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Even a Tiny Seed is Part of a Large Forest
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"Is it really true that you don't take off your
shoes at home in the US?"

A truly interesting question. I am always
astounded by how enlightening questions are in
understanding the collective Japanese mindset.

First of all, the answer to the question applies to
all American ways - every situation is different. Take
me, for instance. I take off my shoes at the entrance
of my parents' home. When I lived in the university
dorms, I always had shoes on unless I was in bed
(One year, I even wore sandals when taking
showers). When I had my own apartment, I wore
shoes where there was flooring (kitchen, living room,
and bhathroom), but tock off my shoes before entering
the carpeted bedroom. When entering a home, you
follow the owner's house rules, and you figure out
how to behave by observation or by a direct request.
After living in Japan for a while, I gradually came to
understand why people ask the shoe question. T was
surprised when I found out you not only take off
shoes in one's home in Japan, but also in schools,
hospitals, dentists, even in restaurants. Shoe/slipper-
making must be a lucrative business in Japan, seeing
how you even change into toilet slippers whenever
you go to the bathroom. It is very interesting how
there are various customs for even one small
behavior. Cultural mingling is such a never-ending
adventurel!

It is not simply because Japanese are hygienically
conscious. The custom of wearing (or lack of) shoes
in various situations is the product of various factors,
such as a country's history, trends, climate, and even
architectural structure, coinciding and blending over
time.

Exchange is not a one-way street. I first could not
understand why people would ask the shoe question
as frequently as the infamous, "Do all Americans
carry guns? It can become uncomfortable and at
times irritating when asked so many times. But
when one asks back why such a question came to
mind and a logical explanation is given in return,
instead of misunderstanding one another, both
party's perspectives can expand to broader horizons.

Look up why shoes are taboo indoors in Japan.
You must also know yourself in order to better
understand others. One realizes one's ignorance
about their own country when traveling abroad.
Cultural exchange may perhaps actually be the
rediscovering of your own country. Even differences
in how we treat shoes are culture in action. To
better understand the Way of Japan, I will not
overlook even the most minute detail in the US and
in Japan. I encourage you to look around too. Even
the tiniest seed is still a part of a grand forest.
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