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[A] People tend to learn foreign languages by using their own language.
You begin with grammar, which you consider in relation to the grammar of
your native tongue. What are the similarities and differences? Where does
the verb go? What is the construction of the *active and péls)sive voices?
(2 ) can you use the grammar of your own language to understand the
language you are studying?

[B] (3 ) you have a general idea of the grammar, you then begin
to learn words in the new language. Usually, you are taught that words in
your own language have exactly the same meaning as words in another
language. This is where the dictionary comes in. A Japanese can look up

(4)
“suru” in a Japanese-English dictionary and find that “make” or “do” has

the same meaning. “Sareru” is “be made” or “be done”.

[C] Language learning is, in theory, very easy. It is not uncommon for
students who have learned a little of a foreign language to think, “All I
have to do to communicate my Japanese ideas in English is to fit the
English words with the same meaning in the proper grammar”. It is only
later, sometimes much later, when many years of study have passed and a
certain ability with the language has been achieved that the student realizes
that many of his ideas are not getting across using this method.

(5)

*active voice REEJHE  passive voice AZEJHE



[D] The fact is that words represent objects, feelings, ideas, and
phenomena, and many of these things, especially feelings and ideas, are
rooted in our culture and civilization. To put it briefly, the problem with the
above approach to language learning is that some words do not always have
exactly the same meanings when taken out of a cultural context. Further,
there are some things that a native English speaker would be completely
unable to understand though the Japanese expression makes perfect sense.

[E] Japanese culture has characteristics that find only a faint echo in

(7)
the English speaking cultures. One such characteristic is the value placed on

sincerity. To be sincere is accounted one of the most, perhaps the most,
important quality in society. One is thanked “sincerely”, as in “makoto ni”
and “kokoro kara”. The motto, in English, of the university where I work is
“A spirit of sturdiness and sincerity”. I assume this is an English translation
of “shitsujitsu goken”. However, the phrase as it stands in English has no
meaning. An English speaking person wofﬁii want to know “sincere about
what?”.

[F] English speaking people have doubts about sincerity. The term
itself is most commonly ( 9 ) to love, as in Elvis Presley’s famous song-
question, “Are You Sincere When You Say You Love Me?”. It is unthinkable
to talk about a “sincere politician” or a “sincere car salesperson”. Nor does
the English meaning cover the Japanese meaning of being reliable,
hardworking and diligent. It is just as easy for a person to be “sincerely
lazy” or a “sincere liar”. American universities frequently have, for their
mottoes, words such as “truth”, “knowledge”, and “virtue”. However, no
American or British professor would ever describe his university or its
students as “sincere”.

[G] Another Japanese characteristic, more common to Britain than to
America, is that of speaking modestly about one’s own achievements while

enthusiastically praising someone else’s. In other words, a very strong sense




of modesty. The Japanese expression “sasuga (ni)” is a good example of this.
The meaning is that someone is so obviously gifted or talented that his
achievement is a matter of ( 1la ). It is never used about oneself. In
Japan, it is always necessary to treat one’s success as unexpected or as a
matter of ( 1lb ), or else to give most of the praise to others for the help
they gave one. Whereas in America and, to a lesser extent, Britain, one
commonly hears, “I worked really hard for that”, or “I made it happen”, in
Japan one hears, “I couldnt have done it without so-and-so’s help”, or “I

(12)
really don’t deserve it”.

[H] To get back to “sasuga (ni)”, I do not see how it could be used in
English. To say, “That’s just like him”, or “That’s just what I expected from
him” is to produce the opposite meaning. “That’s just like him to waste all
our money gambling”. “So you missed the deadline. That’s just what I
expected!”. It is never used in a good sense. One would never say, “That’s
just like him to win the Nobel Prize”. On the contrary, one is frustrated,
disappointed, or angry at someone else’s behaviour. If one used the
expression, “I knew you could do it”, it shows more about the speaker’s
confidence than the listener’s talents. There is no set phrase or expression
in English which conveys the constant excellence of somebody else’s skills or
virtues.

[1] The difference in cultural attitudes between Japan and America
with regard to sincerity and the use of “sasuga (ni)” can be seen in the
following incident.

[J] My wife had to leave Tokyo and go back to America on business
for two weeks. A distant relative, insisting that I needed company and
cheering up while she was away, came to stay with me for those two weeks.
Both my wife and I suspected that he really wanted a free vacation in
Tokyo, a city he had not visited in twenty years. Anyway, he told anyone

(14)
who would listen that he was actually coming over as a favour to me.




[K] He drank all my whisky, ate all my food, had me ( 16 ) him out
to dinner half a dozen times, guide him around Tokyo, and generally take
care of him. He is an elderly man who does not sleep much, and would
usually go to bed long after midnight and wake up before six. I am still a
fairly young man who needs eight or nine hours of sleep a night, especially
when I am dragging an elderly man all over Tokyo during the day. I
suffered from a very strong need for more sleep during the two weeks he
stayed with me. I found it hard to concentrate, I had trouble getting my
work done, and I often fell asleep briefly at my desk. He was always lively
and cheerful, and would pull me out of the house early in the mornings for
a trip to Kamakura or a long walk through Tokyo whether I wanted to go
or not. I was extremely pleased when he left, and slept two full days to
celebrate.

[L] When my wife returned, she called him a “pest” (an annoying
person) and a “sponger” (someone who takes things from others but doesn’t
give anything in return), and said “it was just like him to behave like that”.
My Japanese friends who had met him, however, assured me that the man
had been “sincere” in his desire to cheer me up while my wife was away.
Thus, he should not be spoken ill of. In other words, since his intentions
were sincere, his behaviour should be overlooked. On the other hand, my
Japanese friends also admitted that his behaviour must have been very
difficult for me to put up with. Many of them used the word “sasuga” to
praise my kindness and patience, implying that I have these two qualities to
a very high degree. Well, the truth is that I am neither particularly kind
nor patient, but I felt sorry for him as he would have had no place to go,

(18]
had I thrown him out.

[M] When the dust had settled, the following conclusion had been
reached. To my American wife, the man was nothing more than a pest, and

a pest with a past history. I was weak for not speaking my mind and not




clearly telling him that his behaviour was causing problems for me. To my
Japanese friends, the man was “sincere”, meaning well-intentioned, though
he had made the situation worse, and my virtues of kindness and patience
were confirmed by my tolerance of him.

When I spoke English with my wife, I agreed with her because I
felt she was right. When I spoke Japanese with my Japanese friends, I
agreed with them because what they said made sense in Japanese, and I
did not want to seem to be unsympathetic to the man’s “sincere feelings”.
However, if my Japanese friends had attempted the same conversation with
me in English, I would not have agreed with them, for “sincerity” does not

have the value in English that it does in Japanese.
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