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Can the Salaryman and the Gun-Toting
Westerner Agree to Save the World

-k

L e
by Kevin R. Sholes VJ

gbooboooooooboobooobooooo

Living in Japan during a period in which American actions have warranted severe criticism of
isolationism for withdrawing from international cooperation on environmental protection, | have been
particularly interested in observing the contrast between American individualism and Japanese group
dependence.

Whatever one's theories about Japan, one must confront the pervasiveness of group identity in
Japanese society. Perhaps the Japanese salaryman is the most easily identifiable example of individual
sacrifice to the conformity of group expectations. Every morning on his way to work the Japanese salaryman
boards the train and looks around to see every other middle-aged man similarly dressed in dark suits, white
shirts, and black shoes. As an American with a cynical distrust of conformity, I can only imagine what the
salaryman thinks about being indistinguishable from his fellow office-bound commuters. However, my guess
is that he feels safe and reassured by his position in society. As the most visible manifestation of his
belonging, he accepts the responsibility to dress in the prescribed manner so as to give others of his social
status that same feeling of security.

In my studies of the Japanese language, one particularly difficult point has been the subtlety in which
relationships between giver and receiver are expressed. The language conveys an obligatory relationship
between people that is not well expressed in English. Considering his interdependence, the salaryman could
say0 0000000000000 000DO0000O0DO0OO Though it may be a strange example, it is
the kind of language in Japan that serves as a gentle reminder of continual obligation.

In contrast to Japanese, Americans have a strong sense of rejection of authority and surliness in the
face of social obligation. In words and appearance, the American coolly says, "I am not giving you the
pleasure of imagining that you and | have anything in common.” Living in Japan, | actually miss this
surliness. For me it is a healthy sign of uniqueness and ambition. But, the often-celebrated American trait
of rugged individualism is also blamed for many social ills varying from widespread gun ownership and its
related violence to the recent decline in the quality of professional basketball.

Both these descriptions, while stereotypically one-sided, represent running themes in our two
cultures. As the world faces ever more threatening environmental degradation, we need to find ways of
cooperating that recognize these differences. Insofar as environmental protection requires a group effort,
Japan seems particularly suited to lead the world. Yet, as one example of the underside of the conformity
in Japan, in two years | cannot recall witnessing a single individual act of conservation. No one seems
capable of being the exception and not using disposable wooden chopsticks, or requesting that the clerk not
wrap the already well-packaged piece of fruit in several more layers of plastic. In contrast, albeit within a
society of excessive over-consumption, Americans can be seen performing countless small acts of
conservation. As just one unique example, many people in the college town of Madison, Wisconsin carry
their own reusable plastic coffee cups so they will not have to waste a paper cup when they buy take-out
coffee.

Our differences may suggest that when it comes to international cooperation on environmental
issues, Japanese would be more likely to respond to a program where everyone jointly accepts the same
responsibility and follows the same procedures. On the other hand, Americans are likely to reject uniform
procedures, but may respond well to encouragement of a variety of unique methods. A first step in
reconciling our differences would be convincing each other that both sides are serious about results.
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