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Abstract 

In a country like the United States, where our multicultural heritage is prized, the 

immigrant‟s cultural background needs to be praised as something that is enriching our 

society. Sometimes, the majority may not be willing to see these benefits for different 

reasons, and may cause the immigrant problems. Other times the immigrant may remain 

too strongly tied to his heritage, separating himself from the new country, thus causing 

problems for the unity of the country. Instead of assimilating or remaining separate, I 

propose the immigrant adopts the model of hybridization. This model is a coming together 

of two different things and requires loses but also gains. Since full assimilation is hardly 

ever possible, hybridization allows the immigrant group to be proud but critical of more 

than one culture at a time. Certain factors, such as language, family ties, location, and 

education really affect the immigrant‟s ability to maintain multiple identities.  
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3 

 

Preface 
 

In high school, I met a family from Taiwan and began to become a part of their 

home. It was the first time I had encountered a new culture on a deeper level. As I started to 

learn how to use chop sticks and play Mahjong, I felt the need to know how to speak 

Mandarin so that I could be able to understand and learn about their culture. This family 

invited me to spend time with them in Taiwan, and during this trip my love for their culture 

grew. Somehow over these past four years I have never ceased to be able to find welcoming 

Chinese families during my travels, and in the United States. This family and the meals we 

shared were what opened my eyes to this cultural world I had never really known existed 

before, and I began to appreciate the importance of cultural diversity in America.  

 As soon as this passion took ahold of me, I began to look for the opportunity to 

experience different cultures wherever I could. I often used the languages I knew as a 

connection to these people I met. During this time, I met a Lebanese student in my French 

class and I began to drive her and her siblings to high school every day. Whenever I went 

over to their home they would feed me a new delicacy. They were very open to discussing 

their lives in Lebanon as well as their religion, welcoming me to their Ramadan dinners 

even though I had not fasted. The more I saw and learned about the Arabic culture the more 

I fell in love with it. But what I learned the most from this family is that the lives of 

immigrants in the U.S. are not always easy. They had no idea how to navigate the college 
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application process, let alone how to receive scholarships or loans. Also, it was very 

difficult for them, as well as me, to understand how an immigrant balances their old culture 

with the new.  

 These people I have met have always had the problem of how to identify themselves 

and behave in the United States. Some people I know grew up with family surrounding 

them and so they were comfortable speaking their native language and participating in their 

cultural traditions. Others fought against parents who had ideals different then the ones they 

learned growing up, especially independence and freedom of choice. Some people I have 

met seem to have no connection to their heritage, and I feel that is something sad. There is 

so much they could be adding to themselves, and somehow it seems as if something was 

lost. In this thesis, I hope to present some explanations and advice for immigrants and the 

children of immigrants as they struggle with their multiple identities. Hopefully this 

knowledge will help me work with immigrant groups in the future as an Immigration 

Lawyer. My experiences have taught me to be open and welcoming to diversity, while at 

the same time understanding that with difference comes challenge. I have seen the plight of 

immigrants first hand and want to use my knowledge to help the groups that have brought 

so much to my life. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

“Cultures are not merely customs to which people have a sentimental attachment, 

or badges of „identity‟ which permit them to engage in breast-beating. Cultures are 

particular ways of accomplishing the things that make life possible-the perpetuation 

of the species, the transmission of knowledge, and the absorption of the shocks of 

change and death, among other things. Cultures differ in the relative significance 

they attach to time, noise, safety, cleanliness, violence, thrift, intellect, sex, and 

art”
1
 

 

Immigrants face a very unique identity problem. They have come from a place 

where they were familiar with the language, religion, culture, daily practices, etc., and are 

thrust in to a new environment where they must learn to adapt. Adaptation is not easy, 

especially when certain things have special meaning for people. It must be difficult for a 

Muslim woman to come to America and have people stare at her because she covers her 

head, or think she is crazy because she does not eat and drink during the day during 

Ramadan. She has done these things her whole life, and was always surrounded by people 

who did the same thing. Some individuals would question why she does not give up these 

seemingly bizarre traditions, but those individuals should imagine how they would feel if 

someone told them to stop having a Christmas tree in Arizona, which is also a very bizarre 

tradition to continue. This example goes to show that adaptation does not mean assimilation. 

Assimilation often has a negative connotation, especially within the minority community. It 

                                                           
1 Sowell, Thomas. Migrations and Cultures: A World View. New York: BasicBooks, 1996. 
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means fully giving up one‟s culture in order to adopt that of the majority and erasing their 

race. This is often difficult to accept because it forces the immigrant to lose something, and 

although an immigrant is often willing to participate in this assimilation, it is not necessary.  

In a country like the United States, where our multicultural heritage is prized, the 

immigrant‟s cultural background needs to be praised as something that is enriching our 

society. John F. Kennedy wrote an entire book entitled A Nation of Immigrants, detailing 

the gifts that American has received from its immigrants, and showing how the American 

culture would not have been the same without the influence of these immigrants‟ cultures. 

Sometimes, the majority may not be willing to see these benefits for different reasons, and 

may cause the immigrant problems. Other times the immigrant may remain too strongly 

tied to his heritage, separating himself from the new country, thus causing problems for the 

unity of the country.  

 Instead of assimilating or remaining separate, I propose the immigrant adopts the 

model of hybridization. This model is a coming together of two different things and 

requires loses but also gains. Since full assimilation is hardly ever possible, hybridization 

allows the immigrant group to be proud but critical of more than one culture at a time. A 

person cannot erase their skin color, but they can embody an attitude that would allow them 

to embrace both cultures without giving up either. It is just a blending in a society. Jeffries 

put it perfectly in the case of France: “What France is saying (to the country‟s 5 million 

Muslims) is that we want some of your daughters to marry some of our sons.”
2
 Certain 

                                                           
2 Jeffries, Stuart. “If only we were more like the French: Call me a chippy atheist, but I‟d  

rather see a headscarf ban than Muslim ghettos” The Guardian. January 31, 2005. 
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factors, such as language, family ties, location, and education really affect the immigrant‟s 

ability to maintain multiple identities.  

 From here I will go on to explain the difficulties immigrants face, followed by the 

different models they tend to adapt when immigrated. I will mostly focus on the cons of 

separatism and assimilation and then moving on to the benefits of the hybridization model. 

Throughout this, I will discuss other challenges to these models, such as the difficulty in 

defining “American,” the importance of language, accent, culture, and family, while 

presenting some real world examples throughout.  
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Chapter 2 

The Possibility of Rejection 

 

No matter how hard the immigrant tries to fit in, sometimes it is simply inevitable 

that he will be rejected by the dominant society. It is important that the immigrant is aware 

of these possibilities, as well as the reasons behind them, so that he can be more aware of 

the situation he is in. These possibilities of rejection will make it harder for the immigrant 

to adapt to the dominant society, and sometimes make it impossible for him to assimilate 

even if he wanted to. Even though the United States has had a history of treating its 

immigrants badly and some immigrants have experienced rejection, many have not. The 

information used below for the graph to demonstrate this concept was obtained through an 

online survey conducted by my peers, ages 18-25, all of immigrant families, or immigrants 

themselves, in the United States. 

