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FY2024 Multilingual Disaster Support System Creation Project: Event Report

Diversifying Japan and Iwate:

Towards Better Communication with Foreigners

As the Japanese population declines and labor shortages rapidly worsen, not only is the proportion of foreign residents in Japan and

Iwate increasing, but their countries of origin and cultural backgrounds are also diversifying, Given foreign residents are becoming

more common and are indispensable in supporting the local community, how can we better communicate with them while respect-

ing cultural differences? On Friday 14th February 2025, the Iwate International Association held a panel discussion: "The power of

intercultural communication put to the test in times of crisis." This issue was considered from the point of view of a foreign national

and a Japanese national of diverse cultural background. The following is a report on the content of the day's discussion.

Presentation and commentary

Prof Yoko Matsuoka

Vice President and Professor at the International Education Center,
Iwate University

Specializes in Japanese language education, immigra-
tion policy, and multicultural communication. Prof
Matsuoka is responsible for the Japanese language
education of international students and Japanese

language teacher training at the university.

Panelists

Mr. William Faris

Originally from the United States, Mr. Faris has lived
in Japan for over 20 years. Through his work as a tour
and outdoor guide, he is involved in welcoming
foreign visitors throughout Japan, mainly in the

Tohoku region.

Mr. Nishizawa Shahrukh

Mr. Nishizawa is a Japanese national with mixed
roots, a Pakistani father and a Japanese mother. He
has lived in Pakistan for six months. As a Muslim, he
has many opportunities to interact with people of
nationalities

various and  backgrounds while

attending Morioka Masjid (mosque).

Mr. Faris, who loves life in Japan, and Mr. Nishizawa, who understands the feelings

of both Japanese people and foreigners, talked about their concerns regarding

Japanese life and society.

Preconceptions Based on
Appearance

Mr. Nishizawa, a Japanese Muslim of Pakistani
background, points out that many Japanese
people tend to judge people based on their
appearance alone. He says that sometimes
people speak to him in English, or don’t use
po]jte Japanese at restaurants or stores, and
when he responds in fluent Japanese they
secem surprised. While showing photos of
himself with friends of mixed backgrounds
like himself or foreign nationalities, he said,
"At first glance, people may look at us with
suspicion because we look like a group of
foreigners, but we all talk in Japanese about
Japanese things. Some of these people can
only speak Japanese.You can't tell anything

from appearance.”

The Negative Aspects of
Foreigners are Emphasized !?

Mr. Faris mentioned the over-reporting
of negative aspects of foreigners by the
mass media as onc of the things that
bothered him. When he was climbing
Mt. Fuiji, he noticed aTV crew and asked

them what they were filming They said
they only focused on "foreigners acting
badly." He was shocked that they only
covered such cases in order to match the
story already prepared, that "foreigners
who don't follow the rules are causing
the problem of overtourism." He also
said that one of his Japanese friends
believes without malice that "if there are
more foreigners, there will be more
crime," and that it is disappointing that
some Japanese people have a bad impres-
sion of foreigners based on something
that is untrue. Furthermore, he said that
even if foreigners are only acting in the
same was as Japanese people, they are
often overly reprimanded just because
they are foreigners. For example he
shared with us his experience that "if a
group of foreigners were making noise
outside, people would call the police
immediately, but even if a group of
Japanese people were making more

noise, the police would not be called."



The Key to Better Communica-
tion is to Tackle Preconceptions

From the testimony of the two panelists,
we realized that many Japanese people
have the preconception that foreigners
or people who look like foreigners
"must be like that." We believe that the
key to building better relationships with

everyone, not just foreigners, is to first

become aware of these preconceptions
and then challenge them.

According to Prof Matsuoka, "when-
ever Japanese students go on week-long
residential training programs with foreign
students, there is always a moment when
their perceptions of the foreign students
change from ‘the person from  this

country’ to ‘this person’." There is no

right answer for how to accept people
with different cultural backgrounds, but
the first step is to treat them as an
individual and make an effort to under-
stand them better. The Iwate Interna-
tional Association would like to continue
contributing to creating such opportuni-

ties.
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Pop Dance

HE YIJUN (China)

Do you know a style of dance called popping?
Popping is a form of street dance characterized by quickly
contracting and releasing muscles in sync with the beat of
the music. It also includes movements like a robot, with
slow and rigid actions. Sometimes, people might mistake
popping for robotic dance, but popping is not limited to
that, as it encompasses a wide variety of techniques from

many dance styles.

[ started practicing popping ten years ago. [ was
watching a show featuring a dancer onTV, and at that
time, I was deeply fascinated by his “stuttering” body
movements, the way he bent his joints, and the moonwalk
that seemed to move forward but actually glided back-
ward. This inspired me to join a dance class and start
learning popping. Through the practice, I improved my
techniques and finally learned how to do the "stuttering"

dance moves I had admired so much.

As an international student coming to Japan, I
started university life and after six months, I joined a
street dance club with my friend's introduction. Within
street dance, there is a style called freestyle dancing,
where movements are not pre-arranged. Everyone takes
turns dancing to the music for 1-2 minutes. We call this a
“cypher”. I am very comfortable with freestyle dancing,
so I always enjoyed cypher sessions. Including cypher, I
also participated in showcases. Showcases usually involve a
group dance with pre-arranged movements, presented to
audiences that includes both dancers and non-dancers.
Since I was more confortable with freestyle, I initially
struggled with showcases. However, the “experts” at
showcases didn’t mind my lack of skill and still invited me
to perform with them. Gradually, I got used to showcases
and improved my technique. Most importantly, I had a
great time with a group of incredibly kind people.

Popping has enriched and has become an indis-

pensable part of my life. In the future, I want to improve

my skills and connect with more people through popping.
Even after decades, even as I grow older, I hope to stay
healthy and vibrant, continuing to enjoy the joy of

dancing with everyone.
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Wounderful Experience in Mongolia

There is a spiritual energy tower called Hamar Monastery in Dornogovi Province, Mongolia. I went there with my
family before coming to Japan. The place has a very strong aura. The most interesting thing is that every wish I whis-
pered there came true. I'm still glad I went there. It is famous for being a shrine where wishes come true, so there are
always tourists. It is also beautiful in spring because cherry blossoms bloom there. It is one of the most amazing places
you shoud visit in Mongolia. I took a one-night trip to a camp near the spiritual energy tower. The recommended dish
in Dornogovi Province is boiled meat called Jimby. It's really delicious. Waking up early in the morning and watching
the sunrise gave me energy.

Many people think it is a place they must visit in their lifetime. You too can go there and feel the energy.
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