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Many Paths, One Journey
EREE Lt 2 —REREEHEZE Thomas STRINGER

[ want to play a game with you. I'm thinking of a country. I'll describe it, and you guess it. Hint
1: this country is small, made of islands, but has many people. Hint 2: People in this country are
proud of their unique culture. They want to protect it. The people are also shy, indirect, and private,
with strict manners and ideas about social status. No ideas yet? Ok, on to hint 3: Common symbols
of this country are tea, hospitality, gardening and fish-based food. “Surely...you must mean Japan?”
you may be thinking. However, the real answer is the United Kingdom, U.K. for short. To be sure,
the UK. and Japan have many similarities. However, when I thought about the question, “How do
people from the UK. see Japan?” 1 had to do some research. I asked UK. tourists and immigrants,
short and long term, to share their thoughts about Japan. I heard many different stories from people
on their own special paths. Some were here 24 hours, some a few months. Others had lived here
over ten years.

First, I asked people how they felt about Japan before visiting here the first time. Their answers
were mostly the same. Thinking about Japan was like planning a holiday to the moon: cool and
exciting, but completely beyond the imagination and a little crazy. U.K. people who have not visited
Japan mostly think about symbols: sushi, robots, crazy Kit-Kat flavours and ‘kawaii’. They can’t
easily imagine the real Japan. Next, UK. tourists shared their thoughts about Japan. The tourists
told me more about the real Japan, not just symbols. I heard about on-time trains, convenience,
delicious food culture, surprising natural beauty and exciting festivals. Many tourists also mention
the drinking culture. Most also told me about simple acts of kindness they experienced from
Japanese people: invitations to dinner, getting directions when lost, and so on. Despite many
communication difficulties, short-term visitors to Japan I spoke to had positive experiences.

Lastly, I also spoke to current and former UK. immigrants. They are charity workers, academics,
English teachers, comedians, yogis, tour operators, school owners, bar owners and working parents.
These people all chose to live here at some point: some stayed, some left. 1 wanted to know their
reasons. First, I asked about why they came to Japan. They were all very different. Some had
dreamed about Japan for years. Others came for the language or for love. Several people came
here without really thinking. However, Japan offered most people new experiences and adventure.
Following this, immigrants told me about the reasons why they stayed or left Japan. Life can be
easy, safe and comfortable here, especially if you have a strong community of friends or have
started a family. For entrepreneurial people, Japan can be a great place for small businesses or
passion-projects that may never have opened in the UK. On the other hand, many workers had bad
career options in Japan and left. Several people spoke about the xenophobia that immigrants often
experience in Japan. Some people found this impossible, and left. Those who accepted it and stayed
made meaningful connections to Japan: family, friends, business and hobbies.

As you can see, it's impossible to give one answer to, “How do people from the UK. see Japan?”
Individual people have their own paths. However, for me, the message was clear: it's important to go
beyond symbols. Japan is more than sushi and robots. When you go beyond symbols, you will find
good and bad. However, that is why travel is the best. I encourage you to travel often, explore the
world, learn deeply, and decide for yourself. As Tolkein says, “Not all those who wander are lost.”
What path will you take?

unique  symbol  entrepreneurial  passion-project immigrant ~ academic  xenophobia  wander
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