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MUTUAL EMPATHY: THE
KEY TO IMPROVING
JAPAN-U.S. RELATIONSHIPS

Tom Bruneau
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At present, tensions and negative thoughts
and feelings between Japan and the U.S. have
escalated. The anniversary of the end of the
great war for military control of the Pacific has
brought up bitter memories and buried emo-
tions on both fronts. The economic arguments
centering about fairness in trade and trade
sanctions as well as fierce competition in the
matters of technological advance and superior-
ity have added to these tensions. The con-
tinual battle of the dollar and yen, particularly
in their on-going fluctuations against the grow-
ing backdrop of a more dynamic and very
changeful world economy, is another factor
giving rise to even more tension. The strain of
economic problems in both countries: wages,
rising costs of living, unemployment, etc. has
added fuel to the larger economic fires. Mu-
tual America-bashing and Japan-bashing are
seemingly on the rise.

These tensions are, of course, compounded
and complicated by the common belief that
none of us Americans can possibly understand
the Japanese (a myth or mytheme) and that
the Japanese are totally lost in America (an-
other exaggeration of convenience). Some per-
petuate unnecessary conflict by such attitudes
--even though it is the case that differences in
tradition, values, language and the like loom
very large and often are very real. All of these
tensions, however, appear to be only surface
symptoms of deeper, more pervasive problems
which are often elusively hidden from view or
even very awkward to discuss openly. It is dif-
ficult to talk openly about bigotry, prejudice,
hatred, anger, fear, mistrust, and other under-
lying negativities. It is inherently Japanese not
to do so publicly--but these negativities are
there in silent, private, and personal ways. We

would rather avoid (make empty) these unre-
solved sources of tension and conflict--like the
crazy ostrich we bury our heads in the sand,
not wanting to look openly and fully at the
dark horizons and dark, cloudy uncertainties
ahead.

While many of these tensions seem to con-
cern our mutual ignorances, they seem to
highly involve dysfunctional competition and
feelings of superiority-inferiority by both cul-
tural/national entities. There appear to be
many problems of common mistrust and fear.
We tend to down-play or dismiss such ideas.
We want to paint a rosy picture and dream of
peace, oblivious of the problems clawing at our
throats like an angry hawk. In the case of
many of the elderly Japanese and American
people who remember the terrible war and the
killing and sacrifices, in the case of conserva-
tive and hardened pro-military people, and in
the case of dogmatic, polarized people, there
seems to be a hatred, a very deep animosity.
This is difficult to discuss openly and frankly.
Defusing this complex of tensions, these under-
lying negativities, and this potentially explo-
sive climate may take years to resolve. But any
complete resolution seems too idealistically
hopeful. Any new negative incidents, however,
could be easily blown out of proportion with
this ugly climate of conflict and
oppositionalities. Both countries are now re-
ally locked into so many umbilical, interdepen-
dent needs, programs, and common interests.
However, on the whole, Japan-U.S. relation-
ships seem to be now deteriorating rapidly.
This could lead to many long-term detrimental
futures for both countries. We actually need to
be friendly much more often. This could work!

It is with a sense of urgency, then, that
intercultural affairs and relations scholars in
Japan and the U.S. begin to address this cli-
mate head-on as advocates of peace-making, as
mediation specialists, and as proponents of
mutual understandings of mutual matters of
the heart. While we who study intercultural
communication often profess how important
these matters are, giving us a sense of purpose
and direction, few of us actually deal directly
with the underlying problems, the nasty and
difficult causes of the dysfunctional conflicts.
We often do not see the powerful forces of
large numbers, of millions-upon-millions of
people, whose negativities influence national
policy and politics and international relations.




We intercultural people seem to become too
fond in pointing to our differences as very,
very interesting and as sources of joyful
puzzlement, or as curious intellectual exer-
cises. But, we seldom see bigger solutions to
those unique differences. Our position here is
that the concepts, and especially the processes,
of empathy can help us much better than our
intellectualizing and comparing our differ-
ences. Intercultural peace-making is possible;
a focus on differences seems to exasperate the
problematics, creates opposition-alism, and
seems to actually produce feelings of ineffectu-
alness in trying to cope with one another.
Peace-making with empathic strategies seems
credible--if we take a new definition of commu-
nication: communication is transcending or
lifting above conflicts and differences with em-
pathic caring and concern.

