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Chapter 1

Introduction

Simply put, Japan being a far away country and obviously very di�erent in many aspects,
I didn't have any truly concrete expectations before moving. I knew, or better, I felt very
strongly that it would be an extremely enriching experience, but I wasn't able to pinpoint my
thoughts. The anticipation of an explosion of new feelings is what really drove my motivation.
First living in an authentic household and learning the language intensively, then living in a
Japanese dormitory and working in industry - this curriculum was bound to take me through the
unimaginable. Looking forward to broaden my horizon, I wondered what aspects would capture
me in particular. Learning the language? Constantly being exposed to surprises? Dealing with
a new mentality, a new kind of communication? The discovery of traditional Japanese culture?
The thrills due to the Japanese eye for aesthetics, purist harmony and perfectionist details?
The travels, sceneries, new tastes, textures and smells? Despite all unknown, I felt strangely
con�dent I wouldn't be overwhelmed.

Now, my feelings and opinions about the experiences change constantly as Ilive and learn
here in Japan. Probably adapting a more mature approach to my surroundings,the shock
waves triggered by the novelty of it all are wearing away and I have begun swinging to the same
daily-life-rhythm as my companions around me.
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Chapter 2

April 2006 - June 2006: Language
Course

2.1 Kanazawa & First Impressions

Kanzawa, the capital of the Ishikawa-ken prefecture, is a gem of a city. I didn't realize
this from the beginning, but now, some months after my arrival in Japan and after having
traveled to a number of places, I am grateful for having started o� there. The city is big (for
Swiss standards) and lively, equipped with a good infrastructureand well connected to the rest
of Japan. At the same time, traditional culture is still in full bloom , the practice diligently
conserved by individuals, households, and various institutions and organizations. Taking part in
the language-course center's home-stay and culture network made a true culture and Japanese
life experience all the more accessible.

Right form the start, Kanazawa conveyed a feeling of safety. I quicklycame to trust the
unknown around me, shedding lots of maybe paranoid re
exes I acquiredduring my life in
Europe. It seems to be a fact that crime rate is much lower in Japan thanelsewhere. To date,
I haven't gone through any negative experience of that kind and I am becoming aware of how
much this enhances the quality of life in general. But, I admit I had trouble in adapting to
Kanazawa's climate. On arrival, I was surprised to �nd the weather colder and wetter than
what it had been in Switzerland. It rained almost daily, the air was constantly humid and a
strong wind reinforced the harshness. To my great relief, the temperatures started to climb
steadily from mid May onwards.

In general, I think I settled in well and quickly. I managed to get lost only once at the very
beginning of my stay, but thanks to a luckily very patient taxi driv er, was delivered home safely.
This experience, and the fact that I was planning to travel soon (to Tokyo over the Golden Week
holiday), motivated me to speed up the process of getting a mobile phone. This proved more
di�cult than anticipated - the law had changed as of April, newly requir ing an issued Alien
Registration card in order to acquire a phone. Happily, I found a provider who was willing to
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slightly circumnavigate the constraints. Once again being 'mobile'then drastically changed my
and my fellow colleagues' social life, not only showing us how dependent we have become of this
technology, but also giving us the much needed con�dence to move around freely in the new
environment.

2.2 Language Course at the Ishikawa-ken Foundation for Inter-
national Exchange (IFIE)

On our arrival at the language center, we students were tested and allocated into groups accord-
ing to our level. Although I had studied Japanese for a semester before moving, I found that
they were basically going to start us from scratch again. Consequently, the �rst week of our
language course was an exercise of patience, as we reviewed grammar, simplevocabulary and
basic notions. My class partner and I soon decided to discuss the matter with the teachers and
review the long term course plan. The sta� quickly presented us with a course outline involving
a fast pace and the scope we were hoping to achieve. During the rest of the course's duration,
we often gave the teachers feedback on how we felt the course was going, andat the same time
they would brief us on how they felt we were progressing. E�ectively, we completed the program
we were hoping to, scoring very satisfactory grades on both the midterm aswell as the �nal
exam.

