
Fukushima


Disaster strikes. Japan is hit with one of the largest and most powerful earthquakes the world has ever seen, followed by a devastating tsunami that left coastal areas of the Tohoku region in ruins. Miles and miles of houses are swept away, along with thousands and thousands of innocent lives. Debris littered the landscape, and thousands are left without homes. Instantly, a massive call to arms is let out, and an army of self defense forces and volunteers mobilize to tackle the larger than life problem that is in their backyards. Unfortunately, the disaster in the Tohoku region is not limited to a natural disaster. Fukushima is home to a nuclear power reactor, namely Fukushima Daiichi, which was hit with the brunt of the massive tsunami. It will forever be known as the triple disaster, both natural and manmade. Radiation, an invisible enemy is released into the air, the sea, and the land, causing widespread panic and world-wide attention. Volunteers flee from Fukushima, waiting for the nuclear scare to die down before moving closer to the area. The call to arms reached me, a poor college student of Japanese descent, living in Hawaii. My samurai spirit began to boil, and I knew I could not just sit still. I decided to go to Fukushima, the heart of the news, the heart of 'danger', to do whatever I can to help take part in the relief effort, to help Fukushima on the road to recovery. This is my reflective account of my personal experiences, relating experiences back to concepts learned in classes I have taken in Second Language Studies, volunteering in a place that nobody wanted to go, yet people from all around the world gathered. 


The headquarters is called Global Mission Center. Located in Iwaki City, Fukushima, it is only a mere 50 kilometers away from the nuclear reactor. In the International Nuclear Event Scale (INES), the power plant reached a 7, the maximum value of a nuclear accident. After all of this mayhem of the triple diaster, one must wonder, who would not only spend their time and money, but also risk their lives to help out and volunteer for the victims of this triple disaster. I wondered this too, but when I reached the center, I found that people from all over Japan, Asia, and the World were banding together to volunteer for Fukushima. Global Mission Center was originally named Global Mission Chapel, and as the name implies, is strongly tied and rooted in their Christian beliefs. A large majority, including myself, of the volunteers are Christian. I spent a one month period living at Global Mission Center, from May 31st. 2011 to July 1st, 2011. In my one month stay, I met hundreds of people from around the World, including persons from America, Canada, Switzerland, Brazil, Taiwan, Korea, Mongolia, and Japan. These volunteers all slept under the same roof, and worked at sites around the center and outside the center, volunteering as clean up workers, food distributors, personal care workers, feet washers, and simply becoming friends with the victims of 3/11. In this global mission, I was able to see many of the concepts I learned regarding Second Language Studies, namely Intercultural Communication, put into real life situations, and the following is a discussion on those topics.


First, I would like to give an account of myself. I am a American of Japanese and Korean ancestry. My mother was born in Nagoya, Japan, and is half Korean, half Japanese. Her L1 is Japanese and her L2 is English, which she acquired after moving to the US at the age of 18. My father is a second generation Japanese American raised in Hawaii, with an English L1 and a very limited Japanese L2. As a child, I was raised in a bilingual environment, with two L1s simultaneously developing. At home I spoke Japanese, while outside of my home I spoke English. Soon, as a child, I stopped using Japanese, because I felt ashamed of sounding foreign. To me, there was no need of speaking Japanese in America, and eventually became a passive bilingual, being able to receive messages in Japanese but unable to produce them. Thus, now, I am slightly more proficient in English than Japanese, as I have only undergone foreign language classes in Japanese during high school and college. Japanese input originally came solely from family, but while in High School, I felt the need to regain my skills in Japanese. Japanese proficiency all quickly came back and now Japanese input also comes from members of the Japanese church I attend, along with forms of Japanese media i.e. television and music. My opportunities in the field of intercultural communication is limited, aside from monthly simultaneous translation sessions of the Pastor’s sermon at church. I am in my third semester of studying Second Language Studies, and have finished a degree in Japanese. Before leaving for Japan, I was told that in Fukushima, not only will my manpower be put to use, but my bilingual fluency and translating skills would be greatly appreciated and used. 


