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Graduating to Difficult Topics

“Our lives begin to end the day
we become silent about things
that matter.”

Martin Luther King, Jr.

As I write this, August is winding
down and as the summer fades,
the atmosphere and mood change,
too—both seasonally and
socially.

After many years in Japan, I'm
accustomed to the annual media
focus on the anniversary of the
atomic bombings and end of
World War II. This year, however,
felt different. It was, of course,
the 70th anniversary, but Japan’s
focus seemed to be on WWII
more than ever due to the
controversy over the national
security bills (Zf#%). In the past,

even though the media regularly
put out numerous articles and
documentaries related to the war,
the topic was still somewhat
avoided—and even taboo—in
daily life among many. It wasn’t
directly addressed. This was left
to the media. This year, however,
there seemed to be more open
dialog and expression of opinions
between people—both publicly
and privately. 1 see this as a
positive development.

What’s considered taboo for daily
conversation is not consistent
between cultures. My French
acquaintances are fond of
philosophical discussions, while
my Israeli friends will furiously
debate politics until the wee
hours of the morning.

Surprisingly, though, the
seemingly innocuous, typical
American conversation starter of
“What do you do for a living?” is
considered far too personal a
question for many cultures.

In the United States, polite
conversation traditionally avoids
sex, religion & politics. These
topics would not be appropriate
for a dinner party or when
courting a prospective client.
They do indeed come up
elsewhere among those who
know each other better, but if one
wishes to avoid conflict, he
evaluates his audience very
carefully before going there.

On the other hand, in some
countries, not discussing politics
is considered strange. It’s felt that
politics is everything, and
everything is politics. Avoiding
talking about politics would mean
not speaking of anything that
mattered. It would be escaping
reality.

At English Now!, as our adult
classes advance to Levels 3 and
4, and in our Media classes, the
topics become more difficult.
We’re gentler at the lower levels,
giving our students more time
and space to express themselves
with topics well within their
comfort zone. However, in the
higher level classes we have a
responsibility to get more realistic
about the conversational
exchanges one might expect
when spending significant time

abroad. In these classes, not only
will the topics become more
demanding emotionally,
intellectually, and linguistically,
but you’ll need to handle yourself
under fire: the teacher and the
other students will challenge you
more, they’ll speak more bluntly,
they’ll interrupt you, they’ll
question your position, and they
may take a stand you cannot
agree with.

This is certainly more
challenging, but it’s the next step
in really taking your English
ability to the next level. You must
increase your vocabulary, become
more informed of current events,
learn to express yourself more
clearly and persuasively, and
learn to keep cool and calm under
pressure. It’s demanding, but you
certainly will encounter such
situations in your professional life
and you need to prepare.

World War II and the national
security bills are tough topics, but
subjects like these will come up
more and more as you interact
internationally and as your
English improves. You’ll need to
be able to articulate your opinions
effectively—and diplomatically.
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