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An essay compares Japanese and American language,
reflecting on the fundamental culture-based differences between
methods of communication in Japan and the United States. Japanese and
Americans have different systems of logic and thought, attitudes, and
vays of expressing themselves, all of which are affected by their
respective background cultures. Natural environment is one of the
major aspects of background culture, and it affects the method of
expression, vocabulary, topic of conversation, values, and attitudes.
People in Japan tend to express themselves as a part of nature, while
Americans express themselves as the center of nature. Thus Japanese
sentences often begin with conditions while English sentences start
with people. Japanese also tend to use the passive voice more than
Americans. In the same vein, the Japanese tend to use impersonal
constructions, while Americans often use personal constructions.
Natural background is one of the factors that has made Japanese
descriptive and concrete and English aralytic and abstract. Language
is deeply related to background culture and culture is strongly
affected by the natural environment. Therefore, language is ,
influenced by its natural background in a variety of ways. (NKA)
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How Does Natural Environment Affect

Expressing Themselves ?

Kenji Kitao

The nation that lmguage 15 deeply rooted in its background culture
has been supported not only by anthropologists but akio by linguists
for more than a century.! The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is well known?
Language teachers, too, have supported this idea, and they believe that
Ianguage should be taught within its culture?

The purpose of language use is communication! However, inter-
cultural communication is mere dificult than communication among
people with the same culture, Knowing other cultures and experienc-
ing them improves communication with the people who have those
cultural backgrounds. Culture affects communication indirectly through
association. Thus, culture strongly limits the contents of communi-
gatien, Culture also determines levels of communication, that is, how
much speakers reveal of themselves® The ways of communication vary
according to cultures. The Japanese and the Americans have different
logic and methods of expressing themselves® Culture also relates fo
other means of communication, such as physical contact, time, place,
human relations, and sex, Therefore, communicating with people of

different cultural backgrounds effectively is very difficult without know-

ing their covert communication systems.

- those languages are important factors, The cylt

How Does Natural Environme b Am
o woes halural Lavironment Affect Ameriear
and Japanesc Ways of Expressing Themsolyes Li§

I conducted four studies in prdey to-find out Dow well Japanese

peaple understand American cylture and how well they are taught

American culture iy English courses, These studics were 1) an exa.

1nation of English textbooks in both junior and senjor high schoals?

%) a survey of teaching American culture and intercultural commugi.
Cation taken by sixty-three Japanese

3) the Test of American Cullure

students in the United Slates!
taken by more than tyo hundred Japa-

nese students in both Japan and the United States,? and 4) interviews

with twenty newly-arriveq students at the University of Kansas The
results of the four studies shoy that there is not myel foundation far;
good communication hetween Tapanese and Americans, 25 | have dis-
cussed before ! that the Japanese students fiad been {aught very li;tle
about American culture ip English courses t any level, and that -th;:-.y_r
did not understand Ameriean culture well, As a resyt they had prob.
lems understanding Amerieans and communicating with thep,
It is clear that language alone cannot guarantee good {ntercultural
communication but that the cultural backgrounds of the speakers of
ural backgrounds eag
be divided into threg aspects: natural environment, socia) environ-
ment, and traditional heritage, In the following section, T will sum.

marize the existing literature on how American and Japanese natural

environment affects their ways of expressing themselves,

Natural environments (climate, weather, geography, efe.) affeets peo-

Ple in 2 varicty of ways: their thought, their altiludes, and thoir

language,
Japan is in the monsoon 2ong, where humidity is pature's aift to
man. A plentiful vocabulary accomodates the abundance of plants and
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creatures theiving In such a warm and damp environment The cli
x;nate varies much, and the people enjoy four seasons, but it is usually
rmld The rainy scason comes in summer, and it rains a preat deal.
There are more than twenty differcnt names for rain, de;;eg'_ding on the
'E;E;sun and kind of rainfall® such as ame (rain), Ririsame [mistg
rain), harusame (spring ain), shigre (2 shower in late autumn and
early winter), yiduchi (an evening shower), gau (a heavy rain). r!a"in
(a thunderstorm), niwakaame (a shower), samidare (early summer rain]
mizore (sleet), akisame (autumn rain), and B3f%u (a rain storm) M
Many words deal with climate. Japanese peaple tend to talk about

the weather at the beginning of greetings, particularly in letters.

addition to weather forccasts, The following are some examples from

the Ashi Evening News, “Vox Populi, Vox Dei"

Sunday opened the week of the spring equinox. Tokyo is already
wrapping in spring.