I have previously written at length about
empathy, reviewing the concepts, attempting
to describe its complex processes, relating it to
careful and concerned interpersonal relations,
to mental processes, to communication theory-
building, and intercultural communication.qu
My purpose here is not to rehash this work.
Here, I would simply wish to informally apply,
in summary, a few of my previous ideas to the
special case study problematics of Japan-U.S.
relationships. In brief, empathy concerns the
ability to take the biological, perceptual, psy-
chological, emotional, and social-cognitive (so-
cial cognition) viewpoints of another or others
so as to attempt to simulate or experience, vi-
cariously, their realities, their world views, as if
we were the other(s). This approach is natu-
rally an emic rather than etic or outsider view
of others.

Mutual empathy or sharing empathic com-
munication together, each having positive re-
gard for the other, simultaneously, develops
out of the initial struggles to practice empathy.
To make matters worse, each culture seems to
have different empathic systems and tradi-
tions! Attuning empathic processes leads to
mutual empathy, and trust for one another ap-
pears to often follow or develop after empathic
communication, concomitantly. Mutual empa-
thy implies a greater intimacy than the dis-
tancing and objectifying involved in the differ-
ential classifying, categorizing, or concluding
negatively or narrowly, all growing out of mis-
placed Aristotelian oppositionalism. Such logi-
cal mathematical division and its brother, sub-

traction, does little for the necessity of addi-
tion and multiplication of "otherness" in our-
selves. Categorical approaches may actually
prevent otherness because they may act as
screens or defenses or barriers to interpersonal
interpenetrations of empathic insight.

We already know of our big differences! We
keep repeating and monotonously being re-
dundant about them. Texts or article-after-ar-
ticle belabor these highly interesting compari-
sons. They are attractive. "Gee," we say,
"those other people sure are weird!" The focus
on these differences appears to have some
intercultural educational purposes in the sense
that they warn us and heighten our sensitivity
to strangeness and may indeed make us more
cautious, more careful. But, what about the
transcending of these differences. We say usu-
ally little about this except for platitudes, or we
speak about intercultural competence (which
seems to be a theoretical-research approach
developed by people who think they can actu-
ally measure poetry or Spring). What may be
initially important in developing a new focus is
the "common ground bases of empathy." This
approach focuses on how our basic values are
similar, how many of our beliefs are similar,
and how our attitudes, our problems, and our
hopes are similar.

The common ground bases of empathy em-
phasizes the humane aspects of everyday liv-
ing which all humans everywhere experience.
This kind of empathy is important in
conflictual atmospheres of mutual distrust and
distancing. Itis the kind of empathy necessary
to develop initial trust levels to help us sustain
our relational contacts, to renew these contacts
more often, leading to the development of
friendships. Common ground approaches to
empathy seem to develop a sense of immediacy
with the other, we experience the other as our-
selves, as experientially near, close. This has
been called "the nowness of youness" by Mar-
tin Buber or "I-as-the-other" by Jean Paul
Sartre, two prominent western philosophers
who looked at loving relationships and prob-
lems of self-other and mutual identity con-
structions. Two brief examples here might il-
lustrate what we are discussing. I hope they
create some interest and a little controversy.

What were the Japan-American relation-
ships about the Kobe earthquake? Do I dare
disturb the world by bringing up this sensitive
issue? This disaster had excellent daily news




coverage in the American media. It was on all
the TV national networks (which are viewed in
many countries of the world) and regional net-
works. We Americans were right there with all
of you Japanese people--we were reading and
seeing at the same time you were. It was imme-
diate to us Americans, with our abilities of the
instantaneity of global communication tech-
nologies. We could feel the tragedy and iden-
tify with the common ground bases of the ter-
rible suffering and unbelievable fear and tor-
menting trauma--while it was occurring. We
could see behind the "stiffer" formal masks
and the gallant suppression of tears and the
courage "to bear up." It made many Americans
start to see that, while the outside appearances
and behaviors are different, the feelings be-
neath would be quite similar for all of us in
these bad situations. Very few Americans
could say, "I'm happy they are suffering." I
think that even the most hardened bigots and
racists and Japan-bashers who were watching
may have initially begun to see beyond the
faces of the Japanese character and into the
humanistic hearts of the regular, everyday
people damaged at poor, dear Kobe.

