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1.  Comparitive Aspects of the American and Japanese cultures as reflected in a Japanese Friendship Garden.

2.  Introduction.  The NCTA sponsored our ASU class on a visit to the Japanese Friendship Garden (RO HO EN) in Phoenix, Arizona.  I use appropriate field trips whenever possible to enhance student learning, and was impressed with the garden visit, because I believe it provided opportunities for insights into the Japanese culture for students to compare and contrast different elements of the national cultures of both Japan and America in order to reach a better understanding of (1) the fact that both cultures enjoy out-of-doors experiences and appreciation of nature; (2) that cultural assumptions provide a difference in the appreciation; and (3) that understanding something about a Japanese garden can help Americans  better understand the Japanese culture.  The information made available through the NCTA seminar has greatly expanded my knowledge base about the Far East.  I am able to explain more about the application of cultural assumptions in understanding the present and the past of other nations, and specifically, in this lesson, of Japan.  The NCTA seminar has provided an amazing amount of resources, models, and ideas, to better understand and teach about Japanese accomplishment and influence, both past and present, in the world.

3.  Course and Level.  This lesson is targeted at grade levels 6 – 12, although it can be adapted to both higher and lower levels. The purpose of this lesson is to expose students to recognize the different ways that humans within a culture define, use, and enjoy nature, and interpret nature’s lessons, and how that reveals basic alternate responses of cultures to the same stimuli.  The ultimate lesson goal is for students to understand some part of the way Japanese look at the world, so that comprehensive cooperation may be shared between Americans and Japanese.   This lesson may be inserted into one of the following courses as a method of comparing and contrasting Japan with America, and illustrating different viewpoints and analysis aimed at accomplishing the same goal:  interpreting life and surviving in a complex world.

Civics Course:  Lesson may be used in contrasting social structure and social expectations of Japan and America.  

Grade levels 6 –8:  2SS-F3, Rights and responsibilities of 

Citizenship; 2SS-P10, Duties and obligations of citizenship; 2SS-F4,   Basic structure and concepts of the U.S.government.  ISS-E9, Geographic, political, economic and social characteristics of China and its contributions to later civilizations (i.e., Japan).

Grade levels 9-12:  2SS-P1, Philosophical foundations of the American 

political system in terms of the inalienable rights of men.

World History and American History Courses:  Lesson may be used in introducing 

ancient civilizations, isolationism, multiculturalism, and in comparing and contrasting 

Chinese/Japanese influences on the development of social order and political systems in Asia and the world.

Grade levels 6-8:  ISS-E9, Geographic, political, economic and social characteristics of 

China and its contributions to later civilizations; 3SS-E5, Describe natural and human characteristics of place and use this knowledge to define regions, their relationship with other regions, and their patterns of change.  3SS-E6, Economic, political, cultural and social processes that interact to shape patterns of human population interdependence, and cooperation and conflict; 3SSE8, Geographic knowledge, skills and perspectives to examine conditions in the past.  

Grades 9-12: ISS-P1, Chronological and spatial thinking to understand meaning, implications and import of historical and current events.

4.  Goals and Objectives. 

Students will recognize that the Japanese developed a successful social system, 

    incorporating Chinese influences, which center on the responsibilities of  

    individuals as they relate to the group.

Students will follow a PowerPoint presentation of a visit to the Japanese Friendship

   Garden, RO HO EN, in Phoenix, AZ.

Students will analyze the intended responses planned into RO HO EN, and compare them

    with American expectations of a visit to a garden or park.

Students will submit a one to two page essay on the cultural assumptions 

    both Japanese and Americans have in visiting RO HO EN. 

5.  Materials

Notes taken in lectures provided by the NCTA seminar, Phoenix, AZ, 4/12/03, and on a 

   visit to the Japanese Friendship Garden, RO HO EN.

Wojtan, Linda S., “Rice:  It’s More Than Food,” Japan Digest, Indiana Univ.:  

   Bloomington, Spring 1993.  

