“The Nature of Cultures” by Davic Suzuki (1936-) :

My genes can be traced in a direct line 10 Japan. Lam 2 pure-blooded member of the Japanese race.
And whenever | go thers, 1 am always astorished o see the power of that kiological connection. In subways
in Tokyo, I catch familiar glimpses of the eyes, hairlinc or smile of my Japanese relatives. Yet when those
same peopie open their mouths 1o communicate, the vast culural guif that separates them from me becomes
obvious: English is my language, Shakespeare is my literamure, British history is what | learned and
Beethoven is my music.

For those who believe that in peogle, just as in animals, genes arc the pnmary determunant of
behavours, alook at second and third-generation immigrants o Canada gives powerful evidence 1o the
contrary. The overridine influence is enyironmental, We make a greal mistake by associating the
inheritance of physical characteristics with far more complex trails of human personality and behaviour.

Each time | visit Japan, | am reminded of how Canadian ] am and bow little the racial connection
matters. [ first visited Japan in 1968 to attend the Internatonal Congress of Genetics in Tokyo. For the first
time in my life, { was surrounded by e who all looked like me. While sitting in a train and looking at
the reflections in the window, I found that it was hard to pick cut my own image in the crowd. I had grown
up in a Caucasian society in which I was a minority member My whole sense of self had developed with
that perspective of looking differept. All my life I had wanted iarge cyes and brown hair so I could be like
everyonc cise. Yei on that train whereI did fitin, 1 didn’tlike it. !

On this § =1 visit to Japan 1| had askeq my granapavuis @ contact relatives and let them koow I was
coming. [ was the first in the Suzuki clan in Canada to visit them. The closes relative on my father’s side
was my grandmother’s younger brother, and we arranged lo meet in a seaside resort near his home. He
came to my bote} room with two of his daughters. None of them spoke any English, while my Japanese
was 50 primitive as to be useless. In typical Japanese fashicn, they showered me with gifts, the most
important being a package of what looked like wood carved in the shape of banzanas! I had noidea what it

was. (Later | leamned the package contained dried tuna {ish from which slivers are shaved off to flavour’
soup. This is considercd a highly prized gift) We sat in stiff silence and embarrassment, each of us
struggling 1o dredge up a common word or two to break the quiet. It was excruciating! My great uncle later
wrote my grandmother to tell hier how painful it had been to sit with her grandson and yet be unable to

unicate a word.

To people in Japan, all non-Japanese -- black, white or yellow - are gaijin or foreigners. While
gmiiin is not derogatory, I find that its usc is harsh because | sense doors clanging shut on me when I'm
called one. The Japanese do have a bell of a time with me because 1 look Jike them and can say in perfect
Japanese, *1'm a foreigner and I can’t speak Japanese.” Their reastions are usually complete
incomprehension followed by sputtering, “What do you mean? You're speaking Japanese.” And finally a
pejorative, “Oh, a gaijin!”

Once when my wile, Tara, who is English, and [ went i Japan we asked 2 man at the travel bureau
at the airport 10 book a ryokan — a traditional Japanese inn -- for us in Tokyo. He found one and booked 1t
for “Suzuki-san” and ofT we went. When we arrived ut the inn and [ entered the foyer, the owner was
confused by my terrible Japanese. When Tara entered, the shock was obvious in his face. Because of my
name, they expected a “veal” Japanese. Instead, ] was a gaijin and the owner toid us he wouldn't take
us. [ was furious.and we stomped ofl 1o a phone booth where | called the agent at the airport. He was
astonished and came all the way into town to plead our case with the innkeeper. But the innkecper stood
firm and denied us a room. A pparently he had accepted gaijin in the past with terrible conscquences.

As an example of the problem, Japanese always take their shoes off when entering a ryokan
because the straw mats (falarni) are quickly frayed. To a Japaness, clomping into a room with shoes on
would be comparable to someone entering our homes and spitting on the {loor. Similarly, the ofuro, ot
tradjtional tub, has hot clean water that all bathers use. So one must first enter the bathroom, wash carefully
and rinse off before entering the tub. Time in the ofuro is for relaxing and soaking, Again, Westerners who
lather up in the tub are committing a terrible desecration.

To many Canadians today, the word “Jap” seems like a natural abbreviation for Japanese.
Certainly for newspaper headlines it would seem to make sense. So people are often shocked to see me
bristle when they Lave used the word “Jap” innocently. To Japanesc C:radians, Jap or Nip (from
“ Nippon™ were epithets used generously during the pre-war and war years. They conjure up all of the
hatred and bigowy of those times. While 2 person using the term loday may be unaware of its past use,
every Japanese-Canadian remembers.