 

Sometimes

No

Yes

Rejection felt as Immigrant?
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The economic situation is one of the reasons that people choose to isolate and 

criticize immigrants. When the economy of a country is booming, they need workers and so 

they invite and welcome immigrants. When the economy starts to turn, people start to 

change; blaming the immigrants for the troubles to the economy and trying to send them 

“home”
3
. They start to claim that workers without skills have no right in their country, and 

if all jobs were paid well than natives would be filling the jobs that the current immigrants 

take. Some countries even try to pay the immigrants to leave, as long as they promise never 

to come back. It does not matter if they were working hard and were able to fit in.
4
 The 

most interesting case happened in Japan when the Japanese government hired Brazilian 

workers with Japanese heritage to come to Japan. As soon as the economy took a turn for 

the worse, the Japanese government decided they wanted these workers to go back to Brazil, 

thus showing their decision had nothing to do with race and everything to do with the 

economy.  

Another reason immigrants are rejected by their society is that people believe that 

the immigrants are a cost or a burden to their society. There have been many examples of 

the different burdens that immigrants create. One is that since they tend to concentrate in 

certain regions, the people of that region are impacting negatively if the public aid the 

immigrant receives is more than he contributes. Another large expense they add can be 

                                                           
3 DeParle, Jason. "Border Crossings: Spain, Like U.S., Grapples with Immigration." New 

York Times. June 10, 2008. 

<www.nytimes.com/2008/06/10/world/europe/10migrate.html?ex=1213761600&en=e7803

0>. 
4 Tabuchi, Hiroko. "Japan Pays Foreign Workers to Go Home." New York Times. April 23,  

2009. 
 



15 
 

found in education. The state must pay for English as a Second Language classes, among 

other programs. Also, multicultural and affirmative action programs add an expense to 

absorbing immigrants into mainstream society. 
5
Although these are added costs that 

immigrants place on the economy in the short term, in the long run they will be better 

educated and be able to bring more value to the economy. The negative effects of 

immigrants need to be researched and better understood before people panic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Sowell, 387 
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Chapter 3 

Separatism 

 

People presume that if immigrants do not assimilate, or if a country is too 

multicultural, separatism will occur. Separatism happens when there is a group of 

immigrants that stick closely together, they will refuse to adapt and become a part of their 

new culture. When immigrants feel that, as a minority, they are being oppressed, they often 

create stories and a stronger sense of self in order to band together and create a sense of 

pride in the face of discrimination. Also, a strong sense of culture is necessary when the 

dominant culture feels an immigrant‟s culture is non-existent or not good enough. 

Maintaining a very strong culture helps the immigrant to manage difficult situations, help 

their self esteem, and make them feel like they are worth something to the society. 

Immigrants are also able to keep their culture intact more than ever before due to the 

globalization of society. They are able to receive more items from their home country, visit 

more often, and see their family via internet. All these possibilities never existed in the past, 

which made it harder for the immigrant population to maintain its cultural identity.  

Currently communities believe that immigrants are becoming more and more 

separate than the immigrants in previous generations. They are not assimilating like they 

are allegedly supposed to assimilate. There are many reasons for this, one of them being 

that there are too many people coming from the same region and speaking the same 

language. If they can live and work without needing to learn the majority language, they 
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will eventually break off from the United States.
6
 It is highly unlikely that this possibility 

even has a remote chance of success due to the technology the United States government 

possesses, as well as the opportunities the United States offers. However, peoples‟ fears are 

often unfounded and it is true that the founding fathers believed that immigrants needed to 

spread out across the country in order to assimilate and become more American. The more 

immigrants there are in one place, the slower their immigration process will be. With 

refugees, the United States government does not allow them to choose their location, 

because they are afraid of creating refugee/ethnic enclaves.
7
 If there is no mixing, the 

immigrants do not become American at all, and maintain a distinct identity. Studies have 

shown that if you ask children in these ethnic areas how they identify themselves, none of 

them will answer American. In my survey, with a sample size shown below, many of the 

participants living in communities with a large ethnic population, answered that they 

identified with being “other” great than or equal to being “American.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Huntington, Samuel. Who Are We? The Challenges to America‟s National Identity. New  

York: Simon and Schuster, 2004.  
 
7
 Huntington, 35 
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Some fear that separatism would threaten the safety to the country they live in. In 

the nineteenth century when Americans settled into what was then Mexico, they promised 

to accept the Mexican way of life, including their laws, language, and religion. Later, that 

group of foreigners included the people that revolted against the Mexican government and 

helped to give parts of Mexican land to the United States. Although this example is rather 

extreme, it shows that immigration can affect and endanger a society. 
8
People also believe 

that language has that same ability to affect a nation. There is no language chosen in the 

United States Constitution because the founding fathers believed that “a language provision 

would thwart the ability to form a union.”
9
 In places, like Britain, that also have a 

multicultural society, some people believe that the diversity present is harmful.  

 

 

                                                           
8
 Sowell, 387 

9 Schildkraut, Deborah. Press One for English: Language Policy, Public Opinion, and  

American Identity. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005.  
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“In our benighted land where children are free to wear Christian crosses, Muslim headscarves, 

and Jewish skullcaps at school and where faith schools become places where young minds can 

be turned away from understanding of other cultures…tolerance has become racism. Children of 

different races and religious backgrounds can remain separate and uncomprehending, and thus 

we become increasingly socially divided.”
10

   

 

It is uncertain whether or not these faith specific schools would actually be the source of 

racism, but it is true that it hinders a student‟s exposure to difference. If we separate groups 

then it is more likely that people from those groups will not have the experiences necessary 

to create understanding.  

 There are a lot of differences between Mexicans and Americans and “the high level 

of immigration from Mexico sustains and reinforces the prevalence of Mexican values 

among Mexican Americans”
11

 There are benefits to learning from a new society. 

Sometimes some of these values brought from Mexico can be harmful if held on to. They 

include “mistrust of people outside the family; lack of initiative, self reliance, and ambition; 

little use for education; acceptance of poverty as a virtue necessary for entrance into 

Heaven.”
12

 Many cultures have values that are not necessarily seen as positive ones. If the 

immigrant group maintains its separateness, it hurts itself by perpetuating values that are 

potentially harmful. If more merging were to occur between the immigrant and its host 

community, it is possible that they would begin to look into alternatives to their negative 

habits by exploring the different values of the host country.  

