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Popoki Takes Me Around
Parvin Ghorayshi
University of Winnipeg

| came to Kobe University to teach a course in my area of

interest on social justice, in English. Students speak English,
they come from different parts of the world and | am very pleased with what | have
been doing in this regard. However, with my non-existence of Japanese language, it
was through Popoki that | could make some connections with the outside world in
Japan.

As an academic whose world depends on
reading, writing and discussion, | found myself
unable to make sense of my everyday life without
knowing Japanese.  Of course, | did prepare
myself in advance, and upon my arrival enrolled in
a Japanese language course. | was also

fortunate to have Ronni Alexander who helped me
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before and after my arrival and continues to help me while | am here. It takes time to
master the language at a level that one is able to connect to various levels of society.
Popoki served as a bridge between me and the rest of the society, here in Japan.

Popoki does a lot of volunteer work; he is particularly active in the Kobe YMCA.
Of course, YMCA values his work and supported Ronni’s Popoki Project.  Popoki
gave me a window to get to know YMCA better. It was in YMCA that Popoki's book
was launched.

| went to YMCA and joined a group of people to celebrate the publication of
Popoki's book. We went to a Japanese restaurant. This occasion introduced me
to new Japanese friends, some of whom spoke English. | had an opportunity to ask
them questions and enter into discussion with them. | also loved Japanese food and
its presentation. | got an idea about food, festivities and social life in Japan.

Popoki’s book is simple and a joy to read. It is colorful, drawings are lovely and
Popoki uses skillfully everyday common sense events to connect to kids and adults.
Popoki is right. Peace exists in different interconnected layers, at micro and macro

levels of our lives.

Popoki took me to the communities. We went to
a park on Port Island for the NPO Knots YY Days with
Dogs event, where Ronni received the “Live, Love
Animals Award” from the sponsoring organization.
This presented me to another layer of life in Japan.
Popoki also joined a peace festival with many other

community based groups who are working for a world
that honors peace, diversity, and co-existence. There were music, dance,
performance, food, and so on. Popoki attracted a lot of attention and sold his books.
It was nice to see the smile on people’s faces when they opened the book.

Popoki participated in an academic conference on
Peace in Hiroshima. A group of Philosophers who are
concerned about peace get together every two years
and want to promote universal dialogue. As it is the

case in academic conferences, the focus was on hard

core concepts and there was not any talk on how to -:.—_7_:-_-_.__:!
translate theories and concepts into action.  Popoki’'s session was put on the last

day of the conference. Popoki, the activist, took off with Ronni to connect with kids
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and community people in Hiroshima. He read his book to the kids, showed the
teachers how they can use the book in the classrooms. By the time Popoki came
back for his session, most of his books were sold out. More importantly, Popoki
surprised the philosophers and philosophers
surprised Popoki. Philosophers who participated
in Popoki’s session learnt how to relate their ideas
to the real life issues. One person said that she
will use Popoki's book in her graduate course in
Philosophy.  Another person said that Popoki

. gave her a tool to heal and overcome the personal
violence that she exp-:arienced as a child. Popoki’s session was a success and he
sold out all the books that he had with him. As for the next meeting of this group of
philosophers that will be held in Beijing, the rumor is that there will be more session
like the one Popoki had.

Popoki went and goes to other places that | unfortunately could not and cannot
join him.  He went to Tokyo, for another academic conference. He is scheduled to
go overseas. He is being interviewed by the press, invited to give lectures to different
groups, and Popoki organizes workshops for various groups of people. His book is
being translated into many languages and gradually publishers from other countries
are expressing interest in spreading Popoki’'s words.

Popoki continues to show me different layers of Japan.
For this, | am grateful to Popoki and to Ronni who is the force
behind Popoki. Everyday, Popoki makes new links and is
becoming busier.  This makes me, of course, happy, but a

bit concerned for the amount of work that Ronni has been and

will be doing.
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