The cherries are already in blossom in some southern districts,

The tainy season front has appeared. Like the hamsams s’
[sﬁring rain front], and “hana-no-zensen” CRower f_rant], ._b;:.mf:zgzz-
o' 52 name given by the “elegant faction” In the Meteorogical
Agency,

“Tanabata," the festival of the weaver, is cale‘bratedi on Julgjh
Befér’é the war, people made Indian ink fmm stxsks of mk tn wnte
nﬁ ;-éfﬂrsd sirips in the hope that they w:zuld_ becag?je,. p_r_czﬁmént in
c-&lligmphy. These strips were hung on bamboo branches.

This column started today last year Withithfse_ _Wnrds:t The
' ;zu{urﬁn shy is high and the pri:gs are shy-high” We must use a
similar expression on the same day this year.

How Docs Natural Envionment Affect American ,
and Japanese Ways of Bxpressing Themselves 11

Mayako Tkeda, a teacher of Japanese language, has pointed out that

most American students wonder why Japanese people talk about wezth-

because it is considered “small talk" and except for such articles 2
news stories about destructive tornadoes or hurricanes, newspapers do
not earey many articles about the weather 8

The four seasons are an important part of Japanese life Japanese
people go to see plum and cherry blossoms in spring and hold the
star festival in summer, moon viewing in fall, and sow viewing in
winter, One American studer, i my Japanese compasition chiss wrote
tha; if he viewed the moon and offered fooq and flowers to it, Ameri-
cars would think that he was crazg,

Nature in the monsoon 7ane has power and strength, so natural calam.

ities are often caused by storms, heavy rainfall, floods, and typhoons,
These are beyond human control; all that people can do s to be

receptive and passive. Philosopher Tetsurg Watsuji has stated:

« ++ this humidity typifies the violence of nature. Humidity often
combines with heat o assail man with violent deluges of rain of
great force, savage storm winds, floods and droughts. This power
iS50 vast that man s obliged to abandon all hope of resigtance
and is forced into mere passive resignation,?

The distinctive character of human nature in
then,

the monsoon zone,
can be understood as submissive gnd resigned. People lack
active aftitudes toward nature and have little tension of will They
become %0 sensitive o nature and experience 1t $o emotionally that
they grow very explanatory and lyrical

Japanese people feel that they are controlled by great invisible

powers. These invisible powers can be fiature or man-made authority,
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Such Japanese expressions as “wn-o fen-ni makesy [leave one's fate to
Heaven)," and “Nagaimeno-niva makarero (Yield to the powerful, (or
literally), Allow yourself to be entwinded by a long thing],” demon-
strate this. | -

Takeo Doi mentioned that there are many expressions concerned with
lusions of persccution and feel thut they are vicims in many ways.
This higathan [sensitivity to adversity) creates the aftitudes of “shife-
mora (to receive a favor)" and “shifeageru (to do a faver for some-
one],” which are also derived from the passive and dependent psycho-
logy of the Japanese?! o

Japanese passive sensitivity seems to be well expressed in the Japa-
nese passive voice. Takao Suzuki explains that one tries fo bring his
or her opinion into conformance with that of the receiver or makes up
his/her mind according to others' reactions2 Reiko Shimonishi con-
ducted 2 survey of Japanese and American students and found that
Japanese commonly use the passive voice, particularly when they are

7 7 B N 7 - LA D 23
adversely affected by an action and to express 2 sense of passivity,

The unique passive voice in Japanese is called “mefwakuno uhemi
(suffering passive),” which can be formed from both transitive and
intransitive verbs -

The suffering passive emphasizes that the spearker suffers as the
result of the action described even though he is not the subject of the
senfence,

Asobiba-ni ie-o tate-rareste shimaifa

(A building was built where the playground used to be (and I
was adversely affected by it).]

