JET-ting Into Many Forms of Diplomacy (with Admiration for Kennedy and Best
Wishes for Hagerty): Current and Former American ALTs Describe Programme’s
Influence on Their Interests in International Relations

Emily Walker, ALT

I have often found myself contemplating the incredible amount of impact the JET
Programme likely has on shaping young, globally-minded Americans into potential
diplomats or even ambassadors. Therefore, I decided to take action, and seek out
other JETSs fitting this description who could answer my musings in full.

Bonnie Ewart-Fisher is a third-year ALT based in Gunma Prefecture: “I've been
interested in public policy and international relations related fields for a long time
and being a JET definitely solidified that. My time on JET has given me a lot of
interesting opportunities to participate in grassroots internationalization at a local
level, but I've also had some volunteer experience with the US Embassy in Tokyo
while here too. That has definitely been a big factor in strengthening my interest in
international relations.”

Meghana Brandl, a first-year ALT in Hokkaido Prefecture, discusses how her
time there has influenced her interests: “My experiences in Japan have taught me
the importance of citizen diplomacy. I think, on a small scale, JETs already
represent their home countries in Japan. We're often the only person from our
country in our towns, and inadvertently end up becoming representatives of our
country. This can be a great opportunity for individuals to directly facilitate
international exchange.”

JET’s role in strengthening international interests through education is not to be
understated. Take Mary Jeanette Eberhardinger, who was an ALT in Hyogo
Prefecture from 2008-2010: “It has propelled my diplomatic impulse in large ways. 1
continue to exercise my knowledge and stories by teaching classes, applying for
grants, and participating in JPN activities like ikebana flower arranging.”
Eberhardinger is currently a Ph.D student, course director, teaching assistant, and
instructor in the Department of Communication and Rhetorical Studies in
Duquesne University.

Andrew Mills is a former JET ALT who was placed in Tokyo. After one year of
teaching there, he returned home to the U.S. in order to pursue his Master’s
Degree in East Asian Studies at the University of Virginia (having already obtained
his first M.A. in teaching history and the social sciences from James Madison
University). Mills describes how his time on JET spurred him into further studies:
“I've always been interested in International Relations—at the very least, in the
history of foreign affairs. Still, JET solidified my commitment to both my studies
and international outreach at the official and grassroots levels. My main priority is



to work in my field (history) as a professor of Japanese history. However, I would be
thrilled to work in a diplomatic position.”

The role of the U.S. Ambassador to Japan as not only a diplomat, but an
Iinspiration to generations succeeding him or her is also basically underemphasized
in today’s current media climate.

With all the people having held a title of a chief of mission from the USA to Japan
since 1859 (save for 1941-1951, between World War 2 and the signing of the Treaty
of San Francisco), only one ambassador was a woman, appointed in 2013. Further
still, she’s a woman who’s a descendant of one of the most resonant political
histories in all of America’s existence. A museum dedicated to her presidential
father is located in Boston, near my neck of the woods!

It is no secret that Caroline Kennedy remains one of the most popular (if not THE
most popular) ambassadors to Japan to have ever served. Apart from bringing
President Barack Obama to Hiroshima, visiting the decimated Fukushima nuclear
power plant, and negotiating the return of 10,000 acres of land from the U.S. back
to northern Okinawa,Ibaraki resident Naomi Ono says the Japanese people
connected to Kennedy’s steady, humble warmth. “Whenever she was participating

in a Japanese event,” says Ono,
“...she looked fun!”

Examples of Kennedy’s fervent interpersonal connection with Japanese people
include competing in charity bicycle races, hosting an international karuta
competition, and even dancing koi in a Santa Claus suit.

Mills also has praise for Kennedy, who he believes did well in her position, and
says
“...my own vision of international relations somewhat skews my opinions of the
1deal ambassador. I am more focused on outreach, friendship, and cooperation.
Therefore, I would like to see ambassadors with similar aspirations. I believe that
she did a great job as an ambassador focused on outreach and interconnection. I'm
not sure whether or not her legacy has set a precedent, but I would like to think
that all future ambassadors will approach the goodwill portion of the position with
as much enthusiasm as Kennedy.”

Kennedy has been succeeded by Ambassador William Hagerty, who was
appointed by President Donald Trump in 2017. Hagerty, a private equity investor,
has an extensive background in finances, having served as President George H.W.
Bush’s economic advisor and as former presidential candidate Mitt Romney’s
national finance chairman in 2008. Money and business are what makes the world
go around, and Hagerty’s finite knowledge of both of these things is likely serving



him well in his mission to strengthen the US-Japan relationship in more ways than
one.

Brandl compares the two very different tenures of both Kennedy and Hagerty: “In
terms of the last two American ambassadors to Japan, I think they symbolize the
priorities of their respective presidents in regards to Japan. Obama appointed
Kennedy, a philanthropist, to the ambassadorship. Much of her tenure involved
trying to heal old wounds between our two countries. Trump appointed Hagerty, a
businessman. Trump's priority for the region is to negotiate trade agreements to try
and ‘win’ the trade war with China.”

Only time will tell if Hagerty’s initiatives prove to be as popular—or as
memorable—as Kennedy’s active participation in Japanese culture. But Ono is
staying optimistic and has good feelings towards Hagerty: “He also feels very
friendly on Japanese TV shows, I think it's wonderful! And the face is good, too!”

With two back-to-back ambassadors stemming from two very different political
parties in America, I have only one hope for the future diplomats of the world who
have been, are, or will be enrolled in the JET Programme; I hope they can all
witness the importance of having success both in mutually beneficial business
agreements and in active learning and cultural participation. *



*P.S. I'd love to master both of these things myself, actually. While I have much
to learn about business, what I have the power to do now in my role as JET ALT is
actively participate and absorb the beautiful customs around me...and I do! I may
not dance koi quite as well as Caroline Kennedy yet, but, (very) slowly, I am
starting to remember the steps to USA by Da Pump. I hope this tune can serve as
some kind of anthem for US-Japan celebratory occasions one day!
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