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Impressions of the Swedish students in Japan

Impressions as a Foreign Student in Japan

by Hakan Ohrner
Research Student, Tohoku Univ.
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Mr. Ohrner firstly expresses the life in his laboratory of Tohoku
University, particularly its familiar human relationships, and then
comments the difficulty to learn other foreign languages.

I was asked with very short .notice, to write something about my impressions as a
foreign student in Japan. Of course you will run into many new and different things
from what you are used to, if you stay in Japan for two years. However, I am afraid my
impressions will not be very well organized because of the short time to write this down.

Before coming to Japan I tried to read as much as possible about Japan. It seemed
clear from books and newspapers that the reasons for the campus unrest was the university
system itself. The heads of the different faculties, departments and institutions would
have a very dominant position, and communications between the professors and the
students would be quite poor in many cases. The same problems are given quite a lot of
attention in Sweden too. I had a picture of a Japanese pr’ofessdr as quite a dogmatic
person, whom the students would hesitate to talk to, -and “who would not have much
contact with his students except for lectures.

Now these relations probably vary a lot from one university to another and also
depending on time of study,.but my own experience is quite different from the picture
above. The way the institutions are organized at the Departments of Metallurgical
Engineering at Tohoku University, and the way the courses are made up, seem to guarantee
that there is a close relationship between thée professors and the students.

During the senior year the students spend quite a big part of their time in a laboratory,
working on their graduation-theses. This is done in close cooperation and under guidance
of the professor, other instructors, and 'the .graduate-students. This' stressing of the
graduation-work probably turns the studets into good experimentalists, which ;must be
of great value after graduation, either they go on with post-graduate courses or join a
company. On the other hand this system seems to make the students quite specialized in
a rather narrow field.

Once a week the laboratory has a seminary, when one or two persons talk about their
research work or articles related to it. During the discussion period after nobody seems
to pay much attention to his prestige. At least the graduate students will sometimes
oppose the professor, and it seems as anybody feeling like saying something will do so.

When you read about Japan, you get the impression, that there will always be quite



clear cut relations between different people and groups, and these relations will be
formalized in different ways. You find these things in other countries too, but maybe
they are easier to observe in Japan.

The laboratory where I am, includes the professor, two instructors with a doctor
degree, the post-graduate students, the under-graduate students and a technician. The
relations between the different members are reflected in the suffixes used when

adressing each other, “sensei” *

san” “kun” and ‘“chan” respectively.

There is nothing strange in this, but in the beginning it makes quite an impression.

One of the many questions a foreigner will be asked in Japan, is if he thinks
that the Japanese are diligent. Every now and then I have been trying to stay until the
last one leaves the laboratory at night, but I have never succeeded. Once I stayed until
past twelve o’clock at night, but then three persons slept over in the laboratory, where
beds are included in the facilities. Of course this is not the rule, but especially before
graduation, but also at other times, some people stay until quite late at night, However
to make the picture a bit more complete I should also mention that it. is not t"(;(:‘): far to a
table-tennis room, and “go” is also played every now and then in the laboratory.

The close relationship which exists within an institution is not limited only to the
time spent in the laboratory. The group, which consits of about twenty persons, goes on
trips together, and will also go out together for some kind of amusement about once a
month.

Maybe one thing I notice during the everyday activities in the laboratory, is that
there is very little talking about politics. I do not know if this goes for other groups too,
if it is to avoid controversial subjects, or if it is only because nobody is particularly
interested. '

Then I would like to turn to another field, which probably does not leave any foreign
student without a lot of impressions and feelings. I am thinking about questions concerning
the Japanese, English and in my case Swedish language. As a foreigner you will be taken
as an American in most cases and considered a fair game for anybody, who wants to
practice English. I realize fully that there are many Japanese who wants to learn English,
that it is important to them for different reasons, and that they take great pain in learning
the language. Anybody will abmire that. The only thing is that you will run into
exactly the same situation so many times, and be asked the same questions so many
times, that you sometimes feel like some kind of a monster, who is expected to
answer back in English when the right buttons are pushed. I think the situation will be
especially frustrating if you want to learn Japanese yourself, and are putting quite a lot
of efforts into that, which many foreign students in Japan are doing. To be fair I must
admit that I have heard the same criticism by people with English as their native language

living in Sweden and trying to learn Swedish. However, they will be spoken to in their
native language, many fareigners in Japan will not.

Sometimes you will meet people who just do not seem to be willing to accept that a
foreigner can speak Japanese or is trying to learn to do it.