Our government called for aid; our Presi-
dent went on national TV saying that we would
give any and every kind of immediate help to
the Japanese. Students at our university
started to collect food and medical supplies.
The whole country, I believe, wanted to give, to
support, to show care and concern in real
ways. But, what happened? We Americans
have been extending massive efforts of hu-
manitarian aid to many countries for many
years. We have the infrastructure to deliver
fresh water, food, emergency shelter, medical
supplies, and doctors, in the case of massive
disasters. We offered our help, but it seemed
to many Americans that our chance to show
common ground empathy was denied or re-
fused. I do not know the full story from the
Japanese perspective, but we Americans in
many circles or groups thought this was a dis-
tancing of relations, an opportunity for shar-
ing which was denied. Some of us felt dis-
tanced as people who care. We could have de-
livered quick and efficient aid in a matter of a
day or two--but we had to watch with growing
indignation, along with a lot of you Japanese,
the clumsy and confusing mess that was in
helping this entirely beautiful city, Kobe-shi.
Was it nationalistic pride of a stubborn kind?
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Was it what we Americans call "false pride" or
"foolish pride?" Was it wanting to keep "big
brother" or U.S.A. out or to keep U.S.A. para-
military, emergency aid out of Japan? Or, was
it the hiding of embarrassment? We can all
identify with death, injuries, loss of loved ones,
loss of home, lack of water, lack of food, lack of
medical, fire, and rescue services, and we can
feel the trauma of others deep in our bones--
whether we are Japanese, Americans, or what-
ever. It may be that this incident is an example
where the natural empathy of common ground
was not allowed to be used. Why? Could we
not even imagine the sources of friendship
building? Does not a rigid tree break easily in
the wind? Humanitarian trees bend to the
force of tragedy.

Recently, the rape of a helpless, young
Okinawan girl by U.S. military young men took
up the headlines and airways of both coun-
tries. Most Americans felt so embarrassed and
angry. Many of us would like to see swift and
very firm punishment of these stupid and vio-
lent men by the Japanese government after a
period of fair trial. We Americans seem to train
our military people to be superior-acting, arro-
gant, and just plain stupid-acting in other
countries. But, what was the response of our
military people, our American government?
Are we Americans so stupid not to know how to
apologize and express our sorrow and convey
our honest feelings? Are our American (and
Japanese) government officials too numb-of-
heart to be incapable of empathic communica-
tion? Is this so? Was this another opportunity
lost for our countries to share in the humane,
the humanitarian sharing of feelings and con-
cern? I think so, and I also think that we will
not improve our Japan-U.S. relationships until
we more gentle souls, people of compassion
and respect for others, start to speak out and
exert some positive empathic influence in our
countries.

Both of our countries seem naturally intent
and prone to act with needs for nationalist
identity, which seem to diminish our similari-
ties and expand our differences. My claim here
in this brief and inadequate essay (given the
many problems) is that we must begin to study
our thousands of similarities, our bleedings,
our pains, our mutual hopes, our humor (we
are both a funny and witty peoples), our many
common problems of everyday living, and so
forth. It is difficult to dislike those we perceive




as being similar to ourselves! This view is sel-
dom mentioned in the comparative cultural lit-
erature. We need to begin to study and, then,
communicate our commonalities. The evi-
dence points to the failure of our present ap-
proaches as not being even slightly successful
or effective in building friendships between us.
This seems a little critical of our successes, but
is not intended to be. Both the U.S. and Japan
have so much to lose and so little to gain on our
present course of relations. It seems quite odd
and unusual to me that more effort has not
been done in developing empathy for one an-
other and attempting to practice more mutual
empathy. Where dark clouds gather too long
we can sometimes forget the light.

