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About 15 years ago in America, I taught my first English course. One of the students in that
class was Toshi from Miyagi. He was the first Japanese friend that I ever had. He said to me,
“Everything is so big in Americal” We agreed that things like cars, roads, rooms, and houses —-
even people! —— tend to be bigger. Then Toshi said, “But it's not just those things. In America,
even the moon looks bigger!”

Toshi's comment about the moon shows how deeply our cultural surroundings can affect how
we see the world. So, studying not only language but also customs is necessary if you want to
understand how people in another culture experience their daily lives. And, if you really want to
understand their viewpoints deeply, you need to consider the cultural roots of their customs.

So, let's look closely at the bigness that Toshi mentioned. America is a big country that is not so
crowded. The first immigrants to America found a lot of space and a lot of resources. They didn't
feel the same limits that we feel on these smaller, crowded islands called Japan. So, they planned
on a big scale. And they built on a big scale. When everything is big, “big” feels “normal.” And it
has an effect on how people treat each
other.

Because of the big scale of everything,
Americans are used to having lots of space
around them. We can divide this space into
three levels: intimate space, personal space,
and social space. The size of these levels is
different in each culture, and the study of
how such space affects us is called
proxemics.

If someone enters your personal space,

it's difficult to ignore. So, for example, if a

stranger sits next to you on a bus in

America, he may try to greet you, or **Proxemic space for typical Americans



maybe smile, or at least make eye contact. Not doing so feels strange or even rude, because that
person feels like he is entering your personal space.

Think about your train rides in Japan. Sometimes you sit or stand so close to strangers that
your bodies are touching, but you don't feel like you need to greet those people or make eye
contact. In most of America, it's impossible to ignore someone so close. It's only possible on, for
example, a subway in New York City where the cultural rules of proxemics are similar to Japan
because New York City is a crowded and busy place.

I think this explains much of the behavior that gives Americans a friendly reputation. They
easily say “Hi" to a stranger who approaches them, or they might hold the door open for you if
they hear your footsteps behind. Or they might have a short conversation with the worker who
takes their money in a grocery store or restaurant. It's because they can't ignore people who enter
their personal space.

If you ignore personal space, many little things can go wrong when you enter another culture.
For example, Japanese drive on the left. But when walking or riding a bicycle, this “stay left” rule
is not so strict because it's too difficult to follow. Imagine trying to stay left of everyone while
walking through Sannomiya station. It's impossible! There are too many people coming from all
directions. You will go crazy if you try to stay left of all of them! So, Japanese understand that
they must be flexible about this personal space ‘rule” in such situations in their own culture.

Americans drive on the right, and their strong tendency is to stay right when they walk as well.
They generally don't have experiences with places as crowded and busy as Sannomiya, and so
staying right is not difficult. Walking with Japanese friends in America, I've sometimes noticed
these friends are unaware of the trouble they are causing. For example, they might assume the
“stay right” rule is not so strict, and they just walk. The American coming the other way tends to
move right first, because the American is used to wider personal space and feels a need to avoid
collision first. The Japanese person can happily walk through a shopping mall or airport and not
even be aware that people around her are making efforts to avoid her. Sometimes, when the
American isn't paying attention either, I've seen a Japanese friend actually bump into an American
in an uncrowded place. It's a little embarrassing, but it's quite a funny thing to see!

So, when you travel to America, try to adjust your personal space. Make it a little wider. Don't
ignore people when they are close to you. It's not easy to change something so basic! However, if
you can do it, you will find yourself naturally following some invisible cultural rules. Strangers will
then generally view you as a courteous and kind person, rather than a selfish or rude person who
is ignoring their presence. And you will then learn that part of the charm of daily life in America
is the small gestures of kindness you share with strangers, and the kindness you receive from
them. In fact, you could get so used to it that, after you return to Japan, you might feel a little
lonely when you get on a train and no one looks at you, smiles at you, or talks to you.

Toshi was wrong -- the moon is not bigger in America. But he was right about American
bigness. And he loved his year in America and made many friends. I think this was because he
was sensitive enough to be aware of his own cultural rules as a Japanese, and to adjust them

enough in order to fit in while he stayed in America.
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