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The book ‘Life in Riverfront: A Middle-Western Town Seen through Japanese Eyes” is an ethnography written by two Japanese anthropologists, set in ‘Riverfront’, a fictional town in central Wisconsin.   The authors, Mariko Fujita and Toshiyuki (“Toshi”) Sano, had been married for two years, and had lived for awhile in California.  They came to Riverfront in 1984, expecting to find themselves to be very different from the Midwesterners.  They resided in Wisconsin from 1984 to 1987, and related their observations in this book, published in 2001 by Wadsworth. Thomson Learning.  


Mariko and Toshi noted many differences between themselves and the local people of Riverfront with regard to citizenship, language, ethnic background (Japanese vs European-descent), and religion.  This latter distinction, religion, is the main focus of this paper.  As Toshi notes in the book’s Introduction, most residents of Riverfront are of the Christian faith; the authors are not. (Fujita, xv). The authors also noted that even among the inhabitants of Riverfront, there were distinctions made, not only by ethnic origin, but also religion.  “I am a Catholic”.  (Fujita, xvi).  One can see from this that their religious affiliation has a major impact on how people in Riverfront perceive themselves and their neighbors.  Christians, including Catholics and Protestants, are ‘monotheistic’ – they believe in one God, the creator and sustainer of life, in contrast to the polytheistic religions of India, where they recognize millions of gods. (Coil, 383)

Mariko and Toshi had anticipated that as Japanese graduate students, they would be viewed as curiosities.  Their search for housing led them to an introduction to the various types of people living in Riverfront. They admit to initially seeing European-Americans as uniform, but found that to be not the case at all.  People identified themselves as “I am Norwegian”, or “I am Polish”, “I’m a Methodist”, “I’m Catholic” and so on.  Although originally settled by ‘Anglo-Saxon’ ethnicities, Riverfront was now heavily Polish, and this was reflected in the number of Roman Catholic churches in town.  The degree to which religious affiliation figured in identity, was emphatically demonstrated when Mariko and Toshi were bluntly asked by the mother of a prospective landlady, “What church do you go to?” (Fujita, 20)  This seemed to indicate that she assumed they were Christians, as she did not ask “What is your religion?”  Instead of saying they were Buddhist or that they did not attend a church, they simply said they had just arrived in town, so had not yet decided.  

Buddhism is one of the major religions of the world, founded on the principles set forth by Siddhartha Gautama in the 6th century.  As in many religions, there are various traditions in Buddhism, which includes the core belief in reincarnation (a person returns as basically the same), or rebirth (the return is not the same entity, but similar, as a new leaf on a tree). After many cycles of rebirth, a person can attain Nirvana, a state of liberation and freedom from suffering. (Robinson)  The Four Noble Truths of Buddhism explore the realm of human suffering, stating that suffering exists (Dukkha), there is a cause (Samudaya), there is an end to suffering (Nirodha), and Magga – you must follow the Eight-fold path.  (Robinson)

Buddhism includes three practices, or ‘trainings’:  Sila – virtue and morality, Samadhi – meditation and mental development, and Prajna – wisdom and enlightenment – ‘heart’ of Buddhism.  The Five Precepts of Buddhism are rules to live by, similar to the Ten Commandments of Christianity and Judaism, although they are suggestions rather than commandments, as Buddhists stress personal discipline and responsibility. (Robinson)

While there are some common beliefs, such as basic behavioral practices of goodness and kindness, Buddhists do not share most of the core beliefs of historical Christianity.  They do not believe in the state of perfection in the Garden of Eden, nor original sin.  Buddhists do not embrace the need for a personal savior, such as the Christ of Christianity, a god-man born of a virgin whose death atoned for sins, stressing rather personal enlightenment.  Christians believe people live just once, after which the soul lives on in Heaven or Hell, while Buddhists believe in a cycle of rebirth.  However, the Buddhist Ethic of Reciprocity, regarding how one is to treat others, is similar to the Golden Rule of Christianity.  This includes themes of morality, justice and love, found through both the Buddha's teaching and the Hebrew and Christian Bible. (Robinson)

