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Culture Clash: The Struggle between Native and Alternative Beliefs

The process of assimilation from a person’s native cultures and traditions can take many faces. Some people will begin to dress, speak, and adopt the same values that are honored by the new culture, and occasionally immigrants take this a step further by completely shunning anything associated with their own, native cultures in an effort to fully immerse themselves and be accepted by their new and chosen society. Other immigrants, however, will only partially accept new customs and beliefs to penetrate into their daily lives or will even acclimate themselves to a new place but still maintain and participate in the traditions and ceremonies they were raised with, not succumbing to pressure to fit in with everyone else in a homogenous society. This strain to choose one culture or another can be particularly intricate for second and third generation immigrants since they often battle against their parents’ wishes in one manner or another. This struggle is portrayed within Dan Inagaki in Ken Mochizuki’s Beacon Hill Boys and Arturo in Judith Oritz Cofer’s An Island Like You. Both Dan and Arturo are at pivotal, identify-forming ages of adolescence and are trying to determine what their beliefs and values are separate from their parents. While Dan’s parents are eschewing from their Japanese heritage and Arturo’s are embracing their Puerto Rican background, Dan and Arturo arrive at the same conclusion of accepting a blend of their native culture along with the one they are living in even while being raised within conflicting households.
The desire to be accepted as a native so as not to be judged and constantly observed is a powerful motivating force. In Beacon Hill Boys, Dan Inagaki is a second-generation immigrant to America, and he is well aware of the drive to blend into the local 
scene. His parents, Japanese-born citizens, are now U.S. citizens, but shortly after arriving in their new home, they were subjected to government-forced imprisonment in isolated camps simply because of their nationality. This ostracism was difficult for those involved and permanently altered many Japanese-American’s perspectives and behaviors for life. Dan’s father discusses the difficulty with Dan one night: “What hurts you in the past…you bury it, try to forget about it” (176). He goes on to explain just how this experience shaped his vision of how to assimilate to American culture: “Because we know what happens to folks that stick out, who are looked at as different. Like I tell you ‘The nail that sticks up the highest gets hit the hardest’” (178). These experiences remained with them long after the actual acts were over, for Dan occasionally gets glimpses into private conversations on the topic: “When any nisei, Japanese American of my parents’ generations, met for the first time, the first question was, ‘Which ‘camp’ where you in?” (41). Based solely on his heritage, Dan’s father, along with many other Japanese-Americans, was subjected to an eye-opening fate, one that is pivotal in shaping his idea that in order to be accepted in American culture, he, along with his offspring, must fully partake in every American tradition, be observant and obedient toward American customs, and shirk every recognition of their previous lives. For to not partake in such endeavors could perpetuate the myth that caused so many Americans to be imprisoned in the first place, and not wanting to associate themselves with those that proclaimed a war on their adopted country, the Ignakis will do anything they can to embrace Americanism and show their allegiance. 
Even as some immigrants are accepting everything American, some are perpetuating their native customs and trying to pass these beliefs onto their children Shown in An Island like You, Arturo is representative of many second and third-generation Puerto Ricans in that he doesn’t embrace his native culture as his parents do. 
In fact, he tries his best to remove himself from it in a rather expedient manner. Growing up in America has removed Arturo to the experiences and lifestyle that his ancestors experienced, so naturally, his opinion of what is the best way to live is limited to what he has been exposed to. His parents and grandparents, on the other hand, still live in the rich traditions, both good and bad, of their Puerto Rican upbringing. Two keystones of the culture the elders were raised are religion and closeness of community, and although they are now many miles from their homeland, they perpetuate this lifestyle in their new home. Embracing the religion, Catholicism, is particularly important, and the church Arturo’s mother, Clara, took him to as a child is a strange and sole comfort even as he’s searching for an identity that is unique from his parents. As Arturo takes a soul-searching walk one evening, he comments: “The only place that doesn’t give me a headache is that old church my mother still goes to, where I made my first communion: St. Joseph’s” (27). Another common trait is the belief of fate, and that if something adverse occurs, there is not much one can do about it. Arturo’s mother explains the elders belief concerning this as she references Arturo’s grandfather, also named Arturo, one day, followed by Arturo’s thoughts on this: “’Asi es la vida.’ That’s the way life is. It sometimes makes me mad that the adults I know just accept whatever crap is thrown at them because ‘that’s the way things are.’ Not for me. I go after what I want” (68). He is consistently rebelling against 
what he views to be a rather pessimistic and subservient view of life and resolves to pave his own path through life. 
The struggle to find one’s identity is difficult for any teenager, but with the added pressure from parents who feel there is only one right way to live, that challenge becomes even more difficult. This is what Dan faced growing up in a somewhat homogenous culture. Although his particular neighborhood, Beacon Hill, is fairly diverse with the high 

