be accepted as an individual. Problems arise
because we focus on differences whereas we should be focusing on our similarities. Once we do this,
we will realise that regardless of nationality, we are, in fact, more similar than different.
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