There were four places where interaction mainly took place. One was during the morning meeting, where jobs are assigned and teams are made. This meeting was held at 9:00am every morning, starting with welcoming the new volunteers, a type of prayer, a briefing of the work sites that were available that day, breaking the volunteers up into teams, and finally a message from the pastor, Akira Mori. Second, a meeting in the evening took place, where the volunteers gathered to reflect and share upon the day’s work. All volunteers were encouraged to share. Third, communication and interaction took place at the worksite itself. Not only was the communication between volunteers, but with the locals as well. Last but not least, but probably least critical, was the communication that took place during the off hours, inside and outside of the center. 


With the influence of America and other English-speaking countries ever-expanding, English is seen as an international language. The idea of using English as a Lingua Franca is becoming more and more widely accepted and implemented in countries all around the world. In this time of disaster at the Global Mission Center though, the international language spoken was Japanese, and at times, even Japanese was used as a Lingua Franca. To me this was both surprising and not surprising. In the exogenous community of Japan, it is natural that during times of critical need for communication, the mode of communication will be in their native language, but it was surprising because there were so many people from outside of Japan who were able to code switch into Japanese to communicate. Seeing Japanese being used as an international language in general was a refreshing change to the common English. All of the communication by the leaders that took place during the meeting was in Japanese, along with all the instruction at the work site. Talking to the locals was almost always in Japanese. Casual chat between the volunteers ranged greatly, which brings me to my first case: Hanchan Go. 


Hanchan Go is a native Korean speaker. During his high school years, Go was exposed to Japanese comic books, driving his motivation to actually learn Japanese to read the comics in their native language. Now, at 27 years of age, Go is a fluent speaker of Japanese and Korean, while his English proficiency is next to nothing. Thus, Go had difficulty communicating with English speakers, unless they were semi-proficient in Japanese. With Korean speakers, Go spoke Korean, but his love for the Japanese and the Japanese language, Go was found speaking to Japanese speakers almost all of the time. Go is a prime example of how Japanese is used as a lingua franca, as his means for communication with other volunteers was almost always Japanese, outside of the context of speaking with a Korean speaker. Go spoke Japanese to native English speakers with a Japanese L2. In one case, volunteers from Brazil who spoke limited Japanese were communicating with Go through Japanese. Nothing of critical importance was exchanged, but typical chatting was held entirely in Japanese. Go was able to understand and pick up all instructions at the meetings, as well as being able to interact fluently with the locals. 


Translation is a large part of the volunteer effort. Unfortunately, not everybody at the center had a proficient Japanese L2 like Hanchan Go, so translators were heavily relied upon for relaying crucial messages that were not to be jeopardized. Surprisingly, a large number of volunteers, especially those coming from Europe, Korea, and the United States, spoke little to no Japanese. A team of ten men and women from Switzerland came to volunteer for a week, and none of them spoke Japanese, and a few hardly spoke English. A group of four from Dallas Texas, a group of five from Canada, and a group of eight from Korea spoke no English at all. I saw a number of groups like this during my stay at the center. There was almost always somebody available to translate. Some translators were efficient, and others were not. Which proved to be problematic during crucial times in which proper translation was key to success. 


The morning meeting is definitely when accurate, quick translation were key to providing the most information to people who were unable to understand Japanese. The morning meeting lasts only a short hour, with groups mobilizing and leaving the center by 10:00. The translator needs to either have previous knowledge of the activities going on in the day, which could vary in number, or have quick access to disaster-specific words like: debris, evacuation, life-support, and refugees. Without this, workers are unable to choose where they felt they would be most needed, or where they felt they could be of most use. One instance where the morning meeting translation was lacking involved a poor translator and a team of Canadian carpenters. The Canadian group had been doing repairs to the church, including building a number of cabinets and shelves for storage. The group was kept near the church and was unable to see the damage caused by the tsunami, but had expressed their desire to on the night previous to the meeting. During the meeting, the debris cleanup leader explained that there was not enough transportation for everybody to go, so the carpenter team was left to fix a door in the main lobby of the center. The translator missed the transportation note, and told the group that they were assigned to fix the door. Disgruntled, the Canadian team began their work in poor spirits, and I had to patch things up by explaining that there was no room in the van for them to come, and that their skills as carpenters were more valuable around the church than outside, sorting debris. After the proper explanation, the team understood and began their day. 


