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Stranger in a Strange Land
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[ recently read an article about the residents
of the island of Chichi Jima, one of the remote
Ogasawara Islands in the Pacific Ocean. Although
Chichi Jima is now a part of Japan, it was originally
settled by Americans of European and Polynesian
descent in 1830; most Japanese residents of the
island did not arrive until after the 1960s. According
to the article, many descendants of the American
settlers have lived their entire lives on Chichi Jima
and have Japanese citizenship. Yet as one American-
descended resident complains, because they do not
look Japanese, they are still referred to as foreigners
by the Japanese residents of the island.

Coming from America, where it is usually
impossible to tell someone's native status just by
looking at them, I found the article intriguing. It
reminded me of how some people in America will
assume that people are foreign-born based on
race, even though there are American-born people
of every race. An extreme example of that is an
incident in Orange County, California last year
where some demonstrators screamed at a group
of people to "go home" simply because they were
Muslim. Such malice is thankfully rare in Japan, but
the example of Chichi Jima underscores the need to
look past people's outer appearance and do our best
to reserve judgment from the outset.

If nothing else, this makes me grateful that
people in Seika have been so welcoming to me. The
kindness of people in this town has helped me to
feel at home, even though I look different from most
people here. I hope that this spirit of looking past
appearance spreads further so that all people can
feel as in their element as I do.
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