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ABSTRACT

This qualitative case study investigates key reason(s)
for Korean language loss among Korean-American children
raised in mixed-race military families where the mother is a
Korean immigrant of middle school or lower educational
background and the father is an American Serviceman.

A

secondary purpose is to discover some effects of Korean
language loss on the participant's identity (cultural and
social) and effects on relationships between children and
mothers.
This study focuses on four Korean-Americans—three
biracial participants, and one monoracial, adopted
participant (ages 21 to 28).

I record the phenomena of

language loss, using the participants' voices.

The three

data sources include: interviews, follow-up discussions, and
field notes.
Major findings show: (1) that the decision to drop
Korean language maintenance was made deliberately by one or
both parents based on what the father considered best for
the welfare of the child in U.S. schools.

(2) The

participants most traumatized by Korean language loss found
it hard to identify with any group socially.

(3) Those

11

participants not consciously traumatized by Korean language
loss claimed a Korean social identity.

(4) All

participants' mothers preferred to isolate themselves in the
family or among Korean friends who spoke little English.

(5)

All participants noted frustrations in the mother-child
relationship. (6) The children recognized it was easier to
communicate with their absent military fathers even if they
did not necessarily "get along" well with Dad once he
returned home.
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PROLOGUE

The Researcher

Born in Pusan, South Korea, I was the daughter of a
well-to-do businessman whose fortunes were ruined following
the Korean war.

My father was a college graduate, and

Mother graduated from high school at a time when most women
were not able to attend school in Korea.

My parents worked

hard to finance high school for six children.

In Korea,

while I was growing up, from elementary through high school,
the family paid tuition. Since 1970, the government has
financed public education through elementary school.

The

family is also responsible for the total cost of college.
My two brothers attended college at great sacrifice to the
family.
I attended Seoul's top vocational girl's high school.
After graduating, I accepted employment as an accountant in
a large Korean electronics firm.

Soon, with my mother's

encouragement, I decided to attend college.

I received some

academic scholarship funds and entered a work-study program
in the Spanish department where I enjoyed acting in a
Spanish conversation program on Korean television.
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At the end of my junior year I married my husband, an
officer in the U.S. army.

I met my husband at a Spanish

Mass in the American

Army Memorial chapel at the Yongsan

U.S. Army base, Seoul.

My future husband was assisting with

the mass as an alter boy.

One of my college Spanish

instructors, a Catholic Nun from Madrid, invited our class
to attend the Spanish Mass so we could hear Spanish from a
native speaker, the priest.

I hesitated to go near the Army

base as I did not want people to mistakenly see me as a
camptown woman.

Sister's encouragement created a safe zone

for me because that church was the only place I could listen
to native Spanish.

My future husband had his father fly to

Korea to meet me, to ensure that I represented the proper
social class to marry the American son.
We have been married 19 years.
lieutenant when we met.

My husband was a second

After a two-year absence from Korea,

I returned home with our first son, Joseph.
bachelor's degree in Korea.

I completed my

One year later, my second son,

Gabriel, joined the family.
As a military wife, I moved every few years from Korea
to New Jersey, to Georgia, to Ohio, to West Germany, and
finally to Fort Huachuca, Arizona.

Here my husband left the

active duty army to become a computer engineer on Fort
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Huachuca.

Today he remains employed with the Department of

Defense, a Lieutenant Colonel with an officer's reserve
commission.

We make our home in Sierra Vista where our

three sons attend the public schools, play musical
instruments, are active in church and civic organizations,
and one speaks both English and Korean.

Over the past 20

years I have helped many Korean women and their children
with English and Korean lessons as well as family counseling.
I teach classes and assist as a court interpreter.

This

experience has opened my eyes to several concerns Korean
wives experience as immigrant military spouses.

My concern

for the well being of Korean-American military children
informed this research project.

Influence of Researcher's Personal History

While stationed at various military installations with
my husband since 1984, I observed that many children of
Korean American heritage seemed somehow distant from their
Korean mothers.
Korean language.

These children were unable to speak the
I wondered how these children communicated

with their Korean mothers.
A Catholic nun brought this concern to my attention in
a church program on Fort Huachuca.

As a religious director
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on military posts, Sister Marie has taught youth groups for
more then 15 years.

Numerous times she observed how Korean-

American biracial children seemed to have more problems than
other children in her classes.

I worked with Sister Marie

in a religious outreach program, but we were unable to
elicit responses from parents or children, many of whom were
Korean American, living on the post.

When I mentioned to

Sister Marie that I planned to research language loss, she
suggested I study Korean-American biracial children.
In 1992, when my husband left the army, I began
attending a local church with a large Korean population.
The pastor was also Korean.

I began teaching in their

Korean language program, which met every Saturday.

The

program offered two-hour classes in conversational Korean on
several levels.

Pupils in the classes ranged in age from

kindergarten through high school.

The administrator placed

students in classes based on their language proficiency from
oral interviews with students and parents.
One day, when students were commenting on how hard it
was to learn Korean, I tried to elicit compassion for the
students' mothers by saying, "Now you know how hard it is
for your mother to learn English."

In response, one of my

female students remarked that for the most part her mother

was just lazy because she did not try to learn English.
Being a mother myself, I wondered if my sons made the same
comments about me.

At that time, I tried to explain to the

student just how hard it was to learn English as a second
language: (I recalled English classes and ten years of
forced integration into American culture as both frustrating
and infuriating).

But in the back of my mind I agreed with

her:"We can learn English if we apply ourselves to the
task."

I wondered just why these Korean mothers did not

want to master English so they could better communicate with
their children.
In 1994, I started my graduate studies, in part to
better understand the American school system my children
were attending.
stereotype.

Perhaps, unconsciously, I feared the

I really did not want my children to see me as

the girl in the Saturday church language school saw her
mother--"lazy."

At that time, I perceived language as

merely a communication tool.

I had the simplistic view that

if I could speak English more fluently, my children would be
proud of me.

During the course of my graduate studies,

following a course with Dr. Joshua Fishman, my question
changed from "Why did Korean mothers not make an effort to
learn English for better communication with their children?"
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to "Why is it that Korean mothers fail to foster and
maintain the Korean language in their children?

Why is the

language loss in this local Korean-American community the
norm for children in a family with one native-Korean parent?
This dissertation is the study of Korean-American
children's language loss and how this loss affects both the
children and the Korean-speaking mothers living in
Southeastern Arizona.

I am a Korean mother with three

Korean-American boys; I want to give my sons opportunities
for the best quality of life possible.

I did not foster

bilingualism in my two oldest sons based on the advice of
speech therapists, but I expect to avoid language loss with
my third son, now six years old.

I want to help my older

boys with identity issues that seem to plague other KoreanAmerican children.
To understand why Korean-American children of service
personnel children fail to maintain oral and written
literacy in the mother's language, I studied children of
Korean native mothers whose fathers are U.S. citizens,
Caucasian, and native English speakers in the U.S. military.
These children lost Korean as their first language, and
their mothers lost communication with their children because
the mothers were unable to bring their English fluency up to
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the level of their children.

The questions I answer in this

research include: Why do Korea-American children in mixedrace military families prefer not to develop bilingual
proficiency?

What prompts mothers not to foster mother-

tongue transmission in their children?

How is the identity

of these children affected by this LI language loss?

How

has Korean language loss affected the relationship between
mother and child?

My Personal Interest

When my two older boys were pre-school age, I decided
not to speak to them in Korean because the German speech
therapist, to whom we were referred in Germany, said that
using both English (my husband's LI) and Korean (my LI) in
the home together would cause cognitive-linguistic confusion.
This did not make sense to me, so I asked for a second
opinion from an American speech therapist.

She told me that

it was fine for a child to learn both languages at the same
time, but I should speak in Korean first, and then repeat
the same sentence in English so they could learn the two
phonetic/syntactic/semantic codes as parallels.

I tried

this method for a while, but the idiomatic nature of the
languages, and the fact that they didn't correlate exactly
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was very frustrating.

"No two languages are ever

sufficiently similar to be considered as representing the
same social reality" (Sapir cited in Hinton, 1992, p. 209).
Not only that, but my English level was no where close to my
Korean level, so it was not possible for me to translate my
entire Korean conversation into Standard English.

So I gave

up trying to teach my children using this parallel approach.
I began speaking English exclusively, despite the fact that
my English was not as good as my Korean.
I have since learned that I was given false information
by both therapists.

This led me to question how Korean-

American families in my community made language decisions.
Several observations at churches and in public shopping
locations indicated that most Korean-American children only
speak English, even to the mother who may not use English
fluently.
My overall goal for this endeavor was to identify
causes of language loss and effects of this loss on the
children.

Why is the absence of mother tongue transmission

from parent to child in most Korean American families the
norm?

In B. L. Kim's (1988) "The Language Situation of

Korean Americans" I read that Korean-American parents, in
general, have a high degree of openness toward the American
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acculturation process (B. L. Kim, 1988, p. 268).

They want

their children to succeed academically and socially.

In the

Korean-American community in Sierra Vista, this openness
manifests itself by parents not implementing mother-tongue
transmission.

Even mothers who understand little English

prefer their children speak English in order to "blend in."
The Korean mother gives up her Korean self for her
children's assimilation.

Confucianism, which is a cultural

part of Korean society, stresses harmony--a "balance of
opposites to form the perfect circle" (Crane, 1967, p. 4) .
I would think, therefore, it would be healthier for Korean
mothers to harmonize with American culture than to displace
the Korean self by denying her own language, yet socio
economic forces mandate the opposite.
Do Korean-Americans unequivocally desire that their
children speak both languages?
contradictory.

The answers are

One survey shows that 99% of Korean-American

parents say they prefer their children speak Korean at home,
while a different survey reports 57% preferred their
children speak only English at home (B. L. Kim, 1988).
ambivalence seems typical of the struggle I experienced.
Because I wondered whether my experience could be
extrapolated to the larger Korean-American community in

This

sierra Vista, Arizona, I designed this study to shed light
on these issues.

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Korean Immigration to the United States

Since the turn of the century, over 700,000 Koreans
have immigrated into the United States (Weinberg, 1997).
The year 1903 marked the start of Korean immigration into
the United States when 65 boatloads of Koreans (7,226 total)
immigrated to Hawaii to help pick sugarcane (Hurh, 1984).
The greater influx of Korean immigrants into the United
States took place after the passage of the Immigration and
Naturalization Act of 1965.

The Act signified the dawn of

racial and ethnic equality in U.S. immigration policy.
During this period, a 12-fold increase occurred in the
number of Koreans entering the United States (B. L. Kim,
1988).
These immigrant groups have been classified by jobs,
pay, and educational levels (H. J. Moon, 1999; Weinberg,
1997; Choy, 1979), yet relatively few references were found
(to include estimated numbers) describing the over 100,000
Korean women who came to the U.S. as wives of American
service men.

Another estimated 100,000 Korean immigrants

came over as adopted children (Kim et al., 1997) .

This
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means a large percentage of the Korean immigrants on record
arrived in America as dependents of military spouses or
children of those spouses.

This significant number of

Korean immigrants creates an important sub-population in
many cities near military bases.

As long as the U.S.

military remains in Korea, these numbers will continue.
Teachers and military social workers find the stories of
these immigrants important.
Research of language loss of Korean-American children
raised in military families, where the mother is a Korean
immigrant and the father is an American serviceman, will
help teachers and the military understand this group of
forgotten immigrants.

Problems/Issues of Servicemen's Korean Wives
and Children

This study investigates some effects of immigration on
bicultural children of American servicemen who brought
Korean wives to the U.S.

It concentrates on problems the

children face following language loss once Korean women
leave Korea.

When assimilation is studied, these Amerisian

children or their mothers' problems cannot be ignored.

It

is not known how many Amerisian children came to the United
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States or were born in America after 1953 (Pang, 1995) as
the population has remained nearly invisible except near
military posts.
Korean wives of American servicemen face many new
problems when they come to the United States:
. . . Besides the usual problems most immigrants face,
such as culture shock and the language difficulty, the
Korean . . . [wives] faced additional challenges,
which the early Korean immigrants never had to face.
Both American and Korean cultures are not immediately
open to racially-mixed couples, especially when there
are so many barriers to understanding such as
differences in language, customs, manners, and
traditions, as well as matters of social status and
educational level. As a result, interracial couples
found themselves isolated from both American and
Korean communities with attendant pressures leading to
unhappiness, dissatisfaction, and other stresses in
family life. (H. J. Moon, 1999, p. 7)
As Shin (1987) observes, over and above these problems
Korean wives suffer duration or period-related problems
when soldiers are away.

Children are not hard to

communicate with when they are young, but as children grow
to adolescence, their thought processes mature.
Communication then becomes harder because the outside
majority culture changes their concept of the world.

B.

Kim (in Shin, 1987) reports that a majority of Korean women
who married American Servicemen came to the U.S. in the
1970s and the early 1980s.

They generally experienced
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conflicts in their interactions with their children.

Shin

(1987) argues that these women experienced more
difficulties than normal in their relationships with their
young adult children based on cultural and communication
conflicts.

Shin concludes that "disappointments and

unhappy relationships with their children could devastate
their already precarious marital/family lives" (p. 270).
In the U.S. the Korean wives of servicemen often face
a negative portrayal in the media, which stereo types Asian
females as prostitutes and massage girls (H. J. Moon, 1999) .
This social message hurts both mother and child as they
strive to establish a middle-class position in a Christian
community.

When the mother interacts with school officials

and city service providers, these preconceived ideas cause
American women to disrespect Korean wives and their
children.

This may lower the children's opinions about the

Korean culture and language, as well as about their own
mother's position in the U.S.
Because of the isolation Korean wives endure,
cultivation of bilingualism is difficult.

Language loss or

the lack of development of a bilingual LI among the children
becomes a concern.

Children born in Korea may use Korean as

their first language, but those born in the U.S. will not.
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Social isolation, the language barrier between mother and
child, problems establishing a child's identity, and
negative stereotyping arrest the family's social maturation.
The child's loss of the mother's language creates
communication barriers even at the intimate level.

The

children are both language minority and racial minority
children with distinguishing physical features of Asians.
These facts compound the problems Korean-American children
face in the community and in the school.

Even though

studies show positive benefits to bilingualism, some
teachers often erroneously suggest to the parents that they
only speak English at home to improve children's English
ability, to reduce confusion and to improve their chances of
doing better in school (Chang et al., 1995).

Purpose of This Study

The central aim of this study is to explore Korean
American bicultural children's perceptions of their language
loss experiences to see how that loss affected their lives.
Their perception of what led to their Korean language loss
and how this language loss' affected their cultural and
social identities is investigated, as well as how language
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loss affected the relationship between these Korean mothers
and their bicultural children.
The researcher's interest is informed by researchers
who have investigated language loss and language shift
(Fishman, 1991; Gal,1979; Giles et al.,1977; Grosjean,1982;
Hinton, 1994; Veltman, 1983; Wong Fillmore, 1991).

Of

special interest are the causes and effects of individual
language loss in Korean-bilingual environments in the
vicinity of United States military bases.

Families observed

in this study were composed of a Korean mother and an
American military father, who may speak some limited Korean
or none at all.
The researcher's interest was piqued when reading "When
Learning a Second Language Means Losing the First" (Lily
Wong Fillmore, 1991) and "What Happens when Languages are
Lost?" (Lily Wong Fillmore, 1996).

From the time Fishman

(1966, 1991) studied language maintenance and language shift
to the present, the rate of language shift away from the
parent's non-English tongue has changed from occurring in
three generations to occurring in two (Crawford, 1991) .
Wong Fillmore (1996), Crawford (1995), Gal (1979), and
initially Hakuta (1986) observe that not only internal
forces but also external forces cause language loss.

There
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is evidence that many language minority mothers abandon
mother-tongue transmission due to a vague feeling that by
continuing the home language they may damage or confuse the
child and make his or her assimilation into the majority
community harder (Hinton, 1994).
Most interesting to the research is language loss on
the personal oral level, the intimate register enjoyed by
parents and children outside the area of formal academic
literacy.

Fishman (1991) says in order to maintain a

minority language in this society, it is necessary to be a
balanced bilingual.

In this context that means both parents

and children use a particular language in a particular
domain.

In this way the Korean language can be maintained

as an intimate home language between children and mothers.
This study has implications for Korean adopted children,
particularly those in families where one parent is American
and the other Korean.

Both parents make culturally-based

decisions as to language maintenance.

Cultural diversity is

accepted in military mores, yet bilingualism is not
encouraged in mixed-culture environments because economic
transactions occur in English.

The child's complete

education is one of those all English socio-economic
transactions.
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Research Questions

In Sierra Vista, evidence that parents want their
children to learn Korean is shown through the high
registration of Korean American children into Korean
language programs taught through the local churches (nearly
100 children are registered).

The high rate of registration

shows that many of the Korean parents (especially mothers)
in the Sierra Vista area want their children to learn the
Korean language.

Mothers have the expectation that a school

program is the answer, yet the languages spoken in KoreanAmerican homes remain problematic.

To address this issue

three research questions are considered:
1.

What situations/events lead to first language

(Korean) loss for Korean-American children in mixed-race
marriages?
2.

What effect does language loss have on the Korean-

American children's social and cultural identity?
3.

What effect does first language loss have on the

relationship between the Korean-speaking mother and the
Korean-American children?
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Potential Significance of the Study

The study will be important and potentially significant
to three groups:
1. Parents of Korean-American children,
2. American educators of children with first languages
different from English, and
3 . Korean-American children with backgrounds similar
to the ones interviewed.
Parents of Korean-American children and ultimately the
children themselves should derive the most benefit from such
considerations.
It is important to know the dynamics of mixed-racial
families.

Why do parents make decisions to teach or not

teach their children the Korean mother's native language in
a bicultural family?

It is of equal importance to consider

the price that must be paid later by Korean mothers who
decide not to maintain the Korean LI with their children
(Cunningham-Andersson & Andersson, 1999) .

Children also

need to see the full ramifications of LI loss to understand
the depth of the resulting outcomes.

This study may help

inform parents in bilingual homes of common myths (Bain,
1996; Hakuta, 1986) and assist newly arriving immigrants in
making well-informed decisions on whether to implement

mother-tongue transmissions in both languages from a child's
birth.
Bilingual educators and parents can gain insight into
common feelings of Korean-American children regarding
language loss.

Hopefully Korean mothers will realize that

their children may appreciate speaking both languages to
both parents.

Not only will bilingualism lead to positive

cognitive benefits (Bain & Yu, 1980)--which may not be
readily apparent to Korean American children or to their
parents--but by constructing a positive identity, benefits
also accrue.

Fishman (1991) holds that language and

identity are inseparable in a person.
This information is also important for educators in the
local area where many Korean-American students attend public
schools.

Educators still influence parents often with

inaccurate information (myths) (Chang et al., 1995; Cummins,
1991).

The study may help teachers understand that being

bilingual actually boosts a child's self-esteem, and
cognitive development (Bain & Yu, 1980; Dopke, 1992).

The

study may ultimately help bilingual children who struggle
with literacy to succeed in school.
This information is of interest to biracial KoreanAmerican students and Korean adopted children, who often
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suffer identity problems.

The biracial Korean-American and

monoracial Korean students interviewed had evidently
reflected deeply on the interview questions, which the
researcher ensured they read before the interview.

As a

result, the researcher found many shared views, feelings,
problems, and insights with these children concerning
language loss in American culture.

Organization of the Study

Chapter 1 describes the relevant background information,
lists the research questions, and gives the purpose and
significance of the study.
historical and social issues.

Chapter 2 reviews associated
Chapter 3 covers the

theoretical framework, and summarizes the related literature.
Chapter 4 describes the research methodology and design.
Chapters 5 through 8 present qualitative case studies of the
four participants: Michael, Jim, Paul, and Lucy.

These

chapters include (a) introduction and personal history, (b)
participants' perceptions of language experiences, (c)
participants' perceptions of identity, and (d) participants'
perceptions of relationships with their mothers.
presents a cross analysis of data.

Chapter 9

Chapter 10 presents

conclusions, implications, and recommendations for further

study.

Chapter 11 covers personal reflections of the

researcher, the bilinguals' stories, the problems and
difficulties experienced by a U.S. military serviceman'
wife, and final thoughts on solutions.

CHAPTER 2
HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND

This chapter covers the history of Korea, Korean
immigration, and history of the Korean language.

This

includes the social background of Korean wives married to
American servicemen as well as the social background of the
servicemen.

Introduction to Korea and Its Language History

Geographically, the Korean peninsula, 620 miles in
length, juts southward from the northeastern part of the
Asian Continent.

Politically, modern day Korea is divided

by the Demilitarized Zone, near the 38th parallel, into
North and South Korea.
China and Russia.

Korea shares a border with both

Citizens in North and South Korea speak

a common language, divided by more or less standard
dialects.
In writing the Korean syllable structure, one uses an
alphabet of unique characters quite different from English
orthography.

Korean has 10 basic vowels and 14 basic

consonants (Korean Overseas Information Service, 1991).
Until Hangul, the Korean syllabic alphabet system,
created in the 15th century, Koreans used Chinese

characters to represent their written language.

Over time

Korean borrowed a significant number of Chinese characters
to represent abstract concepts and intellectual subjects.
Although Chinese characters retain the same meaning in
written Korean, the pronunciations of these characters
differ from the Chinese originals (B. L. Kim, 1988).
Korean underwent change during the Yi Dynasty (13921909).

Korean experienced a second language shift during

the early 1900s with the Japanese occupation that lasted 36
years.

In an effort to uproot the Korean culture and

language, the Japanese Occupational Government mandated the
use of the Japanese language in all Korean schools.

After

the Japanese surrender in 1945, Koreans were successful in
reversing the language shift in their homeland (B. L. Kim,
1988).

Korean History

As with the beginning of many ancient civilizations,
we trace Korea to a mythical figure, a king. Tun'gunwanggom
(Choy, 1979).