school consisting of Japanese-American, African-American, Chicano, Native American, and Caucasian students, the wider community that surrounds their small area is primarily Caucasian and homogenous. The small number of Japanese-Americans within the greater area could cause additional pressure for the family to acclimate, for they are living among those who imprisoned them, so they want to prove just how American they really are.  The pressure for Dan to be a good, studious, obedient American boy reaches him not only from his parents, but from his school, community, and other Japanese-American parents. Dan’s older brother, Brad, exemplifies these qualities, while unfortunately for Dan and his parents, he does not, so Dan’s parents constantly hold Brad as a benchmark that Dan should strive toward:
“Now here’s a little bit of character for you,” Dad said, nodding to my older brother, Brad, sitting at his side. I had heard the rest of this lecture more than enough times: Big Brother Brad, the big, bad senior, bronze-skinned, square-jawed, and shorthaired had a lot of character because he was clean-cut, had straight A’s, was a baseball star, a football star, already knew he was headed to medical school. And my dad wouldn’t mind having five like him- (3-4).

Dan also experiences this mentality of the need to be an all-American, clean-cut boy as a way to represent his nationality. When taking an after-school job at a local ice cream 
store, his boss, Mr. Oshimo, is a Japanese elder, and he shares the same mindset as Dan’s parents as he explains the need for a haircut: “I’ll be frank with you Dan. A lot of 
customers are older folks, mostly hakujin, and they’re not gonna buy anything from kids with this longhair stuff. They’ll think their food has fleas in it or something, you know?” (78). 
Despite what his elders are trying to teach him, Dan tends to try to stand out a little, along with many others of his generation. Through using different speech, manners of dress and style, and not following directions obediently, Dan and his gang are exasperating their parents while trying to form their identities. However, in a way, he’s trying to live up to his friends’ standards too. When Dan does relent to the pressures of his parents and boss and receives a haircut, it is almost as if he has disappointed his friends by giving into the enemy, as they all have similar hairstyles, much to the chagrin of their parents. When Dan’s friend Frank questions him as to why he did it, and Dan informs him it is for a job, Frank’s response is, “Well, it sure must be worth it” (79).
 In Dan’s struggle for identity, he turns to his past for some answers, but he is given very little to work with, and he finds that he is actually clashing with his parents’ wishes by trying to discover more about his families’ history. Whenever he tries to speak to either of his parents, or anyone that may know about the plight of first-generation Japanese-Americans, he encounters difficulties. When he attempts to ask his parents about the camps they endured, his father responds with, “We don’t dwell on the past around here” (78), while his mother tells him, “No use crying over spilled milk. Shikataganai” (78). The same experiences occur within his school when he attempts to 
learn more in history class or have the library stock the shelves with a few books on Japanese history: he is given very few answers or help. 