How Does Natura] Environment Affecs American "
and Japanese Ways of Expressing Themsalyes 2 1y
The climate of Britain, on the other hand, is dry in summer and

Wet in winter, In fhis meadow type of climate, nature is milg and

epetitive. People need not Struggle against nature; they have time

for their own activities Human society in sye 2 climate is wel]

developed and more emphasis is given tg individugls,

Watsuji states
t

hat “man is individualist in the extreme; 50 in addition o segregation

there is scial intereourse, cooperation within divisio, " Consequently

privacy, freedom, ang rights and obliga

ions of individuals are clear
and important there,

However, individualism Jas not been dove

loped in Japan, Watsuji
has explained:

In Japan, the one-ness of the nat
religious sense; this js 5 circumstance of primitive society that can be
understood only by Way of myths. Before may felt or thought g
an individual, his conseiouspess was that of the group; anything
disadvantageous to the livelihood of the Group restricted the gc.
tions cf the individug] in the form of taboo %

ion was first interpreted in the

People are controlle by nature in Japan, They deseribe themselyes
8 2 part of nature. This may be the reason that actors, actions, and
people who receive the actiqns are only parts of maty

Te and 50 are not
the center of descript

fon in the Japanese language—where ap English
Speaker might begin 5 descriptive sentence with ‘I a Japanese speak-

er would begin it with conditions in which he existed.  The follgy.

ing are examples:¥

Watashi-ng sundeirutokorg-wa Tamagawa-no chikaky desu,
(Where I am living is near the Tamagawa River,)
(I live near the Tamagawa River)
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le-niwa kingyo-ga takusan iru.
(At home there are many goldfish,)

(We have many goldfish at our home.]

Hekago YWCA-de taipu-no renshil-o shita
(After school, at YWCA, (1) practiced on ke typewriter)
(1 practiced on the typewriter after schor s the YWCA)

Tmpersonal construction is well developed in Jipmese, 1. €. actors
are ot important, and If the actor who acted s ckar from the con-
text, 1o nioun or pranaun refering to the actor i wed

Sono thii kimi-wa ano hito-o zufbun bepki shitano-desu-ne,

(It is that, as for you, (jou) had been stijing very hard vith
him then, fsn't it?) , ,
(You had been studying very hard with linthen, hadn't you?)

Anata-no goshinsetsu-0 kansha shimasu.
((I) thank (you) for your kindness)

Chikaiuchi-ni asobi-ni konai?
(Will (you) come to se¢ me soon?)
The noun or pronoun designating the recipiut of the action may
also be omitted if the recipient is identified in s context
Kane-m hitsuydrara ageyd |
(If (you) need money, (I) will give (it) (b jou).)
In English, people describe people as the enler of nature. They
have conquered it and controlled it. The whr is given primary
emphasis in English. This makes personal couction quite impor-

tant,

Sentences are not usually given an impersond anstruction in collo-

How Does Natural Environment Affect Ameriean

and Japanese Ways of Expressing Themselves ? 121
uj: infor i nolis) -
quial  and informa] wrtten English unless incidents are caused by
naturz=] phenomena or sydden accidents -

that cannot be controljeg by
pecple=, |

I_t Tained here yesterday,
I snows a great deal in Hokkaido,
It happened to hin, unfortunately,

Howr=ever, it is ] possible to use 2 perso
about =such phenomeps, -

WE_ had some raip yesterday,
fIh,ey have & great deal of snow iy Holkaido,
He~ had an accident, unfortunately,

Condmacting a study of values among students from six differept
natiops,  Charles Morris found that Japanese students rateq landscape
paintinggs higher than ofher kinds of paintings, while American sty

dents se=Lecte ones of peopl o s’ 1 Japanese people Jike

10 put =stones on sand to symbolise nature gnq 19 appreciate signs of

nature,  The Americars, in contrast, like ceramic animals, portraits

and Statmes of animals or Peaple in their living rooms, They prefer

sgns o life® This is 2 Philosophical difference betyeen the t
nations, =as Dr. Sumako Kimizuls suggested

