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AFW] celebrates 50 years of uniting women

Members of the Association of

Foreign Wives of Japanese reflect on

the group’s achievements

The Foreign Element

LOUISE GEORGEKITTARA
CONTEIETTING WRITER

1 the summer of 1969, Beverly Naka-
mura had only been married a few
weeks whenshe readabout Joan Itoh,a
fellow American living with a Japanese
husbandin Niigara Prefecture. Troh had wrir-
teninto The Japan Times’ popular columnist
Jean Pearce, hoping to connectwith others in
similar situations.

‘This was in an era where overseas travel
was still an expensive huxury for the major

inJapan even hada
phone et.

“I was amazed
to hear about Joan,
but didn't write in
as | was just gel
I N ting setrled into our
AT rirstlintle house in
‘Beverly Nakamura Tokyo,” says Naka-
~——  mura,whomether
husband while attending university in Japan.
“But then Jean Pearce’s second amouice
ment about a luncheon at TAC {the Tokyo
American Club) in September really caught
myattention.”

Little did Nalamura know that this event
would be the catalyst for the launching of
AFW] (the Association of Foreign Wives
of Japanese), a nationwide organization
that marks its half century anniversary this
h. Nakamura,

Ilike to think that our who has just cel

ebrated her 50th

having participated  {dding anniver-
insociety for the past sary and is now

based in Yokohama,

half century, inmany 5o acive

cornersof[
built bri gesand outsct

an, has member from the

Arrendees had not

understanding to the  peenaskedro rsvr
[JOIII(' ofnormal]zlng forthat first meeting

in 1969, soeveryone

our presence in the  wassurprisedwhen

around 50 women
showed up at TAC

Nakamura still
clearly remembers
how one Columbian wornan burstinto lears,

community.”

ISR BEVERY NAK.

Tzn

about gender and familial roles, life may be
particularly challenging for women,
Such women in Japan are by no meansa

i’'s a group run by and for women, and the
continued need for this support, is whar
keeps AFW] moving forward”

Birds ofa feather:

Members ofthe
Association of

‘monolithic entiry and experiencesand needs ) Foreign Wives of
vary widely. Today AFW] has around 500 Gt
AFWT's i vent.
overseas. While the group's primary language smrformmvmembe« Typically nunning  VIVIENEIDACA
of communication is English, 37 nation-  from F noon, it
alities are currently  is Hosted bya different districteach yearand

among
AFWT's members.
The organiza-
tion has grown and
kept pace with the
times and, despite
the name, members
now include those
who are separated.
divorced widowed

ers of Spanish in Japan.

‘The excited participants didn't want the
event o end, and concerned Japanese hus-
‘ands started calling TAC, wondering why
their wives hadn't come home yet. Naka-

or cohabirating,
along with foreign women in same-sex
partnerships with Japanese nationals. The
heart of the organization’s activities are reg-
ular meet-ups with others living in the same

murarecalls how staff Id  vidnilyand the:
commeitlothe fomlooinglora Vs St whilesel publiied quaney ol
forexample, ve 1o Tink every-

immediately assumed there, was o st

one ogether regnrdiesafloation

Sato’ there and lefr. We

she says, smilingat the memory.

All welcome

Japan's rise in the global economy and the
Dirth of the internet. have contribured to
makingthings easier for non Japanese. Even
5o, there are still many potential cross-cul-
tural pitfalls for those who sertle here asthe
partner ofa Japanese national, and in asoci-
ety with specific expectarions and attitudes

outthe decadesis th(-\ input ofthe volunreers
who help to run the group at both national
and district level. The current president is
Norma Bartruff, an American living in Tokyo.

“Certainly having a structure — a board,
constitution, quarterly magazine and social
media ourlers — in place to delineare who.
and what the group is for, is very helpfisl in
keeping AFW] membess connected and the
group active,” Bartruff says. “But the fact that

bin Japan
—and even overseas. Part school reunion,
part self-development weekend, members
can attend workshops conducted by both
their peers and ourside experts, visit local
attractions, discuss and share experiences
on issues of murnal importance and sim-
ply kick back in an environment where, for
once, nobody worries about beingthe only
“gaikolasjin”
Thisyear’s convention takesplacein Tokyo
fromSept. 610 8and inchudes a gala dinnerat
e Tolyo American
Cluib, bringing AFW]
backto the scene of
the very first gath
ering The founder,
now known as
Joan Itoh Burk and
based in Canada, is
flying in to join the
celebrations
“The yearly con-
vention is a huge
Dhus for me. Tlove seeing people that Tonly
get the chance to meet once a year,” says
Laura Marushima, an Australian living in
Chiba and the current AFW] vice president.
“Talso love the fact that I could go to practi-
callyanywhere in Japan and put out a mes-

