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Niseko Town's
Monthly International Exchange

International News in Niseko Town Volume 2, December 2012

We wish you a merry...

Two years ago I spent a Japanese Christmas with my friends in a Kentucky Fried Chicken. KFC has
had quite an amazing success in Japan, becoming a Japanese tradition around the holiday season. It reminds
me of Coca-cola’s commercial success in America, branding Santa Claus as a fat man in a red and white outfit to
match Coke’s colours. Nobody in America remembers the original slim, green-clad Santa of the early 20th
century.

In Japan, New Years is the more important holiday, but in the West Christmas is generally considered
the most important holiday of the year. In multicultural countries there are of course many who don’t celebrate
the day (or celebrate a slightly different day in the same season) for religious or cultural reasons, but it’s
impossible to avoid the commercial and social signs of the holiday season. As it is a national holiday, most
people spend the time at home eating a nice meal with their families.

Aside from eating a nice meal, however, it’s impossible to pin down a singular Christmas tradition,
because so many traditions and cultures have mixed together to make modern Christmas. While many think of
Christmas as a Christian holiday, traditions such as decorating a tree, exchanging presents and caroling have a
completely different origin. In ancient Rome they celebrated a holiday called “Saturnalia”, a very un-Christian
midwinter feast with partying, gambling, and general frivolity. The Catholic church co-opted the day for their
own in order to gain more followers, establishing it as the day of Christ’s birth. Saturnalia traditions — as well
as other midwinter traditions — have made their way into becoming a part of the modern Christmas.

One of these traditions — that of the Christmas tree — may have extremely ancient roots. Evergreen
trees were symbols of longevity to the ancient Egyptians, Chinese and Hebrews. More recently, certain
pre-Christian Europeans had a culture of worshipping trees. Even after Christianization, in Scandinavia this
tradition lived on in a different form — they would bring trees into barns in order to chase out the devil.

Just as the word suggests, “Christmas” means “mass for Christ”, and was supposed to be a day of
worship, but many Christians believe that Christ was in fact born in a different season and treat December 25th
as a pagan holiday due to the influence of Saturnalia and other pagan midwinter traditions. Sects such as
Jehova’s Witnesses, for this reason, do not celebrate Christmas at all. On the other end of the spectrum, there
are many atheists who celebrate a completely unreligious Christmas, treating it as a day for family, presents
and good food. There are many ways to celebrate in the winter, and my personal favourite is just that: a day for
family, presents and good food. I think that is something people from any culture can enjoy. Japan seems to

have picked up on that idea, albeit in a slightly different form.

The Niseko CIRs International Culture Events

Beginning from October of 2012, The Niseko Town International Exchange Council is holding monthly
international culture events. The Niseko Town Coordinators for International events alternate every month to
bring you events with a variety of themes. This newsletter will include a section on the events every month. We
have just begun organizing these events and so the CIRs are currently holding events based on themes of our
choosing, but we would very much appreciate it if Niseko Town residents would like to volunteer your ideas. If

there are any topics you would like to discuss, please feel free to contact us.




Niseko CIRs International Culture Event #1: Korean Culture in Movies and Dramas

On October 17th, CIR Joohyun Kwon held the first “Monthly International Culture Event” at Asobook
Library: “Korean Culture in Movies and Dramas”. Showing segments clips from some popular dramas, Kwon
explained how these dramas were not only interesting as stories but also as a window to Korean traditional
culture. The event attracted many fans of Korean dramas, unsurprisingly mostly women. The presentation was
both interesting and informative, including details on traditional clothing and food that you probably would not
notice watching on your own. As someone who has often been mystified on cultural details watching Japanese

and Korean dramas, I appreciated it very much.

Visual markers of marital status, past and present

I found one particular segment of the presentation to be quite interesting. Korean traditional
clothing, aside from gendered clothing differences, also requires visual markers of marital status in hairstyles
and headgear. Visual markers of marital status, through hairstyle or otherwise, are a common practice in many
world cultures. For example, Hindi women mark a red dot on their forehead to symbolize their marital bond as
well as wearing bangles on their arms.

In the modern day in most Western countries, markers of marital status are subtle: a single ring on the
left (or right, in some cultures) hand (often removed when cleaning or doing other work). In the past, however,
this was not the case. In the Middle Ages, married English women covered their hair with a veil or head
covering. Only the very poor or prostitutes did not cover their hair. In Japan as well, different kimono styles
reflect difference in marital status, with married women in general wearing shorter sleeves and plainer obi but
exposing more of the nape of the neck.

One commonality of traditional clothing of married women is more modest dress (often including bound
hair or hair covering), signaling that she is no longer sexually available. Mens’ traditional clothing, on the other
hand, often does not change after marriage, so I was surprised to hear that Korean traditional clothing also has
indicators of marital status (married men wear large hats) for men.

These days many indicators of marital status in clothing have been replaced by expressions of

individuality, and the changes of the times and changes in our views towards matrimony are reflected visually

in the clothes we wear.

Niseko CIRs International Culture Event #2: Let’s Learn about the EU

On November 17th, CIR Eva Haslauer held a presentation on the European Union at the Asobook
Library. Seeing her presentation made me quite ashamed that I knew so little about a major world power,
especially since the history of the EU goes all the way back to World War II, and continues to develop now. The
presentation was very general and covered only the basics of the history, government and culture, but Haslauer
easily managed to engage everyone present even with a cold. The lucky attendees also scored EU Hello Kitty
cell phone charms (Hello Kitty is truly more international than any of us).

For any flaws in the system (like the Euro crisis), the ideal of an international union is a powerful one.
International organizations like ASEAN and EAS may eventually head in that direction. Perhaps it is a bit
naive of me, but I believe we can look forward to a future filled with more of this sort of peaceful international

cooperation.

Inquiries: Niseko Town International Exchange Council (Niseko Town Council Planning & Environment Division)

Head: Ward, Fukui. Phone:0136(44)2121 E-mail: kikaku@town.niseko.lg.jp







