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When Feng Chen first came to Japan from Shanghai in 2004 to work for the
Tokyo branch of an international corporation, he did not expect to stay in this
country for more than a year or two. Then he met his future wife Chieko and
everything changed. “Until that time, I did not really feel attached to the culture,”
says Feng. “When I wasn’t working I usually stayed home or went out with other
Chinese.” Now, with two young children and a more stable position in his
company, Feng is reconsidering his future in Japan. “At first, I was looking
forward to the day I could return home to my family in China. Now, like several of
my Chinese friends here, I have a family in Japan, so I'm not sure when, or if, I'll
go back.”

(DFeng’s situation is by no means unique. Often visitors looking for a youthful

adventure or steady work have come to this country with the intention of staying

for a short time before traveling on or returning home. @ However, as time goes by,

and as they become more comfortable with the Japanese lifestyle and maybe also

meet that special person, they soon find that their temporary residence has

become a long-term, or even permanent, home.

In fact, international marriage has recently become an increasingly common
phenomenon in Japan. Once quite rare, such weddings now account for nearly five
percent of all marriages in Japan in a given year. According to the Ministry of
Health, Labor and Welfare, between 1985 and 2003, the number of marriages
involving a Japanese and non-Japanese tripled from around 12,000 to 36,000. Of
these, three-quarters involve marriages of Japanese women to non-Japanese men,
@the other one-quarter being the opposite case. In terms of nationality, the top
three countries represented in these international marriage statistics are Korea,
the United States, and China.

This increase in multi-cultural marriages is related to both domestic and
global trends. As the Japanese people have become more internationalized, their

view of non-Japanese is now more positive and flexible. “Japanese have a greater
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global awareness than they used to,” says Dr. David Schipper, a professor of
sociology who studies changes in Japanese society. “In areas such as the
environment, popular culture, and international communication, people in Japan,
especially young people, have developed a more open attitude about foreign
cultures than their parents or grandparents. They find it easier to relate to and
make friends with people in other countries, and that can sometimes lead to
romantic relationships and marriage with non-Japanese.” According to Dr.
Schipper, today there are fewer negative cultural attitudes towards international
marriage, a fact which makes it easier for young people to seriously consider a
non-Japanese partner.

Another explanation for the rise in international marriages involves the
larger number of foreigners traveling, living and working in Japan. Because of
relaxed immigration laws for skilled workers, as well as this country’s increasing
efforts to attract tourists from Asia and around the world, more and more visitors
are finding Japan to be a favorable destination. And some of these temporary
visitors are discovering reasons to stay longer than they originally anticipated,
such as getting married and starting a family. This has been especially true for
mainland Chinese like Feng Chen. Whereas in 1985, about 1 out of 10
international marriages involved a Chinese national, today that number is closer
to 1in 3. So while Feng Chen may feel a bit lonely being away from his family in
Shanghai, he can take comfort in the fact that more and more Chinese married to

Japanese citizens are increasingly calling this country home.
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The left hemisphere of the human brain controls language, perhaps our
greatest mental ability. It also controls right-handedness, or the special
skillfulness of the human right hand. In contrast, the right hemisphere is most
important in the control of our sense of how objects relate to each other in space.
Forty years ago, many scientists believed that only humans had these left or right
hemisphere specializations. Other animals, it was believed, had no kind of
specializations in either hemisphere.

(DThose older ideas fit well with the view that people hold a special position in

evolutionary development. Biologists and other scientists generally agreed that
right-handedness evolved in our hominid ancestors as they learned to build and
use tools, about 2.5 million years ago. Right-handedness was also thought to lead
to the development of speech. Perhaps, it was said, the left hemisphere first added
basic sign language to its other skilled hand actions and then changed it to speech.
Or perhaps the left brain’s ability to control hand action led to control of the
organs relating to voice and speech. In either case, speech and language evolved
from a recent natural ability to use hands for making tools. The right hemisphere,
meanwhile, was thought to have evolved into a center for dealing with relations of
objects in space, after the left hemisphere became specialized for right- or
left-handedness.

In the past few decades, however, studies of many other animals have shown
that their two brain hemispheres also have distinctive roles. Despite those
findings, there is a continuing scientific belief that humans are different. Many
investigators still think the specializations of the two brain hemispheres in
animals are not related to the human ones, which began with our hominid
ancestors.

In addition to @ this view, there is also evidence for a completely different
hypothesis that is gaining support, particularly among biologists. The

specialization of each hemisphere in the human brain was already present in its
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basic form when vertebrates emerged about 500 million years ago. It has been
suggested that the more recent specializations of the brain hemispheres, including
those of humans, developed from the original ones by the process of evolution
proposed by Charles Darwin. This hypothesis says that the left hemisphere of the
vertebrate brain was originally specialized for the control of common patterns of
behavior under ordinary and familiar circumstances. In contrast, the right
hemisphere, the primary place of emotions, was at first specialized for detecting
and responding to unexpected stimuli in the environment.

In early vertebrates @ such a division of functions probably got its start when

one or the other hemisphere developed a tendency to take control in particular
circumstances. From that simple beginning, the right hemisphere took primary
control in potentially dangerous circumstances, such as detecting a harmful
animal nearby, that called for a rapid reaction. Otherwise, control passed to the
left hemisphere. In other words, the right hemisphere became the place of
behavior influenced by the environment, or bottom-up control. The left hemisphere
became the place of self-motivated behavior, sometimes called top-down control.
The processing that controls more specialized behaviors—language, making tools,
relations of objects in space, facial recognition, and so on—evolved from those two

basic controls.
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In Japan, in situations where people have different opinions or do not wish to
accept offers, they use many indirect expressions, such as chotto..., demo..., and so
on. Nobody expects to be refused directly, even if the other person really disagrees.
People take care to keep a friendly atmosphere or social situation and express
themselves indirectly; as a result, ambiguity, or aimai, occurs.

However, ambiguity can also cause confusion, not only in international

communication but also among the Japanese themselves.
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