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Zf= : On Teaching Japanese Culture

] to Japanese Students
Michael E. Jamentz

I have taught Japanese language and literature at several Japanese universities over
the years. Most of those who take my classes are foreign exchange students—a mix of
Europeans, Americans, and East Asians, but a good number of Japanese also take these
classes. When the students first look at me, they surely have some doubt as to whether I
am qualified to teach these subjects. Many of you have met me and know what I look like,
and like my students, perhaps you too have wondered about my fitness to lead such
classes, saying to yourself, “how can someone who is obviously an outsider, teach
students, especially Japanese students, about Japanese literature or culture?” Yes, I don’t
look ‘Asian’ and certainly not stereotypically Japanese, but why do we make such
assumptions based on appearance? In fact, I am Asian in the
sense that my father was born in Asia, as was his father and
mother. Many of my ancestors lived in Asia centuries before
Japan was even born so my Asian roots are perhaps deeper
than yours. Outward appearance is seldom a good guide by
which to judge qualifications.

It is true, however, that I am not a Japanese citizen, but
citizenship is no longer based on skin color or facial
appearance in our modern world. I could very well be
Japanese, and I always asked my students why they assume
that I am not.

I believe I know some things about Japanese culture that
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very few Japanese know, but my expertise is very limited. I am extremely well versed in
the 12th and 13th century Buddhist literature written in kanbun. I suppose only a handful
of Japanese possess this sort of knowledge of Japanese language and culture. I understand
well that Japanese universities and their students are not interested in my narrow
specialty. So, indeed, it may be the case that [ am unqualified to teach about Japanese
culture and literature in general. Nonetheless, I am required to teach these subjects. I
resort to my version of the Socratic method to compensate for a lack of ability to lecture
on the entirety of Japanese culture.

I continually ask the students what is Japanese culture. I give them examples to
help them shape and refine their understanding. One of my favorite cases is the year-end
tradition of a 10,000-member choir singing the “Ode to Joy” #& Dk from Beethoven’s
~X— b ="'z »9th Symphony ZRZ 5597, People seldom think of this type of performance
as Japanese culture. Most would probably say kabuki, or tea ceremony, and nowadays
manga and anime if asked for an example of Japanese culture. Yet, more Japanese people
perform Beethoven on an annual basis than no g (which by the way we also study in
class). If thousands of Japanese regularly practice an art, how can that art be excluded
from the category of Japanese culture? If you object that Beethoven was not Japanese,
then you would also have to exclude a great deal of Japanese culture that originated in
China and Korea—Zen Buddhism, chopsticks, calligraphy, incense etc. Many, if not most,
“Japanese” arts have foreign roots or were profoundly influenced by foreign culture.

I often focus on the visual arts because I feel they are a key to understanding
Japanese culture, and I am fascinated (and sometimes
repelled) by several modern Japanese artists. [ always
discuss Murakami Takashi #f_Ef# with my students.
Murakami’s art and ideas are extremely provocative.
Lately, the work of Kusama Yayoi *[t754:  and
Kawakubo Rei JIIAf##7 have attracted much attention
abroad and I challenge the students to try to identify a
Japanese quality in their creations. A perennial question

on the final exam of my Japanese culture course asks
students to consider whether Van Gogh’s 7 7~ « 2w /&
Sunflowers O % # D could someday be designated a National Treasure as paintings of
another foreign artist, Mokkei (Muqi) 4%, have been in the past. There is no correct
answer to such a question, but in attempting to answer it, students must reflect on the
boundaries of Japanese culture and then explain the reasoning behind their acceptance or
rejection of Sunflowers.

Each semester, I learn much from the students as we invariably encounter new
aspects of Japanese culture. Last year it was yosakoi & & Z\>dance groups and funerals
for the Aibo7 4 & pet robots. These explorations make teaching such a class particularly
rewarding. I feel that my understanding of Japanese culture has grown wider and deeper
with each passing year thanks to these classes and the students enrolled in them.
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