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Foreword

Arthur Asa Berger’s book Tourism in Japan: An Ethno-Semiotic Analysis, one 

of a series of books published by Channel View Publications on tourism 

and cultural change around the world, refl ects his ethno-semiotic approach 

to the subject. He collected his data as both a traveller and a fi eldworker. 

For Berger, ‘cultures are composed of a wide variety of codes or ways of 

behaving, rules that are passed on from generation to generation that 

affect human relationships. They are directives, often quite specifi c, that 

often function below our levels of awareness’.

His objects of analysis are aspects of Japanese cultures that tourists fre-

quently encounter such as the Japanese fl ag, Japanese school children in 

their uniforms, Japanese baseball, Zen rock gardens, geishas, the Sanja 

Matsuri festival in Asakusa, department stores, manga, the Tokyo subway 

system map and sumo wrestlers. Berger aptly points out that underneath 

these cultural elements, in the case of school children who become hermits 

(the Hikikomori), are ‘enormous unresolved social and cultural problems 

in Japan’. We Japanese have not yet found the solutions to this problem 

and others like it.

If I were asked to write a book on American culture and tourism, I 

would have focused on what I have observed in the United States since 

my fi rst initiation into the American culture in 1969 as a foreign student. I 

remained there for more than eight years as a graduate student. I would 

have written about American baseball, American football, the west, the 

NY subway, various kinds of ethnic festivals, department stores in big 

cities and guns. For Americans, these phenomena are things they tend to 

take for granted; the average American does not believe they have any 

social or cultural signifi cance at all. Japanese tourists in America might 

fi nd them interesting but, generally speaking, would not recognize their 

cultural signifi cance.

One example of interest involves his discussion of high-tech toilets. His 

analysis of the hidden meanings of these toilets suggests that they refl ect, 

among other things, Japanese perfectionism and attitudes towards bodily 

waste. He also deals with topics such as the ubiquitous 7-Eleven conve-

nience stores, along with Pachinko (an amusement particularly well suited 
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to the Japanese temperament), gift giving and 100 yen stores. As a Japanese 

person, I am quite sure that 100 yen stores seem very strange to many 

tourists from overseas. We Japanese welcome such stores as a place where 

we can buy a variety of daily goods for about a dollar.

Berger continually asks his readers to consider the hidden meanings of 

the topics he discusses. As he writes, ‘I have offered, in my analysis, insights 

into the hidden signifi cance of any number of different icons of Japanese 

everyday life and culture that I believe will enrich and enhance the insights 

tourists gain from their visits to Japan’. In his chapter ‘Tourism and Culture 

Change’, he points out that a subtext of his book is the way in which 

Japanese society and culture have evolved over the years, suggesting that 

tourists are ‘agents of social and cultural change’. I quite agree with this 

point of view and believe that tourists have been agents of cultural change 

in Japan, although we Japanese may not always recognize the dimensions 

of these changes and how these changes have come about.

At the end of the book, he offers a personal narrative of his journeys in 

Japan. We Japanese can read this chapter as his attempt, as a tourist, to 

fi nd a way of adapting to, as well as interpreting, Japanese society and 

culture. The chapter can be used as an example of how to record differ-

ences and similarities between Japan and the United States and changes 

that have taken place in Japanese society and culture in recent decades. In 

Japan, Berger’s book might very well be used as a text for Japanese high 

school and college students who are interested not only in the cultural dif-

ferences but also in the similarities between Japan and the United States.

Goh Abe
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Old Japan is dead and gone, and Young Japan reigns in its stead . . . .The 
steam-whistle, the newspaper, the voting-paper, the pillar-post at every street 
corner and even in remote villages, the clerk shop or bank or public offi ce 
hastily summoned from our side to answer the ring of the telephone bell 
replacing the palanquin, the iron-clad replacing the war-junk, – these and a 
thousand other startling changes testify that Japan is transported ten 
 thousand miles away from her former moorings . . . Nevertheless . . . it is 
abundantly clear to those who have dived beneath the surface of the modern 
Japanese upheaval that more of the past has been retained than has been let 
go . . . It is that the national character persists intact, manufacturing no 
change in essentials. Circumstances have defl ected it into new channels, that 
is all. (Chamberlain, 1905/2007)

The natural beauty of Tohoku (Tohoku is a northern area of Japan) was 
enchanting, but the towns and villages proved a little disappointing. I could 
not help recognizing that the old Japan I have long sought has been rapidly 
disappearing. Westernization and urbanization are taking its toll on the life-
style of even the most remote locations in Japan. (Mariko Watanabe, e-mail 

message)
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