The concept of such an intensive language course is excellent. Although,sometimes I felt I
was not able to take full advantage of the setting. Somehow, the situation wasslightly paradox:
In order to keep our minds challenged constantly during courses, theamount of new concepts
and vocabulary learned on a daily basis was quite big. But the free time in between these slots
was often not enough to learn to apply the knowledge in a spontaneous and natural context.
I believe that daily life situations are of great importance, only then does one develop correct
linguistic re
exes and the connections between theory and practice. Nevertheless, the quality
of the course was so good, that it made up for that regret. Homework was given daily. The
teachers answered our special request of having extra vocabulary tests. We wrote small speeches
which were thoroughly corrected and discussed. And thanks to the small class size, questions
never lingered and we were able to advance smoothly. The teachers consciously and constantly
adapted their spoken Japanese to our current level of understanding. And in all, we were exposed
to six di�erent teachers, which kept the course fresh and sensitized us to individuals' spoken
Japanese.

In retrospective, I even see the bene�ces of having started the course at a basic level. It gave
us the opportunity to solidify our linguistic foundation, and enabled us to build upon that base
in a structured manner during the following three months.

Finally, in my free time, and as far as I felt I had the extra capacity, I continued my study
of the Kanji. Although a tedious task, I found it much easier when actually immerged in the
environment as day to day life exposed me to a constant reviewing of once learned characters.

4



2.3 Home-stay

My beginning couple of weeks at my host family`s place were a little perturbed by my su�ering
from the cold weather. Despite of a quickly warming relationship to Okaasan in particular, I
wasn't at ease inside the household due to the low temperature of the rooms. It was cold and
wet in Kanazawa for the �rst one and half months of my stay, and my room wasn't equipped
with neither heated air-conditioning nor a radiator. During night tim e, no matter how many
layers I covered myself with, I often lay awake with a frozen face and feet, unable to sleep. After
three weeks of feeling uncomfortable, I asked if I could move to the vacant room next to mine
which did have a heater, but my request was in vain. I accepted thisquietly, realizing that both
Okaasan and Otoosan did not make use of the heaters in their bedroom. In this sense, I think I
made a real-life experience of one of the facets of Japanese discipline, which I regard as one the
of strongest characteristics of this folk.

The �rst signi�cant impression I got from the Japanese retired-couple-life is the major role of
the wife and minor role of the husband. In contrast to Otoosan, who spentmost of his time in his
room, Okaasan cultivated an extremely active weekly routine. Bustling between attending tea-
ceremonies, giving lectures onIkebana, farming her garden and participating in Yoga sessions,
she took care of the whole household (not to mention the extra time and e�ort a home-stay
student requires). As well, she seemed to be the one who maintained the link to their grown-up
children and other relatives. Regarding her age, I was impressed by her immense energy. On
exchanging my views on this with my fellow language-course students,I noticed this pattern
was almost standard amongst all our hosting families. At home, I opened my re
exions on the
matter, and interestingly as well as surprisingly, this lead to honest and exciting discussions
with Okaasan. At the same time playing her role in the traditional society and marital life, I
was impressed by her objective and modern views on such matters.

My �rst outing with the family was to an onsen. As cold as I was feeling in those days, I
couldn't ever have imagined anything to be too hot for me. But I was wrong - so much looking
forward to relaxing my tense muscles in the steaming hot water, I was shocked at the pain I felt
when dipping just the tip of my toe into the bath. In any case, I seem to have gotten used to
the hot baths in the meantime, and am able to enjoy the experience without su�ering through
the initial moments. As Okaasan also enjoyed the occasionalonsen outing, we made it a regular
habit, visiting various onsen in the neighboring hills around Kanazawa.

Not only did Okaasan teach me properonsen practice, but she also gave me lessons on
the Japanese tea ceremony. Slightly overwhelmed with the details, the order, the instruments,
and the fact that my legs quickly felt tormented by the seiza, it took me a couple of runs
to be able to appreciate and actually enjoy the act. In general, I took full advantage of my
healthy relationship to Okaasan. She taught me how to discern between the di�erent qualities
of Japanese foods, from simple things such as rice to the more re�ned such aswagashi. I learned
about some practicalities of the Japanese life - when and where one wears what kind of kimono,
how one rollsmakizushi, how much a tatami mat costs. But apart from what I learned and was
able to experience, and maybe most importantly during those �rst three months, as time went
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by and my language capabilities increased, she became a good friend.
Finally, as well as giving me an ersatz family, my stay enabled me to seethe depth of certain

Japanese day-to-day activities. I have come to feel that the essence of many such traditions is
not just their beauty, but their capability of giving strength, indu cing stability of the mind.