 

                                                           
10

 Jeffries 
11

 Huntington, 44 
12

 Huntington, 44 
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Chapter 4 

Assimilation 

 

If all the negative effects of immigrants are all that are considered, it seems natural 

for citizens to want the immigrants to assimilate as quickly as possible. This point of view 

believes that all immigrants should mold and become members and their new society, 

creating a country of one people. Assimilation is almost expected and thought of as being a 

natural process that should and will happen eventually. The immigrant is expected to learn 

the language, behaviors, and ideals of the society, and is only truly assimilated when he 

becomes a member of the societal institutions.
13

 This is the model famous in France. They 

believe that any immigrant, who accepts what it means to be French- the political values, 

culture, etc., has the right to French citizenship. This model seems very fair; the French do 

not judge a person on their past history, but accepts them no matter what, as long as they 

agree to be French. The French believe that a multicultural society is dangerous because “it 

threatens to fragment the political community and erode common ties of citizenship.”
14

 

Unfortunately, this model has a few problems. First of all, it is very limiting. People 

are not allowed to have their own identity, their own culture. If they do, it needs to remain 

private and is not allowed anywhere in public. In 2004, a 15 year old Muslim girl shaved 

                                                           
13 Mahalingam, Ramaswami. Cultural Psychology of Immigrants. Mahwah, New Jersey:  

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., 2006.  
14 Kesselman, Mark and others. Introduction to Comparative Politics. Boston, MA: 

Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2010.  
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her head in order to maintain her freedom of religion when France instituted a ban on 

religious items in schools. Some make think this ban on everything religious is 

understandable but it causes a great sense of loss. The citizens lose the ability to 

demonstrate and be proud of “shared values, traditions, native songs, and familiar food, as 

well as social status, significant relationships…feelings of safety and connectedness to 

others.”
15

 In America, as an immigrant becomes assimilated into American culture and 

learns things, like English, the immigrants need to incorporate American values which may 

affect their identity. That does not mean he needs to get rid of his traditions or hide them 

away while he is out in public. Different cultures have different ideas and ways of thinking 

that are unique and enriching. If they are forced to give up those habits completely, or 

cannot share them with his new country, the host country is losing an opportunity to 

cultivate a new and better culture.  

Also, giving up their culture does not actually guarantee that the immigrant will be 

granted the same rights as other citizens. Sometimes these immigrants in France are still 

regarded as lower class and are often given the jobs no one wants. They live in dangerous 

areas which are in bad condition, and their neighborhoods and buildings are renowned for 

their poverty and disarray.
16

 In other places, like the United States, there are some things an 

immigrant cannot change, like his skin color or accent, and so no matter how much he 

assimilates, he will always be seen as an outsider first.  

 

                                                           
15  Henry, Hani and others. “Immigrants' Continuing Bonds with their Native Culture: 

Assimilation Analysis of Three Interviews.” Transcultural Psychiatry 46, no. 2 (2009): 

257-284. 
16

 Kesselman and others, 160.  
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Definition of “American” 

 

In the French example, all the immigrant supposedly had to do was to become 

“French,” but in America, the meaning of “American” is much harder to define. When 

America tried this idea of total assimilation between 1900 and 1930, their goal was to have 

immigrants adopt a distinct American identity. To them, this American identity meant 

White and Protestant, so the only people who could succeed and move up in America were 

the white immigrants from Europe. People wanted total assimilation because they were 

afraid and thought that diversity needed to be controlled because otherwise it would create 

conflict.
17

 

Others define American differently. To some, it means being patriotic, giving up 

other languages and cultures so that “the full measure of success that American offers” can 

be enjoyed.
18

 To others it means being named “Betty Smith or Annie Anderson or Debbie 

Cole, wife of Dennis Cole who lives at 2222 Maple Street with a white station wagon with 

wood panel on the side, a dog named Spot, a cat named Kitty, and [wearing] white 

gloves.”
19

 People surveyed saw American as just being born in American and 

understanding the culture, while others believed being American meant not being Chinese, 

                                                           
17 Montuori, Alfonso and Hillary Stephenson. “Creativity, Culture Contact, and Diversity.”  

World Futures 66, no. 3 (2010): 266- 285. 
18 Hill, Jane. “Covert Racists Discourse: Metaphors, Mocking, and the Racialization of  

Historically Spanish-Speaking Population in the United States.” In The Everyday  

Language of White Racism, 119-142. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008. 
19 Yamanaka, Louis-Ann. Wild Meat and The bully Burgers: A Novel, 9-13. New York: 

Farrer, Straud, Giroux, 1996.  
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Mexican, or any other culture. Others have a more positive view, seeing America as 

multiethnic and multiracial. Thus, culture becomes a crucial part of what it means to be 

American.
20

 People from other countries, like Tunisians, cannot understand how Americans 

can consider someone with Indian parents to be American, since they are much stricter 

about the importance of ethnic backgrounds in Tunisia. While it is frustrating that 

American is such a hard term to define, it is nice that it is so broad, allowing many more 

people to be a part of the United States.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
20

 Huntington, 36 
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Chapter 5 

Hybridization 

 

Hybridization is the idea that two cultures can live inside one person, without a need 

for giving up and rejecting one culture or the other. If a person is willing not to be so set in 

their original ways or critical of the new place, while at the same time not giving up their 

heritage to fit in to the place of arrival, it leads to many exciting possibilities.
21

 In 

hybridization there is not an either/or relationship. Because immigrants are more aware of 

their own cultural identity as well as the culture of their new environment, they begin to 

understand culture as something that needs to be thought about, challenged, and modified if 

necessary.
22

 A basic example is how an immigrant will adapt the food from their home land 

to their new environment. In this adaption there would be different ingredients, new 

possibilities, and their tastes might change.  

“Italian-American food, while retaining some of the same ingredients and dishes from Italy, has 

changed considerably over the years, and is now based on an aesthetic that is arguably very 

different from what one might find in Italy today, in the same way that the values and political 

and religious views of Italian Americans have been shown to be different from those of Italians 

in Italy”
23

  

                                                           
21 Kwok-Bun, Chan and Peverelli, Peter J. “Cultural Hybridization: A Third Way Between  

Divergence and Convergence.” World Futures 66, no. 3 (2010): 219- 242.  
22

 Mahalingam, 2.  
23

 Montuori and Stephenson, 275.  
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Although the immigrant is changing and picking up habits of their host country, they are 

also leaving out pieces of American culture that they feel are undesirable, like violence, 

dating, etc. In these ways, hybridization allows the immigrant to take the good American 

values while leaving behind what they have found to be the negative aspects of American 

culture.  

There are some issues that come with hybridization, as the immigrant chooses 

which parts of his old culture to keep and which parts of his new culture to accept. These 

problems come in the forms of a complex identity, language acquisition, familial 

relationships, and regional location. But hybridization creates something beautiful as well. 

“Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one‟s shifting and multiple identify and 

integrity, is like trying to swim in a new element, an „alien‟ element. There is an 

exhilaration in being a participant in the further evolution of humankind, in being „worked‟ 

on.”
24

   

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
24 Anzaldúa, Gloria. Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. 1-64. San  

Francisco: Aunt Lute Books Company, 1987. 
 



26 
 

Language 

 

Language is one of the most important things that an immigrant will have to deal 

with when coming to the United States. Learning English is necessary in order to be 

successful, but that does not mean that he has to stop speaking his native language, or keep 

his children from learning it. Some people assume that learning English will automatically 

lead to the loss of the native language because of the pressure to learn English, but that does 

not have to be the case. Learning English is not going to magically open doors for a person; 

he will still have to work hard and deal with obstacles, like the accent he will most likely 

continue to have. Many immigrants today are learning English and abandoning their native 

language.
25

 However this is not necessary since there are many benefits to being bilingual, 

and so the gift of knowing more than one language should be embraced.  