He was the son of a god and of a woman from

a bear-totem clan who founded a tribal state about 2333
B.C.

This tribe lived between the Taedong River in what is

now North Korea and the Liao River in southern Manchuria.

Eventually the people grew into what is presently the
populace of the entire Korean peninsula (Choy, 1979; Rees,
1988).
After being conquered by the Chinese during the Han
dynasty (108 B.C.) the Korean nation broke away from China
around 3 00 A.D. to form three distinct kingdoms: Koguryo,
Paekche, and Silla.

Silla eventually united the three

kingdoms under one ruler.

Silla reached its peak of power

about 760 A.D. and after several power struggles, modern
day Korea was ultimately united under General Yi Song-gye
of the Koryo Kingdom (935-1392).

The first Yi king, King

Taejo, replaced Buddhism with Confucianism as the state
religion.

He set up a Confucian school system, which

trained his scholar-officials (basically civil servants
called "y^i^gtian") to help run the government.
The yangban made up the second highest social strata,
with only the king and the royal family above it.

The

third strata were the landed gentry, followed by peasants
and slaves.

The king's change to Confucianism was a

political move to make it easier to manage the country and
to legitimize his position as king since, according to
Confucian thought, the king had a "mandate from Heaven"
(Weinberg, 1997).

During the Yi dynasty, Confucian thought
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gained a foothold.

This thought remains prevalent, but

Buddhism is the religion of the people.
Reviewing a few key concepts in Confucianism can help
explain why Korean women retain their personal value system
in the U.S.

Confucianism is a philosophy, which among

other things, espouses a hierarchical structure with regard
to relationships and harmony in life.

Specifically with

regard to relationships, in the words of Julia Chung
(1981) :
. . . Where dogma and morals are concerned,
Confucianism identified the two in its teaching of
Jen--the virtue of humanity, a universal virtue
underlying all the particular ones regarding the five
moral bonds, father-son, ruler-subject, husband-wife,
elder and younger brother and friends, (p. 9)
Korean women are raised with the Confucian value that the
wife is subject to her husband, and it is her duty to take
good care of him, listen to him, and remain obedient to
him.

Consequently, Korean wives can abandon their culture

to cling to their husbands'.

This may be one reason that

some Korean wives never begin to teach children of mixed
parentage Korean if the husband speaks only English.
Around the fifth century B.C., when Confucianism was
defined, women were not socially significant.

In the five

moral bonds, women are only mentioned once, and their worth
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is measured in how they relate to their husbands.

When

Confucius talks about women, he equates them with the
"little people" (i.e., people who had little impact on the
world such as peasants and poor people) (D. G. Kim. 1979).
Traditionally education, which was extremely important for
men, was reserved only for aristocrats.

Korean society

gave women and the "little people" little exposure to
education or to choice of life style.

Korean parents urge

women to marry and to remain married.

Traditionally, their

only status comes through their husband.
Korea's first real contact with the west was with the
United States.

In 1882 the United States agreed to come to

Korea's aid if attacked by a third power.

The agreement

was negotiated to deter Japan's ambitions with regard to
colonizing Korea.

Unfortunately, when Japan defeated China

and made Korea a protectorate under the Protectorate Treaty
of 1905, the United States did not protest, despite the
1882 treaty, because President Theodore Roosevelt was proJapanese (Weinberg, 1997).
Under the Protectorate Treaty, Japan absorbed the
Korean ministry of education and began converting Korean
schools into instruments of foreign policy.

Their prime

goal was to replace Korean with Japanese as the language of
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instruction in the common schools.
if they used Korean in school.

Children were punished

It was forbidden to use

Korean in government affairs, schooling, and newspapers.
Even so, Koreans went underground to write books in the
Korean language; members of the Korean Language Society
were jailed for trying to compile a Korean dictionary.
Near the end of the occupation, more than half the people
in some of the largest cities spoke and wrote Japanese well
(Weinberg, 1997).
Japan used the education system to convert resources
to educate Japanese children while devoting less to the
education of Korean children.

By the time independence

arrived in 1945, the end of World War II, half of Korea's
school-age children were not attending elementary school,
and only a tiny minority were attending secondary schools
and college.

After liberation from Japan and the end of

the Korean War (1953), the Korean government rebuilt the
country of South Korea, but the Korean national government
refused to fully fund expansion of the school system for
all the children.

The education system relied on tuition

and private schools.

Not until 1970 was free elementary

schooling available to every child who needed it (Wienberg,
1997, p. 81).
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Because of the influence of Confucianism, education
was emphasized for males.

Many families became destitute

trying to educate their sons, while daughters remained
unschooled.

The family's rationale was that when a son

succeeded, he would care for and bring honor to the family.
Unlike a son, a daughter would belong to someone else's
family; married, she belonged to the family of her husband.
This meant that even in the same family, the boy might
attend school, but the girls would not.

Thus, many Korean

girls, including some who became wives of American service
men, had little schooling and a low social status.
Immediately after World War II, President Franklin
Roosevelt wanted a trusteeship for Korea, but almost every
political faction opposed the idea.

The trusteeship would

probably not have been feasible anyway because of world
events following World War II.

While General Douglas

MacArthur was busy with the Japanese surrender. General
I. M. Chistaikov and his 25*^'^ Army from Russia, marched into
Korea, eventually entering Pyongyang.

MacArthur's General

Order No. 1 implied that coming any lower than the 3 8*^^
parallel was a provocative gesture.

Just below the

parallel he had planned to receive the surrender of Japan's
holdings in Korea.
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Eventually, Russia's communist government built up
North Korea's military until they attacked South Korea in
June of 1950.

General MacArthur responded after the

communists pushed far down into the Korean peninsula.

He

pushed them back to around the 3 8^^^ parallel and created a
truce, which is still in place (Choy, 1979; Rees, 1988).
To enforce the truce, the United States left a
substantial force to help deter Communist aggression.

As

of August 2000, the United States has about 37,000 troops
stationed in South Korea (President Kim, 2000).

North and

South Korea are divided around the 38*^^^ parallel with a
demilitarized zone between them.

Technically, the two

nations are still at war.

Immigration History and Characterization of Korean Wives
of American Servicemen

Asian wives of American service men (and through them
their children and adopted children) are forgotten
immigrants in the United States.

The bitter, twisted roots

of the story leading to their immigration dates back to the
1660s with enactment of anti-miscegenation laws.

The

arrival of Koreans in significant numbers began around the
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turn of the 20*^^^ century (Dudley, 1997) when over 700,000
Koreans immigrated into the United States (Weinberg, 1997).
To enable American service men to marry foreign
spouses, the war bride act was passed in 1945.

This

allowed service members a loophole around antimiscegenation laws.

Consequently, many Asian spouses came

to the United States because servicemen were stationed
throughout Asia.
children.

This resulted in the birth of Amerasian

The U.S. Supreme Court threw out the anti-

miscegenation laws in 1967 opening doors to more mixed
families.
The families are categorized by job, pay, and level of
education in several reports (Choy, 1979; H. J. Moon, 1999;
Weinberg, 1997) .

Yet I found relatively few references or

numbers classifying the women who came as wives of American
service men or Korean children adopted by American service
men.

These dependent immigrants are not included in

statistical classifications of immigrants since they are
recorded as "dependents to military spouses."

This

population has also been ignored in much of the linguistic
and educational literature.

Consequently, a significant

number of Korean immigrants remain a problematic subpopulation in cities and schools near military bases.

Japanese colonization between 1910 to 1945 resulted in
Korea being divided into two "countries," South and North
Korea.

The Korean War (between North and South) drew the

U.S. military into south Korea in 1950.

Consequently,

poverty and unemployment led many Korean women to attach
themselves to American servicemen as an opportunity for
economic security (Lie, 1995).

Their low political/social

status, during and immediately after the Japanese
occupation, coupled with traditional gender roles
encouraged many young Korean women to marry American
service men.

Social status and financial security continue

to affect decisions women in the "service economy" make
regarding family and immigration.

To improve their socio

economic position, many Korean women willingly leave family
and home culture for America.
Though S. B. Lee (1987) says "the majority of
transcultural couples achieve a happy married life" (p.
87), many external forces work against a relationship
between Korean women and American servicemen husbands.
Many Koreans and Americans look with distaste on Korean
women who date Americans.

Both cultures consider them

"business girls" (prostitutes) whose only goal in life is
to get to the United States (Ratliff et al., 1978) .
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However, B. L. Kim (in Shin, 1987) says women who
marry American servicemen come from all walks of Korean
life.
Some women were employed as clerical, sales, or
service workers at the military bases before meeting
their future husbands, while others met their husbands
outside the bases through work or introduction by
friends. Many women were war orphans, daughters of
poor farmers. North Korean refugees, or highly
ambitious persons from low income families, (pp. 249250)
Shin (1987) points out that unlike their American husbands,
the wives, in marrying their American husbands or even
going to work around Americans, entered an irreversible
situation.

Once they worked for Americans they were

usually, from that point on, regarded with contempt and
suspicion.
Without wealth and family support, there were not many
options for women after the war. They could become
housemaids, manual laborers in extremely low paying
sweat shops, or workers in service/ entertainment
oriented places such as bars, saloons, restaurants,
inns, and boarding houses. Most such jobs were
regarded by Koreans almost as slavery although no
social stigma was attached. One of the few
alternatives was employment in "GI towns." For
poorly-educated women from poverty-stricken
backgrounds, the contempt and suspicion they were
likely to be accorded by family and community as a
result of working in GI towns was not an
insurmountable problem. (Shin, 1987, p. 250)
Shin (1987) argues that Korean women who married American
serviceman faced other problems.
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. . . Interracially married Korean women would be
caught in the quintuple crossfire of sexism,
assimilation difficulties, racial discrimination,
interracial marriage, and residential instability
associated with the military careers of their spouses,
(p. 262)
A majority of Korean women tended to avoid contact
with American service men except under the strictest of
guidelines (i.e. with some sort of chaperone or to well
advertised well known parties given by friends) to avoid
the "a substantial social stigma" (Shin, 1987, p. 260).
Moreover, those Korean women who work as "hostesses"
or "dancers," in entertainment and service-oriented
places where most clients are American soldiers would
generally be regarded as "untouchables." or
individuals who had violated traditional "taboos"
which hold that any woman with a decent family
background would not date a foreigner. Hence, many of
the Korean women engaged in such undesirable
professions would be in desperate situations and face
limited possibilities for "returning" to "acceptable"
courses of life. In fact, the only way out of the
hopeless life setting is to marry American servicemen.
(Shin, 1987, p. 260)
Why Korean women marry American servicemen is subject
to controversy.
exchange theory.

Shin posits what is called the hypergamyKorean women marry to gain status,

economic security, and other benefits, and in exchange the
American husband gains a young, sexual beauty with
traditional values who is both compliant and loyal (Shin,
1987).

At least this is the perception at the beginning of
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the marriage.

More than half the women who marry American

servicemen are indeed much younger than their spouses
according to one study (Shin, 1987).
The perception on both sides may be valid relative to
other things in the beginning of the marriage, but social
factors affect both partners and alter their perceptions of
the other.

The servicemen marrying Korean women are on the

average enlisted men between 19 and 23 years.
represent a low military rank.

Most

Due to a soldier's access

to scarce American goods and services only sold on post, he
appears financially "well to do" in Korea.

When he returns

to the United States his low economic status sometimes
becomes more apparent (Ratliff et al., 1978; Shin, 1987).
This reality greets women soon left behind as husbands
deploy to Europe or other locations.

The female's

inability to adapt to American culture alone puts a stress
on some marriages that often leads to divorce.
Many reasons contribute to some Korean women's
inability to adapt to U.S. culture.

Not the least of which

is, in a number of cases, a low educational level.

Shin

(1987) indicates that a majority of the wives of American
service men come from the lower socio-economic strata of
Korean society.

A study by the army in Korea (Ratliff et
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al . , 1978) indicates that 66% of Korean wives of American
service men had obtained less than a sixth grade education.
Changes in the traditional way of thinking and
improvements in the Korean economy have raised the average
education level of women across Korea since 1980.

Because

of this, more recently, women who marry American service
men are both better educated and better able to speak
English fluently with their children.

Background and Characterization of American Army Enlisted
Soldiers Who Marry Korean Women

In July of 1973 the all-volunteer army made its debut
in the United States during anti-war protests across
University campuses.

In 1975 the Vietnam war ended.

In

1980 and 1987 studies on "Social Representation in the U.S.
Military" found the volunteers fundamentally different from
their "selected" predecessors.

Characteristics of recruits

were summarized in a report, October 1989.

These

demographics are representative of the U.S. servicemen who
are the fathers in my study.

Only one 58 year old entered

the army during the draft era.
One army study, used zip codes to determine the average
income for a soldier's geographic area.

The CBO study
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(1989) found "Male recruits are drawn disproportionately
from lower-income areas, although not to a marked degree"
(p. 42).

On the average, families of active-duty recruits

made 4% less than the national average in 1980 (i.e.,
families that army recruits came from made $21,824 average
income while the average family income was $22,661 (p. 40).
In the area of education only 54.5% of the volunteers
held a high school diploma or greater education in 1980.
By 1987, 91% held a high school or greater education based
on mandatory army GED classes.

More than half of those who

did have diplomas scored in the lower two (out of five)
classifications of a service administered test called the
AFQT (The Congress of the U.S., Congressional Budget
Office, 1989, p. 63).
J. H. Moon's study (1999) indicates that of soldiers
with Korean wives

. . almost half of American soldiers

came from unstable families resulting from death,
desertion, separation, divorce, and marital conflict" (p.
8).

Other sociological sources support the conjecture that

soldiers who take Korean wives are, in a significant number
of cases, divorced and lonely when they arrive in Korea (B.
W. Ratliff et al., 1978).

Given the mix of low self

esteem, low levels of education, and low social status of

both soldiers and non-English speaking wives, it is easy
understand how conflicts in the marriage could lead to
frustrations, misunderstandings, and even abuse once the
couple returns to the U.S.
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CHAPTER 3
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter reviews research on language loss,
language shift, immigrant assimilation, and theories
concerning identity.

Theoretical research foundations

address connections between language maintenance or loss,
culture, and identity as well as socio-economic issues
facing Korean immigrants married to the U.S. military.
The theoretical framework informing this research
derives from the various studies of LI language loss in a
L2 submersion environment (Fishman, 1991; Kouritzin, 1999;
Veltman, 1983; Wong Fillmore 1996, 1991). The theoretical
frame work of "Minoritized" populations in the dominant
society comes from Erving Goffman (1963) and Paulo Freire
(1998).

Identity and Associated Issues

Stuart Hall (1996) suggests that identification, the
creation of one's identity, is an ongoing lifetime process,
which does not end with adolescence.

Identity is

. . . constructed on the back of a recognition of some
common origin or shared characteristics with another
person or group, or with an ideal, and with the
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natural closure of solidarity and allegiance
established on this foundation, (p. 4)
With regard to identity, Hall argues that:
[I]dentities are about questions of using the
resources of history, language, and culture in the
process of becoming rather than being; not "who we
are" or "where we came from" so much as what we might
become, how we have been represented and how that
bears on how we might represent ourselves, (p. 4)
By this, he means our "identities" help determine how we
react to certain situations, and that reaction may change
from week to week because of a profound experience.

One

such profound experience may occur if a person finds he or
she is stigmatized by a social institution like school.
This perception impacts a person's identity and makes that
person react in a much different way than members of the
majority culture may react to that event or situation.
Erving Goffman (1963), a former professor of sociology
at both UC Berkley and the University of Pennsylvania,
defined stigma as "an attribute that is deeply
discrediting" (p. 3).

In Goffman's book. Stigma: Notes on

the Management of Spoiled Identity, he was concerned with
the study of stigmatized individuals and their relationship
to so called "normal" groups.

Asian Americans, (in this

case Korean Americans), if the majority white race is taken
as the norm, are often a stigmatized minority.

We can see
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that there is a clear division, at least in the mind of
some "Americans," between Asian Americans and "normal
Americans."

Bill Handel, a popular morning DJ for KFI-AM,

one of the nation's most listened to talk radio stations,
said;
You know, I'm tired of the Kristi Yamaguchis and the
Michelle Kwans! They're not America . . . when I look
at a box of Wheaties, I don't want to see eyes that
are slanted and Oriental and almond shaped, I want to
see American eyes looking at me. (Lin in Tuan, 1999,
p. 185)
People of Asian American ancestry are acutely aware of
what Goffman calls their social identity.

He holds that

there are two types of social identity--virtual social
identity and actual social identity.

Virtual social

identity is based on making certain assumptions of what an
individual should be.

The actual social identity includes

the "category and attributes he could in fact be proved to
possess" (p. 2).

Goffman argues that the actual social

identity is sometimes different from the virtual social
identity.

Social identity, in the context of our research,

is closely related to the ego identity or felt identity,
"namely, the subjective sense of his own situation and his
own continuity and character that an individual comes to

obtain as a result of his various social experiences" (p.
105).
Forms of social identity and ego identity must be
differentiated from the third and final type of identity
Goffman discusses--personal identity.

Personal identity i

the external identity we are all acquainted with.

It is

the unique combination of history and identifiers such as
fingerprints and photos that come to be attached to an
individual (Goffman, 1963).

In this study we are mainly

interested in social identity for Korean wives and their
grown children.
The image projected by this virtual identity is a
problem many Asian Americans confront.

American teachers

perceive Asian American children will be successful in the
school environment with little thought as to the social
factors of racism facing these children.
affect them.

Prejudice does

Most educators have not considered how

racism's manifestations affect children.

Rex (1986, in

Katz, 1996) defines the situation where "people are
regularly and systematically discriminated against . . .
but where no overt racism is evident . . . [as]
'institutional racism'"(p. 9).

Erica Sherover-Marcuses

(1986) says that there need not be any discernible example
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of discrimination for a person of color to feel the results
of racial oppression.

Similarly Goffman (1963) states:

The special situation of the stigmatized is that
society tells him he is a member of the wider group,
which means he is a normal human being, but that he is
also "different" in some degree, and that it would be
foolish to deny this difference, (p. 123)
A lifetime of racist experiences has the lasting
effect of making the oppressed group feel inadequate, out
of place, and discriminated against even when no one is
currently mistreating them.

This lasting memory of

mistreatment is what Sherover-Marcuse (1986) calls
internalized oppression.
The concept of internalized oppression is built on the
theoretical framework found in the works of Paulo Freire
(1998) and Memmi(1965).

Freire's study centers on the

perceptions of illiterate peasants in South America and the
dynamics of the oppressor/oppressed relationship.
Freire, an Brazilian educator, observes that the
oppressed oftentimes have fatalistic attitudes toward their
situation.

They think they are fated to their situation

until they eventually "discover" their likeness to their
oppressor and their own consciousness.

This fatalism may

cause them to strike out at others in their same oppressed
group for the smallest of reasons.

However, he also says:
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At a certain point in their existential experience the
oppressed feel an irresistible attraction towards the
oppressors and their way of life. Sharing this way of
life becomes an overpowering aspiration. In their
alienation, the oppressed want at any cost to resemble
the oppressors, to imitate them, to follow them.
(Freire, 1998, p. 44)
This creates what Freire calls the "duality of the
oppressed" where the oppressed "are at the same time
themselves and the oppressor whose image they have
internalized" (p. 43).

In an effort to become like the

oppressor they work hard to distance themselves from the
social identity imposed on them by the dominant society.
Eventually, at some level, the oppressed also internalize
the opinion that the oppressors have of them and they come
to distrust themselves and other members of their cultural
group.
Freire discusses a solution for drawing the oppressed
out from under their oppressors.

The solution starts in

the oppressed person's perception of social place.

They

must understand that in trying to become like their
oppressors, they destroy themselves.

They must take action

against this perception by first believing in themselves
and being totally committed to recreating their true self
and their humanity (Freire, 1998).
of personal pride.

They must gain a sense
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The philosopher, Albert Memmi's (1965) work examines a
situation similar to Freire's--the dynamics between the
colonizer and the colonized from the perspective of the
colonized.

Albert Memmi was himself a Tunisian under

French colonial rule who attended the Sorbonne in Paris.
Freire's duality of the oppressed finds its parallel in
Memmi's work;
The colonized does not seek merely to enrich himself
with the colonizer's virtues. In the name of what he
hopes to become, he sets his mind on impoverishing
himself, tearing himself away from his true self. The
crushing of the colonized is included among the
colonizer's values. As soon as the colonized adopts
those values, he similarly adopts his own
condemnation, (p. 121)
Moreover, the oppressed turns away from his arts, his
music, his language, his entire tradition.

"His linguistic

ambiguity is the symbol and one of the major causes of his
cultural ambiguity" (p. 108).

Memmi also talks about the

colonized's self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy and
admiration for his conqueror in spite of himself.

Memmi

observes that in order to be assimilated, it is not enough
for the colonized to leave their own group; they must
endeavor to enter another, the colonizer's group, only to
be rebuffed.

Consequently, the low-status immigrant faces
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discrimination throughout life, married or single, child or
mother, living in a new culture.
Similar to Freire, Memmi also has a solution for the
liberation of the colonized.

The colonized begins her

liberation by recreating herself and discovering her own
dignity.

She must be committed to working to recover her

own humanity, to gain confidence in herself and her
culture, and realize the positive worth of both cultures
for her children's self image.
Neither Freire nor Memmi's work specifically mentions
identity issues or language shift/language loss issues for
immigrants, but many of their concepts can be applied to
the framework of this study as their ideas parallel the
social situation of Korean immigrants.
Identity for an Asian American can be a very complex
matter.

Some Asian Americans feel that when people see

them they consider them studious or nerdy, so many Korean
students try to distance themselves from this stereotype
(Osajima, 1993; Wei, 1993).

In Osajima's (1993) study, the

Asian Americans tried hard to distance themselves from the
stereotypical Asian image.