2.4 Cultural and Recreational Activities

2.4.1 Culture

The IFIE program enabled us students to get an insight into various activities of the Japanese
culture. Once to three times a week, we spent an afternoon practicing some form of traditional
art or custom. In the course of the three months, we covered a large part ofwhat one could
consider as core culture: pottery, tea ceremony, kimono dressing, 
ower arrangement, medi-
tation, calligraphy, chopstick making. This program - although individual c ourses were brief
and sometimes slightly super�cial - opened doors to the further development of our individual
interests. Subsequently, I was o�ered the opportunity to take part in a weekly calligraphy class.
Together with two of the other language students, we followed the coursefor the length of our
stay in Kanazawa. It was an exceptional experience. Whilst my colleagues and I were obviously
out-of-context, I nevertheless felt integrated in a strangely natural way. Young girls would come
practice their Kanji characters, retracing numerous paradigms, hardly noticing that there was
a group of adult foreigners awkwardly handling the brush, painting someclumsy �gures.

Because of all the activities we were exposed to, even if for very shortperiods, I got a concrete
idea of what it meant to create culture. And due to the deceiving simplicity and purity of such
Japanese elements, I was astonished by how di�cult it �nally was to reproduce. But again, in
accordance with the experience made at my home stay, I saw that it was much more about the
manner of doing things and the thoughts picked up on the way to the result than about the
result itself. I often pondered about the phraselearning by doing whilst I was actually doing
the things, and �nally, in this context, prefer my reformulated ver sion - understanding by having
done. I now cherish this sentiment much more than the self-madechawan and ohashi currently
displayed on my shelf.

Even though my free time was usually packed with IFIE's cultural schedule and language
studies, I found several opportunities to do some individual exploring. I had the luck to see
the yearly college sumo-championship, which this time took place in Kanazawa's open air sumo
stadium. I visited the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art several times, its international
acclaim attracting exciting exhibitions. I was pleased to discoverthat the museum's architect duo
SANAA (Kazuyo Sejima and Ryue Nishizawa) are also the architects of the soon-to-be Learning
Center at my former university, the EPFL. Further, during my tim e in Kanazawa, the Ishikawa-
ken Prefectural Museum of Art hosted an important collection of ukiyo-e, featuring a large part of
Hiroshige's more well known prints. In early summer, the Kanazawa castle organized awagashi
festival, where, apart from being able to taste and buy a large variety, visitors had the chance
of seeing an exhibition of ultimately re�ned and delicate wagashidisplayed in beautiful ikebana
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settings - It is truly amazing how the Japanese sometimes wash away the borderline between
everyday-things and haut-niveau art. But I was not always pleased about my cultural discoveries
- on a visit to Tokyo I went to Ueno to check out some of the museums in its famous park. And
I was truly disappointed by how the National Museum of Western Art displ ayed the paintings.
Packed with excellent works by artists such as Monet, Mir�o, Signac, Van Gogh, Picasso, just
to mention a few, the hardly labeled art works were presented in arbitrary constellations and
crammed rooms. And I would have thought that a museum carrying such a title should at least
provide a minimal information lea
et on the individual works. I was ul timately surprised by the
'guessing-game' the curators had installed: selected works hung without label nor guidance, to
be accompanied by a 'guest-book' where the visitor was to note down whathe believed to be
its title - I somehow felt that the paintings were not really taken seriously. Nevertheless, I did
smirk at the sight of a no-label Mir�o, as I remembered that basically all his post-war paintings
were named by some combination of 'star, bird, woman'. But happily, the central Hall of the
Tokyo National Museum made up for any regrets of having come to Ueno park, as itfeatures
beautifully displayed and well described cultural compositions through all the ages in Japan. An
intense but enjoyable two hour visit gave me a very good overview ofthe country's traditional
products.