Bilingualism has to fight against many odds in order to survive in such a 

monolingual society as the United States. Some children only speak a language other than 

English but it is when they go to school that they become “interested in English and then 

[they] become accustomed to using English with each other and [their] friends.”
26

 One 

would think that adding English should not necessarily mean that a person loses his first 

language, but often times  

                                                           
25 Valdés, Guadalupe. “Bilinguals and Bilingualism: Language Policy in an A Immigrant  

Age.” International Journal of the Sociology of Language 127 (1997): 25-52. 
26 Wilson, William H. “I ka „olelo Hawai‟I ke ola, „Life is found in the Hawaiian 

Language.‟”International Journal of the Sociology of Language. 132 (1998): 123-137. 
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“adding the societal language as a second language frequently leads to a loss of the 

first language. Because of the strong pressures exerted by the majority of society 

and the lack of prestige of the original language, for these individuals, the condition 

of bilingualism is a temporary one that results in the gradual abandonment of the 

first language.”
27

 

Since English is so dominant, for many students “literacy in English also meant losing their 

identities as functional bilingual” persons.
28

 Contrary to popular belief that people are 

holding on to their native languages longer, this era of immigrants usually loose “their 

native languages by the third generation. There has been an almost gravitational attraction 

toward English in America.”
29

  

Some people believe that there are negative impacts to being bilingual, but these are 

few and far between. One belief is that the child will be punished for trying to speak the 

native language at school.
30

 There have been horror stories told by parents and grandparents 

about how they were hit or suspended for speaking Spanish on the playground, and due to 

this traumatic history they are worried that their children will receive the same fate and too 

afraid to teach them Spanish. Another is that the child will realize, once he enters school, 
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that his native language is not as important as English and will begin to feel bad about 

himself.
31

 English has become a very prestigious language around the world, but most 

people still recognize the importance and diversity that knowing other languages bring. It is 

impossible for there to be a sole language around the world; language changes too quickly. 

Thus, the importance of knowing multiple languages will always be around. Finally, it is 

commonly perceived that bilingual students score lower on standardized tests than their 

peers who only speak English.
32

 This may be because they have not learned English for as 

long as their peers, or because a person thinks differently in each language. Some languages 

are more descriptive while others are more direct. However, young children have an 

extraordinary ability to learn and master languages, so there is no reason that a bilingual 

student would not be able to perform as well as his peers on these standardized tests. 

There are many benefits that children receive from being bilingual. The first is the 

positive relationship the child is able to have with his family, and the community, if he can 

speak the native language. That support system gives the child extra resources and aid that 

may not have been possible to receive if he could only speak English. Also, being able to 

speak to a parent in the parent‟s native language improves the relationship between that 

parent and the child during both youth and adolescent years. These positive relationships 

are all proven to improve the well being of the child.  

Besides increasing the opportunity for family cohesion, knowing two languages has 

been shown to improve academic success through increased “cognitive flexibility and 

                                                           
31

 Lippi-Green, Rosina. English with an Accent. London: Routledge, 1997 
32

 Valdes, 45. 



29 
 

abstract thinking skills.”
33

 In some schools, bilingual students do better in all subjects; have 

better attendance rates, and a lower chance of dropping out.
34

 Because of all these benefits 

for their children‟s education, many immigrant parents see that having their child learn their 

native language in addition to English is an investment in their future and is a way to help 

their children improve themselves academically. Bilingual students, as well, see their 

language abilities as “an asset and build their dreams for a professional and better future 

based on their double linguistic skills.”
35

 Parents need to start teaching their child the native 

language as early as possible, since learning a second language becomes harder as the child 

gets older, and a child will be surrounded by English once he enters school.
36

 Children have 

described the benefits of being bilingual as the ability to help others. The child feels the 

need to help family members and others who are not bilingual, and so are thankful for their 

bilingual abilities. One child described being able to go with her grandmother to the 

hospital and translating, thus believing that may have even helped save her grandmother‟s 

life.
37
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There are many things that can affect a child‟s ability to be bilingual. Like 

previously mentioned, age is extremely important to learning a language; the sooner the 

language is learned the more likely it is that the child will become fluent in that language. If 

the family is living in a community that has a majority of the native language speakers, he 

may not be able to learn English as quickly. But there are benefits to living in a community 

full of native speakers, as there will be more of a reason for that child to learn and maintain 

his family‟s native language.
38

 On the other hand, if he is surrounded by English speakers 

without any opportunity to speak the native language outside of the home, it is likely that 

he will not maintain his fluency once he begins school. If the speaker has friendships with 

members of both the target languages, then it is more likely that he will be able to reach and 

maintain fluency in both languages. “Attitude and motivation, which are strongly 

influenced by formation of friendships with members of the target language culture, are key 

factors in a bilingual‟s development…Mexican students who made the most progress with 

English were those who made friendships with native English speakers.”
39

 There can be 

negative impacts on a child if he does not learn his ancestral language and only learns 

English.  In some cases, people feel that because they are not fluent in their ancestral 

language, they are excluded from belonging to that group.  

“Caught between the European American monolingual construction of the United States as a 

nation and the parallel force of Mexican or Puerto Rican nationalism, many U.S. 
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Latinos/Latinas do not satisfy the social requirements that would allow them to belong entirely 

to either national body.”
40

   

 People feel that language is strongly linked to identity, and so if a child does not learn the 

native language he will face difficulties in defining himself in the future. “Until I can take 

pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself.”
41

 Sometimes, people attempt to 

relearn their native language at a later date because the relationship is that important to 

them. This shows that language loss is not irreversible, but also that it is beneficial to just 

teach the language to the child in the first place.  
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Real World Example 

When I went to the Tucson Mandarin Church, I found a group of bilingual children, ages 3 

to 5 years old, who were surprisingly fluent for the power we know that English exerts. As 

is true in some cases in Hawaii, “the young children in the Punana Leo are very good at 

speaking Hawaiian and singing in Hawaiian…[they] were taught Hawaiian in [their] homes 

because [their] father and mother only spoke Hawaiian to [them] at home.”
42

 The teacher at 

this church was also a second generation American, meaning her parents had come here 

from China but she grew up here, and her bilingualism is very interesting to look at. Many 

things affected how bilingual these young children were; if their parents recently came here 

or they had family around them they were much more fluent. These students tended to 

speak to each other in Chinese mostly. But when you introduced the other kids who spoke 

less Chinese at home, due to one parent being Chinese, or no Chinese at all at home (as was 

the case for the two Mexican American students in the class) those first group of students 

switched to Chinese.  

 In this very Chinese environment an observer can see how when these students start 

going to schools where the majority of students are monolingual students speak English, 

the children will begin to lose their Chinese, and it will be a fight to keep it. This is the 

same as what happened in Hawaii as when the students became used to speaking English at 

school and with their friends.
43

 If these students can fight against the odds and find the 
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ways to keep their bilingualism, while at the same time coming to terms with their 

bicultural identities, they will realize the gift that they have in their bilingualism.  

 Some of the students I observed could understand the teacher, but were not able to 

reply. Even the teacher showed loss of fluency which is to be expected in second generation 

Chinese Americans. As the generations move on, parents lose the ability to speak and so 

their children are never able to speak. Some other factors in the loss of bilingualism include 

having one parent who is a dominant English speaker, having parents who were forced to 

stop speaking their language and so do not want their children to have the same experience, 

or “a suburban upbringing in which Spanish” or any other language “did not have a public 

presence.”
44

 

 After looking at the ways that bilingualism is lost it may seem hopeless to even 

consider saving the ability to be bilingual, but there are a few ways that bilingualism seems 

to be safeguarded. The first is family. If a person speaks his native language with his 

siblings it is possible that the language will survive.
45

 But sometimes that is not enough. In 

my interviews and experiences with friends, I have seen that if a person is surrounded with 

family, aunts, uncles, grandparents, that are only able to speak that language or are more 

comfortable in that language, the young person will be forced to maintain the language. 

