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Keeping up with the Satohs”

Bob Johnstone® explains what makes the Japanese tick®,

[1] 1 went inta Tokyo the other day to get my modem — the little
box I use to send articles over the telephone to London — fixed. When
I bought the modem, just over a year ago, 1 was surprised to notice that
it was made in Taiwan., not Japan. At that time, because of the
difficulty in keying® Japanese script into personal computers,
communication via modems had yet to take off here=. The result was
that none of the big Japanese electronics companies made cheap
modems, a remarkable omission given that¥ they seem to make
everything else.

[2] I asked the man in the shop if they still had to import modems
from Taiwan. Oh no, he assured me, ail their modems were now made
locally. The model 1 use, which transmits at 300 ‘baud’ — in effect,
bits per second®, was no fonger available. It had been replaced by a
faster one, which was capable of 1, 200 baud®. And in the near
future, he told e, it in turn would be replaced by a 2. 400 baud
one® , 1 asked him if it was really so important for private users to be
able to transmit so fast. He admitted that, no, it was not, commenting
that ‘that is the way the Japanese people are®— if a new preduct
appeats which is better than the one they’ve got, they have to have it,
tegatdless of whether they need it ot not. ’

(37 Later that week, I came across another example of this
tendency in a different, and totally unexpected, context™. 1 was
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interviewing a professor of physics at Tokyo University about Japan’s
newly caompieted patticte accelerator, ¢urrently the most powerful of s
kind in the world. He told me that some of his colleagues were already
annoyed with the new machine. They were complaining, he said, that
it was too smail, and proposing to abandon it in favour of plans for
bigger , more powerful accelerators. And this before the new machine
had produced even a single collision’ | The professor, whose many
years in the U. 5. had made him a good deal more outspoken than the
average Japanese academic™, maintained that *‘In Japan, this is
typical ; we design and build something which everybody then thinks is
out of date. ’

[ 47] These two incidents left me wondeting why the Japanese
never seem to be happy with what they’ve got, why they should?
always feel an urge to rush out and buy the latest of everything. Could
it be that the incessant price wars of the consumer electronies companies
had induced a Pavlovian attitude® in the Japanese people, whereby they
could no longer prevent themselves from reaching automatically for
theit wallets (or rather purses®, for in Japan the wife usually controls
the house keeping) whenever they see an adveri bearing the magic
words, ‘shin hatsu bati’ ~— newiy on sale®? Or was the cause more
deeply rooted, related perhaps to Buddhist notions of impermanence and
the instability of the material wortd®? Certainly , this would be the kind
of answer that most Japanese would have you believe.

5] So I did what I normally do when I'm puzzled by Japanese
behaviour — I asked my wife to explain it. She, being Japanese (but,
having married a foreigner, not typically Japanese ), can usually
provide some insight on such matters. Her response in this case was that
the Japanese live in awe of the new. The phenomenon, she reckons,
dates back to the arrival in Japan of the ‘keto” Chairy foreigners, that
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isy people like me) in the middle of the last century, bringing nearly
three centuries of isolation from the rest of the world to a sudden end.
The Japanese immediately perceived that new items like warships were
good things to have. And ‘new’ has contihued to be associated with
‘good” ever since. (It is only very recently, for example, thai the
Japanese have started to take any interest in antiques).

6] If catching up with the West started the desire for things new,
then keeping up with the Satohs, the local equivalents of the Joneses™ ,
helps to keep it going. But there is a crucial difference of motive here,
and a very Japanese one at that¥, Mr and Mrs Satoh's intention in
buying a new microwave oven, videotape recorder or whatever, is not
to be different from their neighbours, but to be the same. In Japan,
everyone strives to be ‘anshin’ — at eass — and the only way to
achieve this condition is by doing exactly the same as evefyone else
does.

