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Japanese use mutual apology as a social lubricant, a way of keeping things
running smoothly. The emphasis here is on the phrase, “running smoothly”.
Because of the concepts of interdependence and self-deprecation, one is
always expected to apologize in any awkward situation, regardless of the
degree of actual personal responsibility for the awkwardness, in order to keep
things running smoothly.

Thus, the Japanese tourist guide apologized to the angry American tourist
even when he knew that he had not been late, because at a time like that,
Japanese feel that a mutual apology, indicating a willingness on the part of
each party to consider the possibility of his own error, would calm things down
so that the relationship could function smoothly.

Westerners, however, use the “adversary system” of mutual confrontation
as a social catalyst, a way of getting things started and keeping things moving
The emphasis here is on the expressions “getting started” and “moving”.
Apology, except in trivial matters such as accidentally bumping against
someone, when a brief “sorry” is expected and its omission would seem rude,
is usually considered to be a voluntary matter, not a required one, and is
expected to be understood implicitly — it need not be stated in words, and to
insist on a formal apology except in certain legal situations would be
considered by many to be extremely ungenerous and inconsiderate, or even
tyrannical.

In awkward situations, instead of apologizing, one 1is expected to present
one’s own viewpoint as clearly as possible, and when the other party does
likewise, then a decision or agreement can be reached or, as an often-used
English phrase puts it, “hammered out” on the basis of the information thus
obtained.

EEHTF, R —, 3F (1981) Mutual Understanding of Different Cultures.
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