One Korean American student

mentioned in his study was uncomfortable around other less
"Americanized" Koreans.

He felt disgust toward other
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Asians in general who had not assimilated to "the American
ideal."

Osajima cites the case of a Filipino boy and a boy

of mixed Japanese Caucasian heritage who were embarrassed
about their Asian ancestry.
This is in keeping with Goffman's statement that "in
fact, self-hate and self-derogation can occur when only he
[the stigmatized person] and a mirror are about" (p. 7).
One student of Chinese ancestry, in Osajima's study, felt
people might be looking at him and judging him as someone
Chinese, so he was constantly looking around to see if
someone was watching him.

Goffman says:

The stigmatized individual may find that he feels
unsure of how we normals [in our case the dominate
majority] will identify him and receive him . . . Thus
in the stigmatized arises the sense of not knowing
what the others present are "really" thinking about
him. (pp. 13-14)
When confronted about their Asian ancestry, Osajima's
subjects employed various strategies to deal with fear of
conflict.

With regard to their own self-image, some simply

tried not to think of themselves as Asian.
derogatory name, they simply ignored it.

When called a
Others tried to

avoid contact with anyone "[l]acking the salutary feed-back
of daily social intercourse with others, the self-isolate
can become suspicious, depressed, hostile, anxious, and
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bewildered" (Goffman, 1963, p. 13).

Another strategy, more

in line with the solution Freire offers, is to talk with
others of similar ancestry and learn that you are not alone
in your quest for self identity--that being Asian is not
such a bad thing.

Specifically, to overcome oppression,

Freire posits that the oppressed must learn to believe in
themselves and in one another and to build a sense of
positive cultural identity.
Along with belief in one another comes interaction
with members of that group and with members of the majority
group.

Tanaka et al. (1998) postulates two things about

Asian Americans.

First, group requirement dictates the

behavior of each member, positively or negatively, within
the larger social environment.

Second, social forces make

group membership important for the individual.

Korean

children deserve contact with other Korean-American
children in the school and community setting.
The first postulate's relation to identity is
amplified by an observation made by Steel (1991):
Identity is not the same thing as the fact of
membership in a collective; it is rather, a form of
self-definition, facilitated by images of what we wish
our membership in the collective to mean. (Steel,
1991, p. 96)
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Tanaka (1998) found that an ethnic group becomes more
visible and cohesive if there is a large degree of
homogeneity within a group, where that group is immersed in
a more heterogeneous context.

This helps them form

"stronger differentiations among out-groups, which, in
turn, should make in-group ethnic identity more salient"
(Tanaka, 1998, p. 30).

If a more homogeneous social

context is assumed with a majority in-group and a more
heterogeneous ethnic out-group, the social forces might
cause one of two things to occur.

First, the individual

can become closer to the majority in the group and not
develop an ethnic self-identity, or create links within his
or her heterogeneous out group which lend themselves to
creating a stronger ethnic self identity (Tanaka, 1998).
Helena J. Herschel (in Maria P. P. Root, 1997) notes:
Identity is a social construction in any society.
What may differ are the dimensions around which one is
marginalized . . . [and] . . . our identities are
necessarily affected by the meaning of representation
that individuals have of one another, (p. 33)
This concept brings us to the issue of marginality.
According to Root (1997), marginality is a problem most
Asian Americans face but more so with Amerasians or
biracial Asian Americans.

Marginality for Asian Americans

entering the American culture is the "in-betweeness" they
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experience because they stand apart from two cultures.
Korean children feel they don't really fit into either
their home culture or the majority European culture praised
in school (S. H. Lee, 1996).
R. E. Park (192 8) uses the term "marginal man" to
describe an individual living in two different cultural
worlds.

E. V. Stonequist (1937), a student of Park's, made

the term popular, with a negative perspective.

He

describes the marginal man as one:
Who is poised in psychological uncertainty between two
or more social worlds; reflecting in his soul the
discords and harmonies, repulsions and attractions of
these worlds, one of which is often "dominant" over
the other; within which membership is implicitly based
on birth or ancestry (race or nationality); and where
exclusion removes the individual from a system of
group relations, (p. 8)
According to Jan Weisman (1996), a racially mixed person
may be marginalized, in the sense put forward by
Stonequist, if that person is blocked from membership in
their racial reference group.

Weisman adds that it appears

usual for racially mixed children to reject one parent
group while being unable to obtain acceptance from the
other parent group.

C. C. I. Hall (1992) distinguishes

between (a) a marginal person--one who is "biologically or
culturally from two or more races or cultures," and (b)
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marginal status--which "exists when an individual occupies
a position somewhere between cultures but does not wholly
belong to any."

And finally, (c) marginal personality--

which exists "when he or she has trouble dealing with the
marginal status position" (Hall, 1992, p. 251).

Hall notes

that some people living in the United States
. . . must live in two worlds as people of color who
are living in white America. This group has at least
three identity choices: to identify with their ethnic
group, to identify with the White group, or to meld
with the two into a third (sometimes "hyphenated")
identity, such as Japanese American (or JapaneseAmerican) . (p. 251)
The term Amerasian was first coined in Pearl S. Buck's
book. East Wind, West Wind, referring to children with
Asian mothers and American fathers left fatherless in Asia.
Maria P. P. Root (1997) found that succeeding generations
of ethnic minorities in the United States intermarried at a
higher rate.

She points out that most Americans feel that

a "pure race" exists even though there are more and more
racially mixed people in every community.

Root also states

that the majority of Americans attempt to classify
Amerasians as Asian American thereby marginalizing them.
Because the majority of Americans don't consider KoreanAmerican children true Americans, these children share the
confusion Amerasians have with their identity.

Root cites
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the fact that they are often mistaken for other races
including Latino, Native American, and Polynesian.

To help

alleviate this confusion. Root suggests that:
In order for many multiracial people to make peace
with themselves, they must individually construct a
reality that allows for duality and multiplicity, with
an awareness that one may be perceived and categorized
very differently than one perceives one's self. (p.
33)
A history professor, Paul R. Spickard (1997), holds
that this double identity, combined with issues of
ethnicity and nationality, is more an issue to people of
multiple ancestries.

He finds that people other than

themselves are constantly defining them as "the other."
Spickard argues that choosing a biracial identity is
healthier for most people of mixed heritage than being
forced to make an artificial choice.

He points out that

family support is crucial in helping people make identity
choices.
A clinical psychologist, George K. Kich's (1992)
research characterized the three stages of biracial and
bicultural identity development.

He characterizes stage

one as the awareness of differentness and dissonance.
"Biracial people describe being seen as "different" as
generally involving an experience of dissonance" (p. 306).
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He characterizes stage two as the time of struggle for
acceptance.

Finally, he describes the last stage as self-

acceptance and assertion of an interracial identity as a
positive thing, a complete identity.
Rebecca Chiyoko King (1997) observes that socially
constructed racial formation has four levels.
like gender, is something that one 'does.'

First "race,

It is something

that you actively practice in your everyday life" (p. 114).
Second, a mixed-race person may think that he or she is a
particular race and use this to strategize to gain
acceptance.

What he or she achieves will be limited by

whether or not others "legitimize" or "authenticate" his or
her identity.

To amplify King says;

In this sense, mixed-race people are never fully
authenticated because they don't see themselves as
fitting into the existing racial order, nor are they
recognized as such by others. They may then use
"markers" or cues" such as language, behavior or
dress, as a way to convince people of their
racial/ethnic authenticity, (p. 115)
Third, racial formation occurs not only from
interactivity between individuals but between groups.
Finally, racial formation is both relational and
hierarchical.

Some racial categories are mutually

exclusive (i.e., you can belong to one but not to any
other).

We say that it is hierarchical since power is not
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equally distributed among racial groups or even among
members of those groups.
King also discusses the process of redefinition of
race and the three levels at which defining occurs.
first level,

At the

. . mixed race people must manage the clash

between the perceptions they have of themselves and the
perceptions others have of them" (p. 115).

At the second

level, "... this clash leads mixed-race people to
"compensate" in order to gain authentication by others" (p.
115).

At the third and final level,

. . their continued

assertion of their right to be part of a group forces the
wider community to collectively redefine what it means to
be a member of that group" (p. 115).
King found that the Japanese pageant contestants
supported the assertion ". . . that culture and language
are the true ways to tell if someone is Japanese, not race"
(p. 120).
Much of the identity problem Asian American and
biracial people face can be linked to native language use.
Fishman (1991) says, "The destruction of a language is the
destruction of a rooted identity" (p. 4).

The following

discussion (Young, 1998) is presented in Struggling to be
heard: The unmet needs of Asian Pacific American children.
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Young (1998) sees the formation of ethnic identity as
having four stages:
Avoidance "where ethnic issues such as alienation,
discrimination, racism, and identity are not dealt
with" (p. 63).
Marginality where there is a marked commitment toward
one's identity with little exploration of one's
ethnicity.
values.

One's ethnic identity is based on parental

Conflict between two cultural worldviews is

often denied or not dealt with.

Likewise, individuals

who have not faced much discrimination may not have
dealt with bicultural conflict (Phinney, 1989 cited in
Young, 1998).
negative.

Self-identity may be either positive or

Negative views from the dominant culture

are often internalized and taken as one's own (pp. 6364).
Self-Identity Exploration is marked with active
resolution of the conflict between the dominant group
and the ethnic group.

The individual goes through a

period of exploration of heritage and ethnicity.

It

is marked with experimentation within one's own ethnic
community.

Experimentation may take the form of
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language learning.

Participation in religious

activities, or travel to the "old country" (p. 64).
Self acceptance "finds the individual internalizing
the personalizing ethnic identity" (pp. 64-65).
At this point his or her formation of identity is
stable and for the most part complete.
Identity problems arise in the third stage of identity
development.

The identity problem (with some insight on

how language is involved) and the key to its resolution is
nicely summed up by Young (1998):
Loss of heritage can be especially painful and
embarrassing because the student is unable to justify
ethnicity on objective grounds (unable to speak the
language, for example). The sense of cultural being
is based on a subjective feeling of belonging that is
constantly challenged. A sense of conflict may arise
because of a combination of shame toward home culture,
inability to assimilate, being rejected as an American
by peers, and discrimination. In order to resolve
such conflicts, Asian Pacific American children often
actively explore their cultures, especially during the
adolescent years. Participation in cultural
activities becomes important as a source of pride.
The immersion process can be both painful and a
relief. It can be painful because children may place
guilt on the parents for not actively supporting
cultural maintenance or blame White society for
supporting an assimilationist policy that considers
Asian and Pacific Islanders as inferior, (p. 71)
As is apparent from this discussion, that loss of one's
home language, the native mother tongue, is one phenomenon
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that might exacerbate the identity crisis for an adolescent
who cannot discuss personal problems with a parent.

Mother

does not understand or speak English well, and Father is
away with the military.

The Importance of Language and Its Relation to Culture

Language is inextricably linked to thought, cognitive
development, and culture.

Vygotsky, a Russian

psychologist, (1896-1934) studied the link between language
and thought.

Vygotsky stated that, "Thought undergoes many

changes as it turns into speech.

It does not merely find

expression in speech; it finds its reality and form" (p.
219).

Hinton (1994), a distinguished linguist who directed

the Survey of Callfornian and other Indian languages for UC
Berkley in the late 1970s, believes that language
influences a strong sense of cultural identity and thought.
Hinton (1994) says, "Language has the power to shape our
perception of the world."

This is known as the linguistic

relativity hypothesis [also the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis]-saying "language influences our thought, our world view"
(p. 61).
Both culture and thought are linked to identity: how
people feel about themselves and with whom they identify.
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Hinton (1994) states "Language embodies and expresses
culture, values, and social identity" (p. 192).

For this

reason, using the mother's home language influences a
child's self-image and cultural identification.

Crawford

(1995) says that the loss of one's native language robs one
of pride and identity and alienates a child from cultural
roots, while giving him/her little or nothing in return.

Causes of Language Shift

Language shifts have continued since language/cultural
contact allowed for assimilation of diverse groups from
different geographic areas.

Ancient Egyptians shifted to

Arabic after the conquest of Muslim armies in the seventh
century.

Many factors, mainly socio-economic conditions,

lead to language shifts.

Language shifting follows

economic development globally and demonstrates social and
cultural evolution.

Studying etymology and phonology

allows us to trace the paths of immigration over time and
distance.

The Japanese and Koreans each developed separate

languages from a common ancestor (Korean Overseas
Information Service, 1991).

English developed from the

mixing of Old Anglo-Saxon with Celtic dialects, French and
Latin.

Latin itself evolved into Italian.

Unfortunately,
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current language shifts are occurring at a more rapid rate
in the 21st Century than they did in even the 20th Century
(Grosjean, 1982).

Only recently have linguists and

sociologists become interested in the effects of language
shift and/or language loss on people who lose the first
language at the individual home level.
The causes of language shift/or maintenance following
immigration are tied to economic status as well as personal
status for the ethnically different minority speaker.
Socio-linguistic studies usually describe why language
shift does or does not occur and why some groups retain a
first language when others do not (Fishman, 1966).
Related study also includes the process and the results of
language attrition (Dressier, 1991; Seliger & Vago, 1991),
language loss (De Bot & Weltens, 1991), language death
(Dorian, 1986), language change (Anderson, 1982; Cooper,
1982), and language spread (Cooper, 1982).
The study of language spread is related to the study
of language shift across natural routes of immigration over
time, i.e., British Americans brought English to New
England and eventually incorporated this European tongue
into the culture of indigenous Native Americans.

Studies

of large, historic language shifts differ in perspective

from recent studies on language shifting among minority
groups joining a majority culture--outsiders forced by
economic necessity to adjust to a powerful new system of
trade and communication.

Cooper (1982) says one difference

between the two types of studies can be appreciated by
realizing that, "Although language shift can occur without
language spread, most studies of language maintenance and
language shift have focused on situations in which one
language was advancing or threatening to advance and
another language was retreating or under threat" (p. 26),
"whereas studies of language spread focus upon the waxing
language"(Fishman, 1977, cited in Cooper, 1982, p. 26) .
Obviously, the intent of these two groups of researchers
differs.

In this study we are concerned with recent loss

of language among individuals in a minority language group—
-a group with physically distinguishing features who
immigrate into a majority culture.

Some Korean women wish

to assimilate but do not enter from a strong social,
educational, or economic status position.
Language shift is described in several different ways
in the literature.

Veltman (1983) defines language shift

as "linguistic emigration"(p. 12).

A linguistic emigrant
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. . . a person who takes up residence outside the area
in which his [or her] linguistic group of origin
resides. S/He may be considered to have left that
group if s/he participates primarily in the life of
some other language group, (p. 11)
S/He may cease to participate actively in the life of the
minority language group of origin and begin to participate
only in the life of the English language (majority) group
(Veltman, 1983) for personal reasons.

On the contrary,

linguistic immigrants leave the language group of origin,
which is a majority language/culture to join a minority
language/culture.

Veltman concludes that linguistic

immigration is rare except in specific occupations such as
missionaries or doctors who purposely join a minority
culture to influence the life style of the people.

Within

American culture generally, military culture is considered
an identifiable minority culture.
Fishman, considered the father of socio-linguistics,
(1972) defines language shift as:
The relationship between change (or stability) in
language usage patterns, on the one hand, and ongoing
psychological, social, or cultural processes, on the
other hand, in populations that utilize more than one
speech variety for intra-group or for inter-group
purposes, (p. 76)
Fishman (1991) discusses different instances of
language shift reversal and reviews the lessons learned
from groups who have successfully resisted language shift
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to a majority language or even successfully reversed
language shift.
Fishman (1966) and his colleagues compiled research
papers on language loyalty to enumerate the mechanisms that
certain language groups use to help stimulate mother tongue
transmission and to help maintain language proficiency and
the state of language proficiency of certain minority
groups in the United states.
At one extreme, we see a language group characterized
by what may be called language retention, a situation that
has been defined by Fishman and his colleagues (1966) as
"language loyalty" (Veltman, 1983).

The stronger the

language loyalty, (and the power position of the local
culture) the stronger the language retention.

Language

retention is the polar opposite of anglicisation.

In

anglicisation "a language group . . . lose[s] all of its
members through linguistic assimilation (emigration) to
another group, all persons of the given mother tongue
coming to speak the language of some other group" (Veltman,
1983, p. 16).

Then, language shift is the shift from

retention toward anglicisation.

An emigrant's degree of

language shift can be thought to exist somewhere on the
continuum between total retention and anglicisation.
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Veltman (1983) divides the types of bilinguals that
arise as a result of migration to the United States into
three types; Simple bilingual, English bilingual, and
English monolingual.

"'Simple bilingualism' describes the

linguistic situation of persons who generally retain their
mother tongue as their principal language of use but who
also speak English." Veltman associates English
bilingualism with:
Persons of minority language background [who] come to
speak English with a relative high degree of fluency .
. . [who] make English their privileged vehicle of
communication . . . [and who] subordinate their mother
tongue to the status of a second language, more or
less frequently spoken according to the context or the
situation in which the person finds himself. (Veltman,
p. 17)
Finally, Veltman talks about English monolingualism
where
. . . a certain number of persons may cease to speak
their mother tongue on a regular basis. That is to
say, that they may continue to speak it in very
specialized settings, but they do so with less and
less frequency . . . [or they] may not speak it at
all. (Veltman, 1983, p. 18)
Veltman says that English bilingualism and English
monolingualism as he defines each, lead to the same result
in the second generation; namely,

. . children of such

persons will have English for their mother tongue"
(Veltman. p. 19).

He explains that this is
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intergenerational language shift precipitated by a movement
toward anglcisation for socio-economic assimilation.
Giles, Bourhis, and Taylor (1977) designed a model to
systematize the factors operating to influence language
shift either positively (language maintenance or of the
minority language toward extended use) or negatively (shift
toward the majority language).

The main factors involved

are status, demographics, and institutional support.

These

factors combine to make a compound factor called
ethnolinguistic vitality.

The factor described as "status"

concerns three types of status: economic, social, sociohistorical, and language.

The demographic factor, of

course, concerns the number of speakers and their
geographic distribution.

The third and final factor

concerns institutional support factors of mass media and
education.
Giles et al. (1977) says:
[The] vitality of an ethnolinguistic group is that
which makes a group likely to behave as a distinctive
and active collective entity in intergroup situations.
Conversely, the more vitality a linguistic group has,
the more likely it will survive and thrive as a
collective entity in an intergroup context" (p. 308).
With regard to the dominated language, the implication
is that high vitality will lead to maintenance or shift
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towards use in an increased number of domains whereas low
vitality will result in a shift toward the dominate
language, or, in some cases toward some more prestigious
vernacular.
Gaarder, Kloss, Fishman, and Haugens list numerous
factors affecting language shift and language maintenance;
Grosjean (1982) compiled a general list from these sources
and summarized as follows: Whether or not language shift
wins over language maintenance depends on social aspects,
attitudes of minority and majority cultures, (and
ultimately the individual) toward the minority language,
use of languages for either general or specific purposes
(e.g., just for religious services or just in the home
etc.), government policy, and other factors which include
periods of nationalism, the assimilative power of the
majority group to socialize the new comers, and cultural
support by the foreign state.

Of these, Grosjean argues

that educational policy, periods of American nationalism,
and the assimilative power of American society are the
three factors which have most impacted the language shift
in the United States of all immigrants who wish to
assimilate children into the new socio-economic milieu.
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One classic study of the process and cause of language
shift was completed in Oberwart by Susan Gal.

Gal (1979)

studied the process of language shift in the small Austrian
-Hungarian (German language) border town of Oberwart.

She

showed that predominantly socio-economic factors led to
language shift from a 400-year history of a balanced
German-Hungarian bilingual community to a language
environment leaning heavily toward German.

The reason that

the population favored German derived from a change in how
the townspeople wanted to "present themselves in
interaction" (Gal, 1979, p. xi).

So the change was made to

facilitate an identity to improve their socio-economic
status.

The German language was associated with power and

status.
Another interesting study of the cause and process of
language shift outside the United States is by Hofman and
Fisherman (1972).

The study is set in Israel (1961), and

involves language shift from Yiddish, German, and Rumanian
toward Hebrew.

Once again the researchers found that the

language shift was mainly due to socio-economic pressures.
The older generation tended to speak their immigrant
language whereas the younger generation almost always
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preferred to speak Hebrew though they were quite capable of
speaking "their parent's" immigrant language.

Recent Studies of Language Loss

Studies of language attrition, language change, and
language loss concern mostly linguistic properties and are
mostly linguistic in nature (Cooper, 1982, Kouritzin,
1999); they openly describe the process (Kouritzin, 1999).
Van Els (as cited in De Bot, Gommans, & Rossing, 1991)
distinguishes four different types of non-pathological
language loss.
1) Loss of LI in an LI environment, e.g., first language
loss by aging people;
2) Loss of LI in an L2 environment, e.g., loss of native
languages by immigrants;
3) Loss of L2 in an LI environment, e.g., foreign
language loss;
4) Loss of L2 in an L2 environment, e.g., second language
loss by aging migrants.(p. 87)
Study of the individual language loss of LI in an L2
environment is recent (De Bot, Gommans, & Rossing, 1991).
Most of the research in this area reflects whole immigrant
groups rather than individuals in one location.

Jaspaert

and Kroon (1989) define language loss as "a form of
language change that causes potential communication

problems between individuals and the community of which
they consider themselves" (p. 80).

Appel and Muysken

(1987) see language loss occurring "... when a language
is reduced in its function, which happens in the case of
shift toward the majority language, [when] generally
speakers will become less proficient in it" (p. 33).
Most of the individual language loss research is
linguistic in nature addressing the process of language
loss during assimilation (Kouritzin, 1999) .

Kaufman and

Aronoff (1991) studied the developmental attrition of
Hebrew in an English dominant environment.

