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MY PAST HOPES

Some dead leaves
Were crackling
Along the street.

Suddenly they were
Run over by a rushing
Motor-car.

Looking at the crushed
Remains of my past hopes,
1 walked on

Where the autumn breeze
Was soughing
Past me.

EVENING

The temple-bell is ringing
Its swinging way
Into thickening twilight.

My heart is winging
Its pondering way
Into the golden height.

My life's evening
Is deepening its way
Into star-spangled light.

by Tsutomu Fukuda
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Language is an important part of communi-
cation, but it is only a part. In the long his-
tory of communication studies, most attention
has been given to the words expressed, what
those words revealed about the speaker’s in-
tentions and what effects they seemed to have
on the listeners. In recent years, however,
the interest has shifted to viewing communi-
cation as a transactional process, with the
growing awareness that what is heard is at
least as important as what is said, that how
one interprets what he hears is as important
as what a speaker intended, and that what is
communicated without speaking may be as
important as what is said. One scholar, Ray
L. Birdwhistell, has estimated that in a con-
versation what is communicated explicitly by
words may be only 30% of all that is com-
municated. Another scholar, Albert Mehra-
bian, has reduced that estimate to a mere 10%.
These researchers were making estimates for
conversations by talkative Americans. They
were not examining Haragei.

Interpersonal communication involves much
more than language. To a great extent the
unspoken assumptions and expectations, the
tone of voice, the posture and gestures and
facial expressions, even the setting and occa-
sion for the communication will influence what
is said and how the spoken words are inter-
preted. We may go even further and speculate
that often, unless these other considerations
are taken into account, we cannot be sure
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Cultural Patterns of Communication
and Language Teaching

John C. Condon

Professor of Communication,
International Christian University

what a particular statement means. My pur-
pose in this paper is to encourage a greater
appreciation of some of these other matters,
particularly as they relate to cultural predis-
positions, in the teaching of language. [ am
not suggesting this as a substitute for language
teaching but as a complement to language
teaching.

Consider these words: “Do you speak Eng-
lish?” 1f presented out of any social context
(or in a classroom context, as a sentence in a
drill or written on the blackboard) students
with a rudimentory knowledge of English
could explain the “meaning of these words.”
But if it is true that words do not mean—
people do—then perhaps we cannot be sure
how to interpret that sentence until we know
more about the situation in which it is ex-
pressed. Or perhaps we could say that these
words have potential meanings which become
more restricted within the context of a par-
ticular communication situation.

Imagine for a moment being at Shinjuku
Station and there seeing somebody who looks
rather tall, who has blond hair and blue eyes
and who in other ways conforms to the
stereotype of the gaijin. (So far nothing has
been said but, perhaps, much has been com-
municated.) Now imagine that this person
walks over to someone whom you might
identify as a Japanese high school student,
and to this student he says: “Deo yvou speak
English?” What might those words spoken by
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that person to the other in that situation
mean? The man might mean something like
this: “Excuse me, I'm not Japanese and I
don’t speak or read Japanese, but 1 am trying
to get some place. You seem to be Japanese,
so you must know your way around here and
you can read some of these signs I cannot;
you also seem to be a student, so perhaps you
speak some English. If so, would you be so
kind as to help me.”

Imagine the same people in the same setting
and the same words expressed, but with one
important difference: this time it is the Japa-
nese student who goes over to the stranger
and asks: “Do you speak English?” In this
case, what might be communicated? Without
detailing all that might be assumed and im-
plied, the student might well be asking: “May
I practice my English with you?” Here, then,
we have two quite different “meanings” for
the same sentence, neither of which is explic-
itly indicated by the words, neither of which
would be guessed at by any one reading that
sentence in a pattern drill. 1 believe that
there is no way of going directly to either
of those interpretations without including as-
sumptions and expectations based in part on
the physical appearance of those people, the
setting, and other considerations.

