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“Tatemae” and “Honne” in America

Have you ever heard the stereotype of the overly honest American
or the heavily reserved Japanese? Japanese people learn from a
young age to use what's called tatemae (one’s public position or
attitude) in order to hide their private opinions (called honne) which
only come out in front of family or close friends. In America, we use
our tatemae and honne a little bit differently.

American kids, just like Japanese kids, learn that telling lies is bad.
The difference lies in the fact that an American might say that if
honne is what a person truly believes, then their tatemae opinion is
technically a lie- if only a small one. Many Americans are taught from
a young age that everyone'’s opinions are equally important. Now you
are probably beginning to understand the origin of the overly honest
American stereotype. Add that to the fact that American elementary
and middle schoolers are taught to state their opinions with strong
confidence and how to debate; then when they move on to high school
and college, they are taught to question the statements and opinions
of others- even their elders and professors. So, when Americans have
a disagreement, without taking offense over simply being challenged,
they try to move toward a resolution while also making sure to
clearly state their own opinion on the matter. In this way, Americans
are able to civilly talk about touchy subjects like politics and religion.
On the other hand, in an effort not to cause another person to feel
badly or awkward, many Japanese people will either hide their true
feelings on certain matters or avoid controversial topics entirely.

This, however, is not to say that Americans never use tatemae.
Commenting, for example, on someone’s body is considered to be
impolite and negative remarks like, “Have you gained weight
recently” are especially taboo. Other situations in which Americans
would be reserved are when talking about their own or other people’s
money, or the relationship/marriage of someone who they do not
know very well.

So, what do you think of American tatemae and honne culture? If
you decide to take a visit to another country, whatever you do, don't
get stressed trying not to be rude, and instead keep an open mind. It's
more fun that way anyway!
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