Another area of interest is the value of a clear explanation to promote faster work. As explained earlier, the system in place at the Global Mission Center allowed for volunteers to work for single days, or weeks at a time. The volunteers had no specific time constraint, nor did they have a certain training system or a specific starting time with a briefing. General information about what kind of work was happening was given during the morning meeting and more specific instructions were given at the worksite itself. I have observed something strange during my stay in Fukushima regarding these instructions. The lack of depth during the times of instruction seemed to be a very demotivating factor of workers regardless of culture. A translator was required at all job sites to brief the non-Japanese speaking workers for the work they were about to do. This translation and relaying of the message was also key to increasing motivation and promoting efficient work. At times, the Japanese instructions were limited, thus, the translation being limited, and it resulted in frustrated workers puzzled and wondering exactly what it is their doing. Most of the time the workers were understanding enough to ‘not shoot the messenger’, but at times the poor translation or lack of instruction resulted in poor spirits. 


The classic example that I saw regarding this lack efficiency during my volunteer work was during debris cleanup. There was a bit of tension in the air between the Japanese workers and the non-Japanese workers, which I felt the need to somehow mediate. The Japanese workers were working with quick hands and wondering why the non-Japanese workers were working so slowly. The main claim from the non-Japanese workers was that they had no idea what the purpose of their work was. Normally, with debris clean-up, all the volunteers begin to clean up trash from a certain site. More often than not, that site, a house, per say, is a house that will be completely demolished because it is unsalvageable. Unfortunately, volunteer centers normally have manpower, but lack the proper tools to entirely demolish a house, so the owners ask the government to tear down whatever is left of the buildings. Though, by law, it is required that the house be free of debris inside, so that when the house is demolished, there is only a small amount of trash that needs to be discarded. On top of that, all debris that comes out of the house must first be separated to comply with Japan’s strict recycling and waste laws. There is also the need to try and salvage any meaningful personal belongings such as documents and photographs. At times, these very important pieces of information gets lost in translation or is never relayed at all. New volunteers on their second or third day began to wonder the reasons behind their backbreaking work, after they hear that the site they are cleaning is going to be torn down regardless. They are unable to inquire exactly why they are separating garbage when a bulldozer could demolish the place in less than an hour, because of both the language barrier and the uneasiness of asking what could be a ridiculous question. This misunderstanding, or lack of communication, is a huge demotivating factor that was the cause of a few waves in the volunteer center. I functioned sort of an in between between the Japanese and non-Japanese, and so it was easy for me to see why this divide in labor effort was taking place. After the reasons were carefully explained, the volunteers were entirely satisfied with the motive and the results of more efficient work was obvious. Towards the end of my stay, a large group of volunteers came in and we were able to split up into three sites. Being that I had been there for weeks and knew the ins and outs of the labor, I was put in charge of an area with mainly English speaking volunteers. I made sure that I took sufficient time to explain exactly what was going on and why everything needed to happen, and those days were extremely productive. At previous sites, new volunteers were sometimes overlooked and the briefings were cut short because it was assumed that everyone knew what to do, but I took the extra time to explain to new volunteers, not only so that they would work quicker, but also so that they would feel good about what they were taking part in. 


Team building is another aspect of intercultural communication that struck interest in me. It seemed that building a team of volunteers heavily relied on the notion that the team members could indeed communicate within each other. Groups that spoke the same language tended to group together in almost all cases. At Global Mission Center there was never a job that required only one person. Food delivery was almost always done by the Japanese speaking volunteers, but there were times when a large number of women who were non-Japanese would take over and cook. I distinctly remember a week where Korean food was served everyday, because the Korean team had taken charge over the food. Although it was crucial that certain pieces of information be relayed to the volunteers that only the Japanese long-term volunteers knew. This need for translation was one key aspect within team building. I distinctly remember one day where there were three teams, two were large debris cleanup teams that were working in the same neighborhood, while I was in a smaller team that went to do a job that was not exactly for the faint of heart (it involved crawling under the flooring of a house that was less than two feet high, not even having enough space to crawl on the knees). The only problem was that I was the only bilingual speaker. We promised the last site’s owners that we would be there around 11 o’clock, but due to the lack of translators, I had to go to both sites and translate the instructions for everybody before the job and translate any questions people had as well. After the teams were created, there were numerous times where people realized that there were no translators in one team and had to rearrange the teams so that there would be a translator and not have to split up groups that came in to volunteer as a group. This is further evidence that translation is a very large part of the volunteer effort. 