Singer, Kurt, Mirror, Sword and Jewel, Kodansha International, Ltd.:  Tokyo, 1973.

Schirokauer, Conrad, A Brief History of Chinese and Japanese Civilizations, 2nd ed.,

  Wadsworth:  U.S.:  1989, pp.3 – 75.

6.  Procedure       

SET:    THINK.  One of the things we have been following both in history, and in current events, is the way that humans and their nations make assumptions.  Sometimes the assumptions are correct and sometimes incorrect.  Today we will examine the way that cultural assumptions can influence the way that people see things, interpret them, and use them.  

Question to class:  Who can give me an example of a current event or a historical situation where assumptions were made by one nation about another?  (Various responses.  If none, use Vietnam War, and U.S. expectation that it would be a war like any other.  A historical example is the Inca Atahualpa in Peru, who expected that no other people could ever overcome the Incas).

     Mistakes can, have and will continue to be made as long as humans fail to recognize that not everyone carries the same expectations, assumes the same information, evaluates experience in the same way.  Let’s take a situation within our own country.  Do you like to have your picture taken?  You enjoy snapshots?  Do you think everyone likes to have their picture taken?  Why or why not?  Many Native Americans, for instance, really object to having photographs taken.  I would like everyone to take one minute and write down as many reasons as they can think of why a Native American might object to having a picture taken.  [Allow one minute].  Okay, hold onto those notes for a few minutes.   

Question to Class:  Why do people in America like to visit parks?  Is it to go and play a game?  To find a friend?  Go for a walk?  Why?  (Various answers and short discussion.)

     There are lots of excellent reasons to visit a park.  Have you ever gone to one so that you could really find a quiet place and think?  Have you ever gone to a park for the views?  Have you ever gone to listen to the wind? Or to listen to the sounds of water in a stream?  Have you ever gone to find a way to renew your sense of beauty by participating in a tea drinking ceremony?  No?  Then it it is obvious you are not Japanese.

     We have been discussing our American cultural expectations about the purposes of a park’s use.  Parks, for city dwellers, are a contact with nature.  Sometimes it is all of the nature that a city dweller will visit in their life.  We know from our discussion that we Americans expect a park to be a place where there is grass and trees, hopefully a ball diamond, basketball courts, water fountains, a place where we can play or lounge, or maybe hike in for exercise.  Now I want to show you a short PowerPoint presentation that will take us to a different vision of a park.

PowerPoint Intro:  The Japanese Friendship Garden of Phoenix, Arizona is a joint project between the sister cities of Phoenix and Himeji, Japan.  It’s Japanese name is RO HO EN which translates to RO = Heron, a bird symbol of Himeji Castle in Himeji, Japan, HO = the Phoenix Bird, and EN = Garden, so it is a combination of the symbols of Himeji (the Heron) and Phoenix (the Phoenix bird) with garden.  (If possible, write

Japanese symbols on board – they are on attachment). 

Slide 2 – The garden design, plantings, selected rocks, monuments, lake, teahouse, and other features are a gift of the city of Himeji to the city of Phoenix.  The tradition of garden making in Japan can be traced back over 1500 years.

Slides 3 – 10  -   A tour of the garden begins at the ten foot tall Kasuga lantern.  Kasuga lanterns originated at the Kasuga shrine in Nara, Japan’s ninth century capital.  This garden was designed in a style known as “hide and reveal,” because visitors can discover new visual compositions as they move throughout the garden.  Each rock, each planting, each ornament has been hand selected.  The garden is planned to reveal different topographical areas.  The first is a low grassland region.

Looking at the bridges which span parts of the pond, notice that they are not straight, but offset.  This is to ward off evil spirits, which can only travel in straight lines.  The pond itself is shaped in a representation of the kanji character “kokoro,” or heart.  [If possible, write character on board].

