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A familiar Aesop’s Fable recounts how the grasshopper sang throughout the summer months 

while the ants worked industriously to store up provisions for the winter. Then, as the snow 

covered the ground, the grasshopper came to the home of the ants to beg food, for he had stored 

nothing. However, the ants respond that since he was so busy singing during the summer, he 

would have to dance for his food in the winter. All the ants laugh and the grasshopper goes away 

hungry. 

The same story is popular in Japanese homes, however the ending is quite different. Instead of a 

grasshopper, the summer entertainer is a cicada, and the story ends with this moral: “All summer 

long, the ants worked as hard as they could and the cicadas sang with all their might. Now it was 

time for the ants and the cicadas to join together in a winter feast” (pp. 3–4). 

Using this well-known story as a background, Yamada shows how the communication styles of 

Americans and Japanese are based on different worldviews. Yamada speaks both from an 

academic point of view, working under the mentorship of Deborah Tannen, and from the 

perspective of a “third culture kid” who grew up both in Japan and in America, the daughter of a 

businessman who moved in three-year cycles. As the author notes in the preface,  

[T]his book is an insider’s guide to American and Japanese communication. It begins on 

the premise that Americans and Japanese misunderstand each other because they have 

different goals in communication.  

Throughout this book, Yamada shows how the American ideal of strong independence contrasts 

with the Japanese ideal of sweet interdependence. The American ideal of strong independence 

influences communication styles as in the case of speaker talk versus listener talk (p. 38). To an 

American, clear, unambiguous speech is valued. However, the Japanese ideal of sweet 

interdependence favors listener talk, in which sentences are often left unfinished and the listeners 

are expected to negotiate the meanings. This was illustrated by two of the author’s friends, Chie 

and Fiona.  



 

 

As usual, Chie was verbalizing her sasshi (guesswork) in English, and completing Fiona’s 

sentences. Fiona caught on to this after a while, and began speaking faster so she could 

finish her sentences on her own. But the faster she spoke, the more Chie tried to show her 

empathy, supplying sentence-endings with unmatched speed. “I’m listening, see, I can even 

complete your thoughts,” I suppose, was the message she was trying to convey. 

But when Chie completed a sentence by stealing the punch line to a joke from Fiona, it was 

the last straw. “Hey!” said Fiona in a half-joking tone, “Speak for yourself!” (p. 40) 

In a grammatical sense, the contrast between strong independence and sweet interdependence 

can be noted in the way sentences are constructed. (29) Whereas an English sentence requires a 

subject, a verb and an object if the verb is transitive, a Japanese sentence requires only a verb. 

However Japanese utilizes “an abundant supply of optional equipment that linguists call 

‘modality’”(p. 29). This feature changes the mood of the sentence and indeed the whole meaning 

of the sentence. The author illustrates this through the use of negation. In English, negation is 

placed before the verb and the meaning of the sentence is settled early on in the utterance. 

However, in Japanese, “a great deal of agreement and disagreement goes on towards the end of 

the sentence”. 

Throughout this book, many more related topics are discussed, with vivid and enlightening 

illustrations. For those who have enjoyed Deborah Tannen’s books, such as You Just Don’t 

Understand and Gender and Discourse, Yamada’s book will provide an in-depth example of 

Tannen’s style of discourse analysis. For the cross-cultural worker traveling to Japan, it is 

certainly a wealth of information. However, the value of this book goes well beyond just the 

Japanese-American audience. Cross-cultural workers in general will benefit from noting how 

communicative practice is based in worldview issues. It is also insightful regarding American 

values, some of which are better seen by an outsider looking in. As an American, I found myself 

at times wondering if the author was critical of American culture, but my conclusion is that she 

has carefully avoided criticizing either culture. I do wish at times, however, to experience more 

“sweet interdependence” in my own Western setting. 

 


