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Beyond Stereotypes
Ludovic De Pinho

It has been two years since I started my job here in Mito, Ibaraki
Prefecture as the French Coordinator for International Relations (CIR)
of the Ibaraki Prefectural Government International Affairs Division.
Most of the time I work at the Ibaraki International Association.

If you have ever seen one of those prefecture popularity rank-
ings and read it to the end, you might have noticed that Ibaraki of-
ten ranks last and is designated as the ‘least appealing’ prefecture in
Japan. The fact is that the prefecture stays, I think, relatively un-
known to Japanese eyes. However that doesn’t mean that it lacks
charm and interesting places. You might have to search a little hard-
er, and go to places not accessible via express train, and you may
need to be willing to discover things on your own rather than being
waited on hand and foot, but I can promise you that you will find
more interesting things than you would expect from the usual ste-
reotypes of a ‘boring’ agricultural prefecture.

Breaking down stereotypes. Changing the preconceived imag-
es of things, people, and places that we all hold at some point. This
is the very essence of my job at the International Association. The
most important part of my mission, as I see it, is to give people,
both Japanese and foreign residents, the chance to get to know each
other, and to encourage and further mutual understanding and trust.

Due to its geographical situation, Japan has always been a rela-
tively closed country. Foreign residents have always been few in
number, and even now, many Japanese people living away from tour-
ist areas have no or very few occasions to meet and interact with for-
eign nationals. However, surprisingly, Japanese people have a great
interest in foreign people and culture. You can find an international
association in almost every city, and international festivals are held all
year round. There is a great appetite here for events and programmes
related to world culture, and you can feel it in everyday life. For ex-
ample, | was really surprised to see the huge number of TV shows
presenting foreign countries or cultures. Many of these shows are re-
ally interesting, and I find them very informative, showing people’s
daily lives. But - unfortunately there is always a ‘but’. There are also
some variety shows where foreign nationals are acting out stereotypes
of their countries. They are supposed to correspond to the precon-
ceived image we have of the country. The passionate Italian, the fash-
ionable French, the meticulous German... It is often funny but it also
reinforces stereotypes. Have you ever heard of ‘Paris Syndrome’? It
affects people who visit Paris and realise that the city is totally differ-
ent from the idealised images you see in magazines and on TV. What
I try to do in my capacity as a CIR and in all the events I take part in,
is to give an authentic image of the life and the people of a country. I
strive to show that being different does not have to mean strange.

As previously mentioned, the core of my job is to nurture mu-
tual understanding between Japanese people and foreign residents.
At the International Association, I am in charge of various pro-
grammes that enable me to do so. For instance, I organise a pro-
gramme called ‘World Culture Seminar’ which is held all year long.
This programme is for people who want to learn about international
issues and is conducted entirely in English. In 2 years, 40 present-
ers of more than 20 different nationalities took part in the pro-
gramme, and each conducted a 2 hour lecture about their countries,
cultures, or social issues. The topics are very diverse: Uzbekistan
bazaars, immigration policy in the U.S., ancient traditions of the
Yoruba tribe of Nigeria, to name a few. Participants can learn about
foreign traditions and cultures, and most importantly, interact di-
rectly with the presenter. For many participants, it is their only
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chance to talk with a foreign national and they always swamp the
presenter with questions! The seminars often completely change
the image they had about the country and its people.

In addition, to show a real representation of France to people
interested in my country, I also run the French Culture Seminar ev-
ery month, where I present various aspects of France, including tra-
ditions, history, famous places, and cuisine.

We also try to familiarise the children of Ibaraki with world
culture. The International Association runs a programme called
World Caravan, which around 100 organisations take part in every
year. Along with other foreign residents of Ibaraki, I visit schools
around the prefecture, present on our culture, and interact with chil-
dren. To me, it is a really important initiative because I think that
the younger you are exposed to different cultures, the more likely
you are to be accepting of others and becoming a good member of
your community in the future. World Caravan encourages toler-
ance, and I always put my whole energy into my visits to schools.

The International Association runs a consultation centre in 9 lan-
guages that foreign residents can call when they encounter difficulties
in daily life. Conflict at work, visa extension, divorce - we guide them
through Japanese procedures and try to give them the best advice we
can to assist them in integrating into their communities. Many prob-
lems occur because of cultural differences or lack of communication,
and we are here to provide a different perspective and help them un-
derstand the society they are living in. It is the most difficult part of
my job, as it requires an extensive knowledge of Japanese legislation
as well as the ability to empathise with people who are facing difficult
situations. However, finding a solution to the issue, and the person you
have helped thanking you sincerely is also the most rewarding part.

Finally, I work as a public relations specialist for Ibaraki, in-
forming foreign residents about local events and festivals, and help-
ing them to become involved in their local community. For exam-
ple, we organised, with the Ibaraki-France Culture and Sports
Exchange Association, a French-Japanese meeting in March, which
was a big success that led to new friendships and business relations.
As French people do not have many occasions to meet each other,
it was also a good opportunity to build a network between French
residents of Ibaraki.

My role here is to serve as the link between Japanese people
and foreign residents. I try to create spaces where they can meet to
interact and get to know each other. It is an honour to play a con-
crete role in my community, and I find myself learning a lot by be-
ing in contact with so many different people. It has broadened my
perspective and given me the strength to discover new things. I
even started to like Mito’s famous natto, which I did not even con-
sider to be food! So, why not try putting aside your stereotypes and
coming to see beautiful Ibaraki for yourself? Authentic natto might
taste better than you would expect!
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