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Foreign Habits

In last month’s article, I talked about some shocking cultural
differences that I'm still not quite used to. But this time I'd like
to talk about some Japanese customs that I've assimilated
without even knowing it. For example, when you have your
picture taken, what do you do? You make a peace sign, right?
Before I came to Japan, I'd never even heard of making the
peace sign for pictures before, but after I'd had my picture taken
several times with Japanese people, I started doing it without
even realizing. Now when I have my picture taken, it just
doesn’t feel right unless I'm making the peace sign too.

Another one is the phrase "hee" There’s an expression in
English too that’s like the japanese "hee," but it's used very
differently. In Japan, most people say "hee" after they hear
something even just slightly interesting, like "I have a cat." But
in the U.S, people only say "hee" when they've heard something
incredibly surprising, like "I went skydiving last week" or "my
grandfather was a king." So when I talk to people in the U.S. on
the phone, and I say "hee" to something that I only find slightly
interesting, they get mad and ask "are you making fun of me?!"

One other thing those people on the phone don’t understand
are the little sounds I don’t even realize 'm making to show that
I'm listening. In Japan people make those sounds to show that
they are listening carefully, but in the U.S. you show that you're
listening by not saying anything at all. So when I say things like
"hai" or "yes" while they're talking, it’s just like I'm taking food
right off of their plate while theyre eating. When I go back to
the U.S, if these habits continue, I might end up being thought of
as a foreigner in my own home country.
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