Moreover, those two interpretations might
be anticipated even before any words were
said, or by hearing only a part of the sentence.
This is because we respond to the situation
and what we are expecting based on past
experiences, at least as much as we respond
to what is expressed in words. If it is pos-
sible to teach, along with language, something
about assumptions and expectations in com-
munication and how these wvary somewhat
from culture to culture, then language teach-
ing might be even more effective. I think
it is true that when one is listening to remarks
in a language in which he is not fluent, he
can follow a conversation fairly well if he
knows what kinds of things are likely to be
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said and what the nature of the situation is.
On the other hand, a person with greater
abilities in a second language—as indicated,
perhaps, by a larger vocabulary—can feel at
a total loss when he cannot grasp what is
going on and hence has no clear expectations
of what kind of remark might be said next.
Perhaps the point can be put this way. It
may be easier to make inferences about the
meanings of unknown words when one knows
the interpersonal situation in which they are
expressed, than to make inferences about the
unknown situation based on the “literal mean-
ings” of the words that are said. Therefore
if students could learn some of the character-
istic patterns of communication for, say,
Americans, as well as some of the underlying
American values which give rise to certain
expressions and some of the expected role
behaviors in typical communication situations,
perhaps the students could utilize their Eng-
lish language skills more effectively in com-
municating in English. In the remainder of
this paper I would like to suggest some of
these matters that might be introduced along
with the teaching of English as a language.
Two terms which are helpful in describing
some aspects of interpersonal communication
and which are also useful in considering in-
tercultural communication as well are: svm-
meltrical relationships and complementary re-
lationships. A symmetrical relationship is
based on similarities in age, sex, status, ex-
pected role behavior, and so on; a comple-
mentary relationship, in contrast, is based on
differences between two persons—in age, sex,
status, and so on. Two close friends who are
school mates would be likely to have a sym-
metrical relationship, while the relationship
between a father and his young son would
be complementary. While it is true that every
person has a number of relationships of each
kind, it also seems that there are cultural
influences which tend to favor one kind over
the other—at least when cultures are com-
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pared. American values encourage symmetrical
relationships. Generally Americans do their
best to minimize such differences, regarding
them as unimportant or at least detrimental
to good communication. In language, and
increasingly even in clothing, American men
and women express themselves similarly.
Titles or ranks tend to be used sparingly.
There are not a few American college teachers
who may be called by their given names by
their students; there are even some university
presidents who encourage students to use
their given names. At a party at one's home
it is often difficult to identify who are the
guests and who are the host and hostess:
“make yourself at home,” we say, and this can
sometimes include asking a guest to answer
the door or the phone or fix himself a drink,
in case the host or hostess is busy. Americans
tend to prefer informality to formality in
clothing, forms of entertaining, in teaching,
and in language use. Such informality both
reflects and facilitates symmetrical relation-
ships.

In Japan, it seems, there is a much greater
appreciation of complementary relationships.
One must determine his or her relationship
to another person—considering differences in
age, sex, rank, status, and so on—in order to
express oneself appropriately. Nonverbally,
complementary relationships may be expressed
through how low or long one bows or in
seating patterns, such as who sits at the
kamiza or shimoze. Husbands and wives are
likely to have, and to wvalue, different roles.
Relationship words, such as one-san, express
relative differences in age as well as sex and
are used as forms of address. Other terms
or titles which express rank or role are also
used for forms of address. In such ways the
value of complementary relationships is re-
flected and maintained.

I am told that the words * senpai” and
“kohai” are among the most frequently used
words in Japanese; these, too, of course,
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express complementary relationships. There
is also the word “dokat,” which would express
a symmetrical relationship, but this word is
used far less. In English, or at least in
American English, we seem to have no equiv-
alents for “sempai” or “kohai”” We have
several words, used often, that might corres-
pond to “dohai” Although many other ex-
amples from Japanese and English could be
given, we should be careful not to suggest
that such differences are the result of differ-
ences in the language. Language may in fact
be an influence, but I prefer to believe that
the forces that lead to favoring either sym-
metrical or complementary relationships arise
from cultural values rather than language.
In England you are more likely to find inter-
personal relationships which are closer to
what I have described for Japan than for the
United States. In Australia, on the other
hand, the relationships are more likely to be
closer to those of the symmetrical pattern.

