ABCs of Communication Between Westerner and Japanese

Some Ilandy Hints on Ilow to Overcome Frustrating but Not Unresolvable Cultural Dlﬂerences
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1 would really like us to
place emphasis on similarities,
not differences. But, having
. said that .

Just Wh'lt are we doalmg
: With? There are fndeed some
Inleresting customs or beliels
we can point out — most .ana'
nesé, afraid of zpgeisn
infection, never
wash (heir ears
with soap and
waler and are
shocked when
they see foreigh-
ers sticking M
their ears into B
the shower.

Nevins
They ean calch eolds through

theilr stomachs. and gel a
stomnchache because IS cold.
Many of them gargle away im-
puritles feven waler Is OK),
when Lhey come inlo the house
aller a day *‘oulside’ of work
or play. Many Japanese open
the window (even in winter) in
the morning when they make
up the hed tor put away the fu-
ton} to let the dust oul. even
though the ecolder, denser air
from the oulside is clearly
rushing in, ele., cle.

Bl we want to Jearn how 1o
communicate with the Japa-
nese. The Japanese can be Lhe
most stubborn people in the
warld., And worse yel, they
have ooway of making you
think they are with you. In'the
long run, if a Japanese Isn'l
convineed, iUs virtually bopnos-
sible 1o pet him o do some-
Minp s nal escited abont,
How do you gel hlim exclted?
You have o bring him Inlo the
process, make him o part of it
and lel him bnplement and

-Japanese model,

take actlon,

A griand slep in this diveetion
fs to master and ulilize sidlind-
ly a little theory which 1 have
conceptualized: “You must
convinee the Japanese on Lheir
terms,  atherwise  the  dirfer-
cnce in lerms precludes reach-
Ing agreement on Issues and
substance.

This Is really what the art of
communicatlng and convineing
is all aboul, Bul particularly in
the case of the Japanese, this
holds true heeause they are by
and large quite convinced that
they ave basieailly different
from other people in the world,
and that thelr system, sentl-
ments ard emolions defy the
understanding of non-Japa-
nese, 8

Here the foreigner Is al a tre-
mendous advantage if & truly
expert mastering of the Japa-
nese language enables him to
discuss all subtieties In flowing
and nalural Japanese. Then
the forelpner‘enjoys two great
advanlages: (1) the hurden of
the communlceation is fully on
his shoulders (he is aware.of
his own inadequacies and
whore he must follow up) and
(2) If he does in fact come
across acceptably close to lhe
he has
largely blown away the mist of
cultural uniqueness which the
Japanese sometimes feel more
comforiahle sitling behind,
and has preciuded lhe Japa-

© nese party from using the “he-

cause Lhis Is Japan® syn-
drome.  Obviously, .Japancse
can'l use his scapegoal when
Lrying {o score polnts among
themselbves.

Ambigully, Flaltery

Since most loreigners are
not in a posilion to masler
Japanese, which in ils process
s very much (he needed cul-
turid and  behavier exercise,
let us define in FEnglish a {fow
characteristies of the Japanese
and affer same hehavioril
galdelines o relnforce comnne
nleations effeetiveness,

IFareipnars are ollen eritheat
of the Japanese tor nol saying
yoes or na clearly, and expross-

" doliberate fashion. is
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ing negatlve feelings ant opin-
lons only implicitly, A non-
Jiapanese businessman, lor ex-
ample, shouid use (his 1o his
advantage, realizing that the
Indireet refusal offers flox-
Ibility o hoth sldes when nego-
tinding. It allows time to focl
out new grotnd and allaws the
olher party (or yourself) to
temiporarily withdraw without
losing face, or the husiness
deal.

Non-Japanese are some-
times turned off by the appar-

Guest
Forumn

-enlly meaningless flattery of

the Japanese. Western “tact”

does not Inclide saying some- -

thing that fsn't true. Keep in
mind that above ajl,
fact emphasizes making he
person [eel good over the rela-

"tive truth of the compliment.

Japanese place more weight
on {rying to show heir willing-
ness to be friendly and trying
lo please, rather than on the
aclual words used.

Sometimes forelgners tend
to feel that the humbleness
which some Japanese seem Lo
projeét in such a contrived and
reaily
maosl  hypocrilieal, especially
when we know that the individ-
ual can he as proud and
haughly as anynne we have
mel, The Japancse answer
woidd he that J's @ virtue (o
he humble, and cven if one
isn’t, e makes it all the worse
hy nol trying 1o acl humble.
Thus seil-assertlon I8 o ro-
spected character altvibute In
many Weslern and other so-
ciclies, while self-deprecation
is indeed the time-honored
Japanese fradition.

The Japancse lentlly diveel-
ness with rudeness. "o them
i's Impassible te he both palite
mut direct, Maybe that’s why
there seem [0 be so miny fop-

Japanese’

mal and apparenily mean-
Inpless, fixed preeilngs of al-
samsut Inoso many  rouline
dally encounters, If such ‘“al-
satsu’ arc nol given, one wilt
1ol Tow positive poinls for orlp-
innllly and Individoallty, and
rather may be somewhal ostra-
clzed as bheing Impolite and
strange. Tamiliar expressions
which won't shock or upset are
more valued than original ex-
pressions.