Their study on

the effect of attrition on the lexicon, syntax, morphology,
and phonology of the children's Hebrew showed how children
reconstructed their Hebrew language's verbal system.
Atenberg's(1991) study on grammatical influences on GermanEnglish bilinguals argues that LI grammar attrition under
L2 influences is very common.

For example, they studied

how word order and verb usage of the L2 influence the LI of
the immigrant.
Dorian (1986) looked at compensation in low
proficiency speakers of Gaelic with regard to syntax as
well as some troublesome morphological structures.

Seliger

(1991) .studied LI attrition in the context of bilingualism
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and the process that leads to a reduction in grammar
conformity.

The creation of new forms in other areas of

grammar in the LI while L2 is developing interested
Seliger.

El Aissati (1997) assessed the language loss

process among native speakers of Morrocan Arabic in the
Netherlands from a sentence processing, phonological, and
plural formation perspective.

Maher (1991) studied three

indigenous and three immigrant communities to record how
case endings changed from generation one through generation
four.

He talked about how noun, determiner, word order,

and adjective-noun concurred; number agreement on the
adjective and verb changed or disappeared by the fourth
generation.
The above studies catalogue the more or less
mechanical results of language loss, but we are more
interested in the effects of language loss on an
individual's social identity and personal story.

We will

cover topics related to this in the next section.

Study of Cause and Effect of Language Loss

Traditionally, it is an accepted premise that
immigrant language loss occurs in three or more generations
(Crawford, 1991; Fishman, 1991).

Because language loss

occurs across generations, the process appeared seamless
and painless (Kouritzin, 1999).

In the United States, with

the bombardment of mass media and dispersed ethnic minority
groups, language loss now occurs much more rapidly (Wong
Fillmore, 1991).

Why does language loss now occur between

parents and children in one or two generations among
Korean-Americans?
Psychologists discuss conflict between immigrants'
parents and children based on language barriers (Berrol,
1995; Choy, 1979; Leung, 1997; Park, 1999).

"In many

families, children and parents understood neither each
other's words nor the meanings behind them" (Berrol, p.
91).
Crawford (1995) says

"Language loss can destroy a

sense of self-worth, limiting human potential, and
complicating efforts to solve other problems, such as
poverty, family breakdown, school failure, and substance
abuse" (p. 35).

He also describes the loss of language as

the loss of "intellectual diversity" (p. 33).

Hinton

(1994) argues, "The loss of a people's cultural heritage
and traditional values brings about great despair . . .
Many people feel the loss of language as a loss of personal
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history, a loss of identity.

There is a sense of

loneliness, of yearning for lost meaning, lost values"
(p. 221).

When children cannot understand parents, the

whole loss of kinship understanding follows.
Historic studies describe causes of language loss
generally, but very little research explains both cause and
effect of language loss at the personal level for specific
minority groups.

Wong Fillmore (1991) and her colleagues

conducted a national survey of language minority families
whose children attended preschool.

They subsequently

completed a study on children of minority language homes
who attended preschool, children who used the language of
the home for instruction, and for bilingual instruction or
English only instruction.

Wong Fillmore (1991) was

interested in the effect of instruction on children's
language patterns.

Their findings showed a negative change

in the language used at home.

They used more English at

home if the children received English-only instruction
compared to children who attended instruction in which they
were using their home language for formal learning in
school (a bilingual program).

In the following passage,

Wong Fillmore describes the effect of what is lost:
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When parents are unable to talk to their children,
they cannot easily convey to them their values,
beliefs, understanding, or wisdom about how to cope.
They cannot teach them about the meaning of work, or
about personal responsibility, or what it means to be
a moral or ethical person in a world with too many
choices and too few guideposts to follow. What is
lost are the bits of advice, the consejos parents
should be able to offer children in their everyday
interactions with them. Talk is a crucial link
between parents and children: It is how parents impart
their cultures to their children and enable them to
become the kind of men and women they want them to be.
When parents lose the means for socializing and
influencing their children, rifts develop and families
lose the intimacy that comes from shared beliefs and
understandings, (p. 343)
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CHAPTER 4
METHODOLOGY

This chapter records the methodology employed in
conducting qualitative case studies with four KoreanAmerican grown children to explore the research questions:
1.

What situations/events lead to first language

(Korean) loss for Korean-American children in mixed-race
marriages?
2.

What effect does language loss have on the

children's social and cultural identity?
3.

What effect does first language loss have on the

relationship between the Korean-speaking mother and the
Korean American children?
This chapter will cover setting, selection of
participants, design/procedures, and analysis of data.

Setting

Sierra Vista, a city with a population of about
45,000, is located 75 miles southeast of Tucson, Arizona,
(the closest metropolitan center), outside Fort Huachuca, a
United States Army base.

Because of its proximity to the

Mexican Border, the largest segment of the non-Caucasian,
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minority population is Mexican-American.
largest minority population is Korean.

The second

According to

estimates from the two largest Korean churches, there are
approximately 800 Korean-Americans living in Sierra Vista.
Of this number approximately 250 are children.

About 150

of the females are of childbearing age reports two pastors
in the Korean community.
The situation in the Korean community in Sierra Vista
is fundamentally different from other, larger Korean
communities in Los Angeles or New York City.

In large

Korean-American communities such as Los Angeles, the
immigrant society is characterized by families whose
parents are both Korean.

The composition of Korean-

American family structure is somewhat different in Sierra
Vista.

Besides the typical Korean immigrant families,

there are a number of transient military families that
belong to the Korean American community.

In these

families, the parents differ in ethnic background, with the
mother usually being Korean and the father some other
minority status (Black, Hispanic, and Filipino) or even
majority "white" status.

Further, there are a number of

military-retired families who share the same
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characteristics as the transient Korean American military
families--the wife is Korean.
Much of the community life of Koreans in this area
concentrates around the local churches.

Two Presbyterian

churches, one Full Gospel church, and a Baptist church
exist to serve the needs of Korean Protestants.
also a Korean Catholic prayer group.

There is

These community

groups are important because demographically, a
disproportionate number of Koreans of a Christian
denomination are immigrating to the United States.

In

1988, nearly 70% of all the Koreans immigrating to the
United States were Christians, compared to the fact that
only 12% of the population in Korea were Christian during
this same time (B. L. Kim, 1988).

Participants
I

met my participants through the Korean community

churches, in various Korean managed businesses, and through
my former Korean language students. Since

I

have been a

member of this Korean community for the past 10 years, I
know many members.

Through initial informal interviews, I

selected people who were willing to participate in my study
and who fit my criteria for participation.

Eventually, I

selected four young adult participants.

The following

paragraphs outline my selection criteria.
To avoid conflict with family members I met Paul,
Michael, and Jim separately at the local city library, a
mid-town location upon which we agreed.

The Sierra Vista

Library recently moved from its old location to a new
building near city hall.
well-lit study rooms.

The new building has numerous

I chose one of the study rooms as

the location for the interviews.

I could record in the

room without any disturbances from family, friends, or
outsiders.
The interview with Lucy Magruder took place in a hous
on the north side of Sierra Vista which was evidently a
hangout for a number of Asian-American young adults who
share rent.

The house is an average-sized three-bedroom

home with two and one-half baths, and a front and backyard
The kitchen, living room, and dining area were linked
together.

About three or four people were watching TV and

talking quietly in the living area while I sat at the
dining room table interviewing Lucy.
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Selection Criteria

For the participants: (a) I required that their mother
be a native born Korean and their father be an American
service man at one time stationed in Korea.

(b) I

selected participants who were 18 years of age or older
since getting consent from some parents was problematic.
Adults have the ability and experience to reflect upon
events and outcomes of their childhood.

(c) I also

selected participants who reported that Korean was their
first language.

(d) I specifically excluded any of the

current students of the Korean language class I taught at
the community college due to any teacher-student power
relationship that might exist.

Because of this

relationship, some students might not be as open to
revealing their story in the interview (Seidman, 1991).
All names of participants in this study are pseudonyms.
Originally, I wanted to interview both mother and
child in the same family, but it was found that this was
rarely possible. Most of the potential participants no
longer live in this community as the military moves
families regularly.

In addition to this, many families

leave Sierra Vista because they are ill at ease in the
small town atmosphere.

My preference for mothers with
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children 18 years or older limited my choices to those
remaining in the local area.

I assume that some mothers I

wanted to interview probably did not want to be interviewed
for fear of "losing face," a phenomenon discussed in the
literature (Crane, 1967), by having to answer questions
which might embarrass them.
Some of the participants who had moved away I
contacted through e-mail, but most of their replies lacked
depth.

I was only able to interview two mother/child pairs

in the same family (only one pair was from a family that
experienced language loss).

Of the other interviewees,

either the children or the parents no longer live in this
area, or they did not choose to participate.

This being

the case, I was forced to interview only the grown
children.
To obtain different perspectives, I selected one 28year-old male--Michael, one 26-year-old male--Paul, one 27year-old male—Jim, as well as one 21-year-old female, Lucy.
Michael, Jim, Paul, and Lucy experienced language loss at
an early age.

The mother's education level was not a

criterion for selection, but all of the participants
selected happened to have mothers with less than a middle
school education.

During this time in Korean history many
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women were denied basic educational opportunities due to
beliefs based on Confucianism, or as an artifact from
policies enacted during the Japanese occupation in Korea
(Weinberg, 1997) .
All interviews took place between February and
September of 2000.

Follow up conversations and interviews

took place between June 2000 and September 2001.

Design and Procedure

I used a case study research design.

I chose this

approach since I was most interested in a particular set of
cases involving language loss/retention, the causes and
effects, influences on the relationship between Korean
mothers and their Korean-American adult children, and the
influence on the identity formation of Korean-American
adult children connected to U.S. military personnel.
In addition, my approach used in this research is
qualitative:
[I] seek answers to questions that stress how social
experience is created and given meaning. In contrast,
quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and
analysis of causal relationships between variables,
not processes. Inquiry is purported to be within a
value-free framework. (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 4)

I chose the interview as the best data collection
method because I am interested in the experiences, the
stories, and the voices of particular Korean-American adult
children connected to U.S. military personnel.

I looked

for what children thought their experiences meant to them
personally (Seidman, 1991).

The specific methodological

procedures I used included audio-taped interviews with
adult Korean-American children as well as follow-up
conversations using field notes and/or researcher's journal
notes.
Though I had a predetermined set of questions, I did
not ask the questions in a set order.

Interviews were

informal, unstructured, and were conversational to build
trust and to facilitate a relaxed, open response from the
participants.

Through interviews with participants, I

hoped to gain their perspective on their language loss
experience and the effect that experience had on their
perception of relationships with their mothers.
Each interview took two to four hours.

If any

additional questions surfaced after the interview or
clarification of things on the taped interview was needed,
I conducted a follow-up conversation and took field notes.
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I initially contacted each participant via phone to
explain the study.

I followed up of sending the research

questions to Michael via e-mail.

Lucy, Paul, and Jim did

not have e-mail accounts, so I initially met and handed
each one a printed copy of the questions prior to the
actual interview.

I wanted my four participants to think

about the questions before we met so they could reflect
long and well and hopefully articulate their answers
analytically.

The language I used for the four

participants' interviews was English since the participants
did not speak Korean except for a few words.
I used open-ended questions as suggested by Seidman
(1991) .

I tried to listen more and talk less as well as

not interrupt yet do careful follow-up probes.

I

concentrated on getting the interviewees to use their
voices to tell their own stories. When the meaning was not
clear, I clarified questions.

I did not record when a

person said either she/he had a difficult time continuing,
or if they wished to stop and talk about something
unrelated.

I tried to create a conversational atmosphere

while including all interview items.

"The conversational

model, familiar and comfortable to all respondents, is most
likely to elicit the trust, confidence, and ease among
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respondents necessary for yielding elaborate, subtle, and
valid data" (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 179) .
Occasionally we an experience in a frank and personal way
to help them reconstruct their story (Seidman, 1991).
I maintained a researcher's log which contained
interesting points on my subjects and on my interpretation
of reflections.

My entries were usually made immediately

after I returned home.

Analysis of Data

LeCompte and Preissle (1993) report that:
Qualitative researchers analyze data throughout the
study rather than relegating analysis to a period
following data collection. Because of this, analysis
is linked with choices of theoretical frameworks,
selection strategies, and data collection methods.
(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 238)
I began my initial analysis by reviewing the research
proposal and constantly revisiting my research questions
throughout the data collection period.

I was constantly

analyzing the data for emerging patterns.

When I noted

revelations forming a pattern, I noted this in the margins
of the transcripts and underlined relevant passages as
quotes to include.

I was at the same time reading

supporting literature to discover theoretical underpinnings
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with which to corroborate the data.

I was constantly

reviewing the literature and taking notes on germane
information.
To ensure this qualitative case study will be useful
to other researchers, I focused on ensuring the criteria
of trustworthiness and authenticity were met (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994).

First, trustworthiness--how credible is

the portrayal of the constructed reality?

If one tries to

reproduce this study, will the perceptions be similar to
other Korean-military family settings?

Second,

authenticity--do the observations "contain a high degree of
internal coherence, plausibility, and correspondence to
what readers recognize from their own experiences and from
other realistic and factual texts, they accord the work
(and the research on which it is based)" (Adler & Adler,
1994, p. 381).
To ensure trustworthiness and authenticity I used
several approaches.

First, I used several different

sources of data. I interviewed a representative cross
section of the children parented in a mixed-race marriage
in the Sierra Vista community.
at least high school graduates.

All of the participants are
Michael is a biracial

Korean-American male college graduate.

Jim is an adopted,
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native-born Korean (ethnically monoracial Korean)
participant.

Paul is a biracial Korean-American male

currently in prison for a DUI violation.
biracial Korean-American female.

Lucy is a

Second, I queried

numerous perspective subjects informally.

I subsequently

four participants who had a first language of Korean and
who had experienced language loss were selected.

Third, I

talked to participants and to their parents informally.

I

took field notes to verify and clarify the information in
the interviews.

Fourth, I thoroughly documented my

research methods and presented a true research environment
so other "researchers can use the results to compare to
other studies addressing related issues" (LeCompte &
Preissle, 1993, p. 348).
I present each of the participants as individual case
studies in the next four chapters.

In Chapter 8 a cross

analysis of the four cases is completed to answer the
research questions.
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CHAPTER 5
A CASE STUDY OF MICHAEL BOOKMAN: "MAN WITHOUT A LAND"

Michael: Introduction and Personal History

I met Michael through his father, a member of the
church I attended.

I had not met Michael before the

initial interview, but eight years before I knew about his
first wedding in a local Korean church, as I was an
acquaintance of his mother, Mrs. Bookman.

I wasn't invited

to his wedding as I was just teaching my Korean language
class at the church.

When I called Michael, he said he was

willing to participate in the study, but I had an
impression that he was actually more interested in finding
out who this Korean woman was who was attempting to earn a
Ph.D.
Michael, a successful computer scientist, is employed
as a civil servant by the U.S. Army.
Bookman) is Korean.

His mother (Mrs.

His father is a first generation

Ukrainian immigrant who moved to the United States at an
early age; he also experienced language loss.

His father

and mother met and married while his father was stationed
in Korea.

Michael was born in Korea in 1971 when his

father was an enlisted man.

His father was assigned to
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Korea a total of four times.

Michael, his sister, and his

mother accompanied Mr. Bookman on one tour.

His father

retired after 30 years at the rank of Sergeant Major,
around 1995.
Michael spent three years in the Marine Corps after
which he took advantage of military educational benefits to
obtain a Bachelors of Science (BS) in Computer Science.
Upon graduation he returned to this city and was hired on
the military base in a federal technical job.

He is

currently working on an Masters of Science (MS) in Computer
Science.

Michael is the most educated participant in this

study.
In his personal life, Michael has experienced two
divorces.

He has one daughter from the first marriage.

His ex-wife, who is Caucasian, remarried and has custody of
his daughter.

His mother, Mrs. Bookman, cares for his

daughter during her summer visitation while Michael works
and attends classes.

His second marriage (which also ended

in divorce in 1998) was to a young lady of Korean-American
biracial extraction.
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Michael's Recollections of His Language Experiences
Including Language Loss

One of the first things Michael remembers about his
language was what prompted the loss of Korean:
. . . And my mom is Korean, of course, and . . . she
stopped speaking Korean to me very early [about age
five].

I remember speaking Korean all the way up to

almost starting school.

And then that stopped in the

house and we forgot it soon after; and, and it's kind
of amazing especially how you think, and it's like you
lived and you existed in and, somehow we forgot it, my
sister and me. (Interview with Michael)
Michael will recall this same experience when he speaks
about his sister.
America that

It is not uncommon among immigrants to

. . some parents are concerned that their

children may be at a disadvantage if they do not speak or
understand the majority language very well before starting
kindergarten or pre-school" (Cunningham-Anderson, 1999, p.
13) .
After, Mom stop speaking Korean in the house, and the
funny thing is that we lost the language despite the
fact that my father was always gone on REFORGERs
[military training in Germany]--gone on exercises

[which is just what general military training is
called].

See?

We didn't have a very strong English-

speaking element in the house.

But I guess we picked

up through our peers, my sister and I.

Because we

spent lots of time playing with kids in our
neighborhood but Mom never, ever spoke Korean unless
she was angry.
were (Smile).

And I still remember what those words
(Interview with Michael)

This passage validates Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba's
conjecture that "language change for children is influenced
by their outside community" (p. 27).

Michael lost his

ability to speak Korean and he learned to speak English
well despite the fact that his mother's English was not
"strong" and his father "was always gone."
Reflecting, Michael recalls his feelings about what
led to his mother's decision to stop speaking Korean to him
and to his sister:
They both were afraid that, I think they saw, I hate
to use the words.

I think they saw the racism.

So

they were afraid that if I had any Korean speaking
patterns, and while I spoke English that it would
detrimentally impact any endeavors that I undertook,
and I think that in order to give me the best possible
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chance, you know in the future, that they wanted to
ensure that I spoke English as well as clearly as a
native speaker. . . . Didn't want anything to
interfere with it so they stopped talking to me in
Korean altogether.

I believe that my mother did that.

My father couldn't speak Korean.

And so ... I think

my sister and I were both fluent in Korean up until, I
remember as late as five, five, six years old.
(Interview with Michael)
We see, as in other cases, one of the reasons mothers
stop speaking Korean is to prevent "accent" based
prejudice.

In Rosina Lippi-Green's book, English with an

Accent (1997), she notes that in all English-speaking nonnative Asian Americans, regardless of level of schooling,
social status, or country of origin: "There is a special
stigma attached to their presence which is externalized in
reactions to the way they speak English" (p. 225).
Michael's parents realized another fact that Lippi-Green
brings out: "People do lose jobs and school children are
belittled because their native language makes it difficult
for them to differentiate between 1 and r sounds" (p. 240).
So to shield their son from emotional hurt as well as the
future socio-economic damage that might result from the

1

inability to speak "perfect standard English," they
inadvertently denied him the council of one of his parents
Another language experience Michael had occurred when
his father was stationed in Italy, when Michael was seven
or eight years old.

He remembers:

But her people [the Korean people] as I was
growing up, I really felt rejected.

I remembered

I was living in Italy once, and that was a
particularly difficult time, because Koreans
don't accept you, and you don't understand the
language and you don't understand the culture so
you are an outcast there.

The Italians won't

accept you because you're an American. . . .

All

the children in the apartment complex were white
and they rejected you because you weren't, so I
was an outcast there, and those were probably the
loneliest three years of my life because I got
beat up everyday.

I never identified myself with

anything. (Interview with Michael)
The problem Michael had fitting into the Korean community
in Italy is symptomatic of the plight of other biracial
Korean children especially in Korea.

In the book
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Transcultural Child Development (E. H. Kim, 1997) the
article "Korean American Children" notes:
In Korea, as in other Asian cultures, biracial
children are often scorned by peers and society in
general, and suffer from social ostracism. Even after
immigration to the United States, biracial children
are not well accepted by and seem to shy away from the
Korean community, (p. 197)
As we can see, loss of the mother's tongue coupled with
stimulation to learn the local dominate language has much
deeper implications for someone who moves into many
different cultural environments as the military demands.
Young (1998) notes "A sense of conflict may arise because
of a combination of . . . inability to assimilate, being
rejected as an American by peers, and discrimination" (p.
71) .
When I asked whether or not Michael thought he was a
member of the Korean community, he answered "No" and added
this explanation:
. . . Because I don't know the language, so I am [an]
after thought.

Because I am not part of the Korean

community, no, don't make the mistake that just
because I went to church [Korean], I was somehow part
of the community.

I was on the fringe.

I was
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outside.

I was just nominally attached. (Interview

with Michael)
These are Michael's recollections on when the loss
affected his life.

Michael's Perceptions of His Identity

Language loss can have the effect of alienating a
person (Young, 1998).
belong anywhere.

Michael feels that he does not

This "in-betweeness" he experiences was

alluded to by S. H. Lee (1996).

Michael chooses to define

himself, not through language and race per se, but through
his loyalty, values, and his patterns of thinking:
Culturally, I know how a Korean thinks, and I am not
Korean.

Culturally I know how an American thinks so I

am an American by citizen[ship] and loyalty but, you
know, I am pretty much alien to this county.

Ah,

which is why I say if I have to categorize myself, I'd
say European cause that's exactly how I think.
(Interview with Michael)
Because of Michael's highly reflective mind, he gives
a complete analysis of his cultural identity--a window into
the myriad of negative effects language loss can impose on
an individual.

In the following passage Michael gives a
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good summary of what he perceives to be the damage of
language loss as well as the benefits to be gained from
language maintenance, especially for the Korean cultural
group connected to military culture.
Trying to express [one's feelings]--finding balance in
the home was difficult because parents were from two
different cultures, and they don't see each other's
side.

There's always a minor war in the home--your

parents are trying to resolve things. . . . When you
are little it's not so bad. ... As you went to
college they had scholarships for the blacks and for
the Hispanics but none for you.