Slides 11 - 14  - Looking across the pond, the waterfall is the highlight of the entire garden.  It is designed to evoke a feeling of a natural waterfall in the mountains.  It is surrounded by hand picked and hand placed boulders from Congress, AZ.  The largest boulder in the garden is here and weighs 25 tons.  The water falls 14 feet, and divides into 2 falls, which are lighted at night.  Plants are set in the area opposite the waterfalls in neat and precise rows, representing agricultural areas.

Notice the area to the right of the photo where there are lots of black rocks.  This area is meant to represent a cobbled seashore.  These rocks were collected in Mexico. 

The lake itself is filled with 500,000 moving gallons of water.  Twelve Koi, a kind of fish, are kept in it.  Koi were once kept for food, but are now valued as collectors’ trophies.  Some Koi have extreme values into the thousands of dollars.  Koi are admired for their bravery in fighting their way upstream, and for their beautiful colors and shapes. 

Slides 15 – 17  -  This monument is a shachi.  Himeji’s greatest treasure is the White Heron Castle Shira Sagi Jo, which is Japan’s largest, most beautiful, and best preserved.  The castle is over 1000 years old.  The shachi is a mythical fish with the face of a tiger.  Images of these ferocious fish are traditionally placed on the roofs of important buildings as a charm against fire.  This one is identical to those that grace the roof of Himeji Castle.

Slides 18 – 19  - This is one of three streams which run into the lake that are separated by bridges.  Nearby is a shishi odoshi, a traditional water element originally used to frighten deer and wild boar from a garden, but used today for the pleasant clacking sound, as water rushes through the bamboo slats.

Slides 20 – 27 – (Exterior of Tea House)   The RO JI or traditional tea garden is entered through a bamboo gate, and the path is laid out to intentionally slow visitors down.  There is an immediate sense of tranquility experienced, as lush foliage dampens sound and closes the vistas.  Architectural features are exact, such as the roof.  Rain chains, which are cups shaped like lotus blossoms, collect water from the rain.  As the cups fill and run over, a soothing natural sound occurs.  A large water jar, or “tsukabi,” awaits visitors, who follow the ritual of symbolic cleansing before entering the tea house.

Slides 28 -  32 -  (Interior of Tea House)  This tea house is known as Mu So An, or “Tea House of Vision.”  Upon entry, visitors first see an alcove known as the “tokonowa.”  In this niche is placed a thing of beauty, selected personally by the tea master to bring specific visitors pleasure.  The tea master who conducts the tea ceremony is a person who has studied the ceremony for 15 to 30 years.  The rituals are precise.  Shoes are removed upon entering, or protectors like those in the basket, placed over shoes.  Visitors are seated on tatami mats, although this tea house has seating provided to meet American customs.  Tea utensils are one of a kind ceramics and other materials.  The tea master works from a small kitchen or mizu ya (water room).  Every time the tea master serves something different, there is a change of robes.  Often the implements used are hundreds of years old, such as teapots, cups, or tea whisks, which are used to beat tea into a froth. 

Slides 33 – 35 – Back outside, the view of the waterfall changes as visitors walk into an area representative of mountain regions.  The 13 level Ta Soh Toh is a representation of a pagoda, a storage place for Buddhist relics.  The path completes a circle around the pond and the garden.

Question to Class:  Take a few moments and list anything that made an impression on you as being different.  (Call on students and discuss.  Answers might include paths are laid out to slow walkers down; bridges are offset to ward off any evil spirits; different views change perspectives; [provokes thinking and contemplation]; schachi is a charm to ward away fire; lake is in shape of character meaning “heart”[shows cultural acceptance of superstition]; water sounds are built in to experience; rituals are followed [shows comfort and meditation] etc.).  

     When you looked at the images without knowing some of the Japanese cultural assumptions, did you think about any of what we have just discussed?  Did you understand that the whole purpose of the garden is to calm the mind and spirit and allow persons to open their minds to meditation?  Why do you think the Japanese culture developed this kind of nature experience over the past 1500 years?  Why is this a place to think rather than to play?

