Take our

SURVEY

http://www.nihongo-pro.com/survey

Tell us what you like or don’t like. It’s quick and easy,
and your feedback helps us plan future newsletters. We
appreciate your help!

Learn Japanese online
from experienced teachers

nihongo-pro.com

Issue 4 & October 2, 2014

FLOWER POWER!

Quick—can you name the flower
you shouldn’t give to Japanese?
Yukiko Ishikawa explains. Page 2

THE TOKYO YOU NEVER KNEW

You think Tokyo is nothing but
skyscrapers? Think again! Mitsuyo
Kato, a Tokyo native, shows us
another side of the city. Page 4

IS JAPANESE VAGUE?

Everyone says “the Japanese are
vague and indirect.” No way, says
Steve Cooper. We just need to
listen more carefully. Page 7

Nihongo-Pro Exclusives

+ Earn free lessons with ProPoints
v Book lessons up to 30 days in advance
v Plus, free chat, quizzes, and kanji games!
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ISHIKAWA Yukiko

Nihongo-Pro Teacher

Yukiko Ishikawa-sensei
teaches private
lessons at all levels
except advanced, as
well as JLPT N4 and
Basic 1 group classes.

Yukiko-sensei (as we
call her because of
another teacher with
the same last name)
speaks Russian and
English. In addition to
teaching Japanese in
Russia, she is
experienced in
instruction for speech-
giving and singing in
Japanese.

Yukiko-sensei is
originally from
Kanagawa prefecture,
located just southwest
of Tokyo. Rich in
Japanese history,
Kanagawa is a must-
see on any Japan
itinerary.

Yukiko-sensei’s
teaching style is
focused and practical,
and she welcomes
email from her
students.

nihongo-pro.com
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#ER ENGLISH TRANSLATION
I’'m glad, but ...

It’s common to give and receive flowers on birthdays or Mother’s Day, in thanks to people who have
helped us in some way, or in celebration of something. | doubt there are many people who wouldn’t be
pleased to receive flowers.

Do you know some names of flowers in Japanese? The most well-known is the sakura (cherry blossom).
There is a “language of flowers” —a word or concept associated with each flower. A red rose means
“passion,” a lily means “purity,” and the olive blossom means “peace.” It’s interesting to think about why
these particular concepts have been chosen for each flower.

How about the flowers shown in this picture—do you know their name? These are flowers | received
from a student. | was very happy to get them, but actually had some mixed emotions.

The white and yellow flowers are called kiku (chrysanthemum). They are associated with “honor and
nobility.” This isn’t a bad meaning. Nonetheless, | can’t recommend giving kiku (particularly white kiku) to
Japanese people. The reason is that white kiku are given to people who have passed away. From ancient
times, kiku has been a flower beloved by Japanese and often appears patterned on kimonos as a sign of good
luck. A “kiku doll” wearing clothes made from kiku is also famous. Still, for a gift, | think other flowers will be
more welcomed.

By the way, here in Russia, when someone passes away, they always give an even number of flowers;
therefore, when giving flowers as a gift, they always give an odd number of flowers.

| believe that understanding of a country’s people comes not just from understanding their language, but
from knowing their culture and customs as well.

nihongo-pro.com
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(Continued on page 5)

KATO Mitsuyo

Nihongo-Pro Teacher

Kato-sensei teaches
private lessons at all
levels, as well as JLPT
N3 and Basic 1 group
classes.

As she writes here,
Kato-sensei was born,
raised, and still lives in
Katsushika, Tokyo, one
of Tokyo’s many and
varied neighborhoods.

She teaches full time
at a Japanese language
school. Her hobbies
include playing the
taiko (Japanese drum)
and carrying mikoshi
(portable shrines)
during area festivals.
Mikoshi-hakobi, as it is
called, is not an easy
task, but Kato-sensei is
undeterred: “It’s non-
stop fun!” she adds
with a wide grin.

In addition to English,
Kato-sensei also
speaks some Spanish,
which she put to good
use during her foreign-
exchange study in
Argentina.

nihongo-pro.com
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BEERDMEIER (A shopping area in Katsushika)
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FER ENGLISH TRANSLATION
My Hometown: Katsushika, Tokyo

| was born in Katsushika, Tokyo.

What comes to mind when you think of Tokyo? Tall buildings, bright neon lights day and night, people
hurrying and scurrying—a big city is what most people picture.

But that’s just Tokyo’s central area. Katsushika, where | was born and raised, is also a part of Tokyo, but
doesn’t fit that kind of image at all. It’s a very quiet place with few tall buildings, far apart from a “big city.”