A second pair of terms that might be con-
sidered here is that of “objective values” and
“interpersonal values.” A colleague in Mexico,
who is a psychologist, first suggested this
distinction in comparing North Americans
with Mexicans, but I find these terms are
also useful in comparing North American and
Japanese patterns of interpersonal communica-
tion. As with the previous distinction, each
person may hold to both objective and inter-
personal values, depending upon the situation.
Nevertheless, at the more general level of
tendencies within a culture, we may find one
or the other kind of valuing more pronounced.
“Objective values,” in this case, refers to the
importance of candor, directness, facts, speci-
fics, and so on. “Interpersonal values” here
refers to the importance of maintaining human
relationships, concern for the other person’s
feelings, empathy, etc. Obviously such a
distinction is oversimplified, and each of these
terms contains several value orientations which
might better be considered separately. More-
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over, values refer to what one should or
shouldn’t do, and not necessarily what one
always does. However, despite these limita-
tions, the distinction may be helpful.

I believe that in the United States, a person
feels that his primary obligation in communi-
cating with others is to express as clearly and
as honestly as possible his own beliefs and
opinions about the subject of discussion.
Similarly, he hopes that the other person will
do the same; thus a good discussion is the
give and take of such candid opinions. One
may sometimes express such truth in jest—
often in sarcasm—or one may sometimes move
to a higher level of abstraction (“your paper
was very..interesting”), but the American
should feel bad if he has to say something
that doesn’t in some way correspond to what
he believes.

Perhaps the above description is not much
different from what a Japanese might say is
true in Japan. Nevertheless, it may be that
interpersonal values hold an even greater
importance. In Japanese conversations there
may be more cautious explorations of the other
persons views before one expresses one’s own
opinions, and the form of such expressions
may be even more tailored to harmonize with
the other’s apparent feelings or opinions so as
to avoid conflict. Japanese in conversation
may be more sensitive to underlying meanings
or hints at what the person is feeling;
Americans may tend to take words more at
face value.

Allow me to give a trivial example of such
a difference, but hopefully one that will help
to make the point. When I am invited to
give a public lecture, 1 am sometimes also
invited for a lunch at a restaurant; and if 1
am the guest I am likely to be asked to order
first. If I were in the U.S. I might or might
not be invited to order first, but if asked I
would probably choose from the menu what-
ever I wanted. If I were not hungry I might
say so and order just a sandwich and a cup
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of coffee. In Japan, some time ago, | was
invited to a lunch and, being not very hungry,
said so and ordered a salad or some such
small item. This caused great confusion at
the table, for it seemed to make it much
more difficult for the kind professors who had
invited me to order what they wanted. What
they could order was influenced in part by
what I had ordered; had I thought about this
my order would have been changed, influenced
by my expectations of their orders. My reac-
tion expressed objective wvalues: they asked
me what I wanted and I said so. If the
interpersonal values were more important, I
would have changed what I really felt or
wanted because of my concern for the others.
One other observation about this example.
Although I said before that in the US. I
would have ordered whatever I wanted, that
is not quite true. I think I would avoid
ordering the most expensive item on the
meiu. To that extent there is some indica-
tion of a concern for the others’ feelings and
their budget. But even that shows a choice
based on some objective standard—the prices
printed in the menu—rather than the more
elusive matter of feelings and expectations.

To the extent that this kind of distinction
may characterize many speakers of English
and speakers of Japanese, we might expect
some differences in the use of the respective
languages. If a Japanese speaker says to an
American “It's all right, I don’t mind at all,”
the American is likely to accept those words
as spoken: “He said ‘it's all right,’” so every-
thing must be all right.” But it is possible
that the Japanese speaker, though speaking
in English, was thinking more in terms of
interpersonal values; that is, he might hope
that the American would have sense enough
to realize that things were not all right at all.
Holding to objective values leads one to feel
a person should “say what you mean and
mean what you say.”

