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The Japanese Pattern of Inter-
cultural Communication:
The Indigenous vs The Seaborne
or Kochira vs Achira

Jun Toyama
Professor, St Andrew's University

It is always difficult for anyone to clearly
distinguish what is purely of indigenous ori-
gin from what is not in a given culture. This is
the case with Japanese culture, too. With her
geographic and historic features, the morpho-
genesis of Japanese culture has been formed
in strata, with the newly imported laid over
the older. We often observe that the old and
the new go together in Japanese history.

As an archipelagic country, located not
too close to and not too far from the continen-
tal shores. Japan has "voluntarily" imported




many elements from earlier advanced ci-
vilisations overseas, especially from China.
This early Japanese contact with China is re-
corded in an ancient Chinese history book of
the Han dynasty. According to these Chinese
official records, Emperor Kwang-wu (Gti##)
awarded the King of Na of Wa (Japan's an-
cient name) a gold seal in AD 57, and in 1784
this actual seal was excavated in northern Ky-
ushu.

In AD 538, Buddhism was officially intro-
duced into Japan from Korea. This highly ad-
vanced thought of Indian origin had already
been transformed into an amalgam of Indian
and Chinese tradition before its Sinicised ver-
sion was introduced to Japan by way of Korea.
There was a comparatively short period of de-
bate and confrontation among aristocratic
leaders over whether or not this practice of
"foreign gods" should be "received" into the
land of their indigenous kami. The Japanese
Emperors chose both the invisible gods of
their ancestry and the flashy, visible ones
from an exterior higher civilisation. The
Chronicles of Japan, compiled in 720, de-
scribes the Emperor Yomei (died 587): "The
Emperor believed in the Law of Buddha and
reverenced the Way of Gods." Prince
Shotoku, the Emperor's second son and Re-
gent to the Empress Suiko, offers another
good example of this compatible orientation
to the old and the new or the indigenous and
the foreign. They did not take the stand that
the new, foreign thought should exclude the
old, traditional Japanese values. They never
assumed an either/or attitude towards the
new value system. They merely tried to add
the new to the old. There was no supersession
of the old by the new.

The alternative orientation to Kochira
(this side here) or Achira (that side over
there) has not developed in this island coun-
try where it has proven impossible for the is-
landers to reject either their ancestral cul-
tural heritage or the new values arriving from
more advanced continental civilisations.
They have chosen to live with both simulta-
neously.

Since Buddhism was officially introduced
into Japan over 1,450 years ago, the Japanese
have struggled with and cherished this for-
eign thought. Buddhism was welcomed by

both the political and cultural elites, includ-
ing the Imperial aristocracy and the warrior
class, in each period from ancient to modern,
with the only exception occurring during the
Meiji era when for several years after 1868
some Buddhist images and temples were de-
stroyed by fanatic Shintoists.

In short, the Japanese have developed a
cultural pattern of communication with supe-
riors and foreigners who were believed to be
transmitting new or more advanced knowl-
edge to the "less civilised" home islands.
They tended to place themselves in the infe-
rior position and take the role of listeners. In
other words, for many centuries they were
good learners of civilisation, but not good
teachers.

Some 140 years have passed since Japan
opened her doors to the Western world. Since
then, the Japanese have struggled to find a
better way to communicate with the rest of
the world and have seemed to have acquired
some knowledge of how Westerners commu-
nicate with others. The Japanese have learnt
how to coexist with the foreign culture of Bud-
dhism for over 1,450 years. Yet it still must
be a hard job for anyone to have the Japanese
speak up because they are still heavily ori-
ented to assuming a learner's position while
many in other cultures appear to be rather
teacher-oriented.

A Japanese proverb says, "Water flows
down." So does information. The teacher
sends it: the learner receives it. If the teacher
will not send it, then the learner has to work
very hard to acquire the information.

Now as communicators, the Japanese are
perhaps best described as "patient"; and they
are very positive readers and listeners. When
listening, they prefer to "double-track," leav-
ing the old information on the old track and
placing the new information on a new track. I
call this type of information processing
"double-track processing" to distinguish it
from its alternative, "single-track processing."
Now in communication the teacher or sender
is always in the "single-track" mode. Yet the
Japanese have not been able to adapt well to
the single-track mode, which they view as
confrontational. In fact, it took them about
fifteen centuries to change seaborne Bud-
dhism into an essential part of Japanese cul-




ture. Actually, it is practically impossible to
change a nation's communication patterns
which play such a decisive role in the growth
of a culture.

Culture is produced by information clus-
ters conveyed by communication. And a cul-
ture, from this perspective, might then be de-
fined as maldistributed clusters of marked,
biassed information. Therefore, the same
subject or object can be described as "com-
munication" in its active aspect and as "cul-
ture" in its passive aspect. This constitutes a
producing-produced relationship with given
information. The transformation of one
nation's communication patterns or culture
isn't just a matter of the passage of time. Itis
well known that Buddhism has exercised great
influence on the Japanese mind, but at the
same time, the people have influenced it per-
haps more than they have been influenced.
Now we see Buddhism in contemporary Japa-
nese society having transformed itself to fit in
with the nation's conventional mores in an-
cestor worship and funeral services.
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The Summer Institute for Inter-
cultural Communication 1994
Session 1: July 20-22, 1994

Session 2: July 24-29, 1994

Session 3: July 31-August 5, 1994

Intern Program: July 16-30, 1994

For more information, contact:

The Intercultural Communication Institute
8835 SW Canyon Lane, Suite 238, Portland,
Oregon 97225 USA

Phone: 503-297-4622 Fax: 503-297-4695

The 5th International Conference
on Cross-Cultural Communication:
East and West

Date: August 15-19, 1995

Place: Heilongjiang University, Harbin, China
Theme: Ethnicities, Language, and Communi-
cation across Cultures: East and West
Proposal Deadline: October 15, 1994

For more information, contact:

Prof. Nobuyuki Honna

Aoyama Gakuin University

4-4-25 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku, Tokyo 150