There were divisions evident among the citizens of Riverfront, based on criteria such as education, wealth, social position and ethnic background.  It was, however, obvious that religion played a significant role in the education one received, choice of a marriage partner, and where one lived.  For instance, Susan Strovinski, an interviewee of Polish descent, reported that ‘We went to the Catholic School, a Polish Catholic school.  Besides the usual curriculum, that’s where we got our religion, Polish history and readings in Polish”. (Fujita, 35).  
Many Polish-Americans lived in the North Side of Riverfront, among others of that ethnic background.  There were several Catholic churches in town, including those where Polish was the language of Mass.  The authors note that quite often, ‘Polish’ was equated with ‘Catholic’, and found that most Polish-Americans were of the Catholic faith.  (Fujita, 34).  These neighborhood divisions based on ethnicity, religion and social lines continued into the 1920’s and 30’s.  
People in Riverfront of different religious beliefs could have both social and business interaction. This tolerance did not, however, extend to marriage partners, where endogamy was the norm.  Parents had a great deal of influence on who their children married.  Anna Milanowski, a 2nd-generation Polish-American, told Mariko that her mother would “never allow her to go out with a boy if he was not a Catholic.” (Fujito, 39).  When she did marry, she chose a man who was both Polish and Catholic. (Fujita, 40)
Toshi and Mariko’s analysis on how religion figured in one’s choice of a marriage partner showed that over the years, ethnicity had less and less of an impact on this choice, but religion still played a significant role.  As one of their neighbors said, “It does not matter whether bride or groom is Polish, as long as she or he is Catholic”.  (Fujita 51)  In 1899, 85 % of Catholic grooms chose a Catholic bride, and 91% of brides chose a Catholic groom.  This percentage declined over the years, to 69% and 72% in 1969, and further to 65% and 56% by 1985.  (Fujita 51)
The cultural influence in Riverfront was seen in its holiday celebrations, as well.  The Polish-American Congress, a service organization, sponsored Wigilia, a Christmas dinner party with traditional Polish food.  In keeping with tradition, a priest recited a Polish prayer before the meal began. Although they were neither Polish nor Catholic, the Sano’s were included in these festivities, and made to feel welcome.  

As anthropologists, the authors examined life in Riverfront from a ‘cultural relativism’ position.  According to the website www.cultural-relativism.com, “Cultural relativism is the view that all beliefs are equally valid and that truth itself is relative, depending on the situation, environment, and individual.”  Based on this, they were able to accept the landlady’s question about their religious practices, yet they felt that it was quite strange, that their beliefs should somehow matter as to their ‘fitness’ as renters.  As time passed, and they were accepted into the Riverfront community, the authors understood more about how important a religious connection was to the local people.  They realized that everyone was measured by this standard, and they were not being singled out.  The ultimate acceptance came partly as a result of time and familiarity, but was most decidedly enhanced by the birth of the authors’ first child, a boy.  

I enjoyed reading this book, as it gave me a different perspective on American culture in a Midwestern setting.  Having been encouraged to chose a marriage partner from within our ‘church circle’, I could relate to the inhabitants of Riverfront.  When a person’s religious beliefs and practices are interwoven into daily life, it makes for harmony and stability in the home. There is little or no controversy regarding the raising of children in the parents’ faith, and one has a feeling of ‘being on the same page” with regard not only to major issues such as birth, illness and death, or place and frequency of attendance at religious services, but also ‘minor’ matters such as choice of music and entertainment.  

Growing up as I did in North Jersey, I had been exposed to a variety of ethnic backgrounds and people of different faiths.  While my family and church life were primarily among folks of Dutch-descent within a conservative Protestant church, I had many friends at school and work who were not of that persuasion.  Yet, I admit to a somewhat ethnocentric view of the world.  Looking at Riverfront through Mariko and Toshi’s eyes helped me to examine ‘nacirema’ values from a more global perspective.  I saw not only the things that divide, but more importantly, the feelings and life-xperiences all people have in common. 

Sellitto
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