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Toyohashi City Coordinator for International Relations

One of the things that has confused me since I first
came to Japan has been the way Japanese people
referred to me. In all the Japanese language classes I
have taken, I have always been referred to by my
family name plus an honorific. We were taught that this
was the way names were used in Japanese. It was a
little funny only knowing my American classmates by
their family names plus -san, but nobody minded.

So imagine my surprise when I actually get to Japan,
and no one uses my last name. I suppose that's what T
get for introducing myself as Buraian Beekaa and then
telling people they call me whatever they like, assuming
that they would use my last name. When I was an
exchange student at Tsukuba University, I didn't
think it was inappropriate when other college kids used
my first name. I was just surprised that they did not
speal Japanese as I had expected; I felt like I had been
taught incorrectly. Later, when I worked for a couple of
Japanese companies, I thought they would definitely use
my last name, but I was still called Buraian-san. At that
point, I accepted the fact Japanese coworkers would
forever use my first name. That was over a year ago,
but it still feels strange hearing people address me in
Japanese by my first name when I barely know them.

Only recently have I come to understand the reason.
It feels strange because people with whom I am not on
a first-name basis use my first name. Being on a first-
name basis implies a closeness and friendship between
you and the other person. To illustrate, there was an
advertising campaign in the US several years ago
where a bank claimed its officers were on a first name
basis with its customers, implying that they knew their
customers extraordinarily well and cared about them
more than other banks would. I doubt that the bank
that ran the campaign was very sincere in its concern
for their customers, and likewise, it feels awkward to
have only my first name used when I am meeting
someone new In a professional context because of the
closeness and casualness implied.

I do not mean to say that my coworkers need to use
my last name because they do see me enough to qualify
as being on a first name basis. Instead, I wish to say
that Japanese and English are really not so different on
the usage of given names and family names. It is not a
matter of being totally opposite of each other (which
might actually be easier), but rather it is a matter of
where the line is drawn for when you can use the given
name, and in English the line seems to be much earlier
in the relationship. So, to everyone: let's get to know
each other a little more, then I promise you you can call
me whatever you want. (PS: My friends in the US
actually called me by my full name, Brian Baker,
somewhat as a joke)
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