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Americans Don't Apologize?
Japanese Apologize Too Much?

Recently, I asked my Japanese friend who studied abroad in
America, "Is there anything you couldn't get used to while you
were there?" I was surprised by her response. "Americans don't
apologize" she said. This month, I would like to talk a bit about the

differences in "Apology Culture" between America and Japan.
First off, I'd like to clear up one thing- Americans definitely do
apologize. The issue stems from the basic difference in meaning
between the English, "I'm sorry" and the Japanese "gomenasai'.
While these words might be the same to an internet translator,
Americans use apologies in ways that surprise Japanese people.
Let's take a look at an example. American and Japanese people
alike will apologize if they bump into someone else on the
sidewalk. However, an American might not apologize if they feel
the result of a situation was not their fault. For instance, if I were
to give my friend a warning (e.g. "You really need to do better than
that to make the team.") and the result of this was that my friend
started crying, I might not necessarily apologize. I would of course
console and help my friend, but this situation might not warrant my
saying, "I'm sorry".

Many Americans feel that if you apologize too much, the words
lose their meaning. As such, there are Americans who feel that
Japanese people apologize too much, including several of my
friends who live in Japan and speak Japanese. For example, a
friend of mine was running late to a meeting in Japan, and when he
arrived, he of course apologized for being late. However, the
Japanese person who he was scheduled to meet with responded,
"No no, I'm sorry for scheduling the meeting at such an early time."
This was frustrating to my friend. It was his own fault that he was
late and he was attempting to take responsibility. For many Ameri-
cans, saying "I'm sorry" is the same as acknowledging one's own
responsibility or fault in a matter.

It is important to realize that your country's manners when it
comes to apologizing are not the same worldwide. So, instead of
saying "Japanese manners are better" or "American people don't
apologize and are rude" let us recognize and understand that the
words of an apology sometimes cannot be adequately translated to
other languages. If we are able to understand this concept, I think
that it will be much easier to understand one another.
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