See, you are a

minority, but you are not enough of a minority.
try to find something to hold on to.

You

You turn to the

government, the community, or the church [Korean], but
you have no one to turn to.
message?

How do you explain that

I think that is why I married so young, and

I married twice and divorced twice. . . . Language is
a tie to the traditions and the culture. Whether or
not you accept it, whether or not you understand it,
it's your heritage; it's like bridging the gap.

I've

seen it among the few Korean-American students who
know the language, that don't have to go through the
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turbulence and trouble of seeking their identity, the
issues that the rest of us have.
grounded maybe.
parents.

They are more, well

They are much closer to their

They have a support system.

I think their

chances of success in their adult life are greatly
enhanced by the fact that they know who they are as a
person.

And that is why I attribute all of that . . .

to language loss because all of my peers, that . . .
the ones, who have lost that ability, are lost, are in
isolation. (Interview with Michael)

Michael sees that language is a very important part of
a person's identity and that it helps define one's cultural
dimensions.

Culturally and racially-mixed people who lose

their mother's language lose at least half of their support
system because one parent is unable to transfer their life
experience; neither can they assist in everyday living or
help in a crisis.

E. H. Kim (1997) discovered that

"Cultural, generational, and language barriers sometimes
hinder effective communication and supportive relationships
between parents and adolescents when dealing with
extracurricular activities, college planning, peer
relationships, and family problems" (p. 193).

Since the
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person they are unable to communicate with is their mother,
while living in an environment where the father is in the
military and gone much of the time (Williams, 1992), the
child actually loses, not just half, but most of his
emotional support system as is evidenced by how alone most
of these adult children still feel.

But some part of the

emotional support system must include Michael's friends.
Of his friends he says:
. . . Ethnically, when I was young when we were
overseas, I had British friends because I think . . .
of the expansion of the empire perhaps they were more
open minded. . . . Not too many American friends, not
a lot of Italian friends that was really my youth.

[I

knew] kids on the base, of course. ... I didn't live
on base [in Italy]: that's why it so very difficult,
but on military bases there's always the other
military kids, cause there's all different races: they
didn't really bother you. . . . Though after Dad got
out, like in my adolescence, I think most of my
friends were white. . . . So if 70% of populations
were white, then that's about what my friends were.
My friends are all different races.

My best friends
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happen to be white. ... It wasn't because I
gravitated towards them. (Interview with Michael)
When asked specifically if he had ever hung out much with
Asian biracial kids, he replied:
Well, yes and no.

Ah, one of things I didn't like

about hanging around with Asian kids we had, there was
this group ... we were very competitive.

We were

all in the top 5% of the class so, you know, we were
constantly competing for standing, and that's a lot of
pressure that you have on yourself . . .

because you

were getting it from the school, and from your
parents, and everybody else, you know.

I think that's

the reason why even though we were friends at school .
. . they weren't close friends because there was
always that edge of competition.

They were all

overachievers, and most of them are full-blooded
Asians so. (Interview with Michael)
Michael was a textbook model of the marginal man
(Stonequist, 1937), but unlike some, due to his education,
he is able to articulate the details of his constant
struggle to fit in.

We see that Michael had Asian friends,

though he was not particularly drawn to them.
he get along in the Korean community?

But how did

I summarize the
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results of his efforts to fit into the Korean community and
his perceptions of the reasons for rejection:
You just wish you were, you know even now, you just
wish you could identify with somebody, some group,
somewhere, whether it's the Korean culture or you know
at that time the white culture.

You just want to be a

part of something, but you know . . . , Koreans are
Korean.

And if you are less than full Korean, you're

just not part of the community . . . [e]specially if
you don't know the language, and I think ah,
especially growing up, I just wanted to belong to
somewhere, somehow.

It's very lonely, learned to rely

on myself a lot growing up and that's I think . . .
the biggest thing. (Interview with Michael)
Michael feels the source of rejection from the Korean
community is, at least partially, based upon his loss of
the Korean language and his mixed heritage (Kim et al .,
1997).

If he could speak the Korean language, he implies

that it might be possible to receive at least partial
acceptance from his mother's people.

Nash (1997) argues,

"for multiracial people, issues of identity bring a
lifetime of questioning and searching" (p. 24).
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Michael's belief is his inability to fit into the
white society or culture is based mostly on the way he
looks (Goffman, 1963; Sherover-Mancuses, 1986).

His

mastery of "standard English" is adequate, so language
plays little part in the negative attributes that might
disqualify him from white membership (Appel & Muysken,
1987).

This response reflects the part he feels that

"looks" play in social acceptance, and where the loyalties
he feels in his heart are directed:
Other Americans see you as either Korean or Asian.

I

think [with regard to me] the first thought is, and I
really shouldn't say this, but really "not-white."

I

see myself as American in the sense that I am more
loyal to [the] values of my country. (Interview with
Michael)
Having been a part of the military culture, Michael
believes that the battle isn't always up hill; sometimes it
is at least level, and he knows if he puts in the extra
effort (Tuan, 1998) to assimilate to military culture, he
can get just as far as the next person--a possible reason
for his success (S. Hall, 1996).
he says;

We see this optimism when
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. . . In this country it wasn't too bad on the
military bases cause I think there was lots of, you
know, mixed races, . . . people from all different
kinds of backgrounds, but if you ever stepped off
base, you know, you felt it especially in the '70s.
Now ... I realize ... I have to work harder than
the next guy, to get to the same places.
let that bother me.
the world is.

But I don't

I recognize that's just the way

I think once I have proven myself, in a

way, like right now at work.

If I was a young white

male, then they would say that I was part of the good
old boy's network, but the fact that I've gotten to
where I am, you know I am not exactly white, I think
it has helped me gain a little more respect from
certain people. (Interview with Michael)
The latter part of this passage is an example of what Rex
(1986, in Katz, 1996) calls "institutional racism," that
is, a case where "people are regularly and systematically
discriminated against . . . but where no overt racism is
evident" (p. 9).

His attitude demonstrates what Sherover-

Marcuse (1986) calls internalized oppression--the lasting
memory of mistreatment.

Michael's opinion is echoed by Mia

Tuan (1998) who notes that "they [Asians] needed to work
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harder to achieve their goals because they were not white"
(pp. 68-59).
When I asked Michael how he feels about being a
biracial person, I learned that Michael's feelings are
mixed.
I'll tell you the good first. . . . I've been alone
and I really couldn't rely on anybody. . . . All my
life I had to do things by myself.

Some things, real

difficult you have to step forward, sometimes facing
wall to wall. . . . Very, very scary.
made me who and what I am today.

I think it had

I think that's why I

am, I consider myself very successful. . . . I am not
a follower; I have my own views, my beliefs, and ah,
my own convictions.

And I apologize to nobody and

follow those. . . . The down side is, it's a very
lonely existence.

All of my best friends I can count

on one hand, and they are spread throughout the United
States, and only when something very, very bad happens
I talk to them, I got to.

And it is bad for

relationships because I do realize that I have spent
all my life relying on myself for so long that ah,
bring someone in allowing that intimacy to where you
trust somebody, I have to learn how to trust somebody.
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. . . I wouldn't trade it, I like who and what I am.
But in a way it's very sad. (Interview with Michael)
This passage reinforces what Goffman (1963) said in his
book, Stigma.

"[L]acking the salutary feed-back of daily

social intercourse with others, the self-isolate can become
suspicious, depressed, hostile, anxious, and bewildered"
(p. 13).
Standen (1996) notes to his readers in The
Multicultural Experience (Maria P. P. Root, Ed.) that for
bicultural Korean children,
. . . the amount of access that . . . [they] . . . had
to Korean cultural practices and customs was rather
limited. The main hindrance they suffered was lack of
fluency in the Korean language. . . . The bulk of
their knowledge of being Korean came from folk
practices. These included taking shoes off when
entering the house, eating Korean foods, and
celebrating a child's first birthday, (p. 257)
We can see from the next excerpt the range of Michael's
exposure to Korean culture:
Because like you know, I used to hate some things like
for example, certain holidays or occasions in the
Korean community.
Korean outfit.

Mom makes me dress up in a dumb

No offense but, I am not Korean, why

should I wear that outfit? ... Or traditions you
know, like bowing and saying certain words at certain
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times.

Great!

You can do it.

do not make me do that.

Knock yourself out--

Because I don't know what I

am saying, I don't know what I am doing.
frankly, I don't care.

Quite

I don't want to know, because

that's not my culture. ... I will sit there and
accept the culture, participate at my own level. . . .
I will not cause the family to be ostracized, but
don't force me to do something on demand, especially
if I'm not accepted for who I am. (Interview with
Michael)
Michael's reaction is common among Asian children.

In Mia

Tuan's book, Forever Foreigners or Honorary Whites?, she
states:
The transmission of cultural traditions was weak for
both unintentional and intentional reasons.
Unintentional reasons centered around their parents'
own limited cultural knowledge combined with poor
intergenerational communication. Intentional reasons
included choosing not to carry on traditions viewed as
out-dated with their lifestyles and to avoid racial
animosity, (p. 49)
Michael's Korean language loss and his mother's
inability to explain many cultural traditional practices
and artifacts to her son on various occasions, apparently
only enabled Michael to understand the surface level of
symbols of Korean culture (Standen, 1996).

He seemed

114

resentful when he realized that he wasn't accepted as a
member of the Korean community.
Delgadeo-Gaitan and Trueba (1995) observing Mexican
Americans describe how;
. . . At times children are torn between competing
linguistic and cultural codes, or worse still between
conflicting sets of cultural values and life styles.
Still more difficult is the task of defining their own
self-concepts in a meaningful way. Here is where the
cultural and social conflicts between home and school
can become a nightmare of contrasting demands that
confuse or lead to rejection of the home culture and
language, and even in some extreme cases to rejections
of one's own self.
Self-rejection and the overall rejection of the
home culture preclude children from using the home
learning environment to develop their full potential.
This rejection often creates a deep emotional schism
between the child and the family. And can place undue
stress on the child to seek appropriate behaviors from
a limited repertoire of cultural experiences; these
conflicts ultimately result in emotional or learning
handicaps, (p. 31)
These characteristics discussed by Delgado-Gaitan and
Trueba are similar for the bicultural Korean Americans in
this study.

The following comment reveals how Michael was

emotionally affected by his situation:
I understand the kids are not Korean. They [the
mothers] may not relinquish the culture; they may not
relinquish the language.

They may cling to those and

never attempt to assimilate.

That's fine.

But do not

attempt to force the children to live within that
culture because they aren't; they can't.

They won't.

(Interview with Michael)
Freire (1970), a Brazilian educator, who studied the
dynamics of the oppressed in relation to the oppressors,
observes that:
At a certain point in their existential experience the
oppressed feel an irresistible attraction toward the
oppressors and their way of life. Sharing this way of
life becomes an overpowering aspiration. In their
alienation, the oppressed want at any cost to resemble
the oppressors, to imitate them, to follow them.
(Freire, p. 44)
This next passage from Michael's interview seems to
support Freire's thesis concerning social oppression:
You know I am not in France very long, and I'm not in
Belgium very long; I'm not in different parts of
Europe very long, maybe, a week.
to get by.

But I learn enough

And if I'm there for several years, I am

sure I would be very literate. . . . And once you
understand the language, [you] bring yourself a little
bit closer to the culture.

My biggest beef, my

biggest argument with the Korean community is they
really haven't tried.

No matter how much you're

stigmatized by a greater culture, no matter how much
they hold against you, the fact that you will never be

on an even footing does not excuse the fact that you
don't make attempt at assimilation.

The Korean

culture as a whole does not make that attempt.

Not

here. (Interview with Michael)
What Michael fails to take into account is that the
educational level is quite low for many women who married
American service members shortly after the Korean War (B.
L. Kim, 1977).

Few of these women hold any degree.

Michael does bring up a counter example of a prominent
physician who he also argues is not assimilating; but that
physician owns literally millions of dollars worth of
buildings and real estate throughout the local economy--it
would appear that he has grasped the concept of the
American dream and has assimilated enough to live it and
embrace it.

But unlike Michael, the doctor enjoys the

support of and membership in the Korean community.

He also

embraces the Korean culture and is proud of his Korean
heritage.

He differs from the immigrant wives in that he

has the choice and opportunity to communicate in both
cultures based on his advanced degree.
Michael has a solution to the isolation caused by
language loss and the lack of a culture with which to
identify--education.

. . . If you get an education you can become
successful, move forward--you are defined in
terms of that.

You can become truly

international human beings, because you can see
people as just people. ... In this generation
we all live together and are mixed together.

It

makes all of us hard to identify. (Interview with
Michael)
Without a cultural identity via language, how does
Michael identify himself?

To become as successful as he

is, he must have solved the identity crisis through some
attachments.

This is how he identifies himself:

If I called myself anything I would call myself
American because I believe in the ideas that this
country was founded on.

I think that a person of

any ethnic background can be anything he chooses
to be.

For example, be a good Christian or

Muslim. . . . But we must have religious
tolerance with respect to others.

I'm an

American because I believe in what this country
stands for. ... I write a lot of poetry.
wrote one on a man without a land.

I

That is what

it feels like. (Interview with Michael)
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Michael is not alone in feeling that he is a man without a
land.

Sang Hyun Lee (1996) a Korean immigrant, in an

article on marginality remembers:
When I began teaching in a small town in the Midwest
with the prospect of living my entire life here,
something disturbing began to emerge in my
consciousness. However long I stayed in this country,
I seemed to remain a stranger, an alien, (p. 149)
Lee also recognized that for those who come to America, "In
the Asian world, we are often criticized for not being
Asian enough; while in the American society, we are looked
down upon for not being American enough" (p. 154).
Michael reflects on problems that might have occurred
if he had not experienced language loss.
. . . If I would bring a girl home--she doesn't
speak Korean, and I speak Korean, she [is] kind
of removed from the relationship--and the bond to
my mother is going to threaten her anyway when a
tie to the mother is that strong. (Interview with
Michael)
But Michael also feels that language loss helped
make him stronger, helped make him the person he is
today as he relates:
Well, because what was happening and how it has
created who I am today.

If I had to trade in who I am
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today, I honestly think that I would be a weaker
person if I had maintained the language.
. . . because it will allow me to maintain closer tie
to Korean community which means I would be less
isolated, which means I'd be less dependent on myself,
and ah, and you can only be really truly strong if you
are isolated. (Interview with Michael)
The next question of interest was "Did Michael ever
want to learn Korean and, if so, why?"

He answers as

follows:
In general I did, just feelings, but as you grew older
I don't see the necessity.

As a matter of fact, the

language I want to learn first is Latin.
for personal and religious reasons.

It's more

I think the next

language would be something useful in the kind work
that I do.

Maybe Arabic or Russian or something, but

Korean I don't think I would try and learn it; the
desire isn't there.

I think if my parents were still

struggling with the issues of identity that the desire
to learn would probably be a lot stronger, almost
irresistible. (Interview with Michael)
There is no economic value to Michael to master a
language that has no power in his life.

Because he
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understands that language empowers a user, he selects
languages, for the most part, where economic power resides.
Giles et al. (1977) recognizes that economic and social
status of a language impacts on the desire to maintain that
language.

Susan Gal (1979) also exposes the influence of

status with regard to learning and maintaining language in
her study of a German-Hungarian border town.
For Michael, the desire to learn his mother's tongue
was once there.

Had Michael learned Korean, his life might

have been better, but when asked how he could understand
the culture without knowing the language he said:
It's a double-edged sword.

If I learn it [the Korean

language], I am naturally embracing the Korean
culture.

I don't want anything to do with it anymore;

so I don't want to learn it.

And it's a dilemma if

you embrace the culture, then you have identity, but
[if] you isolate yourself from the other half, the
other culture does not exist.

Really because there's

a language barrier, you have to make your own identity
which is very difficult because we identify ourselves
with something within us.

(Interview with Michael)
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When asked during the interview, if he had a
particularly funny experience with regard to language loss,
he replied:
Well, not really a particular funny experience
but thinking that as a teenager you don't . . .
have any patience really, so we had a lot of
problems in our family because I would just lose
my head.

Then I would say, "I don't care."

I

learned I think to listen and to have the
patience to hear people out and to take time not
only to explain things but to understand what the
question is because she (Mother) can't ask it.
So I try to understand what the question is
exactly and then answer that question exactly so
that she can understand it.

So I think I have

become a lot more empathetic because of the time
that I have spent with my mom.

And not just with

Korean people but also dealing with people in
general, with French people, and Hispanic people,
and with Germans, or anybody, to have the
patience to allow them the time to stumble over
the words in English and understand what the
question is, and then try to get them, as close
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to it as possible, the answer to that question.
I think that it's actually a gift.
[One practical instance when this was useful
was when] I was overseas and one of my capacities
was U.S. representative to this monitoring
station so that we would deal with all these
different nations.

I think that because all my

experiences growing up, it's given me a lot more
patience dealing with other cultures especially
in the communications aspect.... The Germans
know English very well.
the French don't.

The Italians know it,

Because of the patience

required to deal with them., I saw the other U.S.
representatives just lose their heads.

They

would just have to go out and take a coffee
break.

But I had a very good relationship with

the French.

I think that, that was one of the

things that came out of dealing with my mother.
Oddly, I understand exactly what they were
saying. (Interview with Michael)
Despite his painful experience with his mother's language
barrier, one positive outcome is that Michael has a better
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understanding of other human beings' struggles to
communicate.
I am glad that I am Korean honestly despite the
troubles that it's caused me.

Ultimately, culturally

I am richer. (Interview with Michael)
The other children in this study seemed to have been
caught in minimum wage service jobs.

This is not the case

with Michael; he is a degreed computer scientist.

This

prompted me to ask the question: Was there some special
event or person that helped change your life?

He replied:

When I was in school, I did pretty poorly.

I always

got Ds and Cs up to about sixth grade where, somehow,
one of my teachers cared enough to recommend me for
advanced testing.

If she hadn't noticed, I think, I

might have gotten into trouble, I don't know.

So they

. . . gave me an IQ test, then they put me in the
gifted program.
honors' classes.

By some miracles they threw me in the
And now you are dealing with a

different group of kids.

Kids who don't think in

petty terms: now there is healthy competition.
looked at you based on your abilities.

They

For the first

time in my life my brain was what I was about.

After
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first being in the honor's class, and after my whole
life getting Cs, Ds, and Fs, I brought home a report
card.

I was very proud.

I was in all honors'

classes: I had all As and one B+.

So this will show

their [Michael's parents] mentality.

The first thing

out of their mouth was what happened in English?
That's where I got the B+.

It didn't matter that

there was that change in my grades.

And I don't know

if it was a Korean thing or what: they don't focus on
your accomplishments.

They focus on your failures.

(Interview with Michael)
This memory from Michael's life shows the difference
one person can make in someone's life.

The difference in a

man's life that changed him from a path that might have led
him to be a minimum wage earner to a path that would
eventually lead him to become a computer scientist was a
teacher.

The strong man he is today, what he has become

and the identity that has been created, he owes, in great
part, to a teacher who had faith in him.
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Michael's Perceptions of the Relationship
with His Parents

Michael thinks that just maintaining the Korean home
language would not solve his whole problem.

He thinks a

Korean mother still has to learn the English language in
order to understand the American culture; she should at
least study English while her children are growing.

His

concern was that, even though the Korean language was
maintained, there would still be a barrier between his
mother and him because of her lack of understanding
American culture and English (P. B. Lee, 1999).
Michael thinks a Korean mother's isolation from the
majority culture is at least part of the problem, (Ng,
1998) if not the entire problem for most biracial military
children.

He compares his ability to adjust to a different

culture and language group to his mother's and sees his
mother as not wanting nor willing to learn the English
language or adapt to the American culture (Kim et al.
1997).
. . . I think that if a Korean woman comes to the
states and learns English very well has a greater
understanding of American culture: [she] . . . has a
greater appreciation and understanding for her
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children.

Because they have to exist in this forum,

in America, So, because she can't relate to the
Americans, and she can't understand the world of her
child who has to exist in this world on a daily basis.
Because she doesn't venture out. . . . Like most
Korean women, she [Mom] lives Korea. . . . Still in a
Korean community.

She goes to Korean stores; she goes

to Korean church so it's little Korea.

So she doesn't

understand where I'm coming from, so as a result, I
never shared anything with her. . . . So I think it's
related to language in the sense that it's related to
culture.

Do you understand I never talked to them

about anything even though I had problems?

I kept to

myself. (Interview with Michael)
We must realize that when Michael lost his first
language, his mother's language, that:
What is lost is no less than the means by which
parents socialize their children: when parents are
unable to talk to their children, they cannot easily
convey to them their values, beliefs, understandings
or wisdom about how to cope with their experiences.
(Wong Fillmore, 1991, p. 243)
Though Michael does not have an in-depth understanding
of Korean culture due to "poor intergenerational
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communications (Tuan, 1998, p. 61), he does seem to have a
good grasp of the structure of the local Korean community;
Oh, there is inner crowd--You know there is an inner
group. The inner group is, you know, it is all done in
layers.

At the very core, pure-blooded Korean

families who are educated, and they hold the positions
and power in the Korean community.

Just outside of

that are the people of Korean families aren't quite as
educated, but they are pure-blooded.

Then you have

educated, you know, mixed families, and you have
uneducated, mixed families.

Then you have the Koreans

who (laugh), have basically thrown away their
traditions in the minds of the Korean culture or the
Korean community.

These people . . . are trying too

hard [to] be Americans.

That's how they seem.

(Interview with Michael)
How then did Michael establish a relationship with his
mother?

The language barrier appears to create much of the

distance he experiences between him and his mother.

Wong

Fillmore (1991) reminds us that
. . . Talk is a crucial link between parents and
children; it is how parents impart their cultures to
their children and enable them to become the kind of
men and women they want to be. When parents lose the
means for socializing and influencing their children.
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rifts develop, and families lose the intimacy that
comes from shared beliefs and understanding, (p. 243)
The distance Michael feels from his mother is described in
the following excerpt:
I don't think we are as close as we could be.
matter fact, I know we are not.