Wo

. the one (the Japanese) insists e iz
L e JAPANESE) msists fhat nature is the oyers]
unive=rse of which the human world i infinitestimal fragfﬁeﬁtg

whil the other (the American) holds (i
W= the other (the American) holds that mature fs 4 backomn
of h=xman worlg ) holds that ature i5 2 backgroung

The difEFerence shown above i e demonstrated in grestings in two
dilferent e=ultures, The Japanese people usually pay more g

Physical =2nvironments

{tention tg
than to pesple, The greeing “Ohayi-gozaimasy,”

10
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for example, [ terally means “It's early” in English We.;ather isa !ver'y
important pakt of greetings In confrast, some A@Enéan g§e§tlng§.
such a *How  are you?" or “How are you doing?” ask about the con-
dition of the Foerson addressed. Here the human being is the focus
of attention,  Usually when a Japanese person refers to another per-
son's health, IR is in the context of weather conditions, For example,
‘It is cool thee=se days. Please take care not to cuich a cold” |
Actions apH people or objects that receive actions are em?has_lzed
next. 5o, concmcord of numbers and gender is very impc:rtan? in Eng-
lish, Actors c==ontrol the following pronouns and actions; actions con-
trol objects,

Thete === a book which was written by Mark Twain on the table,
and il is nteresting,

There e=are two books which were written by Mark Twain on the
tablé, aﬁd; they are interesting,

Joha thEinks that Mary hates herself

Actions aft = clear, snd there are many verbs to describe slightly
different forg=s of actions in English
ey wiwa naku
wee=p mesomeso naku
sob kusunkusun naku
blllbber  oioi naku
howar wanwan naku
Dille=e hihi naku
whimmper  shikushiku naku

N R R
i ohmcm @ o5 B A B BB OB
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How Does Natural Environment Affect Ameriean 7
and Japanese Ways of Expressing Themselyes ? .

laugh halia-to waray
smile nikﬁnika-tq waray
chuckle  kutsukutsyt Warau
ha-ha wahhahha-to waray
giggle  ihihido warmy
SUGEEr nitanitat warau
simper  ghohgto waru
©gmin niyario waray

titter kusukusu-to waray
As the chart shows, Japanese uses more reduplications thap Eng-

lish in describing actions, It oftén uses onomatopeia tg express actions

very descriptively,

The Japanese pegple usually describe fime and place first, thep
actors, and people or objects which receive actions, and then emotional

atmosphere and actions, Evamples are shown as follows:

Sakujitsu gakkS-c watashi-wa itta

(yesterday, to scho], T went)
(T went to schog] yesterday,)

Kyd ie-de watashi-wa benkyG sury,

(Today, at home, I study)
(I study at home foday.)

Sonojibun Kimi-wa ang hito-to hijd-ni shitashiky shiteita-noda-ne,
(then, you, with that man, very friendly, were)
[You were very intimate with him then,J%

The very last part of Japanese sentences (one word or two from the

end punctuation) is the most important, the ofher parts acting ag

12
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modifications and having interchangeable positions, as Takeo Dol has
pointed out™ This very last part is usually the verb or 11 (grammat-
ical marker), and they determine affirmation, negation, question, or
command, voice, level of politeness, tense and exclamation,

Tokyo-ni (anata-wa) iku. affirmation

[You will go to Tokyo.]

Tokyoni (anata-wa) ikanai, negation

(You will not go to Tokyo.)

Tokyo-ni (anata-wa) iku ka? question
(Wil you go to Tokyo?)

Tokyo-ni ihe. command
(Go to Tokyo.)

Watashi-wa karera-0 mita, active vaice
[ saw them.)

Watashi-wa karera-ni mirareta, passive voice
(I was seen by them.]

Tokyo-ni sensel-ga thareru. politer
(The teacher will go to Tokyo.]

Tokyo-ni sensei-ga ikarefa, past tense

(The teacher went to Tokya.]