2.4.2 Leisure

Apart from visiting most museums which crossed my path, I have kept to my habit of
running and swimming. My home was conveniently close to a former golf course, set on a
plateau overlooking the city of Kanazawa. The ideal surrounding made myjogging excursions
a very pleasurable experience each time. The pool, adjoining a public health center, although
quite out of my way, was priceworthy and perfect for my weekly swims.Furthermore, I started
getting used to carrying my camera with me wherever I went, this custom becoming more of a
true hobby than pure touristic diary keeping. All in all I think I was abl e to continue a life-style
I felt comfortable with, as well as assimilate the new culture.
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Chapter 3

July 2006 - September 2006:
Internship

3.1 Internship

Beginning of July, I started my internship at Mitsubishi Electri c in Amagasaki-shi, a city on
the tighter outskirts of Osaka in the prefecture of Hyogo. In terms of size, the enterprise covers
grounds of over 300'000m2 and the property is de�ned by a large hedge along the borders. Inside
the grounds, buildings belong to sectors such as management, research,marketing, as well as
manufacturing production sites. From where I live, I am able reach the site in about 25 minutes
by foot or 10 minutes by bike.

I was a�liated to the Algorithm Group, belonging to the System Technology Lab oratory
which is part of the Advanced Technology R&D Center. The Center was established in the late
nineties at the Mitsubishi Electric site in Amagasaki and employs some 2000 individuals, half of
which are researchers. The center works in tight collaboration with various universities inside
and outside Japan, providing an exciting and dynamic work climate for the employees.

Upon my arrival, I was very brie
y introduced to the Algorithm Group's m embers, and
quickly shown to my desk. Although, it wasn't until the end of my �rs t week that I was
clearly introduced to my supervisor and met the group leader. They gave me a lot of time
to acclimatize to the working environment. On the Friday of my �rst week at work, I held a
presentation on my university research projects. This gave me thechance to �nd my way back
into the scienti�c world in a pleasant way, as well as giving my supervisor and work colleagues
a chance to estimate my capabilities. Soon, I was introduced to the project I'd be working
on - a large scale, innovative and long term project in the area of production cell robotics. I
gradually integrated myself, researching on various topics and working ontasks I was given by
my supervisor. Then and still, I work quite independently. But m y supervisor is mostly available
should I need him, and a simple question often develops to interesting brainstorming sessions.
The Algorithm Group works collaboratively with robotics experts from Kyot o University. I had
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the chance of attending a meeting, found it a very exciting experience, and am now looking
forward to further teamwork.

The atmosphere at the o�ce is friendly and positive. Nevertheless, everyone is very focused
on their work. At lunch times, lunch-boxes are distributed, and employees will eat quietly in
front of their computer screens. It's a custom that I guess is imposedon the workers, as the few
cafeteria on the premises are built to hold only a handful of people at a time. Then again, I
usually go for a quick walk after having �nished my lunch, and I always come across groups of
workers playing some sport - mini-tennis, mini-volleyball, throwing balls - or simply doing some
gymnastics.

Most aspects displayed by this speci�c work culture have led me to think about the Japanese
attitudes. I feel there are many di�erences from what I am familiar wit h in Europe, and whilst
I try to see them from an objective point of view, which is hard, I �nd t here are as many
positive as negative items. I mainly feel disappointed by the lack of courage and spontaneity to
open up to new inputs and elements. A novelty that may bring irregularity to a comfortably
established schedule is likely to be refused. Upon my boss mentioning I should practice English
with the younger team-members, I hinted that I'd be happy to do an English conversation session
over lunch once in a while - a comment which was met with an embarrassing silence. Still, I
truly appreciate the �nesse and care in human interaction. Direct communication channels
are postponed to after-work scenarios, thus working climates retain an immunity to unpleasant
exposures.

These are just some initial impressions and observations. And all the while, I do realize
that being a female foreigner does set me a bit apart from standard conditions. Nevertheless, I
will inevitably progress my integration and continue delivering hopefully useful collaboration to
their part.