Also if a parent places emphasis on speaking the language, instead of them themselves 

speaking English, the young person is more likely to be able to speak the language in the 

future. When I interviewed the teacher, she believed that one of the main reasons that 
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parents place their children in the Chinese School is in order to learn at least some Chinese 

as well as maintain their cultural heritage. Besides the family factor, it is also important to 

put the children in environments where they will be able to hear the second language. For 

most parents, this is the purpose of sending their children to Chinese school; giving them 

the opportunity to hear Chinese outside of the home and be around other children who have 

similar linguistic backgrounds and heritages is the emphasis.  

 It is important to take into account the effects that being bilingual can have on a 

person‟s identity as he struggles not only with linguistic choices but also with group 

choices. Often times in America where white is the majority, the minorities “do not satisfy 

the social requirements that would allow them to belong entirely to either national body.”
46

 

The group in power sees “ethnic change as a threat to the American way of life” and so do 

not accepted this group, but at the same the minority has had a different experience than the 

heritage they are forced to define themselves as.
47

 This causes the bilingual group to make 

up their own mixed language, “a language which they can connect their identity to, capable 

of communicating the realities and values true to themselves.”
48

 It is this mixing of 

languages that was really prevalent in my observation of the classroom. In this place where 

the Chinese and white culture “edge each other, where people of differences occupy the 

                                                           
46

 Aparicio, 268.  
47

 Schildkraut, 4.  
48

 Anzaldua, 55.  



35 
 

same territory” the students switch their languages to match the societal circumstances and 

“cross-pollinate” the languages.
49

 

These children would speak to anyone in English who they knew was not able to 

speak English. The children knew the grammar rules for the two languages and so knew 

how the languages could be “woven together in a single utterance.”
50

 One of the students 

did this as she introduced herself in Chinese but then automatically says her age in English. 

The teacher, as a bilingual speaker who had the same experience as the children did, does 

this frequently since she knows that some students may be more comfortable in English 

then Chinese. She did this when she was scolding one of the students, starting in English to 

get his attention, and then switching to Chinese as she scolds others as well. Also, she 

would start out saying a basic word in Chinese, and then gave a command in English so 

that the whole class would be able to understand.  

 I found a few other features in my observations. One of these was the students‟ 

ability to answer questions, but their inability to create these sentences on their own. One of 

the girls was having a hard time remembering to say her name and age, but when the 

teacher asked her in Chinese how old she was, she was able to answer right away. If the 

teacher did not ask a direct question, she was required to prompt the students. This occurred 

especially when the student was having difficulty completing the sentence without using 

English. The final feature I noticed in my observations was the desire of a student to reply 
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in English without thinking. This occurred when the students were not paying attention and 

only heard the teacher say their names, thus replying “what?” as if automatically. Also 

there was the frequent use of “ok” by almost all speakers in the classroom- students, teacher, 

and parents.  

 Hopefully if these children continue going to Chinese School and taking the other 

opportunities presented to them to keep their bilingualism they will be able to reap the 

benefits of being bilingual in the future. Although English is very dominant, it is still 

possible for bilinguals to “consider their bilingualism a „privilege,‟ and they acknowledge 

with pride the symbolic and cultural capital that accompanies knowing two languages in 

one of the most monolingual societies in the world.”
51

 Being bilingual is a skill that not 

many people appreciate. What people do not realize is that a bilingual person “can alter 

their language choices or vary the style and purpose of the discourse” just based on who 

they are talking to and the societal situation. This ability does not just happen over night; it 

is “built up over years of participating in interactional activities in their cultural setting.”
52

 

The teacher pointed out to me that as the children get older, less and less speak Chinese at 

home, which means less Chinese spoken in the classroom, as well as less students who 

attend the Chinese School at all. The force of English in school is very strong, but other 

forces such as family and environment may be able to maintain bilingualism in these 

students. 
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Accent 

Although accent is usually lost by the first generation born in America, it is an important 

factor for those immigrants coming to America. Even if the immigrant has become as 

American as he can possibly be, the accent is an immediate marker that he is from 

somewhere else. Sometimes people discriminate against the immigrant based on his accent, 

because all other forms of discrimination are forbidden. Also, the accent is not something 

that can be hidden. As soon as the immigrant speaks, the accent will be noticed and people 

will make their judgments based on their experiences. If it is important for the other person 

to be able to communicate with the immigrant, he will do everything in his power to make 

communication easier. Also, if the person has had positive experiences with other 

immigrants, the accent may serve as an added positive for the person to communicate with 

and help the immigrant.
53
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Culture 

Culture is what connects people as they live their everyday lives. Sharing a culture 

with someone creates this automatic bond and understanding that is hard to achieve without 

such commonality. Culture is based on from generation to generation and changes as it 

goes. It is amazing how such a difficult term to define plays such an important role in 

peoples‟ lives.  

 Preserving, nurturing, and developing cultures is necessary. Trying to keep the 

cultures in tact is worthwhile because of the importance people place on these traditions 

and the meaning behind them. Whenever culture is discussed it seems as though there are 

always certain things mentioned. First of all there is food. Cultures come together around 

food, and being familiar with the food, as well as being able to appreciate and enjoy it, 

seems to create an automatic bond between people. Second there is religion. These deep 

beliefs about life and death bond people together in a very strong way. Also, religion is full 

of stories and teachings that not everyone learns, thus creating a common ground between 

people who are familiar with them. There are cultural ideals, such as filial piety or 

independence that seem to be common in certain cultures and adherence to those cultural 

ideals link people to one other. Besides these, there are the ways that people celebrate life 

that connect them with their cultural groups. Life events all play a major role in a society 

and are done differently in all cultures. Compare an Indian wedding to an American one; it 

is the same act of joining two people together but they could not be more different. This 

also goes for Funerals, births, birthdays, coming of age, etc. It is usually the cultural 
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celebrations of life events that people tend to maintain and celebrate. There are also holiday 

celebrations that are kept, showing their cultural importance. These holidays are often 

religious, but do not necessarily have to be, and include events like Christmas, Chinese 

New Year, Passover, Ramadan, April Fool‟s Day, The Day of the Dead, Halloween, etc. 

These cultural traditions are the most important, because they show a connection to a group, 

are easy to maintain, and seldom cause conflict if practiced in a different culture.  

However, as the world changes and becomes more globalized culture becomes even 

more difficult to define. The world today is not the same as the world of our grandparents 

or even the world of our parents. Timbuktu is no longer a word used to signify a place so 

far away it cannot be recognized. It is now known as a place in Mali where people live their 

lives in a way that is understandable to us here in the United States, and yet is completely 

foreign at the same time. As the world mixes ideas thanks to technology, it is important to 

note what cultural traditions people have and continue to keep in the face of such 

globalization.   

