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From International Exchange

to Interpersonal Exchange

Entering May, the spring weather has really begun to heat
up. Looking back, I have been a Coordinator for International
Relations for a little over a year and a half. In that time I have
learned a lot from participating in many international exchange
events and visiting schools multiple times. I have also come to
think quite a lot about the buzzword kokusai kouryu.

To me, kokusai kouryu basically refers to an interaction
where people seek mutual understanding of the values they
have towards ideals and material items, and the personal
growth that comes as a result of that interaction. However, |
get the impression that this word has an underlying meaning of
just being exchange between Japan and other nations.

When you get caught up in this kind of viewpoint, it is
becomes difficult to foster personal relations. When we render
people simply as “Japanese” or “foreign,” one is
predisposed to perceive the person only in terms of national
identity. However, much more than just national identity,
individual identities are shaped by multiple cultural factors like
age and family, as well as accumulated experiences. These
various traits that all people posses are in danger of being
ignored if kokusai kouryu is simply perceived as “exchange
between people of different nationalities.” Or even worse,
there is the possibility that new stereotypes will be formed, like
thinking “I knew it! People from so-and-so are like that after
all!” when a difference is felt between two people.

I feel like the people that I meet at international exchange
events vary a great deal regardless of their nationality. Of
course there are cultural differences, but more than that I sense
a great deal of difference stemming from things other than
national identity, as well as a great deal of shared similarities.
For example, when I visit elementary schools, I am often asked
by the students “what do kids do for fun in America?” to
which I respond, “they watch anime like Naruto, play video
games, card games, or play sports outside with their friends.”
I often hear the kids say “same as us!” It is easy to find
similarities in things young kids like elementary students,
Japanese and foreign alike, enjoy doing. On the other hand,
when I, an American in his 20s, communicate with a Japanese
person in his 60s, I often notice a gap in ideas about society or
attitude towards work. Is this because of our difference in
nationality, or more so because of our generation gap?

It is important to try and not ignore the individual by
focusing too much on nationality when doing international
exchange. In short, more than just exchange between countries,
kokusai kouryu is exchange between diverse individuals with
various cultural backgrounds. If we keep this in mind, I believe
it sets the stage for the development of a more significant
human connection.
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