3.2 Rooming House

'Rooming house' - a maybe more accurate wording for the Japanese wordryo than the
common English word 'dormitory', is the wording I came across in a translation of Junichiro
Tanizaki's famous novelChijin no Ai . This house, which is provided by Mitsubishi Electric and
run by two lady care-takers, is indeed a 3 story building with roughly 40 rooms, as well as 40
shoe lockers, 40 umbrella holders, 40 letter boxes. Each room is allocated to a female Mitsubishi
employee. There are about as many young women living here, and they maycontinue doing so
until they are 32 years old, upon which they must move out. It appears tobe a very economical
solution, it's cheaper than renting a room in a so-called mansion, and on top of that, the house is
equipped with a cafeteria, run by another duo of very friendly lady cooks. Breakfast and dinner
is provided for during weekdays, and from time to time on Saturday mornings and Sunday
evenings too. For breakfast, we chose between awashoku, Japanese style, oryoshoku, western
style meal. For dinner there is one set menu. They constantly o�er rice and miso-soup at both
meals, and the remaining dishes are very diverse, always changing, andin my opinion quite
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tasty. Everything is very organized. The front door is locked in the evenings and on weekends
and you need a code to get in. If you're planning to stay away for the night, you must �ll out
a chart, specifying the friend or relative you're visiting. If you' re not planning to eat at the
cafeteria, you must �ll out a similar chart, at least two days in advance. So really, there can be
no misunderstandings, and life seems to run very smoothly this way. But indeed, I did come to
think that the 'woman' sign in front of the washrooms is a rather unnecessary detail.

Despite all this organization, I have felt at ease since the very �rstday I moved in. It wasn't
hard to get a hang of the rules, and there was always someone around if I didn't understand
something. The atmosphere is very friendly and polite, although my house-mates are quite timid,
and tend to open up only whilst washing themselves in the dorm's common ofuro. Actually,
this also explains why it takes the average Japanese woman not just 15 minutes, but rather
a full hour to get clean. Here again, like at work, I enjoy the way the Japanese are able to
balance discreteness with polite interaction, always making the greatest e�orts not to intrude
or discomfort you.

3.3 Cultural and Recreational Activities

3.3.1 Travels

My �rst pleasant surprise in Amagasaki was that Mitsubishi's one-week summer holidays
was to take place three weeks upon my arrival. I �gured out a small itinerary taking me to
the north coast via the beautiful onsen village Kinosaki, up to Matsue and Izumo. There,
apart from visiting a number of traditional sights amongst which the renown Izumo Taisha, I
discovered that the Japanese too know how to make wine, and I passed asplendid afternoon at
the Shimane winery tasting innumerable juices from large punch bowls. My way home lead me
down south through Okayama, where I stopped by to compare the famous park's beauty with
that of Kenrokuen in Kanazawa. Hard to say which I liked better actually, �nally thinking that
they are so di�erent in philosophy that they end up being quite incomparable.

A later, slightly shorter trip lead me to discover Izu-hanto and its rocky, beachy landscapes
and beautifully set rotemburo. Traveling to the peninsula's southern tip I visited Shimoda.
A selection of interesting sights and exhibitions let the visitor discover its history and fathom
the town's diplomatic importance - 150 years ago it was the opening gate of Japantoward the
outside world after several centuries of self-imposed isolation.

And thanks to some three-day weekends, I was able to make occasional trips to Tokyo to
visit my fellow internship students. The sporadic hops have let me become more and more
familiar with the capital, and each time I go I widen the radius to areas such as Yokohama
and Kamakura. And I will never forget the incredible �reworks I saw at Yok ohama bay - not
only was I impressed by the spectacularhanabi, literally �re-
owers, but also by the perfect
organization and calmness in the mass of thousands and thousands of spectators.

Finally, I devoted my most recent trip to art and architecture, and tr aveled to the island of
Naoshima. Already a fan of the Japanese star architect Tadao Ando, I enjoyed seeing his works
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on the island. His way of integrating structures with nature is unique - and he so nicely puts
his thoughts into words in a recently read interview: "The big di�e rence between western and
Japanese architecture lies in the role of the wall. Western architecture relies on space de�ned
by surrounding walls - It seems to be protecting people from a harsh environment. Japanese
architectural space is mainly a response to a gentle climate and it evolved to maintain a link to
the natural environment." And I will be sure to visit the island again , when the construction
site of the much anticipated art space at Naoshima's harbor, again by architectduo SANAA, is
completed.

