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EDIT OF DRAFT 

ARTICLE FOR .JAPANESE MAGAZINE 

When first approached by Mr. Saguchi, President of Yamaha Motor Canada Ltd., to write 

a short article about my perceptions regarding Japan and its people, I readily agreed. I did 

so, primarily, because I could not refuse someone who has been so courteous and helpful 

during his time in Canada. On second thought, however, I realized that this was not an 

easy assignment. Although I have visited Japan, on many occasions my perceptions 

inevitably are largely shaped by the press and exposure to tourists rather than through real 

experience with the Japanese in their home environment. Also, as any Japanese would 

understand, it is easier to present an outward diplomatic face rather than to reveal true 

thoughts and thus upset foreign friends (particularly in a magazine article to be read 

solely by the people I am discussing). Nevertheless, I will try to be both honest and 

factual in the hope that better understanding on both sides will help us over time. 

When considering Japanese society from my own North American perspective, it would 

appear that Japan is becoming more Western in its style and culture, with the influence of 

American paraphernalia, software and eating habits. However, below the surface, there 

exists a strong traditional culture and a time-honoured set of beliefs which resist the 

onslaught of any foreign pressure. No doubt, our parents would have much more in 

common with Japanese values: strong nationalism, respect for shared values and 

traditions, willingness to make sacrifice today for the benefit of the next generation, 

commitment to hard work/quality and education, realistic expectations of government, 

mutual commitment between company and employee and a deep regard for the wisdom 

of elders. Certainly, these are not the values which recently have become pre-eminent in 

Canada. 



2. 

While Canadians envy Japan because of its current success and apparent wealth, they 

disdain it because of its rigid conformity. The lack of personal freedom, the entrapment of 

urban gridlock and the enslavement of the "salaryman" are all seen as manifestations of 

why it is better to live in Toronto than in Tokyo. (Japanese interest in the Canadian 

Rockies and their enjoyment of plentiful Canadian golf courses reinforce this point.) 

Additionally, Japan seems far more ethnocentric and elitist than democratic and 

multicultural North America. Moreover, to Canadians the Japanese appear to be too 

accepting of authority, hierarchy, class and a cozy cocoon mentality. These traits do not 

lead to a vibrant, questioning society which we believe to be a hallmark of Canada and 

the United States. 

Notwithstanding the foregoing, what we are really saying is that we are frustrated that a 

country which was an adversary some 50 years ago is now becoming preeminent on the 

world's stage, having virtually no crime, no drugs and no inner-city decay, low 

unemployment, and higher life expectancy (not to mention making excellent cars). 

Japan's apparent sense of direction and destiny, at a time when Canada is rudderless and 

fragmented, is vexing. To Canadians, the Japanese appear strategic and driven whereas, 

to the Japanese, Canadians appear to have lost their competitive edge in the emerging 

global marketplace. The difference is that we have come to expect an excellent quality of 

life while the Japanese have been prepared to work for one. 



3. 

Ironically, it would seem that younger Japanese are not quite prepared to work as hard as 

their parents have done and wish to have more of the life they have seen in North 

America. In this sense, the two views of life are beginning to coalesce and, therefore, we 

have much more in common, at least in terms of lifestyle than we might realize. As 

common ground appears to exist with respect to lifestyle, the only remaining areas of 

conflict are trade and competitiveness. While volumes of Canadian literature discuss 

trade with Japan, Canadians rarely admit that fair trade is somewhat biased by our own 

poor domestic production record. I believe we have to understand the Japanese as 

competitors and emulate their considerable economic innovations in order to succeed in 

the marketplace of the 21st century. Thankfully, there are some signs that this process is 

beginning. 

Recently, Canadians have reluctantly come to admit the economic miracle of post war 

Japan and question our own way of doing things. For guidance, Canadians are looking at 

an innovative country which has moved beyond a limited scope in terms of its exports: 

cars and electronics, to a country which is able now to broaden and invest in any field it 

should choose. 

There is a lot we can learn and relearn from the Japanese. We should not be intimidated 

by modem Japan, particularly as much of its commercial success has come from building 

on the lessons learned from multi-national corporations in the 1950's. 



4. 

However, we must shed our classic western condescension and accept the Japanese as 

partners and peaceful co-existers in the future. We might start by reclaiming some of our 

own traditional values and disciplines because domestic circumstances and disarray will 

make it almost impossible to be active in the international economy of the 21st century 

without them. 
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