     Some of the answers are found in the urbanization of Japan, and in the rapid population build-up.  As people move away from rural life into cities they miss their natural surroundings, their connection to the earth.  Some authorities say it is even deeper than that.  They say it is all based on rice.  Rice is called the essence of the Japanese culture.  Many believe that aspects of Japanese social behavior, the notion of “wa” or harmony, seeking consensus and always assessing the context of actions, originates in the necessity of group cooperation in cultivating rice.  Rice cultivation originally required that families pool their labor, because it is a labor-intensive task.  This meant that people must share water resources and irrigation facilities.  People were clustered in living groups that depended heavily on one another because rice was usually planted on the same day after several days of watering.  The emphasis on cultural development focused on group interests and enhanced skills in group decision-making and the avoidance of friction between families who would be neighbors and workmates for generations.  Despite the fact that today only a small number of people actually grow rice, 124 million people still try to sustain group harmony, as they seek daily accommodation in a relatively confined space.  [Wojtan]  The pressures of group living and interdependence have fostered the development of concepts such as the garden.  Unable to find respite in a population pressured by the demands of sustaining life on a daily basis, places like gardens were created to foster a feeling of connection to nature, a chance to enjoy solitude and ritual, a place to comfort the mind in an otherwise crowded life. 

     The concept of the importance of the group over the individual is strongly embedded in the Japanese way of life.  In their rice-based culture, survival would not have been possible historically without it.  The garden reflects, however, the recognition that group harmony is at least partially based on individual harmony.  In an American park, a person arrives to play a sport, based on an individual’s need to exercise, to play.  An American is often seeking a group to have recreation with, while a Japanese enters a garden, seeking respite from the crowd.  Americans look at a park as a place for varying kinds of recreation.  Japanese view their gardens as places of repose and restoration.  The basic goal may seem to vary, and yet, both cultures use their out-of-doors relaxation time for the same basic human need:  the refreshment of mind and body in a stressful world.

     Now let’s go back to the notes I asked you to take at the beginning, on why you think Native Americans might object to having their picture taken.  (Answers and discussion will be various).   

     Tourists on vacation are famous for wanting to take pictures of their experiences and the places and people they see.  Have you ever found yourself in a situation where an unknown person is taking your picture?  It could be entirely a happenstance – you happen to be next to someone else who is being photographed, or possibly you are a part of something that seems to offer a photographic moment.  Has anything like that ever happened to you?  When it does, there is often a feeling of discomfort.  Why do they want to take your picture?  Why should your face show up in the stranger’s family trip album?  For a Native American that feeling goes deeper.  When Navahos, for instance, first saw photographs about 150 years ago, they did not understand that the image was a simple, mechanical result of scientific technology.  They saw themselves represented on a piece of paper, and interpreted it as an effort by someone to capture a piece of them.  Their cultural assumptions did not include photography at that time, so they interpreted it as they saw it.  Initially, Navahos believed that photographs, representing a piece of them, could be used by people intent on harm, to do evil; in essence:  witchcraft.  Today, Navahos understand photography, but they still do not like their pictures taken, unless it is by someone they know, or if they charge for it.  This is a very American viewpoint:  Why give away something that has value to it?

CLOSING :  Learning about other cultures is really learning about ourselves.  We Americans look at a park and we think of picnics and ballgames.  Japanese look at a garden and think about mental refreshment and the soothing of the mind.  They also, in planning the Japanese Friendship Garden in Phoenix, looked deeper.  Everything about the garden is an effort to share.  Look at the names used:  RO HO EN.  They take the most valued image of Hemeji, the White Heron Castle, and link it to the Phoenix Bird.  They selected all of the stones by hand – by hand – that means they went out and walked and chose rocks that they believed have character and a possibility of enhancing contemplation for the viewer.  They are heartfelt in their garden plan, even to the point of shaping the lake into the character “kokoro” or heart.  Visiting the Japanese Friendship Garden is not a walk in a park.  It is an opportunity to experience a different perspective and to begin to have an understanding of a Japanese viewpoint.  It is a window into the Japanese culture.  