 The questions of today are no longer economical, scientific, and mainly political 

arguments. Instead, the issues of our generation are the questions and problems that arise 

from globalization and the newly obtained knowledge of the many different cultures of the 

world. Cultures always take bits and pieces of other cultures and make it their own. This 

has a sense of inevitability and has been going on since the trade routes were used as a 

means of exchange between cultures. Cultural conflict does not need to be harmful. By 

bringing up the very simple fact that we all belong to the bond of humanity helps people to 
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see one of another as brothers instead of strangers. It helps people to realize that while 

cultures and societies do promote and instill different beliefs, people can still learn from 

one another. This does not mean that there will be automatic, or even eventual, acceptance. 

What this does mean is that by listening to our human brothers we can begin to understand 

their points of view and cultural practices without necessarily being in accord with them. 

It is really important to recognize how cultures can be altered.  For me it is also very 

important to look to history to see the ways in which cultures have already been changed by 

this concept of globalization. By recognizing how cultures can be modified, one sees the 

impact that global world has and is able to judge for oneself if this impact is to be viewed 

as positive or negative. I also believe that social and cultural capital is a very important 

benefit to the world and that it should be cared for and protected. I believe that the younger 

generation wants to become part of the modern world because their “ancient” cultures are 

not presented to them in a positive light by the rest of the world. But if the world could 

show an appreciation and admiration for those unique cultures, the young might be able to 

see their ethnicity in a more positive manner. Also, I do not believe that the younger 

generation needs to be tied down to their old culture without the possibility of change; this 

thought would be much too stifling for anyone. For me I believe that cultures are always 

changing and borrowing from other ethnicities and societies. It is the different standards 

and history of each society that enables them to take certain things from different cultures 

and make them their own. This incorporation of different cultural elements does not need to 

be seen as a threat- it has been happening for centuries, although granted not to the extent 
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of our very connected world. Cultures have survived and are still recognized as unique, 

even with all the mélange that does occur today. 
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Real World Example 

Language seems to be the gateway to culture, and so it is specifically tied to this real world 

example. However, in this instance, it is not this language tool that these people have and 

how it can benefit them. For them, the big part of being bilingual is being bicultural, and 

this cultural aspect has been much important than the linguistic one in forming their own 

identity and relationships. 

 The people I chose to interview were all at least bilingual in English and Chinese, 

but have very different histories. The first person I interviewed, Tim, was born in the 

United States to parents who emigrated from Taiwan. He grew up speaking Chinese at 

home, but he is much more comfortable speaking English. Most of the people he associates 

with are bilingual or are bicultural, but may not be able to fluently speak a second language. 

The second person I interviewed, Tina, was born in Taiwan and moved to the United States 

when she was eight years old. Tina is almost equally comfortable in English and Chinese, 

but also has many Chinese friends. Kazi was born in China but moved to Japan when he 

was five years old, and then came to the United States two years ago, at age 19. He feels the 

pressures of being an immigrant and so also feels most comfortable with people who are 

Chinese or Japanese. 

 My interviewees agreed that English was a tool necessary for communication and 

survival in the United States. It is clear that some American‟s believe that immigrants, and 

their children, will “never survive on this land unless [they] assimilate to our society. Speak 
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like us, think like us, dress like us.”
54

 To Tina, she believed that she started learning 

English in school because if a person knows English they will get farther in life, and right 

now, because of globalization, everyone needs to know English. Kazi wanted to learn 

English in Japan because English is that dominant language around the world, and he 

recognized that when countries talk to each other, it is in English. But even though knowing 

English is important, knowing a second language is not “detrimental to children‟s success 

in life.”
55

 For Tim, language is just a tool you can use to communicate. Automatically, 

there is a crack in the ice, instead of having to go out of the way to break it. For example, 

he is always around Chinese people right now, but that is just because of the setting. The 

language makes it easy for them to connect, but if they were in another place, like Taiwan, 

they would not need to connect for linguistic reasons and so might not be friends at all. All 

of these interviewees‟ parents chose to speak Chinese at home, even though some parents 

believe that can hurt a child‟s ability to learn the dominant language. I believe that these 

interviewees show that a bilingual person does not doubt the necessity of English in order 

to succeed, but also can excel and use that second language as a tool. 

 These bilingual individuals have the tool that is supposed to let them go somewhere 

in life (Standard English), but they know language is not the only factor.
56

 Tina believes 

that she is at a disadvantage being bilingual because people know she is not a native, and so 

they look at her and say “oh she‟s not from here.” Even though she speaks Standard 
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English fluently, she is still challenged by her appearance and her culture. Tim saw that 

white Americans looked at people like him differently. Like the “national origin” concept, 

people are defined by their ancestors even if they are American, and because of that they 

become “outsiders.” Tim‟s feelings are justified because “ethnically different Americans 

are marginalized because of their ethnic differences.”
57

 This has nothing to do with 

language and being bilingual but more about being bicultural. Because of this racial 

identification that is connected with being bilingual, my interviewees choose to have 

relationships with other bilingual, bicultural people. So by “deciding what to eat, how to 

dress, whom to befriend,” my interviewees have been influenced by the factors previously 

mentioned to define themselves and build relationships in a certain way.
58

  

 Language is just a tool that bilingual speakers possess; Building relationships and 

communicating is much easier if you share a culture. While language identifies people and 

is the “transmitter of culture” it is not necessarily how the person identifies themselves or 

what impacts with whom they identify themselves.
59

 For these speakers there are certain 

things that can only be understood by people who also share your culture. For example, 

Tina mentioned that there are certain concepts that aren‟t really understood in English, but 
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Chinese people understand them. For Kazi, someone from his culture understands the 

taboos and the jokes, so it is an easier way to communicate.  

 For the most part, it is just a more open environment with bicultural people. Tina 

feels more comfortable around bilingual speakers, even if they do not speak her second 

language, because simply being bilingual means that that person is more used to and open 

to different cultures. Although she did say that she felt more comfortable with any bilingual 

speaker over monolingual speakers, for her, it was also about the specific person and their 

openness, which is more a cultural concept and personal characteristic than something that 

has to do with bilingualism. Tim gave the example of bringing food in to an elementary 

school class; while white children would turn up their noses at the different looking 

Chinese food, the Chinese kids would recognize that food as something delicious that they 

always eat at home. Language had nothing to do with that example; the culture shared 

allowed certain students to feel more comfortable around each other. However, Tim said if 

a white student spoke Chinese and still turned up their nose at the food, that would not 

build the relationship; if the white person did not speak Chinese but was open and willing 

to try the food then that would help to make a connection. 

 Tim furthered this idea of culture over language by saying that he is most 

comfortable with someone who is American Born Chinese. To him, it is a different culture 

and only people who have that background can identify with it. He used to hang out with 

white Americans when he was in high school, but since finding this group of American 

Born Chinese people in college, for Tim, there is no going back; it “feels more like home.” 

He does not like to be around people who come here from China or Taiwan to go to school 
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because it is much harder to communicate and connect. He said he is Chinese and has 

Chinese roots, but he is American. So, although he can speak Chinese and use that tool to 

communicate with Chinese speakers, that is not his identity. He prefers to build 

relationships with the people who he shares a culture with. Tan said that the English she 

used with her family was her “language of intimacy, a different sort of English that relates 

to family talk, the language [she grew up with]” but I believe that she would have the same 

feeling about her personal culture.
60

  

 Being bilingual means being bicultural, but a person does not always have to be 

bilingual in order to be cultural. In this respect, and based and the responses of the people I 

interviewed, being bicultural has a much bigger impact on their identity and personal 

relationships then any linguistic ability. They recognize the importance of knowing English 

in the United States, as well as the tools that come with being bilingual, but know that 

knowing a certain language, or number of languages, is not that big of a factor in their lives. 

