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So, August has come and gone, and before I'd known it, one more year had passed vﬁth
me still 1iving in Japan. It has now been 3 full years, with a fourth now in progress. Faced
with both this lengthening period of time and my marriage to a Japanese woman, I recently
looked back to take stock of my life here and was somewhat surprised to realize that, at some
point, I had become a bonafide expatriate, or expat for short. While I used to identify with the
English teachers and other temporary residents in Japan who plan to return home soon, with
time I have increasingly been finding myself feeling a part of Japanese society. That is not to
say 1 feel Japanese, but I definitely no longer feel like a “guest” in Japan either. Indeed, we
expats (I use “we” here because I am as guilty as anybody), inhabit this sort of nether-realm
in-between countries, a strange place which separates us in subtle ways from both visitors and
the native population, but which paradoxically gives us more in common with each other than
we perhaps ourselves realize. Now, the expatriate life in Japan can be divided equally between
3 pastimes, with the odd cheap onsen thrown in. In no particular order, those pastimes are:
drinking, karaoke (A.K.A. more drinking), and navel gazing.

I have myself been guilty of all three, with this article
simply the latest example of my self-indulgent navel gazing.
In fact, there has been a lot of expat navel gazing this past
summer, following in the wake of (somewhat infamous)"ex—
Japan expat Debito Arudou’s May article for the Japan Times on
“microagressions”. The gist of the article went like this: Debito

stays in Japan for 15 years. Debito gets asked if he can use
chopsticks. Debito goes bonkers, and writes about it (in English, go figure) to convince all his
Japanese doubters that yes, he bloody well can use chopsticks.

Now, whether or not this article actually accomplished anything in terms of improving
mutual understanding, it nonetheless revealed a deep truth about the expat psyche. You see,
there are few things that the Japan expat enjoys more than complaining, and foremost among
our list of complaints is all the ways we think Japan has wronged us. Following closely
behind that are the “royal three”: the humidity, the bureaucracy, and people who try to use us
for free eikaiwa lessons. After that, well, the list varies, but here are some of the major expat
complaints that I felt might deserve a mention. This is not an exhaustive list.

- Expats who have been here for less time than we have (especially if they teach English.)
They’re just bandwagon jumpers. We were here back when it was the real Japan, when
konbini beers cost 200 yen instead of 205, and setsuden was just a Japanese word we hadn’t
learned yet. Those were the days. ‘

- Finding decent cheese in Japan. Seriously, you’re telling us that the best 140 years of
dairy production in Hokkaido can come up with is smoked stringy cheese that tastes like
curdled milk from a cow’s teat?

- Finding decent deodorant in Japan. So our armpits don’t smell like said cheese.

- Kanto or Kansai, depending on where we did our school/university exchange. If we
live(d) in Kanto, we abhor Kansai, and vice-versa.

- Foreigners on Japanese TV. They’re just perpetuating reprehensible cultural stereotypes.
They’re tools  of the Japanese propaganda machine. Japanese TV is stupid. And--and what do
they have that we don’t, anyways?

I could go on for pages, actually, but that would just be more navel gazing.
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