Laura Marushima

the heart of activiies, AFW] has a variery
of online groups to suirthe siruations and
interests of members, mostly on Facebook
these days. The online forums can provide
a safe space for letting off steam, as well as
a community for those seeking advice on
any aspect of life. This may inchude broach

ing sensitive and serious issues, ranging
from school bullyingand inferility, to men-
tal health and coping with aging parents
abroad.

“There are so many other groups outthere
if you look only at the online aspect. But
there is 5o much more 1o AFW) than fust Lhe
online groups; it really is a communiry that
would still exist —and did — wirhout the
internet,” says Marushima.

Being part of a strong communiry means
that AFW] members can support each other
through ups and downs, and Marushima
says Lhis aspect offers an extra level of com
fort to Lhe online experience.

“Itjust feels saferthat peoplewhoactually
Inow me can share in ot only my difficulties
butalsoinmyjoy;"she explains.

The focus of the organization remains
firmly centered on helping members lead.
successful and fulfilling lives in Japan. but
this hias a resicual effect on their commmuni
ties, T0o.

“Weare living here and participaring in all
aspects of Japanese society — from school
PTA meetings for our children, to working
in all categories of employment, volunteer-
ingin charity organizations and becoming
entrepreneurs running our own busines;
says Nakarmura. “Tlike to think that our hav-
ing participated in society for the past half
century, in many corners of Japan, has built
bridges and understanding to the point of
normalizingour presence in the community”

Other activities
ARilisalsoseen asaresource by he media
and mditis the role of PR Coor

sagesaying ' headiing
by?andknow that someone willstepupand
say‘me”

Despite the recent growth in online
resources for foreign nationals in Japan,
members of AFW] firmly believe in Lhe
value of being paid-up members of such an
organization.

“Itis very easy to feel isolared here. Japa-
nese people are generally kind and friendly,
‘burthey have avery strongsense of national-
ityand group consensus, and are very quick
to point out and differentiate themselves
from those whoare not Japanese,” says Bar-
trull. “It can be hard 1o keep a sense of sell

AFW] provides alor of opportunity forgood
social relationships”

Nakarnura agrees

“I'he era in Lhe beginning years of AFW]
was one of isolation for foreign wives in

and travel costs have gone down greaﬂy

instor Teather Fukase 0 manage requests
orenquiries. Accordingro Fukase, an Austra-
lian who lives in Nagano, the requests from
Japanese TV and other media often focus
on stereotypical aspects of international
marriage.

“For example. ‘Please (find someone Lo}
cooka traditional dish in a traditional cos-
tume, while teaching their culture to an
amazed and appreciative family, or Please
help us conracta foreign wife living here for
less than five years from a non-Asian coun-
try who argues with her husband over rais-
ing their children, Um . no thank you!” she
quips.

“AFW] has, however alsobeen able to help
nmerous rescarchers and gracuatestudents
to collect data, and source interviewees
a variety of issues relating to internarional
marriage and the lives of foreign women
inJapan,” Fukase says. “A lot has changed,
with echnology playing an incressing fole

lovetoget in group and.
shiare their lives, and the structure omnw the outsicie world
stillallows that to happe Amid many changes in Japan over the past

Activities are planned within each dis-
trict based on the interests and needs of the
‘members. These may include coffee morn-
ings, nights our, holiday paries, playgroups
for kids, family camps, retreats and hikes.
‘With the rise in the use of social media, it has
become much easier to organize informal
gatherings, loo. A member may post online
about a lecoure, concert ot professional devel
opment opportunity, and it then becomesa
chance to gather with AWF] friends at the
event,

While face-to-face gatherings are still at

half century, Bartruff notes that the basic
need to feel connected with people is still
the same.

“Ingeneral, peaple who manage to livein
foreign cultures successfully are more open.
to change and differing opinions about the
world I feel this is absolutely true of the
women in AFW],"she says. “These wornen
are like a second family 1o me and, like fam
ilythey areveryclose o my heart”

Formareinformation about AFW, st
wwwafivjorg
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