NOTES

(1) See, for example, Tom Bruneau (1988)
"Conceptualizing and Using Empathy in
Intercultural Contexts," Human Communica-
tion Studies (Communication Association of Ja-
pan) 16, pp. 37-70; (1989) "Empathy and Lis-
tening: A Conceptual Review and Theoretical
Directions," The Journal of the International
Listening Association, 3, No. 1, pp. 1-20; (1989)
"The Deep Structure of Intrapersonal Commu-
nication Processes," In: Intrapersonal Commu-
nication Processes: Original Essays, C. V. Rob-
erts and K. W. Watson (Eds.), Scottsdale, Ari-
zona: Gorsuch Scarisbrick Publishers, 1989, pp.
63-81; (1993) "Empathy and Listening," In:
Perspectives on Listening, A. Wolvin and C.
Coakley (Eds.) Norwood, New Jersey: Ablex Pub-
lishing Co., pp. 185-200; (In Press) "Peace Com-
munication and Empathic Processes," In:
Intercultural Communication: A Reader, L.
Samovar and R. Porter (Eds.), 8th. Edition,
Belmong, CA: Wadsworth Press, (originally pre-
sented at the 1994 Communication Association
of Japan conf., Tama-shi, Japan, June; and, "Em-
pathic Intercultural Communication: State of
the Art and Future Potential," presented at the
Conlf., "Intercultural Communication: The Last
25 Years and the Next," Rochester Institute of
Technology, Rochester, NY, July, 1995 (in edi-
torial review).

(Dr. Tom Bruneau is Professor in the Depart-
ment of Speech Communication, Radford
University, VA, U. S. A.)

Japanese Rhetorical
Scholarship Revisited

Yoshihisa Itaba
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Since World War II, the image of the Japa-
nese has been produced and revised by
American scholars in their own discursive
space, but its essence has never changed. The
Japanese have constantly been a different-
looking object of curious American scholars’
gaze in search of “news value” (Lutz & Collins,
1993, 120). Our discipline, too, tended to
portray the Japanese as distinct--either in
kind or degree--from Westerners but without
looking at their real-world persuasive com-
munication itself. Based on the evidence that
was mostly secondary, anecdotal, or experi-
ential, some scholars (e.g., Glazer, 1968;
Becker, 1991) argued that Japanese rhetorical
styles and their thinking patterns are not ra-
tional, while others (e.g., Lomas, 1946;
Morrison, 1972) suggested that the Japanese
are so non-Western--undemocratic, pre-
democratic, or incapable of Western logic--
that they do not value public speaking, dis-
cussion, or debate. Although the universe of
discourse concerning the Japanese as “differ-
ent” communicators had a built-in system of
self-criticism (e.g., Branham, 1994), scholars,
after all, did not pay much attention to Japa-
nese rhetorical action itself, i.e., Japanese per-
suasive texts and contexts that invite them.
Instead, they searched for Western formats
for public decision-making in Japan or at-
tempted to discover historical facts of rhetori-
cal theory and practice similar to, or im-
ported from, the West. Some failed and
downgraded the culture as deficient; others
succeeded and censured the former in the
name of ethnocentricity. Yet all of them ig-
nored actual practice of the Japanese in per-
suading.

Confined in this camp, we would not come




to grips with the problem in hand, the serious
inquiry into how the Japanese indeed use
symbols to influence each other in real social
life. A rhetorical study need not stick to the
Aristotelian tradition, the traditional way of
viewing rhetorical interaction through the
speaker’s eyes in relation to his/her immedi-
ate audience adaptation skills (See Brock,
Scott, & Checebro, 1989, 27-28). Rhetoric, I
submit, is not merely a school of thought that
teaches how to speak well, a format with rule-
of-thumb advice for speech-making, or an
oration “effectively” delivered to an audi-
ence. Comparing the traditional approach
with dramatism in a study of radical Black
rhetoric, Campbell (1971) argues that, be-
cause the traditional view of rhetoric empha-
sizes what is rational and orderly in the dis-
course, the traditional critic “is more likely to
condemn [radical Black rhetoric] than to find
ways to reveal its assumptions and internal
workings (132).” Likewise, it is little wonder
that applying the traditional view of rhetoric
to Japan resulted in regarding its culture as
deficient rather than generating insight into
workings of Japanese symbols used for per-
suasion. Granted, I would urge the impor-
tance of expanding what rhetoric means and
of examining texts and contexts to describe
dynamic processes of Japanese rhetorical
communication itself.

