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The first time | came to Japan was almost 10 years ago in 2012. Back then | travelled
with my family around to Tokyo, Kyoto, Hiroshima, Kanazawa and Gifu. Then | have
been back on forth on high school and university exchange, solo travel, and now for
my current job. Even though | can boast that I've been to Japan numerous times,
there are still new things that | continue to encounter on almost a daily basis.

There are many cultural differences I've encountered but they mainly range from
lifestyle customs, work culture and communication methods. Some are slight but
others are significant. Here | will write about the ones which have personally affected
me the most.
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First, something which any foreign resident can relate with is the complexity of
Japan’s garbage disposal system. In my home country Australia, there are garbage
bins located on the streets and the traffic-light colour coded system (green for natural
waste, yellow for recycling and red for combustibles/others) is very simple and easy
to follow. On the other hand, separating waste into twice the number of garbage
categories plus needing to dispose of it on a specified date... just thinking about this
makes my head start to hurt. Regarding this garbage separation system, | can detect a
subtly hidden cultural logic within it: take responsibility for your own items and
responsibly dispose of them. In fact | am now faced with the situation of being unable
to dispose of my bicycle, necessary for commuting work because the disposal times
don’t match, thus requiring me to pay a collection fee.

The other difference | struggle with is the interpersonal distinction between ‘tatemae’
and ‘honne’. As someone who has been raised in the western culture of saying things
honestly and as they are, at first | instinctively felt that this distinction was extremely
rude, however as my days of living in Japan multiplied and | began to understand the
underlying mechanisms of social harmony, | realized/became aware of its
necessary/valuable role; being able to distance, or become closer with those in your
community. Nevertheless, | ultimately feel/believe that being sincere is important for
me, and try to keep this in mind as my personal value.