The evening meetings also required attentive translation, as without the translation, volunteers would not be able to hear or see what else went on during that day. (might omit)


Translating was also done sometimes in sequence. One instance that really sparked interest was during a three language translation that I was a part of. The original speaker spoke in Korean, which was translated into Japanese, which I translated into English. Unfortunately I have no background in Korean so I cannot account if the translation was entirely accurate, but the flow of the translation worked out smoothly, as the translations worked in waves and overlapped so that the translators could listen and have time to interpret, versus a simultaneous translation, even without too much of a loss in time. The Korean speaker would speak as I was translating the message, and in which the first translator could listen, and I would listen to that while the Korean message would wait. In some cases, the English translation was translated into Swiss or Portuguese, for the team from Switzerland or the team from Brazil. Another common pattern was going from Japanese into English into Swiss. 


With this use of Japanese as an international language and non-native speakers of Japanese trying to communicate in it, came miscommunication. (might omit)


Within all of the analysis of intercultural communication and topics from second language studies, I began to struggle with the idea of identity. As a second generation Japanese American, I felt like a ball in a tennis match bouncing back and forth in rapid succession. Even at times I felt as if I were an in-between, someone who could mediate between the Japanese and English speaking cultures. I looked at myself to really try to analyze times when I felt like a Japanese person, and times I felt like I was an American. Generally, at the time, the language I would be speaking corresponds to my identity during that moment. Walking to the connivence store with my Japanese friends and buying Japanese food, reading Japanese comics, and joking in Japanese made me feel Japanese. Sitting in a public bath, in the same bathwater as my fellow Japanese brothers and talking about life, the universe, God, everything, made me feel like a Japanese person. Laughing out loud at a joke delivered in Japanese never failed to make me feel like I was part of the Japanese group. But within all of this, there was always an underlying desire to speak English. Although I am very proficient in Japanese, it is not perfect, or even near it, while my English is my native language. Expressing ideas, thoughts, and feelings is tremendously easier in English than in Japanese. After a hard days worth of work with a group of Japanese people, there was always a desire to relax and joke around in English, which sometimes made me think that after all, I was an American. A member of Global Mission Center named Roy was a Japanese American from Hawaii who had been been teaching English in Iwaki for the past six years. The instant he heard that I was from Hawaii, he not only switched from Japanese to English, but he switched from Japanese to the native pidgin creole of Hawaii. Regardless of the situation and who he was around, from that point onward, he only spoke to me in the creole. His attachment to the creole is definitely attributed to his identity as a Japanese American who grew up in Hawaii, and his desire to speak it shows that connection to his identity. On the other hand, I found it strangely comforting when we spoke in the creole, and instantly we became close friends. The language I held discourses in highly influenced my ties with identity, which bounced from one side to another, just like the languages I was using. 


This experience was life changing. It does not take a rocket science to understand this. This experience opened my eyes to the fragility of life, the swiftness of time, and most importantly the strength of friendship. My worldview and foundations were shaken, to put it simply. Along with my shaken worldview though, come my reformed view on what intercultural communication is, and how I can use that to shape my career in Second Language Studies. Intercultural communication, tolerance, and efficient translations are so key to success in this world, and as seen here maybe even more-so in disaster stricken areas. Understanding that languages are international and cross borders regardless of their birthplace was eye opening. Now English is not the only international language, and in many cases is not even the dominant language. Keeping this idea in mind while spreading the English language may prevent a lot of agitation between myself and my students. Yet, at the same time, the sheer desire, need, or demand for efficient translators grows every single day, even more so when disaster strikes. As a language teacher, it will convincing to use my experience during volunteer work to provide motivation and encouragement to those who are looking for a purpose to study English. My first hand experience with English being an international language and seeing it actually use as a lingua franca in the most crucial time in Japan’s history may be one motivating factor for my students. Being culturally aware regarding differences is another broad topic but must be covered  in the classroom after what I have seen happen in Fukushima. These experiences hopefully transfer into the language learning classroom and provide me with foundations in promote intercultural communication with my future students. 