What I propose, then, is a non-traditional,
practice-centered approach to Japanese per-
suasive texts without assuming any “ideal”
formats or rules a priori and with respect to
contexts in which those texts have come into
being. This discourse-centered method seems
better-suited to revealing Japanese rhetorical
assumptions, because indigenous schools or
textbooks of Rhetoric--in some traditional
senses--did not exist in Japan unlike in the
West where “ideal” persuasive models have
been constantly produced, criticized, and re-
vised. The Japanese rhetorical scholarship
seems to be at a stage where their persuasive
patterns, submerged in language practices,
ought to be revealed for theorizing, as Jensen
(1987) rightly argues:

The fact that rhetoric was not focused on
[in East Asia] as a seperate field of thought
as in the West was not due to considering
it unimportant, but because on the con-

trary it was so important that it was inter-
twined with, and inseparable from, phi-
losophy, religion, ethics, psychology, poli-
tics, and social relations. (219)

Jensen here implies that Japanese rhetoric
may be studied by examining, say, the lan-
guage practice in Japanese politics.

This perspective, for instance, would allow
the critic to visit Japanese texts that discussed
Japan’s foreign policies before Perry (1853)
and to find some rhetorical devices employed
therein as well as rhetorical strategies
adopted to overcome obstacles inherent in
the context.

Let me supply an example of what came to
light as a result of departing from the tradi-
tional perspective in a study of this pre-Perry
discourse (Itaba, 1995). Concerned with
Japan’s relations with the West, Japanese
rhetors during the pre-Perry period did not
speak in public like Western orators did; they
wrote persuasive texts to express their views.
They did not show them to the public imme-
diately, however. At a time when the
Tokugawa notion of shoshi ogi (or political
discussion beyond the station of the common-
ers) condemned public expression of political
opinions, writing down their views allowed
them to wait for an emergence of an audience,
which they often hoped would include deci-
sion makers of the shogunate; the rhetors
looked for audiences that might be receptive
to their views. Some texts, indeed, reached
their readers within the government, while
others were promulgated through personal
relationship of those who handcopied them.
Their views were thus communicated. This
implies that writing a text was itself the
rhetor’s strategic choice in order for a rhetori-
cal transaction to occur at the most appropri-
ate moment involving a receptive and sympa-
thetic audience. This kind of rhetorical pat-
tern, which I call “the receptive act,” would
not have been identified if the critic had per-
sistently worn the orator-centered lenses to
find and/or evaluate “the speech act.” Or
more broadly, this kind of study itself would
not have been possible because the pre-Perry
symbolic acts would otherwise have been
overlooked as being “unrhetorical” inasmuch
as the writers I examined did not emphasize
their leadership by seeking to produce imme-




diate impact.

This short essay has examined the U.S.-
based literature that portrayed the Japanese
in relation to rhetoric, in order to suggest that
Aristotelianism is not the only approach
available and that rhetorical studies be con-
cerned with all kinds of human action for
symbolic inducements. This broader view of
rhetoric should enable us to more fully un-
derstand theoritical assumptions for Japa-
nese engagement in persuasion. And seen in
this light, more studies about dynamic pro-
cesses of Japanese persuasion per se ought to
be generated.
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Tel. 052-832-3111 ex. 552 Fax 052-832-5490
E-Mail: kondo@ic. nanzan-u.ac.jp

The Summer Institute for Intercultural Communication 1996
Session 1: July 17-19, 1996
Session 2: July 22-26, 1996

~ Session 3: July 29-August 2, 1996

Internship Session: July 12-27, 1996

For more information, please contact:

The Intercultural Communication Institute

8835 SW Canyon Lane, Suite 238, Portland, Oregon 97225
Phone: 503-297-4622 Fax: 503-297-4695

E-Mail: ici@pacificu.edu

Communication and Culture: China and the World Enter-

ing the 21 Century
August 13-16, 1996; Peiking University, China
Formore information, please contact:

D. Ray Heisey, School of Communication Studies
Kent State University, Kent, OH 44242

Phone: 216-672-2649 Fax: 216-672-3510
E-Mail: rheisey@kentvm.kent.edu.

Multiculturalism, Cutural Diversity and Global

Communication

July 11-14, 1996;

Rochester Institute of Technology, New York

For more information, please contact:

Michael Prosser, Kern Professor in Communications
Rochester Institute of Technology

92 Lomb Memorial Drive, Rochester, N.Y. 14623-5604
Phone: 716-475-2804 Fax: 716-475-7120
E-Mail:mhpgpt@rit.edu.
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