A Greek student studying in the United
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States once remarked to his professor that
English secemed to be the only language that
used a capital letter for the first person
singular pronoun: I. The student went on to
comment about how revealing was that capital
I (what -Prof. Edward C. Stewart has come
to call “the capital self”) about American
behavior. It seemed to express, to this student
at least, American individualism and independ-
ence, qualities which may correspond better
to objective wvalues than to interpersonal
values. In Japan 1 have sometimes heard
students say that they feel more individualistic
when they speak English than when they
speak Japanese. Part of the reason may be
related to pronoun differences—in English 1
am [ no matter who you are, no matter what
our relationship is; this is in contrast to
different language forms in Japanese for
different kinds of relationships. But even
more important may be the underlying values
about expressing one’s opinions.

English has also been called, by some
Japanese, “an agressive language,” perhaps
for related reasons. I have even met an
attractive young Japanese lady who teaches
English and who worred that she was losing
her femininity because of speaking English so
much! But again, I would not blame the
English language for such feelings; rather, 1
would look to cultural values and expectations
in interpersonal communication which guide
the use of that language. The model “South-
ern belle” of a part of the southeastern
part of the United Statesis (or was) in many
respects more like a model Japanese woman—
in expressions of shyness, “femininity,” in
showing deference to men, etc.—than like a
modern “women’s lib” American woman, even
though both would speak English.

In passing, we might note two other aspects
of communication which correspond to differ-
ences in values as described previously. One
would be the use of qualifiers. I believe that
1 hear Japanese speakers of English using
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qualifying words like “perhaps” or “maybe”
more often than native speakers of English
in the United States. From one point of view
these express a feeling of caution or perhaps
modesty, much walued in interpersonal rela-
tions. From the point of wview of some
Americans, these may seem to express an
uncertainty of beliefs or a reluctance to speak
out, and so are not valued if one wants to
hear a clear confrontation of different opinions.
This leads to the second matter, agreement and
disagreement. For interpersonal harmony,
agreement is most desired. QOutwardly, in
public discussions, Japanese always seem to be
agreeing. Americans in contrast seem to value
disagreement, sometimes even for the sake of
disagreement and to make for more interest-
ing and lively discussions. If an American
says “I think such-and-such is true...Now you
tell me what you think,” the American may
be hoping for some difference in opinion. If
the Japanese speaker replies, “Yes, T think so
too,” the American may be disappointed. (Of
course for many subjects Americans value ag-
reement, too, but disagreement occupies an im-
portant place in American communication, from
class-rooms to cocktail party conversations.)

I hope that in these remarks I do not seem
to suggest that one pattern is better than
another. If I had to make such a.choice, I
might have to side more with the Japanese
values, for in many respects they are more
consistent with some theories of interpersonal
communication and semantics. But that is not
the point, either. When students learn to
speak English, if they expect to have oppor-
tunities to speak with persons who do not
share the same values and assumptions about
communication, then they ought to learn
something about the wvalues and assumptions
of those speakers. At the very least they
should be made aware of the fact that there
are such differences.

This same line of thinking could be applied
to matters of style, too. North Americans tend
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to exaggerate in many situations where Japa-
nese may seem to minimize things or humble
themselves. As my colleague Dean Barnlund
put it, “Americans are never thirsty—they are
dying for a drink. They are never hungry,
they are starving!” (And even his use of
“never” may be cited as further evidence.)
Sometimes such American maximizing takes
the form of rank order statements. That is,
instead of saying “Bob is a nice person,”
Americans are more likely to say “Bob is one
of the nicest persons [ know"”—as if the
speaker had made a list of all of the nice
people and found Bob’s name near the top.

Another pattern that takes many forms is
what I call “the rule of three.” In fairy tales
there are often three little kittens or three
little pigs or three billy goats and so on.
Kings and Queens often have three sons or
three daughters; they receive three wishes or
go through three trials, and so on. In narra-
tive jokes, very often the story consists of
three parts. The listener knows that the
funny part of the joke or the successful son
or the end of the tale will appear in the third
part.

