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|. You and | are Equals

“My wife is not beautiful”

Shortly after I arrived in Japan, I had a phone call from a
young Japanese man I had met in the United States through
mutual friends:

“I just got married, and my wife and I would like you to s
come to our house for dinner next Saturday.”

“That’s wonderful! Congratulations! Thank you, I’d love
to. I’'m looking forward to meeting your wife.”

“She’s not beautiful, and she can’t cook very well, but I
hope you’ll come anyway.” 10

I was shocked speechless. Why was he complaining to me
about his new wife? Was he trying to start an affair with me?
I certainly didn’t want to be friends with someone like
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that, but I had already accepted his invitation to visit them, so |
decided to go to their house that one time, and then have noth-
ing more to do with him.

But when I met his wife, I was astonished to see that she
was stunningly beautiful. That made me realize that I had mis-
judged the poor husband. He wasn’t criticizing her to me; he
was just being polite.

It’s a good thing she was so extraordinarily beautiful. If
she had been more ordinary looking, I might never have real-
ized my mistake, and would have continued to dislike her hus-
band. This taught me how easy it is to misunderstand another
culture’s ways of being polite.

“My wife has a wonderful sense of humor”

If the husband had been an American, he would never
have said anything uncomplimentary about his wife to me. He
might simply have said, “She wants to meet you,” without
describing her. But if he did describe her, he would have to say
only nice things about her: “She’s a very good cook and wants
to fix something special for you,” or “She has a wonderful
sense of humor; I’'m sure you’ll like her.”

But to a Japanese, saying nice things about your own wife
would sound like bragging. It would certainly not sound polite.
Why such a big difference, when we are both trying to be
polite? How can you know what to say, or what to expect, or
how to interpret it, when there are so many different customs?
I have found it most helpful, in real life, to look at such differ-
ences in customs in terms of what I call “polite fictions.”



I. You and | are Equals 3

Polite fictions

Every culture has its own polite fictions. Whenever we
want to be polite, we must act out certain fictions, regardless of
the facts. For example, when you meet someone, you may or
may not like him, but either way, you must politely pretend to
like him. In such a case, Americans and Japanese share the
same polite fiction, “you and I like each other.”

But in many cases, Americans and Japanese act according
to very different polite fictions. The newly married young man
was acting according to the Japanese polite fiction, “my wife is
not good,” while I was reacting according to the American
polite fiction, “my wife is wonderful.”

In America, politeness demands that even if you are think-
ing of divorcing your wife, until you are ready to announce it
publicly, you must imply, or at least not deny, that you think
she’s wonderful.

But why do Americans think it polite to praise their spous-
es, while Japanese think just the opposite? This can’t be
explained in terms of a single, incidental polite fiction like “my
wife is wonderful” or “my wife is not good.” We must instead
look at larger, more fundamental polite fictions, and how they
combine to form the framework of any given culture. These
fundamental polite fictions, which are closely interrelated,
make up a logically consistent psychological world which
unconsciously shapes and influences everything we feel, think
or do.

It is important to remember that polite fictions don’t nor-
mally function at the conscious level. They are like the air we
breathe; we don’t notice it consciously unless there is some-
thing “strange” about it. As long as we are communicating
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with people of our own culture, we take polite responses for
granted. We assume that they are “natural.”

It’s only when we come up against polite responses that
are “unnatural” to us that we can see, in the contrast, the polite
fictions that lie behind our own actions. And by becoming con-
sciously aware of them, we can learn to control our “natural”
but often mistaken interpretations of the actions of others.

Equal, not inferior

One of the most fundamental American polite fictions is
that “you and I are equals.” The corresponding Japanese polite
fiction, however, is that “you are my superior.”

These two fictions sometimes overlap, because it is polite
in both cultures to deny your own superiority. But they come
into conflict whenever the Japanese corollary fiction that “I am
your inferior” is emphasized. To emphasize your own inferior-
ity is polite in Japanese, but it is not polite in English.

If I served you some food, and you said, “This is very
good,” I wouldn’t reply, “No, no, it’s not good at all.” Since we
are politely equal, I wouldn’t disparage the food just because it
was mine. My polite response would be, “I’'m glad you like it.”

Unsafe comparisons

If, instead of “This is very good,” you said “You are a
much better cook than I am,” then I could politely deny my
superiority by saying, “No, no, not at all.” But such a compari-
son would sound casual, rather than polite, and might even
sound as if you were fishing for a compliment. When you are
trying to be polite, it is safer not to make comparisons empha-
sizing your own inferiority. Thus, “You are a very good cook”
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is safer to say than “You are a better cook than I am.”

So, getting back to how Americans talk about their wives
and husbands, the fundamental polite fiction that “you and I are
equals” explains why you’re not supposed to disparage your
spouse just because he or she is yours. And if you want to
compliment someone on their spouse, you should avoid making
comparisons with your own. You should say, “Your husband is
charming”, or “Your wife is beautiful,” not “more charming
than mine” or “more beautiful than mine”.

Status differences

In America, even if someone is actually your superior in
rank, it is not polite to put too much emphasis on the difference
between your status and his. There might be a slight difference
in the way you talk to each other. For example, your teacher
might call you by your first name, while you call him by his
last. But even this is not true in all cases; it depends on the
individuals concerned.

There are no hard-and-fast language rules reflecting status
differences such as those governing Japanese “keigo.”
American bosses and employees are expected to use the same
forms of “please” and “thank you” to each other, as are teach-
ers and students, and parents and children.

Of course, in the stress of everyday living, these rules of
politeness may sometimes break down. But in general, it is
never polite for anyone to use a less polite form of words just
because the other person’s status is lower. The fundamental
polite fiction, at all times, is that “you and I are equals.”
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Exercise

1. Words and Phrases:

1.

2.
3.
4.

Vet & (n) 5. WFT 2 (v)

H#LTw3 (ad)) 6. MhEURDZELERD (v)
EBNTW3EZE (n) 7. BDHD (v)

FZoTWwBIE (n) 8. ik (n)

II. Questions and Answers:

1.

Why did the author think the Japanese man was an unpleasant person?
a. Because he didn't cook the dinner himself but made his wife cook.
b. Because he said bad things about his wife.

c. Because he was poor.

. How did the author realize that she had misjudged the husband?

a. She heard from her friends that the man was a nice person.
b. She met his wife and saw that the wife was very beautiful.

c. She read a book about Japanese customs.

. When do Americans often misunderstand Japanese people who are

trying to be polite?
a. When Japanese bow instead of shaking hands.
b. When Japanese emphasize their own inferiority.

c. When Japanese emphasize their own superiority.

II1. True or False:

1.

People are usually not consciously aware of the polite fictions of their
own culture.

Americans and Japanese don’t have any polite fictions in common.

3. In America, when you are complimenting someone, it is a good idea

to avoid comparing the person with yourself.
There are no polite fictions in America because there are no status dif-

ferences.