Katsushika is a shitamachi (a traditional area of town) on the east side of Tokyo prefecture, famous for
the setting of the old film “Otoko-wa tsurai yo” (“Men are so tiresome”). There are many traditional shops
and factories, and many tradespeople live here. With many old pubs, it’s neither trendy nor particularly
pretty; however, with lots of inexpensive places to eat and drink, plus interesting and unique barkeeps and
the like, it’s a fun place to hang out.

Katsushika has many shootengai (shopping areas), where you’ll find lots of small mom-and-pop shops. My
family runs a flower store in one of these shopping areas. It is often said that Tokyoites are unfriendly or
don’t even know the name of their next door neighbor. However, with my family running a business, we
know everyone in the neighborhood. When | was a kid and left for school in the morning or came home in
the afternoon, | would call out to neighbors along the way, “Itte kimasu” (when going) or “Tadaima” (on my
way home). (Translator’s note: When leaving home for school or errands, it is customary in Japan to say “Itte
kimasu” to the people staying behind, who will reply, “Itte rasshai.” Likewise, when returning home, Japanese
say, “Tadaima”, and those already home will reply, “O-kaeri” or “O-kaeri-nasai.” Kato-sensei is emphasizing
that, during her childhood, those greetings were exchanged not only among her family, but between her and
her neighbors as well.) When | did well or got a good grade in high school or college, neighbors would
congratulate me with “Good job, Mitsuyo-chan!” Before | left on my foreign exchange, they said, “Take care
and hurry back!” In this way, they watched over me much like my own family.

In recent years, as big stores,
factories, and supermarkets have TOKYO PREFECTURE
moved in, customers at the mom- 2 '\
and-pop shops have dwindled.
Some shops with aging owners have
no one in the next generation to
take over the business, and many
have had to close. With these

changes, the shootengai have _
waned, but here and there you can . i
still find the Katsushika with that D Shinjuku
warm, inviting atmosphere. - Shibuya

When visiting Tokyo, most
people first choose Shibuya or Shinjuku to enjoy its lively
entertainment. If you get tired of that, please come visit
Katsushika. It has the easy-going, kindhearted soul of a

shitamachi town, so kick back and relax. nihongO'prO.Com
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VAGUE JAPANESE? NOT!

Japanese and non-Japanese alike, everyone says that the Japanese language is
vague, indirect, imprecise.

I’'m here to convince you they’re wrong—or, at least, it’s all in your head.

Certainly, when turning down an invitation or request, Japanese are loathe to say

flatly, “No.” When disagreeing with someone’s opinion, they might express their own
y 8 8 P ymis P LB Steve Cooper

opinion in the form of a rhetorical question, such as, “ZNEZITT HY, SELFIGTE  Nihongo-Pro Support
HTL&EIM, ” (literally, “That’s true, but can we handle it well?”, or, more directly, “I

Steve helps out with
see your point, but | doubt we can handle it well.”) P

the website. If you

It’s also true Japanese are reluctant to flaunt their own abilities, even if they have take lessons at
attained a high level of skill. In a social situation, it’s hard to imagine a Japanese — Nihongo-Pro, you're
g sure to meet Steve
even one with exceptional English speaking skills—responding to a question, “H &% online at one time or
(B2
another.

EEEFEITH ?” (“Do you speak English, too?”) with something like, “I&LY. EEEFE

IZ5L&53M 0D
9 (“Yes, | do.”); your Japanese friend is more likely to say, “Ed. BESFESHWNMITEET A, 7 (“Well, |
can get by in everyday conversation, but..”)

Plus, as Nagatomi-sensei pointed out last time, certain phrases in Japanese like “LMANTY™” and “AK3X X
T9” can mean either “yes” or “no,” depending on the context.

Compared to many languages (including,
notably, English), the Japanese language, as
it is practiced by Japanese, relies on
relatively more non-verbal communication.
In other words, Japanese leave things unsaid
or express their thoughts through non-
verbal means, such as tone or body
language. The people of Japan, with its long,
rich history, share an enormous body of
customs, ways of doing things, and ways of
thinking. As a result, they can enter into
conversations with more “shared
expectations” of what will or won’t be said.
(If you listen carefully, you’ll often hear Japanese finishing one another’s sentences.)

To a Japanese, another’s statement may be perfectly precise, but to an unwitting non-Japanese looking
for a direct, verbal “yes” or “no”, the Japanese expression feels vague.

Therein lies the problem: Any vagueness we sense is because we are literally interpreting what our
Japanese friends are saying and ignoring the non-verbal cues—wrongly assuming that the verbal element is
the whole of their communication. To put it another way,
the Japanese aren’t being vague—we just aren’t listening
closely enough.

nihongo-pro.com
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