Of course I do not mean that all Japnese should be language teachers for foreigners
who wants to learn Japanese. However it should be quite easy to establish to what extent
the foreigner can understand the language. If the fluency has reached a certain minimum
level, it shouid not be too difficult to make some adjustments, and the communication
ought to work. This is the way it is done using other languages, and it will work with
Japanese too.



Guest Researcher in Japan.

by Hans von Euler
Research Student, Kyoto Univ.
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After expressing his impressions of Kyoto and the Japanese people,
Mr. Euler stresses the communication difficulty with Japanese people
because of language barrier.

After having spent a year as guest researcher in chemistry at Kyoto University, I have

been asked to give some general views on this experience.

I dislike excessive urbanization and big cities but I have quite enjoyed being in Kyoto.
Though Kyoto people are considered to have but little interest in contacts with foreigners,
broadminded people can also be found. Therefore, for cultural and environmental reasons,
I gladly sacrifice the more international - and more polluted - atmosphere of Tokyo or
Osaka.

Living in Kyoto gives a golden opportunity to get in touch with the old Japanese
culture. Its similarities and differences, as compared with the Western culture is
interesting field of study which can contribute to international understanding. any
people put so much emphasis on the obvious differences that they forget that ‘there are
are also important similarities. This makes me suspect that‘\@'r impression of ‘Western

‘culture is too much dominated by their contact with Americ? commercialization and
Hav(

Learning about Japanese conditions of living, and sharing some of them, is also an
interesting experience. The hard work put up by the Jap_anes_e “is impressive but not
unique. Especially people with interesting and challenging duties ‘work hard in many
countries. However, ‘_che congestion during leisure time is startling. I suspect that instead

marketing techniques.

of giving rest and relaxation, the free time activities can be more tiring and frustrating
than just continuing to - work! To enjoy travelling in Japan, for instance, I find it
necessary either;to avoid days When the Japanese are on the move, or to go places which
are nice althongh not famous. .

As for professiOnal benefit, it is natural to compare my stay in Japan with a hypothetical
one in a western country with an equally high level in science and technology. Such a
comparison turns out to be mostly a discussion of the langUage problem.

In any occidental country I could from the first day have read place names, menus,
timetables, headlines, labels, &c with little dlfflculty In contrast, coming to a country
with a complicated way of wrlt»ng, one finds oneself in the frustrating situation of being
almost illiterate, needing lots of assistance with simple everyday problems. I am of course
very grateful to my Japanese hosts for the tlme they have spent helping me with such
trivialities and for their hospitality on [var1oryoccas1ons

Even when one has learnt enough to manage eating and everyday travelling with
ease, the base for communication is rather narrow in many cases, allowing childish
conversations but making ambitious discussions very difficult. This affects scientific
discussions as well as more general ones. Therefore, contact is most easily established
with Japanese who have improved their foreign language skill and broadened their general
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outlook by being abroad some time. Some others are also interested but it takes a ‘long
~ time to get beyond a superficial contact level.

Many times, regardless of the language being used, the discussion with Japanese is
very cautious. The mutual fear of being misunderstood or even offending the other person
makes one avoid controversial topics and formulate one’s opinion very politely, often
omitting points of criticism. For the same reason, jokes and anecdotes are not so common
in such discuséions.

On the other hand, when meeting other foreigners in Japan one can discuss very
frankly and to the point. In this way one can compare one’s impressions and experiences
with those of other people. The wide variation of such experiences illustrates the importance
of one’s introduction in Japan.

As scientific meetings, lectures and courses nurmally are in Japanese, there are vastly
fewer opportunities of widening one’s horizons in the scientific field, compared to what is
normally the case when one visits a university in another Western country. _

Thus it is likely that short-term benefit of a research fellowship:.can be greater and
obtained more comfortably in a country in which one masters the language. Over a longer
span of time, however, I think my overall benefit can be made at least as great by
following up the contacts I have made and by coming back on a later occasion with a
better knowledge of the Japanese language. In my opinion, one year is a too short time to
give optimum scientitic benefit in the case of Japan.
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Sex Education in Sweden

Lecture by E. Wettergren
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Brief Notes on Sweden
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Sweden Expenditures for Environmental
Protection Sharply Increasing This Year.
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EEC Agreement Gives Stability and Durability
to Sweden’s Relations With Western Furope
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China Orders Hydro-Power Equipment to
Sweden
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