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We are going to talk about and experience various aspects of
   Japanese culture in this class. First though, here are a few
   things you should know as we get started.



Names and forms of address


Maybe you have heard that in Japanese, san gets put at the end of
   names and means something like mister or misses. This is true,
   but unlike mister and misses, san can be used with either your
   given (first) name or your family (last) name. So Joe-san and
   Smith-san are both okay.


We call medical doctors Dr. Smith in English, not
   Mr. Smith. The same is true in Japanese, except that the list of
   people you call doctor is longer. Sensei doesn't mean doctor
   exactly—in fact it means teacher—but you use sensei instead of
   san with doctors, lawyers, teachers, and several other highly
   skilled and respected professions.


When in doubt, san is probably a safe way to address someone,
   unless that person is a teacher or doctor, then you use sensei.
   In school, san is used by adults mostly toward other adults (who
   are not teachers) and toward female students. A teacher would call
   Akiko (a girl) Akiko-san. Teachers would also call adults
   (parents, visitors to the school, etc.) san also, whether male or
   female. Teachers have another way to refer to male students:
   kun. So teachers would call Akira (a boy) Akira-kun when
   talking to him or about him. Actually, many adults (not just
   teachers) would use kun with boys and young men.
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Other students would call Akira Akira-san if they were in the
  same grade. Friends and people much older (like grandparents) often
  use chan, to show affection. Boys would probably not call each
  other Akira-chan or Taro-chan but they might be called that by
  their girlfriends. Likewise, Akira might call his girlfriend
  Akiko-chan.


In Japan, not using anything after a name is
  considered very rude. When you use someone's name, you always need
  to add san, kun, or chan, or sensei (teacher) after the
  name. Using the wrong one, however, can be almost as bad as not
  using anything.  In Japan, age, occupation, and status level (rank)
  are very important. In fact, it is normal for people to call others
  by their job title or the person's situation (like customer-san,
  foreigner-san, or patient-san).


This is true in school, too.  Most students take part in school
  clubs and there is a strict hierarchy. Anyone who is ahead of you in
  school is called sempai. Students below you are
  called kohai if they are not called by their family
  name. Unless they hold a position above you (like captain of your
  team), students in the same grade can call each other by family name
  or a nickname, but they would still usually include san.


In Japan, names are Family Name first and then Given Name. So I am
  Spackman Chris in Japan. This is why I do not say first name or
  last name—it is very easy to get confused about which
  name you mean when dealing with Japanese names.



Japanese Culture


As you may have figured out from the discussion of names, Japanese
  culture is very different from Western culture. Different
  does not mean better or worse, though. Some things that the Japanese
  do will probably seem strange and even non-sensical to USA
  Americans; the reverse is certainly true. We must understand that
  judging another culture is a meaningless waste of our time (and
  insulting to the culture being judged). Every culture starts
  from different assumptions and different views of the world. No
  culture is logical or consistent.


What we must do is accept Japanese culture, learn about it, and by
  doing so, learn more about our own culture. For example, the fact
  that the Japanese language has words for relationships such
  as sempai and kohai tells us something about Japanese
  culture. Now that we know that, we can reflect on the fact that
  English-language USA culture does not use words like sempai
  and kohai. We will be doing a lot of this sort of comparison
  during this class.
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The Japanese Language


The Japanese language is very different from English, French,
  Spanish, or any other European language. Because Japan is very far
  from Europe, Japanese speakers did not have much interaction with
  speakers of European languages until just the last couple of hundred
  years. This means that the Japanese language shares very few words
  with other languages, aside from Chinese and Korean—her
  nearest neighbors, geographically and linguistically.


The English language, in contrast, has many words that came into
  English from French, German, Latin, Greek, and other European
  languages. This is one reason why there are so many cognates among
  European languages. (In the last hundred years, however, the
  situation has changed and today many words have entered Japanese
  from English. Many, however, are words for specific items that
  didn't exist in Japan 100 years ago—for example, ‘pasokon’ for
  personal computer, ‘isu kohi’ for iced coffee. There are many more,
  but the point is that these cognates are unlikely to help you learn
  the language, although they may help you order your breakfast at a
  donut shop.


Despite Japanese being very different from English, it is actually
  not a difficult language to pronounce. There are only five vowel
  sounds—English has more than 10!—and also unlike
  English, words are written almost exactly how they sound. Once you
  get used to the sounds, spelling words is easy!


Unlike English, Japanese has only two irregular verbs. How many
  does English have? Hundreds. Two examples: run → ran, throw →
  threw. Japanese has only two: the verbs to do (suru)
  and to come (kuru). These two verbs are used so much in
  Japanese, that you will probably get used to them very quickly and
  soon forget that they are technically irregular.



  Japanese:
    	lots of kanji (Chinese/Japanese characters)

    	only five vowels (a i u e o)

    	easy to spell—if you can hear it, you can spell it

    	only two irregular verbs (suru and kuru)

  


  English:
    	no kanji

    	many vowel sounds

    	difficult and inconsistent spellings

    	many irregular verbs

  





The Japanese alphabet is not difficult either. There are two
  systems of writing Japanese letters: hiragana and katakana. They are
  a bit different: hiragana is used more frequently and is more
  rounded, a bit like cursive in English; katakana is used only in
  certain situations and looks blockier, less rounded. Both hiragana
  and katakana have about 48 letters (the same 48 sounds in both, just
  like e E are the same sound in English). Learning both
  systems requires remembering about 96 letters.


Does that sound difficult? If so, stop and think about English for
  a moment. How many English letters can you read and write? Upper and
  lower case each have 26 letters—so 52 total. Can you also read
  cursive writing? That is another 52 letters—so to read upper
  and lower case in both print/block style and cursive style in
  English requires knowing 104 letters. When you think about it like
  that, 96 for Japanese is not quite as bad as it might sound at
  first.  The bad news, of course, is that Japanese also has kanji,
  Chinese characters, and there are almost 2000 that everyone learns
  in school and must know be able to read a newspaper. We will not be
  learning all of them in this class.
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The worse news is that each of those kanji can be combined with one
  or more other kanji to form a new word that may not have any
  connection to the meanings of the kanji that make it up. For
  example, the word for newspaper
  is shimbun 新聞
  but 新 means new
  and 聞 means hear. Even if you
  know both of those kanji individually, you may not have any idea
  what they mean together. You need to know thousands of these
  combinations in order to graduate high school and be able to read a
  newspaper! It takes a long time to get to that point—Japanese
  students start learning kanji in first grade and learn a few each
  year through the end of high school. Also, they have the advantage
  of already knowing all the vocabulary as well—they already
  know the word shimbun, even if they cannot read the
  kanji. Native English speakers need to learn both the
  word shimbun and the individual kanji and then the
  combination.
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All of the above is just the tip of the iceberg (not the culture
  iceberg, the proverbial iceberg) when it comes to the Japanese
  language. It is very different from English, so if English is your
  native language, you may find Japanese a lot difficult. To be fair,
  many Japanese students find English very difficult, and they are
  usually required to study it for close 8 to 10 years!


The two graphics show how to
  write hiragana
  and katakana. The numbers and arrows
  show the order and direction that you should write each line. Take a
  good look at the tables. What can you deduce about Japanese? Why are
  some squares blank? What sounds would the blank squares stand for,
  if there were letters for them?
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