Just as Dan struggles to find a happy medium between his parents’ desire to blend in and his friends’ efforts to rebel against this, Arturo fights a similar battle in his neighborhood. While his parents promote a sense of unity and religion, his friends and classmates hold different values, and Arturo is unsure if he fits on either side. By selecting a John Donne poem that he could relate to and read for a class assignment, he was ridiculed for weeks after by his classmates: “Two weeks later it was still hell for me on the street. Someone had spray-painted ‘The Flea’ on my locker, and that’s what they called me” (32). He tries to rebuke this image of a literary interest by dying his hair, only to upset several people: “All that happened was that my mother, Clara, screamed when she saw me. And my father took one of his pills and told me we had to talk. I got fired 

from the bodega” (32). Similar to Dan’s plight to please someone and hopefully find his true sense of self along the way, Arturo finds himself confused and frustrated with the duality of generational perspectives. 
Contrary to the Inagaki family, Arturo’s family lives in the El Building, which is a tight-knit community consisting of other Puerto Rican descendants, so there is a community of the elder generation that shares the same values and are there to watch after the younger generation in this manner, whether the youth wants it or not. The feeling of camaraderie and community is very similar to what occurs in Puerto Rico, so it is only natural to want to continue this. It also lends support to their beliefs and makes is 
quite easy to feel comfortable and supported, even when living in a land where the dominant culture does not share and perpetuate the same beliefs. Therefore, the families 
living in such communities, as Arturo’s do, are more likely to feel it is acceptable to carry on their native traditions and pass these on to their children, even if they are not the dominant ideology, rather than suppress their native customs and conform, such as Dan’s parents do. 

As Dan struggles to find his identity and something tangible that he can relate to, he ends up finding it in the very culture that his parents are omitting from his life. In his quest to discover more about his, and his parents’, past, he succeeds in bringing to light a history that is being overlooked and unmentioned. At his school, he fights and wins several battles to this effect such as founding the Asian Student Union, instigating the formation of a class that would incorporate his native history called Comparative American Cultures, and having the principal stock a few extra history books in the library. At home, Dan is finally able to speak to his father about his father’s involvement in the war and receive a few answers that make him view his father in a new, respected light. Even his brother, Brad, displays some respect for the level of determination that Dan portrays in an effort to discover his past in the face of adversity. So regardless of the values Dan’s parents attempt to instill in him and the direction his friends may be taking, Dan finally embraces his native Japanese culture while incorporating these with the American culture he has been raised with. 
Arturo also embraces his family’s heritage, but in a much different manner. Feeling particularly dejected by everyone and everything one day, he sets off on a walk through his neighborhood. Tired and cold, he finds himself at the footsteps of the only 

place he thinks he could find comfort: St. Joseph church, the church his parents belong to and took him to as a child. After resting and speaking to the night custodian, he is suddenly fulfilled with a renewed sense of interest in his life, religion, and particularly, his English class the following day. Walking home, he climbs into a dumpster to retrieve where his copy of Shakespeare’s poems which he had previously thrown away and the experience is similar to a religious reawakening that reverberates the actions of his parents’ Catholicism:
I climbed up on the green monster that smelled of the garbage of humanity, of vomit, rotting meat, the urine of bums who slept in the alley, of everything that people use and abuse and then throw out. I balanced my foot on one of the handles the truck hooks onto and I reached for the top. I pulled myself halfway into the pit of hell and nearly ralphed (38).
As he dove into the pits to rescue something he valued only to rise above the garbage with a renewed faith in his interest, it was as if he was being reborn again, just as Christ was. 

The formation of one’s identity is a long and difficult process and when faced with the additional pressure of sharing views that conflict with ones’ family or community, this process is much more intricate. Both Dan and Arturo are struggling to determine their character and individuality, and although one is raised with parents who attempt to hide their past and one is raised in a community that reveres their native 
traditions, both boys conclude in the same place of embracing aspects of their native culture and melding it with the community in which they live. The authors, Cofer and Mochizuki, seem to be suggesting that complete assimilation may be possible but shouldn’t be desired; instead, some combination of the two cultures can successfully merge. 
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