Ah, as

I think growing up,

sons naturally [have] very good relationship with
their mothers to a certain point: then they develop a
relationship with their fathers, usually after they've
gained their independence. ... In my case, what can
I talk to my mother about?

I can't talk to her about

work or politics, philosophy, science, or religion.
Or even what happens in my personal life to any kind
of detail.

With my father I can talk about all these

things . . . since I pretty much walked down the same
path my father has, I can talk about just about
anything now.

If you can't communicate with somebody,

you can't take them too far into a relationship.

I

think because I can't talk to my mother in the kind of
detail I could talk to my father, we're not as close
as we probably would be. . . .He [Dad] was gone a
lot, so Mom was it.

She was center, you know, the

focus of the family and you did live differently.

We
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didn't speak English in the house.

We spoke this

pidgin ah, which was a mixing, a Korean and English.
. . . You were close to Mom because you're dealing
with children who don't have much of a vocabulary
anyway, . . . but as an adult many, many more things
concern you.

Communication is very important.

I mean

me and my mother have become closer because we can
talk about more kinds of things, as an adolescent I
couldn't talk to my mother.

(Interview with Michael)

When I asked Michael how he would characterize Korean
mothers in general and his mother in particular with
respect to the rest of the family, he replied:
And they have separate lives.

Korean wives have

separate lives from her husband's because, because
they can't assimilated each other's cultures.

There's

no common ground. ... I see her in a way isolated
from rest of family.
does.

She complains about it, she

Whenever I come over, me and my father get into

these huge, horrendous debates that take, that go on
for hours because we are both passionate about, you
know, politics, theology, or whatever and, I talk to
my mom for maybe 15 minutes.

What can I tell her?
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She's isolated, from the English speaking side of the
family. (Interview with Michael)
This passage reinforces Ratliff et al.'s (1978) assessment
of the lives of Korean women who are married to American
spouses.
families.

This is not unusual among Asian biracial military
Williams (1992) notes that in Japanese-American

military families that "for simplicity and succinctness,
many of their fathers lowered their level of speech in the
home and used limited vocabulary so their Japanese wives
could understand" (p. 2 94).
Michael does have a suggestion that might have helped
his situation and similar language loss situations.
And I think the worst thing with Korean mothers whether
or not the language is maintained, is not learning it,
because family is very important, and when you don't
learn English you just cut your child-- your son or
daughter off--leave him out in the world. . . . It's
funny because you can see it takes so much
concentration--that she [Mom] is not thinking quite as
clearly as if she was thinking in Korean.

So I do see

that that is kind of frustrating because I know a lot
of times when I am trying to explain something to her
that she is trying to think in English. ... At the
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same time it slows her down because she has to
translate everything.

English, then Korean, then she

has to spit it back out. (Interview with Michael)
This corresponds with what his mother with whom I also
spoke and who allowed me to use her words, said about how
hard it was for the Korean women to translate to English.
That effort is a credit to how perceptive/empathetic
Michael is.

Unfortunately, his solution to improving

problems caused by language loss may not have been
tractable.

Most Korean mothers may or may not have the

time or ability to gain language proficiency (Min, 1995).
It is difficult to learn English unless the women receive
the proper training since "Adults do not learn English as
quickly or as well as children" (Wong Fillmore, 1991, p.
33 5) and few of these women are encouraged to attend
college or adult evening conversational classes.

Gaining

proficiency in the use of language involving higher-level
concepts is very difficult and time consuming for those who
are forced to assimilate as adults.
Many of these mothers are adjusting to a new
environment while caring for multiple children alone and
trying to understand American culture as well as live in
the military culture for the first time.

This being said,
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it should be noted that Mrs. Bookman did try taking English
classes several times, but she found them irrelevant to her
situation.

Because of that she was unable to learn

anything after several months of trying each time to study
formal English in an adult education setting.

Michael's Sister, Sarah's E-mail

It was my feeling that Michael's reflective nature
might have caused him to fixate on parts of the
relationship with his mother and some things in the
formation of his identity.

He might have excluded other

prominent things (socio-economic or geographic factors)
that could have led to his identity formation.

I tried

hard to obtain an interview with his sister to find out if
a correlation exists between her feelings and his
observations, but I was unable to see her since she lives
with her husband and her children in a different state.
Fortunately, I was able to e-mail her the interview
questions, all of which she replied to in the following
narrative:
I cannot speak Korean fluently; however, I can
understand a lot of it. . . .1 would like to learn
the language.

It has been something that I have been

wanting for a while now.

I feel that it would bring

me closer somehow to my mother.

Growing up, I had a

lot of friends from different ethnic backgrounds.

I

did feel that no one could understand how I felt.

My

mother didn't speak English very well when I was
younger, and I felt sorry for her on many occasions.
I was never ashamed of that fact, but I did wish
she could understand and speak it better.

I felt that

maybe if she understood and spoke the language better,
than maybe our relationship could have been better.
never felt as though I could talk to her.

I

I thought

that she wouldn't understand what I was saying.

Over

the years, she did learn the English language better
but even now, sometimes I feel as though she doesn't
understand some of the things that I say.

I think

about what will happen if my father passes away and
when she gets old.

How will I communicate with her?

How will I know what she needs?
. . . My parents said that the reason why my
brother and I don't know Korean anymore is because
when we started school they were afraid that we would
have problems. ... So they started having us speak
only English, and over time we forgot the Korean
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language.
that.

I wish that they would have never done

I feel like I don't belong to the Korean

community because I don't speak the language.

I feel

as though I have missed out on a lot because I didn't
speak the language. (Sarah's e-mail)
We see that she corroborates things Michael explained
within the scope of language assimilation.

However, her

opinion differs from his since she actually thinks it would
be beneficial to have retained the Korean language.

She is

still willing to study the language to help her aging
mother.

She understands her relationship could be better

with her mother if only she spoke her mother's language.
Socio-economic identity is tied to language and to the
power of the culture using that language (Gal, 1979; Giles
et al., 1977; Hoffman & Fisherman, 1972).

During Michael's

lifetime America has invested millions in defending South
Korea, a country economically devastated because of the
Korean War.

If that economic status shifts to equal

trading partner, then sons like Michael may see a reason to
empower themselves through the mastery of their linguistic
code.
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CHAPTER 6
A CASE STUDY OF JIM FINN: "IT'S JUST ME"

Jim: Introduction and Personal History-

Jim was 27 years old at the time of the interview.
is the only full Korean in my study.

Jim

Also, he was the only

person I interviewed who could both read and write Korean
at his grade level before he came to the US.

Though he was

not a biracial person, Jim grew up as a son in a mixed race
marriage.

His biological mother is Korean and the only

father he has known is white.
His mother married Jim's stepfather while he was
stationed in Korea.

His mother is about the same age as

the researcher, mid 40s.

When asked to complete an

interview, she declined for fear of losing face.
she was not opposed to me interviewing her son.

Even so,
She

clarified some of the information I had obtained from Jim
through casual conversation when we met in church.

She

verbally acknowledged that she did not mind me using field
notes on answers she gave to help clarify what Jim said.
Jim has one biracial brother, Daniel who is 23 years
old.

He has one biracial sister, Mary, who is 21 years

old.

They both were born in Korea.

Daniel was two years
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old and Mary was four months old when they came to the
United States.

Daniel works at the local pizza store and

has a one-year-old son.

He eventually married the

biological mother of his son and the couple is currently
living with his in-laws and one stepson his wife had from a
previous relationship.

Daniel has had many minimum wage

service jobs in the last few years.
him to support his family.

This made it hard for

This year Daniel plans to join

the Army.
Jim's sister Mary became pregnant after graduating
from a local high school.

She is also married to an Army

enlisted man, the biological father of her first child.
They are currently stationed in Korea.
her second child.

She is expecting

Jim's father retired from the U.S. Army

six years ago at the rank of E7 (Sergeant First Class).
is working at a local service company.

He

Jim's mother is a

homemaker with a primary school education from Korea.
Before she met her husband she worked in a factory in
Korea.

Jim's father's education is at least high school

level (or GED completion) but no college was required for
entry into the U.S. military.
Jim graduated from the local high school in 1993.
Three years later he started working at a grocery store.
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After his graduation, Jim joined the Army for five months
whereupon he left and returned to work at the local grocery
store.
I first met Jim in my Korean class at the local
community college six years ago.
stopped attending.

But a few weeks later Jim

Since he was a student who did well in

class, I wondered what happened to Jim.
his mother.

So, I talked to

She said that Jim felt it was too hard to

learn Korean.

He became discouraged since it might take a

few years to speak Korean well.
My first impression of Jim was that he was a fine
looking Korean young man, medium build, and I was
especially taken by his classical oriental facial features
since in this town, there aren't many full Korean adults
raised by a mixed race (Korean and American) couple.
Even though he did not finish the Korean class, I saw
Jim every once in a while, working at the grocery store.
Whenever we saw each other, we talked and continued our
friendly relationship.
Last year, when I met him at the department store, I
finally explained my study to him and asked Jim if he could
help by participating.

He was happy to participate so I
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gave him the interview questions.

We met at the library on

Saturday morning and had a long conversation.
Jim's first memory is about his mom dating and
marrying his father.

He describes how uncomfortable he

felt around his future stepfather when he was in Korea and
even after they married.

What he remembers is:

I think I was about four.

I don't remember that much

now . . . but I remember little bits here and there.
And then ah, and I don't know, they got hooked up one
day whatever, by one of mom's friends. . . . Next
thing I know I saw some white guy coming by the house
all the time you know, didn't think nothing of it
really. . . . Next thing I know that this guy was
living and then I never did feel comfortable around
him though, just because he looked different you know.
Of course, it's just like you know ... I still
remember the first night they got married--then they
came home and there was like me.

I was home and my

auntie was babysitting us whatever, and then they came
home they were real happy. (Interview with Jim)
Unlike most of my participants, Jim's father was never
again stationed in Korea.

His last memory of Korea is when

his family left for another military assignment in the US.
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. . .And then after that next time I remember was when
we were leaving ... we were leaving and we saying
good bye to everybody [when I was] . . . about I think
five or six? (Actually he was eight years old,
finished second grade in a Korean school according to
his mother.) . . . And then, ah I just remember my
auntie, just crying and she just chasing after us.
And then ah, I was thinking what the hell's going on?
And then, ah we come to the states. . . (Interview
with Jim)

Jim's Recollection of His Language Experience
Including His Language Loss

After he arrived in the United States, Jim started
school.

Not knowing the English language, he faced a

difficult time because no local schools were taught
bilingually, and because his mother was working, he was
left alone afternoons.

Being alone with no one to talk to

in the Korean language, the only language he knew at that
time, he recalls:
. . . I was going to school and didn't know what's
going on. . . .1 think that was a lot of blur, in my
school time, because I couldn't communicate with a lot
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of people, and I think it was more to myself than
anything else because I couldn't really talk to
nobody.

And talking to my mom I don't remember lot of

times where I actually sat down and talked to my mom
never.

I just, you know because my dad would go TDY

too, a lot though, being in the military.

And my mom

would work sometimes and then ah . . . my sister and
brother were being babysitted by somebody else, and I
would come home from school and I just go out.
(Interview with Jim)
Wong Fillmore (1991) argues that language-minority
children face a situation similar to Jim's.

She discusses

how these children might feel alienated in a new
environment.

She gives reasons why they might drop their

first language;
Consider what happens when your children find
themselves in the attractive new world of the American
school. What do they do when they discover that the
only language that is spoken there is one that they do
not know? How do they respond when they realize that
the only language they know has no function or value
in that new social world, and that, in fact, it
constitutes a barrier to their participation in the
social life of the school? . . . They learn English,
and too often, they drop their primary languages as
they do. In time, many of these children lose their
first language, (p. 325)
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Jim's father was gone a lot due to his military duty.
Jim's mother also worked much of the time.
frequently being alone after school.

Jim recalls

This pattern is

similar to many other Korean American immigrants according
to Chin (1989, p. 146).

Chin observes that this

preoccupation with other "productive activities" robbed
parents of resources such as "time, energy, and emotions"
and made communications with their children difficult
because of the time away caused by extended job
commitments.

Chin (1989) also observed that this is

fundamentally different from how traditional Korean women
stayed in the house, and worked as housewives with their
children, and interacted with children.
Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba (1991) in Crossing Cultural
Borders: Education for Immigrant Families in America
observe that for children in poor Mexican-American
immigrant families, though they speak Spanish fluently,
their inability to speak English well makes it difficult
for them to adjust to a new society and culture.

This can

be extended to Korean-American immigrant children.

The

adjustment problems create distance between schoolmates and
parents; Jim experienced a type of isolation peculiar to
immigrant children both at home and at school.

Delgado-

142

Gaitan and Tueba (1991) argue, with regard to social
isolation:
[T]he isolation entails cognitive neglect, limited
opportunities at home to acquire learning and critical
thinking skills, and to internalize those values. As
these children compare their life at home with that of
their community friends and those at school, they
confront feelings of low self-esteem in their
inability to keep up with the school work. (p. 144)
Jim's memory of how the Korean language loss occurred
is connected, as Jim recalls, with his father's desire for
him to learn English so he could succeed in school.

His

vivid memory concerns his father telling Jim and his mother
to stop speaking the Korean language to Jim:
But it's the fact that I lost my language . . . when I
got here my dad was all, "Hey, he got to learn to
speak English, so that you know, that he could learn
to speak it."

I remember that day when he told me.

. . . Yeh, alright.

But then I don't remember after

that day, I don't ever remember talking Korean again.
I don't remember talking to my mom in Korean never.
Not after that day.

So it's just like I spoke English

the whole time. (Interview with Jim)
Jim's father, like other parents, might have
misconceptions concerning raising his children bilingually.
Some of these misconceptions concerning bilingualism border
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on the absurd as Bain (1996) explains.

Bain found that

many people around the world have questions about, and
react negatively to raising children bilingually.

In the

following section Jim talks about his memory of his
relatives back in Korea.
[T]he fact that I actually talked to them more in a
sense when I was like, not as a little kid but more
when I was six, seven, eight, whatever at that time,
that I could understand a little bit more at that I
was absorbing all this when I came here [America].
. . . It's like my grandparents; I could talk to them,
no problem.

I could talk to my auntie and uncle, no

problem, and I could talk to my cousins. . . . If I
could communicate in Korean, boom!

Then I could go

there [Korea] blah, blah, blah, we would just chit
chat all the time. (Interview with Jim)
Jim lost his proficiency in the Korean language due to his
father's concern that speaking two languages might impede
his ability to learn English.
Susanne Dopke (1992) found that many parents and
educators were worried when children learned two languages
simultaneously that he or she might get a late start
speaking, and that one language might interfere with
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learning the other.

Zentella (1997) argues about code

switching saying that many bilingual community people
believed it to be a language deficiency instead of a
resource for discourse needs, a language skill.

They did

not realize bilinguals could use code switching to
accomplish the same effect as a monolingual might by
repeating a phrase slower or louder by using different
words to clarify a thought.
When I asked Jim how he felt about the Korean language
loss, he answered:
Right now I don't feel nothing about it because the
whole, like I said before I, the whole time here is
like, I never had a Korean friend that spoke Korean.
. . . No, never had a feeling to speak, talk Korean.
I never had a feeling, because I never, never had a
Korean friend.
my mom.

The only person Korean in my life was

And that was it. (Interview with Jim)

Wong Fillmore (1991) says for children of immigrant
families whose first language is one other than English, to
be accepted by their peers they must become more like them
by learning English.

This effort also motivates them to

drop their home language.

Wong Fillmore (1991) notes both

"internal and external pressures" (p. 342) work to persuade
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children to drop their first language.

We see an example

of internal pressures in the next excerpt from Jim's
interview.
Jim says he had no Korean friends.
would not go back to Korea to live.

He says he knew he

He did not have an

inner desire to keep the language, nor did he want to learn
Korean anymore.

In this case Wong Fillmore's internal

pressure involves English as the high-status, societal
language of social discourse at school.

Prestige and

status are not issues for children, but belonging and
acceptance are.

Jim relates that:

It's just that whole time even until now I did not
have a straight Asian, Korean friend, never. . . . To
make friends you can just take one thing you know you
got in common and boom!

It just goes off from there.

. . . So my Korean language was never needed. . . .
I'm never going back to Korea to live there.
(Interview with Jim)
Jim recalls having little incentive, social, academic, or
personal to continue learning Korean.

He didn't consider

communication with his mother, however.
Wong Fillmore (1991) believes that because of primary
language loss, language-minority children experience far
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reaching "social, emotional, cognitive, and educational
development" (p. 342) effects.

When I asked Jim what the

language loss meant to him, he answered:
1 probably feel like this, that a part is missing. . .
It's all about we're humans, we're adaptive at a lot
of things, and what I do is I adapt to American
culture . . . but it's just that I don't feel like a
big loss because I lost Korean.

Because I know right

now it's pretty much futile to go back to Korea. . . .
Because like I have nothing to gain over there . . .
because I know my life now is here . . . because I'm
27 years old.

I'm not a young kid no more where I can

just (snapping fingers) learn things and do whatever
cause I have a job. . . . I have to do that now.
(Interview with Jim)
This passage echoes the sentiment in Hinton's (1994)
reflection: "The loss of a people's cultural heritage and
traditional values brings about great despair.

And

language is seen by many to be at the very root of culture"
(p. 221).

If a child perceives no value for retaining a

language, he will stop using it.
Even though Jim claims to have adapted to American
culture, American culture appears to need to adapt better
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to Asian Americans.

Working at the store where Jim has

frequent contact with customers, people assume he will
speak with an accent.

He has had many experiences with

Americans being surprised that he speaks English without
much, if any, foreign accent (Tuan, 1999).

With regard to

this phenomenon Tuan (1999) explains that when Americans
meet an unknown person with Asian features, they assume
they are recent immigrants.
Tuan (1999) recalls a personal experience with an
American woman who asked why it was that she [Tuan] spoke
English so well.

She notes "in her working model of the

world, it was incongruous that I, a woman of Asian descent,
could speak English without an accent.

It didn't matter

that my race and generational status had been completely
irrelevant up to then" (p. 183).
Jim's experiences are similar to Tuan's.

He feels

that many people think he is "Asian" so they are surprised
by his English fluency.

He relates his notion that:

A lot of people . . . they are expecting me to speak
with an accent.

And I speak with, you know, I don't

speak with an accent at all. ... If you know how
their mind set is, you know [their expectations].
(Interview with Jim)

148

Tuan (1999) realizes that most of the time, instances of
stereotyping are not meant to hurt but occur because people
don't know any better than to categorize all Asians
together as "new immigrants."

Even when no harm is

intended, Asian Americans feel injured because they are
reminded that they are usually viewed as a stereotyped
class, not as individuals of personal merit.

P. G. Lee

(1999) observes that even if second generation Korean
Americans speak flawless English, they may still be
perceived as foreigners because of their "Asian look."

Lee

agrees that many Asian Americans, like Jim, feel that most
Americans see them as Asians who happen to speak good
English.

Jim's Perceptions of His Identity

Jim is a Korean American, and like most Asian people,
there is evidence from his interview, that he has been
treated as a foreigner rather than as a full American most
of his life (Tuan, 1998).

Jim's pure oriental looks affect

his cultural acceptance as an American.

Since his parents

did not maintain his Korean language skills, it isn't easy
for him to go back to Korea as a Korean.

Jim has had times

he wanted to fit into a group, any group, but he felt that
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he did not fit in anywhere while he was in high school.
his own words,

In

. .1 never fit nowhere, never"

(Interview with Jim).
When I asked him why he felt that he did not fit in
anywhere he answered:
Of course, it's racially [based].... If I see
somebody . . . [from] India, hey ye, that's little
different you Icnow, you look at them differently.
(Interview with Jim)
Kibria (1999) notes that Asians are typically thought of as
foreigners, not as an "American."

Thai (1999) says Asian

Americans usually feel different from others around them,
and they feel they don't fit in, most notably with whites.
Furthermore Jim says with regard to fitting in, that
stereotyping is a common practice.

He says:

You know but especially white person, black person,
Mexican person around here, it's like almost
stereotypical . . . how they dressed, their mannerism
. . . but then in, you know we're all in a sense that
we are American. . . . Sometimes when I, even looking
at Korean people, I have little stereotypical views
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. . . because I know how they are, with the fact that
I was raised [Korean] and ... I see it.

But I don't

even see myself as a Korean. (Interview with Jim)
Jim does not consider himself Korean because
circumstances severed his connections to Korea.

When I

asked how he defined himself, Jim replied:
I don't even define myself as being a Korean.

That's

because you know it's pretty much severed right there.
I don't speak it [Korean language], you know . . . but
I don't actually do lot of things that [Koreans do].
. . . You know, you do anything here.

But then I

don't belong to nothing. . . . Only thing I am here,
the only thing I am doing now, it just working.
That's what life is, you know. (Interview with Jim)
Delagdo-Gaitan and Trueba (1991) argue that people
denied the basic human rights of being able to speak their
own language feel less valuable as a part of the community.
This leads them to reject their own mother tongue, their
heritage, and their self-identity.

The following gives us

an insight into just how complete Jim's language loss and
disassociation from Korean culture is:
. . . But, I don't feel comfortable. ... I just feel
my identity with being Korean is just lost. . . . I
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know when I wake up in the morning to get ready to go
to work or when I (snap fingers) get ready to go out,
I don't even see myself as Korean.

I just see a face,

get my clothes on, boom! out the door.
have a fun time.

I'm going to

I don't see myself as being this or

that because I don't want to label myself. . . . I'm
not saying I'm not white, or I'm not saying I'm black,
or I'm not even going to say I'm Korean.