While Western socletlies
place value on mulual Ince-
pendence, the Japanese like
the feeling of mutual depend-
ence, A forelign business man-
ager should he eareful In try-
ing to locale the top performoer
and bestow formal, public
credit on him. Japanese often
feet more comiortable when
their idea becomes a part of
the Invisible whole, Thelr {eel-
ings of mutual dependence
mean that thanks s expressed

_hol only far specific [avors,

but alse throughoul the ongo-
ing general relallonship.
Maybe that's why expressions
ke “okagesama de" (“thanks
to you) are so olten used
even when no speellie favors
have heen glven.
Walt for Spokesman

I’m sure there are many for-
eign husinessmen or Fnglish
teachers who have faced a con-
ference or a class, and asked
the group a question. You got
no response and were led to be-
licve that the Japancse have
no opinlons, ar must have noth-
ing in their heads al all.

This i very muich a problem
in eross-cultural commu-
nication, for unless there Is a
most abvinus group spokesman
(perhaps smmeone much older
or more scnior than everyone
cised, no one indlviduat is pere-
mited 1o voice a view ar oven
say yes, beeoause Lo o Japanese
Lhis would moean that he |
making hhmself the spokesman
for the proup. 11 s alse re-
parvded as mpolte and poor
form o show off ability or
seize the spolllpght In sueh a
froup eomlext,

The foreipner working in
any sueh sttoation should learn

to catl on zmt! seiect the prop-
cr, unlversally recopnized
spokaesmaon, or should clenarly
Indieate that he is seeking only
an Individual opinlon and
should cadl on specifle particl-
pants.

Nosy or Just Frlendly?’

TTave you cver been annoyed
with Lhe string of personal
questions which an Inqulsitive
Japanese can fire out within 30
scconds? Whille Weslerners
have an Inherent and under-
lying respeet for the privacy of
an individual, personal ques-
Lions are not at all taboo to the
Japanese, In fact, they show
frlendliness and a willingness

to place one in the all hmpor-

tant "‘us' category.

While the Westerner can feel
cornered or plnned down by a
persanal question such as Do
you awn or rent your house?'
a Japancse finds it difficult to
start or continue a conversa-
Uon without hackground infor-
matlon suech as the group lo
which a person belongs, or his
soclal, famlly and economic
slitus, A Japanese apparently
feels a compelling need to
make spme sort of a com-
paratlve .crossover from ihe
“lhem” to “us” calegory by
way af such exploralory ques-
tions, and of course the ex-
changlng of the meishi (calling
card).

While the Japancse are very
much open to privale ques-
tions, they are closed to Ihe
ileolegleal prylng or the con-
coptual attacks which so many
foreigners retish and engape in
wilh near strimpers,

Rather than shmply snyving
that they are closed Lo some-
one tapping on or drawing out
thedir philesophies, it mipht he
mare accurale to say thal Lhey
dow’l particularly iedentiry with
the process, nor are {hey sure
nf where the foreipner is po-
ing, and frequently most unsa-
Lsfled when they have ar-
vlved, after whak seems’ to the
Japanese (o be o rather point-
tess Intellechind exercise. Japa-
nese also dislike o puane-He
approiach Lo arpuing. They see

it as unnccessarily flippant |

antl insineere,

While Weslerners see  eon-
frontillom as o catatyst, the
Japanese revere apalogy as
lubrleant. IF everyone is con-

stantly and immedialely admlit-
'iing their faull in any misun-

derstanding, H has a very doe-
fusing. and disarming effecl,
One should always avold con-
frontalion — 1l never pays.
The Japanese will merely

think that you are immalure,

childish and not capable of con-
trolling your emolions. .
You may have noliced that
the Japanese dan't complain
very much. They respeet some-
one who perseveres paliently

and works with realities.

In Japanese society [t can
also be Lmpolite to express
one's personal preference.
Thus it Is not unusual to have
a Japanese somewhat per-
plexed when the foreign host-
ess insists that he decide be-

tween coffee or tea. When |

Japancse make excuses not to
altend a function, etc., they
try and avoid expressing per-
sonal preference. It is nol ap-
propriate to how out by saying
that one would rather play ten-
nis that day than go bowling,
nor are family activities a suit-
able excuse. [For this same rea-
son you will rarely cateh a
Japanese praising his own fam-
ily members, as it comes loo
close Lo scli-serving and
praise of onesclf. )
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Some Advlce

And now for the ABCs of
communicating wilh the Japa-
TS,

AL Atlempt o understand, or
hive some pul perceplions of
Japanese hehavior and el
al characteristics as excmpli-
ficd by the above. Don'i Ly
and unnatwrally [all inlo and
conform o these pallerns, hut
be aware of thelr existence, he
considerate, patient and sensi-

live,

. Be a good listener and en-

Socourage open and [rank com-

munication from the Japancse.
Remember thal the conversa-
Lional rhytiim In Western con-
versation is too fast for the
Japanese. The pace of give
and take In conversational ex-
change is mueh slower be-
Lween two Japanese. They will
not as readily interruplt and
contradict, so Lhe forcigner
should slow down and aveid
giving away his views anpd
making conclusions’ until he
has heard from others. Con-
stantly pause and throw out nu-
merous chances for the listen-
er to give his own views and
feedback.

C. Sce ourselves as the Japa-
nese see us. Romoember that

" the Japanese find our unfamil-

far forcign communication pat-
terns -just as strange and
unique as we {ind theirs. Our

direetness, conlronlalion, West-
ern steaipht-ling logic and ten-
dency to demand quick and
definlle responses, cle., can
leave e Japinese feeling em-
parrassed and [rustrated.
They can be made to feel that
it is hopeless lo make them-
selves understoord by Foreign-
ers. Keep in mind thal Ih.l‘
Japanese have their own eriti-
cisms of Westerners and many
may see us as chitdish HIY!
[HISSE sotl-contral i well s
Lo shmphe, mamature ol in-

sensitive,

Cihe opinions cxpressed I he
preceding article are the authne's
and s not Beeessarily represen
thuse of The Japan ‘limes.)



