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The Same But Different: Being A JET of

Asian Descent

As a Coordinator for International Relations (CIR) in a
large city, occasionally | wonder if I'm actually living up to
one of the main goals of the JET Programme, grassroots
internationalization. My position in the International Relations
Division of the municipal government mostly involves
translation and interpretation, with a small number of other
events throughout the year, and few opportunities to plan
or execute international exchange events or classes. While
experiences like translating signs that get put up in the city or
interpreting for visiting ambassadors are extremely meaningful
and invaluable opportunities that | am grateful to have,
sometimes | wish | could contribute more directly to projects
that are aimed at grassroots internationalization.

Before arriving in Japan, | was slightly concerned about
how my Chinese-American appearance, which lacks the
‘international/foreign’ impact that many people in Japan
expect of foreigners, might affect the perceptions of my work
as a CIR. However, after living for almost three years in a
country where ‘foreign’ is instantly categorised as ‘other’,
my experiences have made me wonder if perhaps sometimes
it's being both the same but different that can be the most
effective way of showing that people from different cultures
are just that: distinct in some ways, but ultimately very similar
as well.

For example, whenever | do school visits, usually the
only thing the students know about me in advance is that
I'm American, and | can't help but wonder if they're ever
disappointed when | walk into the room and look just like
them. | have heard whispers and seen surprise on their faces,
so | suspect that some of them may be, which is exactly
why | feel like my visits are meaningful. Through such visits,
not only can | introduce one of the things | love most about
my country (its diversity) and demonstrate how reality is not
always the same as stereotypes, but | can also introduce the
idea that ‘foreign’ does not automatically mean ‘different’.

One of my favorite topics to talk about is playground
games, because while there are some that may be unique to
Japan and the US, there are also many that are essentially
the same, which seems like the perfect analogy for culture to
me. | also love seeing the surprise on students’ faces when
| share that not only is my home state of Georgia famous for
peanuts, just like Chiba Prefecture, but we even eat them in
the same way (boiled).

It's common to focus on the differences when talking
about other cultures, but when it comes to internationalization,
| think that there’s more to it; recognizing the similarities
is also vital to mutual understanding. At the end of one of
my school visits one day, the student in charge of making
closing remarks thanked me for coming and said he found
it very interesting to learn that there are not just differences
but also similarities between the US and Japan. Hearing
a student mention exactly the point | was trying to make,
entirely on his own, was probably one of the most satisfying
accomplishments I’'ve had during my time here.

In my interactions outside the office as well, | often
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feel that I’'m in a unique position when it comes to
internationalization. People of all nationalities often assume
that | am Japanese, and it’s only when | introduce myself with
my clearly non-Japanese name that they seem to consider the
possibility that | might not be.

Because of this, | like to think that my presence in Japan
helps to break stereotypes: showing people that 'American’
doesn't necessarily mean white or blond-haired and blue-
eyed, or that you don't have to be ethnically Japanese or have
grown up in Japan to be able to speak the language fluently.
| think there's also value in reminding people in Japan that
even people who look very similar can come from completely
different backgrounds; for a country whose majority of
immigrants and foreign residents come from Asia, it always
confuses me that to most Japanese people, 'foreigner = non-
Asian' with regards to appearances and stereotypes.

Last year | joined a yosakoi team, whose members
are mostly Japanese, and sometimes people tell me that
they forget I'm not Japanese and are only reminded on the
rare occasions when they hear me speaking English. This
year, however, | was asked to become the head of a new
international committee for the yosakoi team, saying that this
was something that could be achieved only while | was part
of the team. Though naturally being told something like that
brings its own fair share of pressure, it's also flattering and an
honor to think that there is something unique | can contribute
to the team. Everything is still in a very early stage, but | look
forward to working with my team members to see what we
can do to make the team more international by increasing
members' awareness of other cultures and countries, and to
spread knowledge of yosakoi beyond Japan and the Japanese
people.

It’s things like school visits and interactions with my
yosakoi teammates that remind me that | am indeed doing
my share of grassroots internationalization after all. They
help me to feel that | am contributing to Japan and the JET
Programme in more ways than just my language abilities,
and for all the wonderful experiences that I’'ve been able to
have during my time here (and I've had many, from helping
welcome sister city delegations to getting involved in the JET
community through my prefectural and National Association
for Japan Exchange and Teaming (AJET)), it’s nice to think
that maybe | am giving back something to the community.
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