
Why Do the Japanese Behave the Way They
Do? Exploring the Key Terms That Unravel
Their Attitudes and Behavior
The Japanese people, known for their rich culture, traditions, and fascinating
history, have always piqued the curiosity of the global community. What sets the
Japanese apart from other cultures is their unique attitudes and behavior. To truly
understand the Japanese mindset, we need to explore some key terms that shed
light on their way of thinking. From the concept of "Wa" to the practice of "Giri,"
these terms encapsulate the essence of what it means to be Japanese.

1. Wa: The Pursuit of Harmony

In Japanese society, "Wa" is a fundamental value that emphasizes the
importance of harmony and unity. It can be observed in various aspects of
Japanese life, from social interactions to business negotiations. The concept of
"Wa" encourages the avoidance of conflict and the prioritization of group
cohesion. Japanese individuals strive to maintain harmonious relationships, often
placing the needs of the group above their own.

2. Giri: Obligation and Duty

"Giri" is a term deeply rooted in Japanese ethics and social norms. It refers to the
sense of duty and obligation that individuals have towards their family, friends,
and society as a whole. Giri dictates one's behavior, often leading to acts of
sacrifice and keeping promises, even if it might impose personal inconvenience. It
is a sense of indebtedness that fuels the strong moral fabric of Japanese society.
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3. Haji: Avoiding Shame

Shame is a potent force in Japanese culture, and the concept of "Haji" revolves
around avoiding actions or behaviors that could bring shame or disgrace to
oneself or others. The fear of shame influences many aspects of Japanese life,
including social interactions, decision-making, and adherence to societal rules.
Japanese individuals strive to maintain a positive image and avoid causing
embarrassment to themselves or their families.

4. Tatamae and Honne: Public Face and True Feelings

The concepts of "Tatamae" and "Honne" shed light on the complex interplay
between an individual's public face and true feelings. "Tatamae" refers to the
facade or socially expected behavior that individuals display in public, often to
maintain harmony and avoid conflict. On the other hand, "Honne" represents
one's genuine thoughts and emotions, which are often held back to preserve
social order. Navigating the balance between "Tatamae" and "Honne" is an art
that defines the Japanese way of life.
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5. Meiwaku: The Disruption of Harmony

"Meiwaku" is a term that encapsulates the importance of avoiding causing trouble
or inconvenience to others. Japanese individuals strongly value maintaining a
sense of comfort and harmony in social interactions. Being mindful of others'
needs and avoiding any action or behavior that could disrupt the balance is
deeply ingrained in the Japanese psyche. The concept of "Meiwaku" emphasizes
respect for others' personal space and well-being.

The Japanese people possess a unique set of attitudes and behaviors that derive
from their rich cultural heritage. Key terms such as "Wa," "Giri," "Haji," "Tatamae,"
"Honne," and "Meiwaku" provide valuable insights into the intricate nuances of
the Japanese mindset. Understanding these key terms is crucial for building
bridges of cultural understanding and appreciation. So, the next time you
encounter a Japanese individual or interact with Japanese culture, keep these
key terms in mind to unlock the depths of their attitudes and behavior.
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Japan's Cultural Code Words offers a study of Japanese society through analysis
of key terms and concepts that define Japanese attitudes and behaviors.

Japan's traditional culture is so powerful that it continues to be the prevailing
force in molding and tuning the national character of the Japanese, resulting in a
society that simultaneously emphasizes both the modern and the traditional.

The best and fastest way to an understanding of the traditional, emotional side of
Japanese attitudes and behavior is through their "business and cultural code
words"--key terms that reveal, in depth, their psychology and philosophy. The
book features 233 essays, arranged alphabetically from "Ageashi / Tripping on
Your Own Tongue" to "Zenrei / Breaking the Molds of the Past," that dive into
these code words. Long-term expatriate and internationally-renowned
Japanologist Boye Lafayette De Mente offers personal insights into the extremes
of Japanese behavior and the dynamics of one of the world's most fascinating
societies.
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