Totemo subarashii sensei deswne.  exclamation
(What a great teacher he isl]
Modifying phrases other than those referring to place and time have
no strict order; they are controlled by 7i and show a relation with the
very last part of the sentence, (Even place and time phrages are some-

times placed at the middle or cnd of the sentence)

13
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sakujitsu (yesterday

niwa-de [in the garden, hanashi-oshi
HaNdsM-0-8nita,

Hanakowa (Hangko} (talked.)

Tardto (with Tar)-

(Hanako tatked with Taro i ghe garden yesterday,)

T} 5 - N i . B A _ L) H
These four phrases can change positions with gne another,
Japanese people have many words {0 describe situations and em.

Hons with sound effects, The former i8 called “gilaige’ and the latger

“gijdgo” Some examples are as follows:¥
pitaigo

Sg'zssmtq fakkde kaette kita,
(Then I made a Jecline for the scheal)

Furaf'urg-t.a tachitaku-nary,
(1 wanted to stand up.]

(The underlined word is omitted in English,)

Kyorkgoroto 9 mimawashita foki, , , |

By the time it well evngh 1ol o, )

o mew keSS ITE B
Katta, CIShSEni ko Nlotokiomo ochitsukana-

(.. his eyes revalued nervously and never rested,)
oo« jibun-de kat 7
natfa,

(He drank a tumber full i e dhauly whih <t
~ek 2 tombler full i one drawht which suddonts mad
o b : araught which suddenly m:
bim Lecome very red in the face.) ey made

tekita biruwo hitori-de guigi non-de makkan;

Kuro-wa kareno hana-no saki-kara gt
con o, enalld SAKIRAT fudo tsupatte-dru nagal hige.
biribirido furgwasete hij-ni waratta, FleIT nagi e
(Kuto tuilhed the whiskers which sond

14
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Okina mimi-o shizukani palapata-to ugokashitedta
(.. was silently flapping her huge ears.)

Osaka-no hd-no hi-ga chirachira-to umi-no mukd-ni mie-mashita.
(The city lights of Osaka flickered here and there beyond the sen.)
. . . giragira manatsu-no talyd-ga teritsukete-iry,

(The strong sun of midsummer is Shining. . . ]

fijigo

Jokyaku-wa un-o ten-ni makasede harahoro-shinagara torisugiru,

(Their hearts beating fast, passengers speed by such places
feeling that they are placing their lives in the hands of fate,)
Watashi-wa fswralswrs kangaete4ru uchind, . . .

(T thought and thought . . . )

o« Isshuno whiukishita chishi-ga atte . . .

(There is a sort of Kght-hearted and cheerful fecling . . )

Beikoku zentai-no #raira-ga 5020 ij0-ni hageshii rashil,
(The irritation end impatience of the United States a5 a whole i
much severer than expected.]

Sore-wa fekipaki-shita gydsel ndryokieno hakki-de aru,

(It is the execution of clear-cul administration ability.)
Sensei-no seito-mo ulgkulz-ni naru,
(Teachers and students became sery tired )

These onomatopoeic expressions are not exact copies of real sounds;
in fact, the expression used in each of the above situations is the
representation or interprefation of what people have perceived with
their own sensory organs. Thereby Japanese people try to describe the
situation a5 direetly a3 possible, and they iinderstand the situation and
feeling well if the statement includes such perceptually-based expres-
sions, In English, though there are some onomatoposia whick are

exact copies of sounds, there is not this type of description of situa-

{5

How Does Natural Environment Affect Amesican ;

and Japansse Ways of Expressing Thewmselves 7 ¥

ions and Jeelings, and all examples lose thoje onomatopein in the
English transtations,

Actors are the most emphasized elements in English, What they do

and to whom or to what they do i\ are described nest. This makes

English more analytic. Afler the main context, then explination, time

and place follow. Description is from the center (o the side, s word

order is very important in English, As word order is welatively strict

oné word can be wsed as several parls of speech, Relative pronouns

are well developed. Logical expressions are more intelleetual than

emotional. - Any actions and movements can be absieacled

In the hall of Petherton's house scene of welcome was being

eaa;tei under the dim_ gaze of six or seven brown famnily porteaits
by unknown masters of the cighteenth and nincteenth centirics,

