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A Glimpse of Japanese

Communicative Style

Teruto OKAMURA
Associate Professor,
Hokusei Gakuen University

Their dry chapped lips touched. There
was a slight taste of salt, "It's like seaweed,"”
Shinji thought. Then the moment was past.
The boy moved away and stood up, propelled
by a feeling of guilt at this first experience in
his life. "Tomorrow I'm going to take some
fish to the lighthouse keeper's place when I
come back from fishing." Still looking out to
sea, Shinji had now recovered his dignity and
could make this declaration in a manly voice.
"I'm going there too tomorrow afternoon,”
the girl replied, likewise looking out to sea. *

The Japanese people are traditionally
characterized as being fond of indirect and/
or implicit, as opposed to direct and explicit,
communication. The above excerpt has been
made to illustrate the traditional value
placed on the indirect and/or implicit nature
in their communication behavior.

After ‘their first kiss, which tasted like sea-
weed (seaweed might seem strange and have
a different connotation to non-Japanese
people who do not have the custom to eat it.),
the boy Shinji implied by his declaration that
he would like to see her the next day, and the
girl responded to it by simply saying that she
would be at the suggested place, neither
more nor less than that. If put in direct and
explicit form, the dialogue would be some-
thing like, "Can I see you tomorrow at the
lighthouse keeper's place?" "Sure. What
time?"

Another point of interest found in the ex-
cerpt is that both the boy and the girl were
looking out to the sea, not at each other when
they made those statements. His statement
was ambiguous enough to be misinterpreted
as a mere announcement of his day-to-day
schedule, and that when he said that, he was
on his feet, looking out at the sea, not at her
who was still sitting at his feet in the after-
glow of their first embrace.

Let us now suppose for the sake of eluci-




dation of cultural differences that the girl
were from an "explicit" culture and knew
nothing about Japanese values. She might
fail to understand what was really meant by
his verbal and nonverbal behavior, and just
say, "Oh, are you? What for?" looking up
straight at him. Bewildered at her off-target
response and at her bare gaze at him, he
might end up just saying, "Because I owe
them a lot."

Non-Japanese people may well wonder
how and why the Japanese communicate in
such an indirect and/or implicit way. One
persuasive answer is that the Japanese have
developed so highly a homogeneous society
consisting of a single ethnos and language
(except for the Ainu) that they share with one
another more or less the same patterns of
behavior and thinking. Thus they can detect
without much difficulty verbal and
nonverbal cues, from which they infer or pre-
dict what the other party is thinking of or
going to do.

Furthermore indirect and/or implicit ex-
pressions of one's feelings are traditionally
more highly appreciated as a refined form of
expression. Thus the Japanese as often as not
take the trouble to subdue and transform
their crude feelings into something else. To
this very effort of subdued transformation
they have attached an aesthetic and rhetori-
cal value, and good command of such verbal
and behavioral skills is considered to be an
indication of their maturity and sophistica-
tion.

Let us now take Shinji's expression and
behavior for example. What he really
wanted to say and do must have been that he
liked her very much and wanted to see her
the next day to look her straight in the eyes.
But he just said he was going to the light-
house keeper's, looking away from her when
he made that nonchalant remark. The girl
must also have wanted to say the same thing
and to have direct eye contact but she just
mentioned that she would go there too, look-
ing at the same thing as Shinji was. To ver-
balize those things and to gaze at each other
would be tantamount to spoiling the sub-
dued yet tense atmosphere of the situation
with an undercurrent of passion. Instead of

pouring out his heart in so many words,
Shinji made a brief monologue-like state-
ment, looking out to sea and the girl re-
sponded to it by doing the same. At this in-
stant their feelings were conveyed far more
effectively than in any other way.

The episode cited here was taken from a
work written a few decades ago by one of the
best known post-war novelists, Mishima
Yukio. Japan has undergone numerous
changes since then and come to have quite a
different facade, but not a few of them are
nothing but skin-deep makeup, or face-lifts
at best. The aesthetic embedded deep in the
mentality of the Japanese hasn't been easily
wiped away and the value placed on indirect
and/or implicit communication has re-
mained more or less intact at the bottom of
their ethos.

*The Sound of Waves or Shiosai (trans. by M.
Weatherby) N.Y.: Berkeley Pub. 1954, p.34
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Editors' Note

We hope that you have enjoyed reading
this issue. For international readers, we are
planning to include an English abstract for
each Japanese article beginning with the next
issue. Please send to us news of seminars,
meetings, and newly published books and ar-
ticles. Also, any response from you regard-
ing our newsletter would be appreciated.