For them, the cultures they grew up with made them the people they are today, and they 

find it easiest to identify with the people that share all aspects of their culture. I learned that 

people want to feel accepted and do not want the things that are a part of their lives to be 

judged, and so they find that building relationships is easiest with people who can give 

them that feeling. Respect of their cultural and meeting them on “their side” is a way for 

any white monolingual speaker to get to know what it actually means to be bilingual and 

bicultural. 
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Family 

 

Family plays an extremely important role in how much culture is able to be 

maintained. As children assimilate more, they become unable and unwilling to be protected 

by the home and family relationships. Also they become reluctant and too embarrassed to 

speak their family‟s native language.
61

 One author claimed as a child she was “ashamed of 

[her] aunties and uncles at baby luaus, yakudoshis, and mocha pounding parties…ashamed 

to of all [her] cousins, the way they talk and act dumb.”
62

 Amy Tan once wrote that when 

she was growing up she was embarrassed by the way her mom spoke English and the way 

that the people around her looked at her mother. She also recalled how she had to call 

people for her mother because no one would take her mom seriously. Some children realize 

how they can be beneficial for the family members by knowing English. Unfortunately, 

once immigrants begin to forget their native language, they are often too intimidated to 

speak the native language with family members, and this can cause conflict within families. 

Other times children never learn to speak the native language, because their immigrant 

family members have already chosen to lose their native language in order to improve their 

English vocabulary.
63

 But if a child is lucky enough to grow up in a household where the 

native language is still being spoken, it is an amazing opportunity for the child to hone 

language skills through interaction with those living around him.
64

   

                                                           
61

 Han and Huang, 831.  
62

 Yamanaka, 10.  
63

 Aparicio, 267.  
64

 Patrinos and Velez, 595.  



48 
 

Chapter 6 

Literature examples of the Three Methods 

 

Being Chinese American or any other kind of other-American creates a very 

different and difficult experience for a person. The person has to deal with the culture they 

grew up in (most likely the American culture) and what their peers are social groups expect 

of them in that in that culture. They also have to deal with their “mother” culture and what 

that culture, especially family, expects of them. This leads to many identity issues as well 

as familial, generational gap problems that most Americans do not have to deal with. 

Chinese Americans have had very unique experiences in dealing with a mixture of these 

problems. This uniqueness is important; not every Chinese American approaches this 

difficult situation in the same way, and so there are going to be variations in how each 

individual Chinese American deals with their Chinese and American identities. These 

problems also lead to difficult relationships between Chinese Americans and their peers, as 

well as between Chinese Americans and their parents.  

It becomes a question of how to balance the demands of these identities and the 

relationships that come with them. Hybridization is a possible solution. With this, the 

Chinese American is able to question aspects of each identity in order to mold and shape 

the hybrid person he chooses to become. Different authors all discuss these different ideas 

based on their own experiences being Chinese American. 
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 In some cases, the authors discussed Chinese people trying to be solely American, 

dismissing their Chinese heritage. In Donald Duk, by Frank Chin, the main character wants 

to be American, and so he separates himself from being Chinese. He believes that 

“everybody‟s gotta give up the old and become American. If all these Chinese were more 

American, [he] wouldn‟t have all [his problems].”
65

 Chin uses the word “the old” to 

describe the Chinese culture, implying that the character thinks it is outdated and of no use. 

The character says “these” Chinese, separating himself from the group and then blaming 

them for his problems. In his school “the Chinese are comfortable hating Chinese” because 

they all want to be recognized as American, not Chinese.
66

 This idea of all these Chinese 

children not understanding their culture and wanting to blend in so much that they ignore 

each other helps the reader visualize how much these kids want to be “American.” The one 

Chinese American character in this novel that is completely American is American Cong, 

and he is crazy. 

Donald wants to be American so badly, that he accepts whatever America tells him 

being Chinese is; he does not really know his own history. His teacher talks a lot about 

China in class, but Donald Duk “knows nothing about China. He does not speak Mandarin. 

He does not care a lot about Chinatown either…”
67

 Donald Duk is surrounded by American 

media and so he emulates those characters and is disgusted by himself. He wants to be 

American and be able to “smile Fred Astaire‟s sweet lemonade smile.”
68

 What he does not 

know is that there are extraordinary Chinese characters that he has never heard or asked 
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about. Instead, he believes that “everything Chinese in his life seems to be awful” because 

all he wants to be is American, but for some reason the Chinese part of his life will not go 

away, because it cannot.
69

 It seems that Donald is unhappiest during this period of his life 

because he is really fighting a major part of who he is.  

This rejection of Chinese values and sole acceptance of American values leads to 

problems between Chinese American children and their parents. In Fifth Chinese Daughter,  

Jade Snow wanted to go to her high school graduation dance like all the other children in 

her school, but was unable to because her father had “nothing but scorn and disapproval for 

the American pastime of social dancing. To see male and female hugging each other in 

public was most revolting to him, and he had forbidden his daughters… to attend dances.”
70

 

This simple activity was a norm in American society during that time, but it was improper 

for Chinese people. Because of this clash between cultures, Jade Snow Wong‟s relationship 

with her parents became more difficult. Even simply experiencing the American culture, 

without fully accepting it, has the potential to lead to problems between a Chinese 

American and his parents. Jade Snow was never really shown affection by her parents and 

did not even know what it was until one day at she was hit by a bat and as she cried the 

teacher held her. She realized “she could not remember when Mama had held her to give 

her comfort. Daddy occasionally picked her up as a necessity, but he never embraced her 

impulsively when she required consolation.”
71
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These actions and events opened the door to the new American culture, and she 

became aware that “ „foreign‟ American ways were not only generally and vaguely 

different from their Chinese ways, but that they were specifically different, and the specific 

differences would involve a choice of action.”
72

 Jade Snow Wong had to live without praise 

as well, which she probably witnessed between her peers and their parents. When she 

skipped a grade in school, all her father said was, “That is as it should be” (Wong 19), and 

this lack of praise would contribute to resentment in any relationship. Such simple acts 

would not have been missed in China, but over the years as the Chinese Americans realize 

the difference it causes stress in their parental relationships. 

Although there are problems with family when a Chinese American focuses on 

being American, sometimes this can lead to better relationships with their peers. When Kai 

Ting started to take boxing to be able to fight the other kids, they took notice. Eventually 

“The word was out. China Boy was showing hints of being human. The effect was 

dramatic; little kids stayed away. The beatings ceased to be daily events.” The kids told Kai 

Ting” someday ya‟ll gotta start talkin like me. Save some skin on da hans. And yo‟ face” 

implying that if he acted more American like them his relationship with them would 

improve further. 
73

  

 But is also important to keep in mind that historically, it has often been impossible 

for certain racial groups to become American no matter how much they try, leading to a 

complicated relationship as well between Chinese Americans and society. In the 1800s, the 
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Chinese exclusion laws were passed because white men considered Chinese people to be 

“immoral and unclean, biologically inferior, and perhaps most important, unassimilable.”
74

 

This was the opinion formulated about the people as a whole, and so it did not matter if the 

person had grown up in the United States or not.  When Chinese immigrants came to 

America in the 1900s, “whites were separated from other races, and Chinese were kept 

apart from Japanese and other Asians.”
75

 These events forced Chinese people to recognize 

their Chineseness. After being treated in such a manner, it is not surprising that some 

Chinese people felt that they were not really a part of the country.  