[l‘gthertnx1=ke=11n, hiroma-t jOhachi-kyl seiking el gaka-
10 f;idejni nary tokorono, iro kuzanda mutsteka mnatsu-no senzo-
00 shizdga-ga uekara bonyar mioroshide iru tokoro-de koo enrai-
10 kyakujin-wa mukacrarets, )%

The word order in Japancse translation is:

(Of Petherton's house, in the hall, of the ciehteenth and pige-
t_eer{t_h centuries, by unknown masters, brown, of six or aeven
famzlyr portraits, (which) from above looked down absenbmind&dl}
at such place, this visitor from afar wag welcomed,) -

Abstracted phrases such as thase can be subjects in English, but
Japanese expressions are more ConCrele; movements arc described by
words and cannot eusily be dbstracted, and they cannol he subjeets,

| VHi_s fuu‘.rfyéaf stay in the United States made him a fluent speak
- er of English, ' '
(Kare-wa Americani yonenkan ita-node eigo-¢a jdzuni hanaseru,)

om—
e
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Since De has been in the United States for four vears, he can
speak Enclish fuently,

Objects come last in English word order, and English sentences
commonly end with a noun or an adjective. This final word order may
reverse the anticipated meaning of the sentence, producing a typical

form of humer in EnglishY

The proof that women are all alike is that every one of them
thinks she is diffe-ent

Meti with money to burn have started many a girl playing with
fire,

The sign on the church lawn annaum:edl in bf:nld lettrs IF
Tﬂi&'ﬁ’ WITH SIN, COME IN. Under it, written in lipstick, was
message, *1f not, call Park 4-2378.

The Japanese language describes a scene a5 it 1§ now or as it was
at a certain time. The language has only past tense and nonpast tense
(futwre and present). It does not have any perfect form. However,
English can be deseribed as more dynamic and active from the fac? ‘tha.t
it often describes time duration with the third form, perfect. Since
present time is emphasized, (here is 2 tendency to describe with the
present tense. As a vesult, the present perfect is often used, |
| It is possible to express the following statements in the pr’g&nt fense
25 well as past tense in English, but in Japanese past tense is almost

always used,
He is dead,

(Kare-wa shinda.]
(He died.)

Haw Does Naturgl Environment Affeet American 0
and Japanese Ways of Lipressing Thomselves 7 =
Mail is n,
(Tegami-ga todoita.)
(The maii arrived))

Three penple are missing,
(San nin-ga yukuefumel-ni nalta,)
(Three people disappeared,)

In summary, because any language is strongly related to its el

ground culture, culture s very important for yerh] communication,

Culture also affects verha and non-verbg] communication indirectly

It restricts the contents of communica

tion, and decides levels and
methods of communication,
Tapanese peaple gng Americans have differet systems of logic and

thought, attitudes, ang methods of expressing themselves, all of which

are alfected by their respective backprousid cultures, This makes the

Communication between fhoy; diffieut,
Natural environment is one of the three major dspects of hackground

culture, and 1| affects method of expressiog, vocabulary, tapic of cope

versation, values, and attitudes,

The Japanese use (he PASSIVE voice mgre fresquently thay Americans,

especially when they are adversely affected by 4y aclion.  Japanese

People tend to express themselyes % 2 part of nature and Americaps,

85 the center, s Japanese sentenceg often start with conditions and

English, with people. Ao, the Japancse tend ty yee impersonal consiric.

tions, but Americans oflen use personal canstructions, except in cages
which they cannot coptro] Concord of numbers and tender is very
important, because the gt

0r controls action and (he ollowing pronouns

in English, Since actions are secondly emphasized, many verbs were
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crealed in English. Japanese people try to describe situations and

emolions with sound effocts and have created a great number of

“pilaige” and “gijdm."

lytic and Japanese descriptive, English is abstract and Japanese is
concrete. Japanese seldom indicates duration of time.

Since [ do ot have much data of languages in both the monsoon
Britain and the United States. Howewer, as have discussed in this

cilture is strongly affected by the natural enviromment where it
developed. Therefore, language is affected by its natural background
in 4 variely of ways
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