The thin thread of Japanese culture that does lirk me 10 Japan was spun out of the poverty and
desperation of my ancestors. My grandparents came to a Canadizn province openly hostile to their srange
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appearance and different ways. There were severe restrictions on how much and where they could buy
property. Their children, who were born and raised in Canada, couldn't vote until 1948 and encountered
many barriers to professional training and prooerty ownership. Asians, regardless of birthplace. were third-

~—cJass citizens. That is the reality of the Japanese-Canadian experience and the historical cultural legacy that
came down to the third and fourth generations -- 10 me and my childrea

The first Japanese immigrants came to Canada to make their fortuncs so they could return to Japan
as people of wealth. The vast majority was uneducated and impoverished. Butin the century spanning my
grandparents’ births and the present, Japan has leapt from an agrarian society to a technological and
economic giant.

Now, the Japanesc | meet in Japan or as recent immigrants to Canada come with far differcnt
cultural Toots. Present-day Japancse are highly educated, upper-middle class and proud of their heritage. In
Canada they encounter respect, envy and curiosity in sharp conrast (o the hostility and bigotry met by my
grandparents. :

Japanese immigrants to North America have names that si gnify the number of gencrations in the
new land (or just as significantly, that count the generation distance awcy from Japan). My grandparents
are Issei, meaning the first gencration in Canada. Most Issei never leamed more than a rudimentary
knowledge of English. Nisei, like my parents, are the second generation here and the first native-barn
group. While growir.g up they first spoke Japanese in the bome and then lcarped English from playmates
and teachers. Before the Second World War, many Zssei sent their children [o be oducated in Japan. When

y returned to Canada, they were called Kika-niset (or Kibei in the United States). Most have remained
‘i’fingua.l, but many of the younger Nisei now speak Japasese with difficulty because English istheir native -
tongue. My sisters and I are Sansei (third generation); our children are Yonsei. Thes aL
especially Yonsel, are growing up in homes w ish is the only spoken Janguage, so they are far
more likely 10 school= ch as their second language than Japanese.
. Most Sansei, like me, do vot speak Japanese. To us, the Issef are mysteries. They came from a
cultural radition that is a hundred years old. Unlike people in present-day Japan, the Issei clung tightly e
the culture they remembered and froze that culture into a static museum piece like a relic of the past. Not
being able to speak each other’s la::guage, /ssei and Sansei were cut off from each other. My parents
. Jdutifully visited my grandparents nd we children would be trofted out to be lectured at or displayed. These
visits were excrucianng, because we children didn’t understand the old culture, and didn't have the slightest
interest -- we were Canadians.

My father’s mother died in 1978 at the age of nincty-one. She was the last of the Issei in our
family. The final months of her life, after a lcft-hemispheic stroke, were spent in that terrible twilight --
crippied, still aware, but unable to communicate. She lived the terminal months of her life, comprehending
buf mute, in a ward with Caucasian stra._zers. For over thirty years I had lisiened to her psychologically
blackmailing my father by warning him of her imminent death. Yetin the <nd, she hung on long after there
was reason to. When she died, [ was astonished at my own reaction, a greal sense of sadness and regret at

ﬁclmvage of my last link with the source of my genes. | had never beenable o ask what made herand

thers of her generation come to Canada, what they felt when they armived, what their hopes and dreams had
n, and whether it was worthit. And I wanted to thank her, to show aer that [ was grateful that, through

them, | was born a Canadian.

Questions on_‘“The Nature of Cultures”
1. What argument does Suzuki present at the beginning of this essay? - - )
2. In Canada, Suzuki was a member of a miuority culture, but in Japan he looked like everyone else.In
4 what way was his reaction 1o this situation somewbat surpnsing?
\ 3a) Explain why Suzuki was not allowed to siay in a ryokan, a traditional Japanese inn.
b) Comruent on your reaction to this incident and what it reveals about Japanese society.
| 4a) Give examples of prejudice encountered by Japanese-Canadians early in this century.
' b) According to Suzuki, how have Canadian aniitudes toward Japancse immigrants changed in recent years?
« 5. According to Suzuki, how has immigration caused conflicts among the generations within {amilies?
616 a paragraph; explain what this-essay teaches-us about- Canadian-identity.
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