Let’s Get Personal!

BOOST

Kris Toryu

‘My husband had to work late.’
‘I went on vacation with my wife and my 2 daughters.’
‘My oldest daughter just moved to Osaka’.

These sentences are perfectly normal sentences. The ideas are clearly expressed and the grammar is perfect. There is
absolutely nothing wrong with any of them. Except, they were all expressed by people I have know for years; either students
I’'ve been teaching for a long time or friends. Why does this make a difference? Because I don’t know their husband’s or wife’s
or children’s names!!! I've often felt a little odd when longtime students or friends identify their close family members as ‘my
son’, ‘my wife’ etc. I could never quite put my finger on why it bothered me until I realized how impersonal it was. In English,
when I first meet someone, I naturally use ‘my sons’, ‘my

two boys’, ‘my husband’ when I talk about my family, but once I get to know someone and talk to them regularly, I start to
identify my family by name. Yet, for almost all of my Japanese students and many Japanese friends, I have no clue what the
names of their children are or their spouse is. This then leads me to refer to their family members as ‘your son/daughter’ or
‘your husband’ and the whole conversation sounds stilted.

In Japanese, this would be quite normal. I know that one’s relationship with others is important and what to call people
depends a great deal on that relationship. In many cases, identifying someone simply as senser or shacho 1s perfectly acceptable.
Using given names is just not done unless you’re with family or close friends.

This creates a conundrum when learning/speaking English here in Japan. Do you follow the Japanese custom of not using
personal names when speaking English? Or the more personal western custom of identifying your family? I don’t really have
an answer for that. I don’t think it’s my job to decide how you identify your family when you talk to me. However, it zs my job
to point out that this difference exists. It’s up to you to decide which custom you prefer.
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