3.3.2 Language Studies

A couple of weeks after my arrival in Amagasaki, I was �nally able to �nd a Japanese language
course. Conveniently close to Amagasaki JR station, it takes me about half an hour to get there
going straight from work. The course is given once a week, for a period of two hours, by a group
of volunteers. Mostly house wives or students, the Japanese who come are humorous and very
motivated to help us foreigners learn the language. The number of volunteers is usually higher
than the number of foreigners - it's really a great opportunity and the quality is basically that of
a private course. Of course, the tutors aren't o�cially quali�ed, but I �nd that that fact doesn't
hinder me from advancing, having become increasingly independent.Together with the group
leader, I was able to de�ne the course outline I was wishing to follow.Until the end of this year
I will be working on advanced grammar concepts and vocabulary, and following the completion
of that unit, will probably be concentrating on conversation.

Di�erent to when I was in Kanazawa, I feel much more readiness to study the language and
Kanji characters in my free time now. The couple of weeks break-timejust after my transfer let
my language skills settle down a bit, and refreshed my energy and motivation. And recently, I
made the happy experience of what may have been my Kanji make-break-point, when I realized
that I actually was able to read the sign post on the mega container in front of my work-place
building: Danger - In the process of receiving high-pressure gas.

3.3.3 Culture and Leisure

My free time is easily fully booked here in Kansai. The area is over
owing with modern and
traditional culture. Osaka itself is great on weekends, during the day time as well as night. As
colorful and bustling as Tokyo, I �nd it more accessible, and with a true heart. I have been
able to visit a couple of the modern art museums in the region - the Suntory Museum and the
Hyogo Prefectural Museum of Art in Kobe, both designed by Tadao Ando, as well asthe Osaka
National Museum of Art and the Kyoto National Museum of Modern Art. As a matter of f act,
I was lucky to catch an exhibition on Alberto Giacometti, portraying hi s close relationship to
the Japanese philosopher Isaku Yanaihara. All museums I have visited upto now are of a very
high standard, and in order to keep up with all the changing exhibitions I should visit one per
weekend. Not to mention the museums I haven't discovered yet. Due to this surplus in modern
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culture, I have maybe neglected the traditional aspects of the region, but with time I'm positive
I'll get to discover more of that too.

Lastly, apart from studying Japanese, I have continued my habit of swimming and running
a couple of times a week. Mitsubishi supports an indoor sports center, equipped with a pool,
which is conveniently close to the where I live. It's quite expensive (at least compared to the
pool I frequented in Kanazawa), but top quality. My only regret is that t he area where I live and
the city of Amagasaki itself is very industrial, and I haven't found any parks close enough, so
my jogging routine has become more of an exercise-only thing than a nature experience. Never
mind, it really is the only thing I have to complain about.
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Chapter 4

Outlook

Regarding my remaining six months in Amagasaki, I am really looking forward to advancing
my language skills. Because I am not pressured at work, my free time and energy present an
opportunity I don't want to miss. There are many aspects I still feel I should improve on - I
would like to be able to follow the Japanese slang spoken on non-serious TV shows, increase
my spoken vocabulary, and �nally improve my reading comprehension, ultimately enabling me
to read simple literature. Those goals might be hard to achieve, but then again seem realistic
regarding the progress I have made over the last half year. Recently having heard of a Japanese
language work group close by in Sonoda, I intend to frequent that class as well as the one I am
currently attending.

At work, I feel I have started to learn how to approach larger projects, and my individual
work has given me insights to areas previously not encountered. I haven't yet captured what my
contributions might lead to, but remain satis�ed by just being part of t he group and an insider.

I would like to continue my cultural activities as I have been pursuing them until now, hoping
to discover new sights of the modern as well as traditional kind. Exploring the Kansai region,
I would like to re-visit Kyoto and Nara, and am especially anticipating koyo, the reddening of
the leaves in the coming months.

Finally, I am just simply looking forward to the fruits that my devel oping social life here
might bear and to the events I might be able to take part in.
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