Sometimes it is also possible for a Chinese American to try and be strictly Chinese 

in America. In the novel Donald Duk goes from being American, to realizing his Chinese 

history and hating Americans. He said that “everything [he dreams] makes [him] mad at 

white people and hate them. They lie about us all the time.”
76

 Once a person becomes 

aware of their heritage it is easy to fall into this feeling of hate toward the majority. But 

sometimes it is possible to not realize that the majority does not even exist. In The Fifth 

Chinese Daughter, by Jade Snow Wong, the main character grows up in a world which was 

“almost wholly Chinese,” in which behaviors were not explained and it was just expected 

that a person, especially a daughter, would behave a certain way.
77

  

Usually the acceptance of the Chinese way of life creates better relationships 

between children and their parents. Kai Ting grew up fully surrounded by his Chinese 
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family, and loved by his mother. But he did not feel resentment or smothered; his mother 

“said the things that protect children from their fear of night, their anxieties about change, 

the terror of abandonment. [He] was so happy to be her son, her strength and beauty a 

shield against the glare of complicated and misunderstood days.”
78

 His mother hoped that 

he would be able to return to China and Kai Ting only wanted to do what his mother 

wanted. After his mother died he missed that relationship and the connection to being 

Chinese.  

The Chinese American is treated differently, sometimes badly, by his peers. Donald 

Duk was laughed at by his name by everyone in his school and even “gang kids laugh at his 

name and try to pick fights with him…”
79

 When Kai Ting finally started going outside, he 

was beat up by the other children. They called him China Boy because “China, in [his] 

neighborhood, was more bizarre, more remote, than a distant planet. [He] knew that China 

Boy was not intended as an affectionate moniker.”
80

 Being different complicated these 

Chinese Americans relationships with the other Americans around them. When his father 

married an American, the relationship between her and the children was very tense because 

they grew up in a Chinese household and she expected them to be American. She declared 

that they were “to only speak English…absolutely no Chinese, in any form. The removal of 

this foreign food will help, since I understand that no proper words exist to describe it.”
81

 

The children were treated terribly by Edna as she tried to move them away from being 

Chinese into only being American. 
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Often, being Chinese American leads to difficult relationships between the Chinese 

American and his peers. Sometimes it is impossible for Chinese Americans to forget their 

Chinese ancestry because the white majority will not let them. When contextual 

information about a person is ignored and race is the only thing looked at, it is impossible 

for an immigrant to lose his race, whether he wants to or not. Some people thought that “if 

all they knew was 100 percent American-made in the USA Yankee know howdy doodle 

dandy, people would not mistake them for Chinese.”
82

 For example, even though Donald 

Duk was trying to be so American, his teacher still made him go in front of the whole class 

and teach them how to say “Happy new year.” Because of this inability for a Chinese 

American to completely lose the Chinese heritage, he is forced to find a way to reckon with 

that part of his identity. 

The best and most fulfilling option is a hybridization of Chinese and American 

cultures, thus making the Chinese American. This can be done by questioning. After 

Donald Duk begins questioning the American history he so wants to be a part of, he sees 

that his Chinese history is something to be proud of as well. He tells his teacher that “it is 

badly informed people like [him] who keep us out of that picture there” thus taking a stand 

against a one sided history.
83

 Donald also had to finally question his anti white attitude he 

adopted after he began to become more Chinese. His father pointed out that not everyone is 

a part of the problem, and Donald cannot get mad at Arnold “because of books he didn‟t 

write…you should have the brains to reckon out: in this war he is your ally.”
84

 His father 
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knew that it was not right to be so totally Chinese as to hate all Americans, but also you do 

not have to give up being Chinese in order to be an American.  

Not every Chinese American will be alike, because as most Chinese Americans 

realize, individuality is an integral part of questioning. In questioning both being Chinese 

and being an American, a person begins to become an individual, free to explore and create 

his own identity. Jade Snow Wong had to do this when her father refused to help pay for 

her education because he had to pay for her brother‟s education first. She began to realize 

that she was “an individual besides being a Chinese daughter” and that perhaps her parents 

had been wrong.
85

 Her dad demanded that the children bend to the will of the family 

because that was the way to maintain order, but if that was the case then Jade Snow Wong 

would never have gone to school, began pottery, or in the end, made her parents proud. 

Because of her desire to question her Chinese upbringing, Jade Snow Wong was the 

daughter that allowed her father to help was “away the former disgraces suffered b the 

women of [his] family.”
86

 This hybridization allowed Jade Snow Wong to become content 

with her life and fulfilled a lifelong goal of her father‟s.  

A person is not born being Chinese American. He may be Chinese by defining 

where his parents came from, or American based on where he was born, but a person is 

made Chinese American through his experiences. He may reject his Chineseness and refuse 

to learn his history, putting himself down in order to be American. Or he may try to 

maintain a Chinese way of life in an American culture, enforcing values without question. 

But people cannot remind completely closed off to the culture they are surrounded by. 
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Since this system of questioning is inevitable, it is true that a “choice of action” must be 

taken, and the Chinese person in American must decide what parts of his Chinese culture to 

keep in order to become a Chinese American. Neither of these situations succeeds because 

a person cannot deny his heritage or resist the cultural influences he is surrounded by every 

day. Through questioning both cultures, a person is able to take their own individual 

versions and make themselves Chinese American.  

Chinese Americans have to face being different in American society. Their 

Chineseness, while helpful to parental relationships may harm the relationships they create 

with their peers, or the relationship they have with society. On the other hand, if they 

choose to focus on being American, they risk alienation from their family while potentially 

gaining acceptance from their peers. It is important that Chinese Americans, as well as the 

older generations, realize that they are in American society and there are going to be 

cultural values different than in China. It is up to the Chinese American himself to decide 

which values to accept and integrate into his life, and which to distance himself from. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

It is important for a society to have diversity but still maintain cultural connectivity. 

The immigrant has the most difficult part of this task because he not only has to deal with 

the prejudice of his new society, but also decide what parts of his culture to keep and what 

parts of the new culture to adopt. As the world becomes more and more global, people will 

be moving around more freely and to a greater extinct, bringing their old cultures with them 

to their new homes. It is important that there is a model that helps them and their new 

society understand the importance of culture and the need for a hybridization between 

cultures. Sometimes the immigrant may remain too strongly tied to his heritage, separating 

himself from the new country, thus causing problems for the unity of the country. In other 

countries, like France and Japan, it is expected and required that the immigrant become 

completely French or Japanese, leaving their culture at the door. Instead of assimilating or 

remaining separate, I propose the immigrant adopts the model of hybridization. This model 

is a coming together of two different things and requires loses but also gains. Since full 

assimilation is hardly ever possible, hybridization allows the immigrant group to be proud 

but critical of more than one culture at a time. Certain factors, such as language, family ties, 

location, and education really affect the immigrant‟s ability to maintain multiple identities. 

If the immigrant group can take part in this hybridization, it will benefit both him and his 

host society, wherever that society may be.  
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