[7~ To be left behind in the never-ending search for the new is not
only 1o be uneasy, it is alse to jose face. This can be a serious business
in Japan. The newspapers here often carry reports about offices which
have introduced automation equipment —  copiers, facsimile
transmitters and computers. {That means just about ali offices, as the
rutes about keeping in line apply as much at wotk as they do in the
home. ) According to these reports, the young girls at the bottorn of the
office ladder® tend not to have any difficulty in learning how to use the
new equipment, whereas their bosses — typically men in their forties
— de. The result is that the bosses lose face, which can lead them in
turn to that most famous of Japanese responses — suicide, Semetimes |

think the Japanese take new things too seriously.
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Satoh/'sa'tof /n. AEHELA ]
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“baud/bod /e HFF(— MR ERRL)

-accelerator/sk 'seloreita/r. NI 3%
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outspoken /aut'spsukan /a. saying freely what one thinks;
frank
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price war J} {& ik

consumer electronics Ff B 5
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Pavlovian/pev'lovien/a. EE I KEH(H)
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awe/o/n. a feeling of tespect mixed with fear and wonder

teckon/'reken/s. be of the opinion; estimate

keto/'keto/n. (HLIFEFILEEFR

hairy /'heati/a. covered with hair



warship/'waifip/#. a naval ship used for war
*  antique/en'tik/a. .G HE
6 Jones/dzaunz /a. BHRL A& |
» H crucial/'krufjel fa. decisive, critical
microwave/ ‘maikrauwciv/n. ¥
*  sirive/straiv/ri. make great efforts
anshin/'en'fin/e. 0 (RBELOCEH XHHEF)
7 % automation/, ate'meifon/n. E F{k
copier/'kopia/n. & EJH],
v facsimile /feek 'simili /r. transmitter & H A (R FF fax)
*  suicide/'sjwisaid/». § 3

Phrases and Expressions

J  the other day ANA A
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4  be happy with &
rush out PP &, 2 M Mg 3
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in awe of B8
date back to I #HZ]
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tose face £ ]
keep in line {#3%—%
take --+ seriously ik B XT6F
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Bob Johnstone “SfEh « #yEhin " EHEA - il E, T L)
"HEESTHEA TR TFEEERE.

make the Japanese tick F h“fF B2 AR B ELTEHT".to
make something/somebody tick & — - @ 2H. B & to make
something /somebody behave like that.

B4k keying fEZ)IF AT, EA“EAT, RIS RIEE EHMAITH
1.

had yet to take off here §§ % F had not taken off here, B 4 “fE
XEBR)XEEESL".

given that §| ! &4 M ] , & H“if one takes into account that”
bits persecond § 4 GFMEMAT S BF LLAR /R,

Mk 4b A A BR A, A ¥4 T+ Which was capable of transmitting at
1,200 baud,

a4 2,400 baud one B & one (modem) which can transmit at
2,400 baud,

that is the way the Japanese people are k1 [135 , 3 74 that is the
way in which the Japanese people are living.

W&k context B H“RER.
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15 Pavlavian attitude; Paviov (EEI% &) B EE 2 M A 1
B, W &R E W KA SR, H X B A Paviovian
attitude 2438 R M.

16 purse 15 L HERE”, wallet BB+ E Hdka .

17 newly onsale @ H“EH L7,

18 «+« Buddhist notions of impermanence and the instability of the
material world X BB E . EE LERIN B YR F
B AN AREN. WL EEREWH T AR,
ARGBRBEMHRIENYROT .

19 ¥ &b the local equivalenis of the Joneses & & i 1B, 1% 1
Satohs, Hoh“ Y@ BT — ", & WA ENPLER
ASPREENE KEFHTEIHERRRTZ. TER
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IARENRESHBRHA -, WA EHELF.

V20 at that SO0 Y TH”.
21 office ladder 8P /0 EPIALI R (R AR B,

Exercises

Ex. 1| Comprehension

Say whether the following stalements are true (T') or false (F)
according to the lext. Ulse the Girven line reference tv locate the
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