I'm just

saying I'm me. . . . Sometimes, I even think I have a
complex . . . because ... in my mind the way I was
raised up . . . how I should act, how I should be.
(Interview with Jim)
Very apropos with regard to Jim's situation is
something Parris Butler, Chair of the Advocates for
Indigenous California Language Survival, said (summarized
by Hinton, 1994): "Language embodies and expresses culture,
and values, and social identity.

Language loss is much

more than the loss of an arbitrary set of vocabulary items;
it symbolizes and embodies the loss of a whole world view"
(p. 192).

Jim lost the person his Korean culture created

for him as a child.
In addition, Wong Fillmore (1991) believes that losing
the first language affects language-minority students at

many levels (social, emotional, academic).
it affects their family bond.

Additionally,

Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba

(1991) say that when immigrant children attend school and
when the two cultures and values are different, children
become confused.

This culminates in conflicting

requirements sometimes resulting in renunciation of their
heritage and mother tongue and in the most severe cases
self-rejection.
From the interview we see Jim does not identify
himself as either Korean or American.

He appears to

consciously try to block out how he looks and concentrate
on just the present, "a fun time."

Even though he says:

Huh, well, maybe I am still Korean, and then I just
had all that stuff in the back of my mind that I
really don't want to bring out.

You know, maybe I'm

talking to you [researcher] like this but just
subconsciously just throwing everything out about how
I feel and how I think.

And you know it's just all

about having peace though--that's all I care for.
(Interview with Jim)
Jim is part of what Elaine Kim (1997) terms the "one-and-ahalf generation" (p. 77) (coined by Fuben Rumbaut), which
is defined as immigrant children who were born in a foreign
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country and came to America at a young age.

E. H. Kim

(1997) says that Korean one-and-a-half-generation children
stand across and between their heritage and their new
environment.

They are not really a part of either culture.

However, as part of the one-and-a-half generation, Zhou
(1999) comments that these children share many experiences,
with their American born Asian-American counterparts.
In the next passage, Jim talks about his schooling and
his pre-adolescent life:
Ah eight, nine?

All the way up to, ah I would say

about 12, yah know?

I was always the guy in trouble.

Not trouble, trouble but like [I] always got into
stuff I shouldn't have been doing or just to explore
what I was doing.

But it was just all me though.

And

then I remember, okay so, we lived in Kansas until
like '86 when I was in seventh grade, and then from
there we went to Greece.

It was OK: I mean that's the

time that I think I really went down hill on school.
(Interview with Jim)
Zhou (1999) notes that children of immigrant families in
lower social class neighborhoods get different messages
from home and from their peers in the street.

From their

parents comes the message to conform and succeed, but from
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the street comes the message to question authority and to
reject the ideals of achievement and academic success.
Education is one of the keys to social mobility but
Jim's peer group attracted him away from education.

Zhou

(1999) says immigrant children in lower social class
neighborhoods are pushed by their contemporaries to join
gangs or local cliques whose goals may be counter to those
leading to upward mobility.
Jim seems to have had athletic ability in basketball.
He played on the team, but his parents only attended one of
his games.

The extent of his parent's lack of interaction

with him is evident:
I wouldn't do school work really, I would just go out
and have fun my friends whatever . . . being just a
little kid. ... I never did bad in school though,
and then until like I don't know, actually I was never
straight A student, but I could been. . . . The whole
time it never apply to me that you know, do good in
school. . . . If I feel good about somebody in class,
a teacher whatever, then I always did good, if not
then you know I just did whatever I could. . . . I
never really talked to my dad nothing either, because
he was always gone, and just like when I always played
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basketball.

I think he went to one of my games out of

three or four years the whole time that I played
because either he was . . . gone or he didn't, you
know, he didn't have, no interest.

He doesn't have

any real interest in basketball or the kind of stuff
that I did. ... It was just like it was all me, all
me you know.

I go home, I eat, do whatever, when I

leave the house it was just all me. . . .1 come home
late, my mom spanked me in the ass just because she
told me I was suppose to come home at this time.

I

was just with chingoos [which means friends in Korean]
and stuff just go hanging out. (Interview with Jim)
Jim's father was gone a lot due to military duty.

Jim

talked about how alone he was while he was growing up.
Children like Jim, whose mother is an immigrant "often
experience a sense of rejection, not only in school but at
home where their parents struggle. . .with the stresses of
immigration" (Kim et al., 1997, p. 200).

Contributing to

these stresses are parents' "limited educational
backgrounds, frequently limited English skills, and few
resources" (Zhou, 1999, p. 6).

Many factors contributed to

the fact that Jim incorporated little from either the
Korean culture or the majority culture as part of his early
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identity.

Kim et al. (1997) observes that Korean Americans

of the 1.5 generation achieve only partial assimilation
into the culture of their heritage and into the dominant
culture.

We see more about the groups that were pivotal in

forming Jim's identity in this next excerpt:
Yeh, because it's so much fun you know and all the
kids. ... It was like tight group because you know
everybody else was like, Greek and all of the
Americans hang out together.

And then, ah I used to

go skateboarding and go out to the club and drinking.
. . . School days I would come home about 10 or 11
o'clock at night and they'd be all "Where have you
been?"

Ah, I been out doing this, but then my school,

really was still OK until I got to my, ah what was it
my, ah, probably like my freshman year.

That's when I

started getting Fs for the first time. . . .1 didn't
even really care, you know. . . . Try to have good
time. . . . Work is not fun: studying is not fun:
reading is not fun.
like.

Unless it's something I really

But anything that is not fun for me or that I

am not interested in, I won't do it. . . .1 think the
school system is how you say ah, crooked?

Yah, now I

don't need them or some kind of literature just get a
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degree in computer.

I don't want to take all these

other classes just so I can work on a computer rest of
my life you know, no.

It's just OK, they are trying

to tell me you need to broaden my experience just to
have a little taste of every aspect of life but . . .
I never really did well in high school when I got back
[to U.S.]. (Interview with Jim)
The interview brings out what Kim et al. (1997)
speaks of as an "Adolescent Alienation Syndrome" (p. 200).
Some adolescents, in reaction to a sense of alienation from
parents and community, turn to other rejected youth and
join in their activities.

Gibson (1997) also notes the

children of immigrants are at a higher risk of school
failure because they are too far down the socioeconomic
strata based on parents' positions and education.
pushed to Americanize faster than their parents.

They are
In

addition to this, Gibson also notes that when their parents
and ethnic community lack the resources to guide the
children in their educational and ethical progress, the
children are even more at risk.
From the next excerpt from Jim's interview, we see
that he does not want to go back to visit Korea because he
is afraid of the scene that might be caused if he meets
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Korean people, and they encounter the fact that Jim can't
speak Korean.

Goffman (1963) describes virtual social

identity as what people use at first glance to anticipate a
category and attributes of a particular individual.

Actual

social identity consists of the provable attributes, which
an individual has (Goffman, 1963).

The Korean language

speaking ability is an area where Jim's actual social
identity differs from his virtual social identity.

Jim

linked his language problem with the distance he keeps from
the Korean culture and his fear of returning to Korea.
When I asked him if he wanted to visit Korea he answered:
. . . I feel if I go there [Korea] now I may look like
everybody else there but my, mentally I am n o t . . . .
You know I understand they are, but just to go there
talk to them so just like my mom say learn Korean, go
Korea so talk to them, you know relatives and stuff so
what am I going to say?

Oh, I missed you for all

these damn years I never seen you when I was a little
kid, and then what? . . . OK I go there [Korea] I
haven't seen them since 1979.

Everybody is grown up

everybody has kids of their own. . . . It's like,
first of all, it's gonna be uncomfortable, unfamiliar,
and then what are we gonna talk about?

We can't talk
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to each other first place. . . . I'm going to sit in a
corner pretty much by myself while my mom is talking
to everybody else translating.
And then just like why should really I go there?
What's my purpose to go there? . . . It's sorry to say
but my ties to Korea is severed, you know. . . . It's
like, the fact that one of my cousins, my third
uncle's son wrote to me maybe twice.
was it.

Since then, that

But, it's like, there is no, there is no

connection you know, no bond. . . . Now you take me
anywhere in the states, or even I probably feel better
going to Europe than going back to Korea. . . . Just
because something different something new, and I could
BS my way through talking to people, but Korea, like
they probably see me as being Korean . . . but when I
can't communicate with them then could you imagine
them?

They be saying this guy can't even talk Korean

yah know.

What's his problem?

(Interview with Jim)

Language loss is a big part of the fact that Jim does
not feel he is Korean anymore.

Crawford (1995) says that

the loss of one's native language robs one of pride and
identity and alienates a child from cultural roots, while
giving him/her little or nothing in return.

If we look at
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the four stages Young (1998) discusses in the formation of
ethnic identity, Jim appears to have passed through
"avoidance" and "marginality."

He appears to want to

proceed to "self-identity exploration."

This "self-

identity exploration" may take the form of learning the
language of his heritage or traveling to that country.

In

the Korean class he took from the local community college
Jim attempted to start this stage of exploration, but for
some reason he became discouraged and dropped out.

But

without proceeding through this stage to "self-acceptance,"
Young (1998) feels that a person's identity cannot be
properly, stably, or completely formed.
Crawford (1995) says language loss can destroy a
person's sense of self worth, limiting their potential and
making it harder to solve other problems.
When I asked Jim to define his friends ethnically, he
answered:
White, Black, ah Mexican--one's ah half white, half
Vietnamese. You know, I got a mix of friends you know,
it's not like I stay with one certain group. . .
(Interview with Jim)
From the following passage we see that Jim at least
understands that there is more to culture than just
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language.

He is aware of the social identity imposed on

Asians by the dominant society.

Jim consciously fights to

stay outside the Asian stereotypes, intentionally excluding
these things from his identity.

Freire (1998) explains

that in an oppressor/oppressed relationship, in an effort
to become like the oppressor, the oppressed work hard to
distance themselves from the social identity imposed on
With regard to Asian

them by the dominant society.
stereotypes, Jim says:

But just because I'm Asian, I'm not going to bow to
somebody. . . . I'm not going to have ... a laidback personality.

I'm not going to be submissive, or

I'm not going to be all like you know apologetic.
. . . I'm going to tell you how it is:
da--. This is America.
care about nothing.

I don't give a

I don't give a da-- I don't

Yah know, if you do something to

me, I'm going to do that same thing right back to you.
It's just the matter that you know we are all
human beings. ... We were first raised in a culture
yeh, but then when we break off of that culture at a
young age, then start living in a new culture . . .
you adapt to it, then you start livin' in that culture
and then that's how I am.

Ah, yeh, I'm Korean, I have
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a Korean name, but people call me Jim, right?

You

[researcher] call me Jim, so. . . .Do you
[researcher] think I am still Korean?

(Interview with

Jim)
He seems very much to equate who he is with how people
see him, his physically, oriental features.

Goffman (1963)

observes that we have preconceptions about a person's
social identity based on how they look the first time we
meet.

Jim understands that people make preliminary

judgments based on how someone looks.

He wants his own

identity separated from the way he looks.

We see these

conflicts apparently surface when he muses:
Yeh, it's all about that first appearance: . . . If I
see an Indian person from India or . . . someone from
the Middle East, I'm thinking that person is going to
have an accent. . . . It's just the way . . . we
connect with other people.

Because we think, well,

he's from that place . . . and this is how it's going
to be . . . but then when they start talking, then you
know . . . but ... I just don't see myself as like
any other culture.

I don't even see myself as

anything but me. (Interview with Jim)
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When Jim says, "I don't even see myself as anything but
me," we come to understand Elaine Kim (1997) who said
children who came from another country at a young age
"straddle the old and the new worlds but are fully part of
neither" (p. 7).
Jim is uncomfortable around other Koreans and the
Korean community as he relates:
Oh yeh.

I don't do a lot of things.

the [Korean] church thing.

I don't go to

I don't do a lot of picnic

things. ... I don't feel comfortable being around my
mom's friends or being around my mom's situation.
. . . You have to act a certain way. . . . I'm more
uncomfortable acting Korean around [Korean] people.
. . . See?
. . .

I'm not comfortable acting like that.

Stop! I don't want to do that. (Interview with

Jim)
Not only is Jim uncomfortable around other Koreans, but he
also feels he must act a certain way around them.
uncomfortable "acting Korean."

He feels

He does not want to act

Korean because he is so used to "being American."
Freire (1998) says eventually, at some level, the oppressed
also internalize the opinion that the oppressors have of
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them, and they come to distrust themselves and other
members of their cultural group.
Jim chooses not to associate with other Korean people:
There were some other people [Korean] there, but it's
not like I actually wanted to be friends ya know.

I

remember going to church the first time I came here
and ya know, we talked and stuff and that was it.

I

don't want deal with any of the Korean people.
(Interview with Jim)
And then it's like ah when Mrs. Park asked me the last
couple of weeks ago to come to church. . .

I love her

to death just because she's a nice lady, but man I
wanted to tell her to, "man, shut up."

Don't ask me

no more. Gee wiz, you know, you haven't seen me in so
many years, like all these, in ten years and you
expect me to come to church just (snap fingers) like
that.

The only reason I ever went to that church was

that my sister got married you know. ... I just feel
my identity with being Korean is just lost.
(Interview with Jim)
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Jim's Perceptions of His Relationship with His Parents

Jim talks about his family as living separate lives
with little or no interaction even though they all live in
the same house.
dinner.

His family never sits together to eat

There is little interaction between his mother and

his father.
But that's how we live there in the house though
. . . there's TV for everybody; everybody has their
own room; everybody has to do their own thing.
never get together except for holidays.

We

We never

actually sat at the table and ate as a family.
(Interview with Jim)
Wong Fillmore (1991) argues language loss has resulted
in creating tragic stories relating to a parent's loss of
authority and children losing their respect for their
parents.

Jim thinks the language barrier might be the

reason that his family is not sitting together to eat.
Here we can see that not much communication goes on with
his mother.

Jim says it is not the language barrier,

technically, since he can communicate using "simple" words
and can understand basic conversational terms and phrases.
. . . But she can't communicate back to me like that,
you know, and I can't explain back to her whatever I
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needed, so that's why it's all me. ... I think that
in the household it's still like that right now the
way we don't like sit together to eat or we don't do a
lot of things together.

(Interview with Jim)

P. G. Lee (1999) notes that in Korean-American mixed
families, many Korean wives who have an educational level
below the ninth grade have difficulty learning English and
are only able to communicate using limited English.

This

is because, in Korea, formal English education starts in
seventh grade.
Here Jim talks about his mother's spending time in the
Korean church.

He recollects that:

I don't remember because dad was always gone and mom
just cooked and . . . she worked church [volunteered
at the Korean church].... We never had that
American [family] . . . yeh, it's like that. . . .
As soon as mom cooks something, I grab my food, and I
go to my room, and I watch TV, eat, bring the plate
back, Um, Um whatever and it's like we don't really
click you know. . . . We do things together, you know
. . . but mostly me and my dad. . . . Anything my mom
does is what she does with her church and stuff;
everybody has their own life. ... I should have
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moved out of the house so long ago because you know,
it just makes it a little odd that I'm still in the
house every day. . . . With my dad I go hunting or
whatever, and I go fishing and just because I just
really care you know, I just really, really care for
my family no matter what happens you know. . . .
Family is OK: that's what is the main thing.
(Interview with Jim)
The fact that Jim does not communicate much with
others in his family on a daily basis coupled with the fact
that "dad was always gone" easily shows us why Jim was so
lonely, and why he sought peer approval.

Jim's mom spent

her time in the Korean church with her friends, away from
Jim.

P. G. Lee (1999) sees that a number of American

husbands feel lonely and neglected because of their Korean
wives' excessive involvement in church activities with
other Korean women.

What Lee says of loneliness and

neglected feelings can be extended not only to the husband
but also to the children and to the immigrant wife who
seeks companions who speak her language.
The role of the Korean woman in many Korean churches
as well as the role of Jim's mom is that of the domestic.
Jung Ha Kim (1996) is quick to point out that the Korean

168

American church revolves around the men.

The male's

prominent position of power leaves the women to populate
the church and cook for church functions.

P. G. Lee (1999)

reminds us that the Korean church in America is a sanctuary
for Korean women who married interracially.

When these

women are alone and anxious, they take their fears to the
nearest Korean-speaking social group, the church.

It is

probably for this reason that so many Korean women submit
to the role of kitchen helper willingly.

P. G. Lee also

relates that in areas close to military bases, almost all
Korean churches are peopled with interracially married
Korean women and their relatives.

Some churches conduct

dual services, one in Korean for the women, and one in
English for the husbands.
Jim describes the difficulty he and his mother have
had in their relationship.

When I asked Jim if he

interacts much with his mother, he answers:
. . . You know, my mom speaks, you know talks to me,
mostly in English sometimes to just asking me little
simple things.

You know, she doesn't talk to you like

I really talk to you [researcher] like this.
(Interview with Jim)
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Despite the fact that Jim could not speak Korean, he
was still able to communicate with his mother at a very
elementary level (P. G. Lee, 1999; Williams, 1992), as was
the case with all the language loss children in my study.
I asked Jim, "If there was no language barrier, would your
relationship with mother be better?

He answers:

. . . I think so . . . If I could tell her more of how
I (snap fingers) actually, you know, what I want to
tell her without trying to figure out a little common
word, try to put it in like a sense where she could
understand it.

It is just like really hard for me to

say anything to my mom. ... I never really talk to
nobody at all, I'm talking about if I had a problem at
school, if I had problems with my friends, or if I had
a problem with a girl, I never talk to my mom about
it.

I never talked to my dad about it.

It was all

for myself. (Interview with Jim)
Wong Fillmore (1991) finds that when a family's
ability to communicate is eroded, the children become
alienated from their parents.

Instead of language shift

taking three generations, as it did in the past (Crawford,
1991; Fishman, 1991), it now only takes two generations.
In the United States, with the bombardment of mass media

170

and dispersed ethnic minority groups, language loss occurs
much more rapidly (Wong Fillmore, 1991) .
When queried on whether or not Jim asked his mother
for help when he did schoolwork, he says he couldn't.

Jim

says:
Yeh, She couldn't help anyway.
say about?

What was she going to

You know like any type of text that I

brought home from school.

You know saying like I got

a silver award, mom you know ah, yah know in whatever
history this.

Where do I put my comma Mom?

. . . Since my dad was gone and then I couldn't even
ask him really that much. ... I couldn't really
depend on him either. ... It was all me, and going
to school, and learning what I had to do for myself.
(Interview with Jim)
Jim never asked his mom for help with homework, and he
couldn't ask his father because he was usually away or
unconcerned.

Kim et al. (1997) often encounters Korean

youth in the United States like Jim.

He feels that Korean

American teenagers are sometimes left to find their
identity among their peers, fighting against their own
incomplete bicultural background.

But Jim also said that

even if he could speak Korean, he would still have a
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problem communicating with his mother because she did not
understand the American culture or the American educational
system (Chang et al., 1995).

Jim explains:

You know I don't remember any times that I actually
wanted to talk to my mom about anything. . . . When I
was young probably, but um probably from my middle
school, and probably my late elementary school, I
don't remember ever talking to my mom about needing
anything. . . . How is she going to help me out in
English class?

How is she going to help me out in

history class?

How is she going to help me out in any

of my classes except maybe math?

But I always knew

how to do math so. . . . What was my need to ask my
mom for any help . . . and dad was always g o n e . . . .
I had to do things for myself. ... I couldn't speak
to my mom about what I actually want to ask, but then
at the same time she didn't know a lot about what
America was, about school. ... It wouldn't have
mattered, if I had spoken fluent Korean. (Interview
with Jim)
P. G. Lee (1999) notes that the biggest barrier to
assimilating into American society for interracially
married Korean women is mastery of the English language.
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P. G. Lee (1999) realizes that with interracially married
Korean women, due to the importance of clear communication
to the many aspects of life, lack of English proficiency
became the root of many problems especially in their
relationship with husbands and children.
The following passage describes what Jim feels about
Korean women coming to the United States:
. . . Any girl that come to . . . that comes to
America, they're expecting (snapping fingers) ta!
boom!, oh! America!

You know how it is. You know it's

like living the culture having the life style . . .
stereotypes they push over there. . . . Everybody over
there [Korea] gets a fixation on how America is
suppose to be.

And they get over here and it's not

really like that, and they get disappointed. . . .
Besides that fact ... I don't want to deal again
with the Korean ladies. (Interview with Jim)
Goffman (1963) says that when the oppressed
internalized the oppressor's idea about themselves, the
oppressed become sub oppressors themselves.

Jim talks

stereotypically about Korean women who are married to
American service men.
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When I asked Jim why he did not talk much with his
father he answered:
. . . First of all, dad back then--he was gone and the
way I was growing up I felt more independent....
You know Mom's know best ... of course cause ah, my
mom taught me a lot of things . . . and then
eventually yeh, you should listen to Mom, you know but
the fact that, you know, I'm independent. . . . We
[Dad] never really clicked like that.

We never talk.

. . . It was like our family is not the American
family; it's not the Korean family; it's the Finn
family. . . . You know, they're not, never been
abusive ... or my dad never provided, or there was
so much negative in the house, it's not like that.
It's all about . . . doing what everybody has to do in
the house: what my dad has to do to support us, what
my mom did for herself and to support us, what the
cleaning, the cooking, and all that good stuff [was]
and then everybody else going to school going to have
fun and doing that stuff. (Interview with Jim)
Jim explains that his family differs from both a Korean and
an American family.

Everybody exists alone individually,

operating from two different linguistic codes.

The excerpt
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above, is in keeping with what Wong Fillmore (1991) finds:
"When parents lose the means for socializing and
influencing their children, rifts develop and families lose
the intimacy that comes from shared beliefs and
understandings" (p. 343).
Jim talks about his relationships with women.

He says

he is unable to stay in a relationship past a month.