If students of English could learn to expect
such matters of style then they, like native
speakers, would be better prepared to under-
stand stories, jokes and speeches without
trying to listen to every word. There is
nothing in the English language which re-
quires exaggeration, or a logic of three in
telling stories and jokes; but there appears
to be something within the shared expecta-
tions of a people which encourages such
expressions in the language.

In teaching the English language there is
nothing wrong with introducing a sentence
like “This is a pen.” In teaching English for
communication, however, the sentence might
be reconsidered. Ordinarily we would not
have occasion to say “This is a pen.” This
usually means something we can see, and if
we can see it there is no need to tell the
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other person that it is a pen. If students are
to learn American communication patterns in
English then there are other sentences which
may be more representative: “This is great”
or “This is awful” or “This is fantastic!”
American school children talk that way. So
does Mohammed Ali. So did Richard Nixon.

But now come some problems. Exaggerat-
ing, putting expressions of praise in a rank
order form, even being blunt and avoiding
qualifying words are not necessarily good habits
to learn—at least for self expression. But they
may be helpful in understanding what
American speakers of English are saying.
Teaching something about cultural assump-
tions and expectations along with language
teaching may be more appropriate for listen-
ing and understanding rather than for speak-
ing or writing.

A more serious problem with English is
that the language is spoken in many different
cultures. In Trinidad, Liberia, Australia and
Canada where English is spoken the cultural
assumptions, expections, and values are some-
what different. Even within a single country
there are some striking differences from region
to region, and across sub-cultures. If some-
thing about cultural patterns of communica-
tion were to be taught, which culture or
cultures would be discussed? Perhaps this
problem is not so very much more difficult
than deciding to teach “color” or “colour,” or
calling a particular tool a “wrench” or a
“spanner.” 1 would suggest that the cultures
that students most often get glimpses of
through television programs, films, even rec-
ords, might be those that are discussed. At
present in Japan the U.S. seems to exert such
influence. If some vears from now Australia
has a greater influence, then observations
about Australian patterns of communication
would be more appropriate.

The particulars of what to teach and how
to introduce such information is yet another
matter. Teachers might well feel that it is
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difficult enough to develop competence in the
language without also having to learn about
cultural patterns of communication. But fairly
simple methods of presentation such as those
used in Peace Corps training programs are
available, and with sufficiently modest goals
the problem of content and methodology
should not be a serious problem.

The major questions concern goals and
priorities. Does one stress form over function
or function over form? Is getting a message
across, even in ungrammatical English, to be
encouraged? Or is grammatically perfect Eng-
lish which may not convey what one wishes
more important? (Admitedly these are biased
questions.) Should English teachers emphasize
what could be said in English or emphasize
what is most likely to be said? Are the oral-au-
ral skills in English more important than read-
ing and writing, or is the reverse what
should be stressed? Decisions about such mat-
ters will obviously influence how much atten-
tion one might want to give to such matters as
facial expressions, gestures, tone of voice, etc.,
as well as cultural wvalues, assumptions and
expectations.

We have now entered the last quarter of
the twentieth century. At the beginning of
the twenty-first century today’s junior high
school and high school students will be about
the same age as their teachers are now. At
that time we are likely to have re-entered an
era of oral communication. Surely books and
other print media will still be important, but
there may be much more interpersonal com-
munication across cultures, and much of that
will be in English. There is no need here to
recite the developments in transportation,
electronic media and economic growth which
make these available to more and more people
in Japan. We probably will not enter what
Marshall McLuhan calls “the global village,”
but we may be within commuting distance of
that wvillage.
dents for effective and satisfying communica-
tion with persons in many other parts of the
world? Perhaps at present in Japan, the
English teachers have the greatest opportunity
to evoke an awareness of cultural assumptions
and patterns of communication as part of the
language education.

Who will prepare today’s stu-
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2) Great Scottish Ballads sung by Rory and Alex
McEwen (Folkways Records, FW 6927), 1956.
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3) All Around My Hat by Steeleye Span (%t Chrysalis
Records, CHR 1091), 1975.

4) See Child Ballads in America, wol. 2 Sung by Jean
Ritchie (Folkways Records, FA 2302), 1961.
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