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The Japanese Version is a lively, innovative work that depicts different aspects of
contemporary Japanese culture, showing how the Japanese enjoy so-called American influences.
It’s target audience is non-Japanese. But I think it can be a provoking experience for Japanese
as well. The video provides the possibility for Japanese to see themselves as seen through the
lenses of others—a process that can be more than a little unsettling and revealing, as it turns
out. As the film develops its story in a light-hearted way, it focuses on scenes Westerners might
consider bizarre, such as love hotels, rubber wedding cakes, and courses on how to become
“westernized”. In Japan, these things are really familiar to us. Although most Japanese take
these scenes for granted, we do recognize that they are a little strange. As a result, many
Japanese viewers of the film will find themselves chuckling at each episode, albeit with a sense
of uneasiness. In these sometimes contradictory ways, The Japanese Version relates to
important issues facing Japan today. These issues also have a bearing on the theme of this
research project.

As Japan’s role in the world community becomes increasingly important, and as increasing
numbers of foreigners come to visit or live in Japan, cultural conflicts often occur. As more
Japanese become sensitive to the need for mutual understanding between Japanese and other
cultures, in the past few years the expression kokusaika (internationalization) has become a
buzzword. Despite being used from the highest levels of business and government down to the
grass-roots, nobody clearly understands what kokusaika means and how it can be achieved. To
the extent that it signifies the desire of many Japanese to become more a part of the “world
community”, this effort can be frustrated by two problems: the stereotyped views of Japan held
by non-Japanese, and the fact that we ourselves have not actively pursed the presentation of
different aspects of Japanese culture to the larger world.

I was a consultant for the editing of the video The Japanese Version and frankly speaking,
when I first saw the video my reaction was mixed. On the one hand, it is a great joy to see a
work that will inform many foreign friends about aspects of contemporary Japanese life. But
there is also an accompanying uneasiness as I consider what the film is saying about Japanese
culture. Though all the episodes presented are quite familiar to us, the film could never have
been made by Japanese hands. In this short essay, I would like to clarify some of these
contradictory feelings with the hope of providing a hint of understanding about the conflicting
forces of kokusaika and the foreign stereotyping of Japanese culture.

First, my feelings of joy. Needless to say, The Japanese Version is one of the very few

works which portrays everyday Japanese life without falling back on stereotyped Japanese
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images. We often sigh over the simplistic work done by foreign journalists. For example, to the
incredulous folks back home in the U.S, Japan is often depicted as a robot-driven, inhuman
technological society of “faceless”, humorless workers. Other observers, when they focus on
contemporary situations, try to connect them to such “traditional” Japanese phenomena as
samurai, geisha, Zen Buddhism, madly workaholic businessmen, obedient wives, etc. Mount
Fuji is frequently invoked. Enough is enough! The numbers of Japanese who go abroad are
rapidly increasing, but whenever we travel in Western countries, or meet friends from abroad,
we are repeatedly asked the same kinds of questions about Japanese life, always centering on
the traditional ways of living that have all but disappeared from Japan today.

This happens so frequently that a short introductory book on Japanese culture, written in
English and accompanied by an audio cassette featuring native English speakers, has become
very popular among Japanese businessmen and students who are going to live abroad and must
face a volley of questions on Japanese life. Although the presentation is very stereotyped and
many of its points are rather old-fashioned, if Japanese travelers repeat the account of Japanese
culture given'in the book and tape, they can satisfy the predictable questions of their foreign
friends. In this way, the same old Japanese stereotypes are perpetuated in a vicious circle of
disinformation largely divorced from reality.

On the other hand, Japanese are also titillated by such traditional presentations of their
society. At the same time that we complain about foreigners misunderstanding real Japanese
life, we appreciate the attention. Furthermore, it confirms our cozy insular idea that foreigners
cannot possibly understand us anyway.

The pinpoint accuracy of many of the scenes in The Japanese Version pierces this smug
shell, and asks basic questions about Japanese self-image. Hence the uneasiness 1 and many
Japanese feel when watching the film. In order to examine the self-image of the Japanese, let us
first, consider the self-image of the individual. There are basically three kinds of self-image:
first, the image one presents to oneself; second, the image of what one wants to be, and third,
the image of oneself that one wants others to believe. Usually, people who check their
appearance by looking in the mirror every day do not necessarily see themselves in totality.
They may focus only on their favorite part, or they unconsciously see only their own “idea” of
their faces. People are often surprised when they are shown candid photos of themselves,
exclaiming “Do I really look like that?”

Japanese life as shown in The Japanese Version gives us a similar kind of shock. Our
discomfort in watching it comes from feeling that the Japanese culture and people that appear
in it represent neither the image we want to be nor the image we want to present to the world.
Yet each scene is filled with accurate observations of everyday life; leaving aside considerations
of degree or taste, this is undoubtedly Japan. Although we have been eager to be “really
understood” by foreigners for a long time, we may find ourselves getting angry at such candid

snapshots.
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As T consider these issues I wonder if we Japanese really have seriously considered our
own self-image. Such a consideration is needed now more than ever before, as the desire for
kokusaika, for internationalization, is growing at the grass-roots level as well as in
government. Yet our understanding of what this concept means remains confused and
simplistic.

As a first step, we Japanese should carefully identify and analyze these scattered images of
ourselves. Without real self-understanding, one cannot grow, and moreover one will never
achieve mutual understanding nor gain friends in the world. In order to understand ourselves,

“we must examine our cultural image from different points of view. By coming to terms with the
discrepancies in the various images of ourselves that exist, our understanding of ourselves will
slowly approach reality. Perhaps we will have to admit to the world—and to ourselves—that
Japan is no longer the land of such long-cherished stereotypes as geisha and samurai, and that a
true portrait of our culture must also encompass love hotels, cowboy bars, and Ultra Quiz.

This process may well involve confusion, discomfort, and embarrassment. However,
without this catharsis, we will never reach either a real understanding of ourselves or come to a
mutual communication with others. And of course, if we cannot do this, we ourselves will
simply be reinforcing the same kind of audio cassette account of Japanese culture that we carry
abroad to tell others. Only this time it’s we ourselves who are being taken in.

In order to begin to communicate ourselves and our culture more adequately with others—
including students abroad in Japan—isn’t. it clear that we need to come to better terms with a
variety of discrepant images that we can and do portray of our lives, including the ones the
students themselves perceive? Couldn’t the communication of this emerging understanding at

least be a start toward replacing the clichéd stereotypes of “internationalization” ?

Note

This is an elaborated version of a commentary which was distributed with The Japanese
Version in the handbook The Japanese Version, Instructional Guide, published by The Center
for New American Media, Inc., 1991.
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