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40 ABEEELESE Living in a Foreign Language
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Toyohashi City Coordinator for
International Relations

Recently I have had a few discussions with friends about
what it like being in a country where you are not a native
speaker of the language. The discussions more-or-less come
down to a comparison of the attitudes toward English in
the U.S. and Japanese in Japan.

In the United States, the general attitude is everyone
speaks English in the U.S. If you are an immigrant, it is cer-
tainly fine to speak your native language within a commu
nity of people from the same background, but interaction
with society at large is expected to be conducted in Eng-
lish. In contrast, in my experience in Japan, anyone who ap-
pears Japanese is expected to speak Japanese whereas
anyone who does not appear Japanese is expected not to.

I often wonder which of these attitudes is better. Both of
them have things going for them. The attitude in the US.
is nice because encourages people to quickly learn the lan-
guage of mainstream society. The attitude in Japan is nice
because it shows understanding of the difficulty of acquir-
ing a new language. On the other hand, either attitude is
capable of resulting in pedantic and insulting behavior. A
friend of mine described how in the US Asian-Americans
sometimes are talked down to by people who speak insul
tingly slowly and loudly. In my experience as a white per-
son in Japan, I am often assumed to speak no Japanese, re-
sulting in someone believing that they must struggle to
speak English when I would rather they let me converse in
Japanese. Both attitudes can also result in the ghost treat-
ment, ie. being treated like you do not exist. A Japanese
friend of mine who got her university degree in the US.
said that she was often made to feel this way by white peo-
ple there. In my experience, going to a restaurant in Japan
with people who look Japanese often results in the wait
staff completely ignoring my existence.

In the end it is difficult to say which attitude is be
tter —although I personally would prefer it if people would
assume I spoke Japanese rather than feeling the need to
ask the person next to me whether or not I do. I think the
solution may lie in the comment a coworker made when I
silently sat at my desk at work in the morning: greetings
are important. The simple act of a greeting is enough to
show someone respect whether or not they completely un-
derstand the language in question.

*1 say “people who look Japanese” because going out with Americans of
Asian descent when I was an exchange student a few years ago gene-
rally had the same effect, which is particularly ironic because my Asian-
American friends were mostly beginners at Japanese.
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