In

his own words:
I also really can't get to the point where my
relationship with a girl can . . . last more than
probably like, intimately, for like three or four for
more than like a month. ... I call a girl, I meet a
girl, we talk for a few, and then we do our thing, and
then eventually I just break it off.

(Interview with

Jim)
Interpersonal relationships are not successful for Jim
because he was not able to learn a style of relationship
building at home with his mother.

How could Jim's mother

function in the role of a true parent?

Ying and Chou

(1996) observe that in certain Asian immigrant families,
often there is a role reversal between parents and children
due to the speed at which the children gain competence in
the culture and language of their new land.

Additionally,
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they note that the parents were also adverse to contacting
their children's teachers because of shyness, inability to
communicate effectively, and a wish to avoid interference.
Ying and Chou also think that possibly children do not wish
to have their parents come to school and the parents can
sense this.

Mothers feel they are an embarrassment to

mixed-race children.
When I asked who went to school conferences,
acknowledging the fact that Jim's father was usually away,
he answered:
. . . I didn't even tell her that there were school
conferences.

What would my mom do with teachers

trying to explain to her that son's doing this or
doing that, then I would have to translate back to
her. ... I could have been telling lies. . . . The
only time that any kind of conference [occurred] with
school ... it was my dad that came.

It's always

been my dad that came [if he was home]. (Interview
with Jim)
When I asked Jim if he would have any suggestions for
Korean mothers raising children in the United States, he
replied:
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. . . Don't come to America, that's my suggestion.
Don't marry American people.

Stay in Korea.

I think

a, you know, it's sad to say, even I think I have a
right to say that. ... I would have been better
. . . happier if I was in Korea. . . . [If I] spoke
just Korean . . . around my own people, dealt with the
same thing without dealing with racism when I was
growing up, dealing with bigotry, or like just because
someone looked at me differently. ... I think I
would have been better in Korea than here.

But then

at the same time, I feel that I'm better here than
over there because of the . . . my knowledge or my
well being, or the way I view the world now is more
broaden than if I was just to stay in a certain area
all my life.

So you know it's a give and take, and in

life you just got to . . . take what it gives you and
with Korean Moms, hey don't have your children just
speak English whatever. . . . Keep it all.

You always

have to be always with your kid and just talk to them.
. . . My mom, you know, she'd work; she'd do a lot of
things [at the Korean church] when I was growing up,
and I never really talked to her. . . . There was no
reason for me to really talk. (Interview with Jim)
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Jim confirms Zhou's (1999) statement that immigrant
groups become part of different sections of society in the
United States, and becoming "American" may not always be
beneficial to Asian American immigrant children.

The

inability to fit in leads to feeling of alienation.

Jim is

not alone in his perception of racism as an on-going form
of cultural discrimination.

Tuan's (1998) study indicates

that many Asian Americans have had similar experiences with
bigotry, stereotyping, and discrimination at school and at
work.
When I asked Jim if there were any suggestions he had
for mothers in a similar situation, he replied:
First of all, you've got to spend time with your kids.
You've got to always be there with them no matter
what.

You have always got to ask that embarrassing

questions you've got to ask. . . . You talk to your
kids about sex now, when they're at that age where
they maybe get into it before they actually get into
it.

They'll be more open, you know, more broad

minded. . . . Never lose your ties with what you are,
and with what you have.

Always try to keep up the

same bond. (Interview with Jim)
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Jim recognized the importance of a mother spending time
with her children openly and her responsibility to
understand her son's concerns.

Chang et al. (1995) feel

parents benefit from helping their children anyway they can
academically even if it means using the home language.
Chang et al. continue by saying that listening to the
children and talking honestly with them, combined with the
liberal and early creation of quality time, will help
bridge the gap between parent and child across cultures.
How could Korean mothers do this with limited English
ability?
Jim conceded the fact that language was a very
important thing in his early conflicts in school:
Yeh, I think that's [language loss is] one of the
. . . sacrilegious things in life because . . . you
lose something . . . special.

To speak a language and

then to actually lose it just like that [is bad] .
Yeh, I miss it, but I don't really miss it because I
don't speak it now so you know it doesn't really
affect me ... at this age.

(Interview with Jim)

Jim realizes what was missing in his relationship with
his mother—the intimate linguistic code, and though he
does not connect it with language loss, Jim feels;
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So what any Korean mother can do is. . . have that
love for that child, as long as you talk to that
person, as long as you talk to your kids and tell them
how things are. . . . She can say all this in Korean
or ... in English.

I understand what my mom is

talking about; we're not idiots you know--we're kids.
. . . We grow up and we learnin' so we know what you
are talking about so it's all about always talking to
your child. (Interview with Jim)
Jim does realize that parents and children must interact
often and that parents need to communicate their
experiences and feelings about important subjects in life
to bond on the personal level.

But coherency in this link

--talking, is lost if the mother tongue is not transmitted
to the child (Wong Fillmore, 1991).
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CHAPTER 7
A CASE STUDY OF PAUL SUN; "I NEVER THOUGHT ABOUT IT"

Paul: Introduction and Personal History-

Paul is a 26-year-old male, a stockman at one of the
local grocery stores.

His mother is Korean and his father

is Caucasian American, retired military.

His father and

mother met while his father was stationed in Korea.

He

invited her to come to the U.S. with a fiances visa.
they married in Sierra Vista.

Later

Paul's father was assigned

to Korea a total of five times and to Germany one tour.
Paul's father accompanied his family two times to Korea so
Paul lived in Korea a total of four years before he entered
school.
Paul was born in Fort Huachuca, Arizona, in 1974.
Paul has a brother who is ten years younger than he.

The

brother was born and raised exclusively in Sierra Vista.
Paul is the biological father of a six-year old son, but
Paul has not seen the boy since he was an infant.

His ex-

girlfriend (his son's mother) married a soldier and is
living in another state.

Paul's father retired around 1992

with 22 years of military service as an E-7 (Sergeant first
class) in the United States Army.
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I met Paul in 1991 when I came to this city from
Germany.

My husband and I were teaching Confraternity of

Christian Doctrine or CCD, (a Roman Catholic Sunday school
program) at the Fort Huachuca church.

The program

director, a Roman Catholic Nun, Sister Marie, introduced me
to Paul.

She had many concerns about Paul.

he was in her youth class.

At that time

Shortly after I met him, Paul

had a car accident that required extensive facial
reconstructive surgery.
During this time, I met his mother and helped
interpret on many occasions in connection with the
accident.

Last year, I met Paul's father at a local store

and I requested Paul's number.

When I called Paul and

explained my study, he agreed to participate.
years have passed since I first met Paul.

Almost nine

He was a young,

bright, good-looking six-foot tall high school student, an
adolescent with numerous issues complicating his life.
According to Sister Marie, drinking problems led to his
accident while he was still in high school.
with this assessment.

Paul agrees

According to his interview:

. . . I didn't take it to the extent to where I would
be intoxicated so much. ... I would have a few here
and there, but it's very, I mean probably, did it only
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twice before my accident.

And then a, what led to the

accident is . . . I did take it to the extent. . . . I
got caught drinking at work and she and her intentions
were to fire me, but my dad said he would take me to a
drug and alcohol screening and everything and then see
if I have a problem or not. . . . My last day from the
drug and alcohol classes I was taking was the day that
I got hit by the car so. (Interview with Paul)
Paul was a man who did much to plan and more
importantly to build a future, as we can see from the
passage below, but circumstances changed his life.

He sums

up his high school years, his plans, issues in his life,
and things that disrupted his plans in the following
passage from his interview:
While I was in school, I used to, you know, I was
really active.

I played football for the high school

--to lift weights keep myself in shape while I was in
school, you know.

I was in [J]ROTC for four years,

and like now I was on drill team, and the honor guard
and then ah. . .it was basically ... a lot of stuff
happened in the past: . . .I do things without
thinking, you know got me in a lot of trouble, so it
really held me back from a lot of things. . .
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I guess my intentions were to join the military
after I got out, that was the main reason why I joined
[J]ROTC is cause being in [J]ROTC depending on how
long you stay in depends on what rank you go in the
Army.

. . .If I would have gotten out and went into

the army, you know, I would have been, you know an E3[Sergeant] already automatically because of the
[J]ROTC training. ... I mean I met a girl that I
used to work with and then ah, she got pregnant which
is what held me back from going into the army right
away....
I was still planning on going into the army after
she had the kid, but in between. ... I got into a
lot of traffic violations, fines, and the Army won't
let you in unless you take care of everything before
you leave. ... I got involved with the wrong crowd
you know, started drinking a lot and everything. . . .
I was partying too much and immature. (Interview with
Paul)
Despite the issues he had, Paul graduated from the
local high school.

I heard about the birth of his child

not long after he graduated, but I lost contact with him
for several years.

When I decided to expand the study, to
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create my dissertation, I was happy to find Paul again
because I really wanted to include him in my study.
Paul is currently in prison serving a two-year
sentence for a second DUI offense.

When I interviewed him

in April of 2000, he had just gotten out of prison after
serving a four-month sentence for a first DUI violation.
He was working at the local grocery as a stocker.

After

graduating from the local high school in 1993, Paul worked
many part-time jobs including construction until his father
helped him get a job in the grocery store.

Paul worked in

that store three years except for prison time.

He was

living in a trailer park at the time of my interview with
his new girlfriend who has two young children by an exboyfriend.

Ethnically, she is a Mexican-American.

To begin the study, I contacted Paul at the store
where he worked the night shift.
p.m.

He began work around 10

Since he did not own a computer, he did not have a

personal e-mail account.

I simply handed Paul the

interview questions so he could think about what I was
going to ask.

I met him a week later on the weekend at the

local library.
Paul had new plans for his life.
become an engineer.

His dream was to

His lifetime dream was to join the

Army, but because of his DUI current Army regulations make
it difficult for him to join.
. . . So that was like down fall you know.
you know, she didn't get pregnant.

I wish,

I would be in the

military and then you know, I liked military you know;
it's not the best thing in the world, but it's better
than looking for a part-time job, minimum-wage job you
know so. (Interview with Paul)
Paul continues to discuss what he would like to do
with his future.

If he could change the past he would

change it as he says:
I would have done, you know, my best, you know, in my
schooling . . . [to] get a scholarship, you know, to a
university and got a degree, because I planned on
doing that sometime in the future when I get back on
my feet because when I was in prison for four months,
I kind of got back behind on bills and stuff. . . .
After I catch up, I plan on going back to school
because I've always wanted to be an engineer. . .
(Interview with Paul)
Paul has gotten a lot of help from friends or peers,
as in the following case where he lost his job and could
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not afford a place to stay, and he was forced to stay with
his friend in a military barracks.

What he recollects is:

[A]fter that it was kind of hard to find a job; I mean
it got to the point where I had a friend in the Army-I used to hang out with a lot of guys that went into
the Army cause they were friends of my friends and
then later on they became good friends of mine.

And

ah when I lost my job, at the roofing company and I
ah, I stayed with them at the barracks and then once
he got out of the Army we both went and got our own
place. ... It was probably about two, almost a year
and a half before I was able to find a job. . . . But
it wasn't a decent job; it wasn't a job to where I
could live off of it, but and then ah, I heard about
Acme and then that's when I started working for Acme.
I just got tired of working two jobs to support
myself, and then I asked my dad cause he knows a lot
of people.

And ah he was able to get me a job at

Acme. ... I guess I'm doing pretty good at Acme.
(Interview with Paul)
Paul is a respected worker based on his recollection
at Acme: "I started at five dollars [per hour] and then
$5.45.

I think and then about four months after that I
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went from $5.45--I got three different raises and I was at
8 dollars [per hour]" (Paul's interview).

As we can see

Paul waited about two years before asking his father for
help finding a new job.

In the following reflection we get

some insight into why Paul waited so long to ask help from
his parents as well as his perception of how he thought his
mother, in particular, felt about him:
My mom thinks that the only times I always make up
with her, talk to her, she always thinks I want
something. . . . She wants to pay my rent so I can
catch up.

I said no, but in my mind I was thinking:

if she is just testing if I am just trying to use her
or something? . . . That's the way she thinks but
that's not what I think. ... I don't like to ask
other people. (Interview with Paul)
Paul confides that:
I feel sometimes if she was more open and able to talk
to more people, she would speak English a little bit
better.

But she really doesn't trust a lot of people.

(Interview with Paul)
For Korean women, P. G. Lee (1999) postulates that the
low self-esteem which some suffer originates from old ideas
based on Confucianism in Korean society.

P. G. Lee says
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Confucianism is responsible for the antiquated notion that
women are inferior.

Moreover, P. G. Lee (1999)

acknowledges Korean wives' cultural and social activities
are very restricted due to their lack of fluency in
English.

When dealing with trust issues and self-esteem,

Britt (1988) reminds us one needs to remember:
. . . Those with low self-esteem were more
discouraged, depressed, felt unlovable, were fearful
of angering others, felt isolated from others,
extremely shy and timid, aloof and less adaptable,
emotionally unstable, introverted, submissive,
insecure, lacked self-assurance, tended toward
neurotic reactions, and demonstrated less ability to
cope with stress. (Britt, 1988, p. 217)
When I asked Paul how he felt about hearing the Korean
language at home he responded:
She really doesn't speak that much Korean.

She don't

really talk to a lot of people. . . . She's the type
of person that she can't put up with people that's
always trying to put her family down or trying to make
other families look better.

There were some friends

of hers . . . that were Korean that did t h a t . . . .
Well, she don't even associate with them anymore, you
know. . . . She don't like liars and people like that
you know.

So she tries not to associate with a lot of

people. (Interview with Paul)
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One can see that Paul's mother seems very concerned
with saving her own face.

Yeh and Huang (1996) explain,

"Face includes the positive image, interpretations, or
social attributes that one claims for oneself or perceives
others to have accorded one.

If one does not fulfill

expectations of the self, then one loses face" (p. 651) .
Unlike the course of action that might be taken by other
cultures, Asian Americans usually use more indirect, otheroriented face management strategies (Cocroft & Ting-Toomey,
1994, in Gudykunst, 2001).

P. G. Lee (1999) finds from the

respondents to his study, that between American husbands
and Korean wives, "The misunderstandings, disappointments,
barriers, and shortcomings" (p. 121) may lead to wives
becoming very depressed, anxious and dejected, which may
tend to lower their self-esteem and cause them to avoid
conversations.

Additionally, issues even with the Korean

community cause conflict, and stress.

Kitano and Daniels

(2001) note that for Korean wives of American service
members, the wives were marginal to both the Korean and
American communities.

Thus a large number of social

problems arise from such marginality that impacts the
children.
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Like Michael's, Paul's father was gone a lot, and Paul
did not develop an intimate relationship with his father
(Williams, 1992).

This is not uncommon in Amerasian

children's households where the father is in the American
military.

Williams (1992) says with regard to Japanese-

American families, in similar circumstances, relations
between parent and child were constrained by their fathers'
military commitment.

The amount of time Paul's father

spent away from home because of his military duty and Dad's
demeanor when he was home is reflected in this comment:
He was gone a lot but, you know, it was bad.

I mean,

it bothered me a lot because I guess, him being in
military. ... He was gone a lot . . . always
overseas, TDY [the military equivalent of business
travel] so I really never got to know my dad you know,
so it was kind of hard. ... I know basic stuff, what
he likes do--this and that but ... to talk to him
because when he was home, I mean we really didn't
[talk] because it's hard to communicate with him, you
know. (Interview with Paul)
Without either parent to guide Paul's growing up, and
his mother's lack of English ability (P. G. Lee, 1999),
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Paul appears to have dealt with many of life's challenges
alone.

Still, Paul appears to think that most of the

pressing negative issues he has experienced in life have
been his "fault."

He blames himself, not his family.

Gudykunst (2001) speculates that when Asian Americans don't
meet expectations, they commonly react with the emotions of
shame and guilt.

Gudykunst (2001) clarifies the meaning of

guilt in the context of Asian Americans: "Guilt emerges for
Asian Americans from moral transgressions in hierarchical
relationships.

Asian Americans experience guilt when they

perceive that they have not done their 'duty'" (Liem, 1997,
in Gudykunst, 2001, p. 135).

We can see this from the next

"testimonial" where Paul says his family is good:
. . . My family, they're really good.
in their own way.

They're strict

But it's for our own good you know.

. . . My mom gets really mad because when I neglect my
bills and stuff . . . and she says why don't you just
pay it off right away you know? ... I didn't want to
listen when I was younger, but now I'm 26 I think
about it, and I wish I did everything that my dad told
me to do.

Then I would be you know, probably more

successful in life than I am now. . . . It's mostly my
fault, you know cause you know, my parents aren't
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going to tell me don't go to school--. . . The only
way they'd probably be able to do it is just to sit
there and beat me all the time, but even then I could
still say no. . . .So that's why I say it's my fault.
(Interview with Paul)
Paul's life seems to accentuate what Delgado-Gaitan
and Trueba (1991) observed when they wrote;
What is still more intriguing is the fact that often
the victims of abuse who experience disempowerment are
the last to believe that they can get out of that
situation and become empowered; that they can learn,
acquire the necessary knowledge to participate
meaningfully in the social and political process.
Systematic degradation tends to disable individuals,
thus making it difficult for them to recognize the
fact that they are being victimized, or if they do
recognize this fact, making it impossible for them to
take action in order to prevent further victimization,
(p. 157)
Paul's whole life has been focused on mere survival,
yet he appears to have no realization that he has been
victimized.

Paul's Recollection of His Language Experience
Including Language Loss

Paul doesn't remember speaking Korean, but his father
said that Paul spoke Korean fluently when Paul was about
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four or five.

He does actually understand some vocabulary

as he related to me here:
. . . My dad told me that I spoke Korean fluently-it's like I didn't know, I understood it, but my dad
has told me in times before in the past that I did
know how to speak Korean fluently you know. . . . It
would be nice to know that I could still speak it and
understand it you know. (Interview with Paul)
Paul first learned Korean on his own out of necessity
to speak to his friends while his father was stationed in
Korea, as Paul's friends were mostly Korean.

As he

relates:
My dad said I pick up on it just when I was Korea.

I

had lot of Korean friends and then I was able to talk
to them.

I understand Korean so my dad say basically

self taught. (Interview with Paul)
Hinton (1994) argues that environment and economic rewards
affect an individual's language proficiency.
The decision for Paul to stop speaking Korean seemed
to be a joint one between Paul's parents.

His mother's

rationale can be summed up as follows:
Yeh, I guess my mom was thinking you know she kind of
speaks broken English you know. . . . You can't say a
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sentence without leaving something out ... so she
really didn't like the idea of me speaking Korean, you
know so I didn't speak it.
(Interview with Paul)
In his interview, Paul speaks of his mother's "broken
English" and how his mother did not want Paul to speak like
that.

Hinton (1994) points out that parents who agree not

to maintain a child's first language do so because of love,
and to prevent their children from being hurt.

A similar

mentality is observed in other immigrant groups.

A part of

Richard Rodriguez' (1982) book, as summarized in DelgadoGaitan and Trueba (1991), notes that some Mexican Americans
have the mistaken notion that the home/first language and
home culture may be an obstacle to their children
succeeding in the United States.

This reflects a similar

misconception among some teachers who see linguistic and
cultural differences of home and school as barriers to
learning (Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991).
Paul's father's decision to stop him from speaking
Korean was probably based on the fact that Paul was held
back in first grade, not for grades, as we can see from
what Paul says, but for inadequate mastery of the English
language:

195

. . . I mean another reason when I was first grade
they held me back; it's not because I failed the grade
but because my constant, getting meaning my being able
to hold concept the English language: . . . learn how
to preposition. ... It was hard for me to understand
cause I knew in Korean so it's like I guess they held
me back in first grade so I can get a better concept
of [English]. . . .It's pretty, I don't know I
wouldn't say sad, but. (Interview with Paul)
Similar justification to only speak English to
children is made by other immigrant groups in America as
well as by Native Americans.

In a book on Native American

languages, Flutes of Fire, Hinton (1994) notes that in the
United States, both immigrants and Native Americans make
reasoned decisions to speak only English in the home in the
hopes of giving their children an advantage as far as
integrating into American society, especially at an
economic level.
Chang et al. (1995) explains that it was common for
regular teachers and special education teachers to suggest
that parents of Limited English Proficiency Chinese
students drop their home language in order to help their
children learn English.

Chang et al. (1995) realizes this
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may unintentionally constrain students' chances to improve
their critical thinking ability as well as to develop
language proficiency.

Based on the Cummins' hypothesis,

McGroaty (1988) warns, if a child does not have language
skills in one of the two languages commensurate to his or
her age, the child cannot use either language as a tool to
develop cognitive skills.
When asked if his mother ever used Korean when
addressing Paul, he answers "Yes.
at me" (Interview with Paul).

I mean when she is mad

With Paul, as with Michael,

the only time the sons remember hearing any of the Korean
language is when their mother is angry.

This agrees with

what Zentella (1997) relates about one case regarding
Puerto Rican children growing up in New York.

She found

the mother used Spanish when she was mad at her children.
Paul also talks about his language experience with his
mom as similar to learning another language.

Since his

mother does not speak the English language well, he
considered her "broken English" another language, one he
had to learn.

He explains:

It's just so, you know, maybe nice [if he could speak
the Korean language] cause my mom doesn't have many
Korean friends you know. . . .It would be less
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tension for her to try to tell me how, what she wants,
from speaking English so if she just talk to me in
Korean that, then I would understand better, you know.
You know, but I living with my mom so long, so I can
get it right off what she wants.

It's like, it's not

another language, but it like learn another language
in a way she talks. (Interview with Paul)
As in Paul's family, Berrol (1995) found that "In many
families, children and parents understood neither each
other's words nor the meanings behind them" (p. 92).
Berrol (1995) states, in the case of the Cuban American
immigrant families, that a lack of English language
proficiency eventually leads to alienation between
Americanized children and their immigrant parents.

Paul's Perceptions of His Identity

Paul considers himself a Korean because he looks more
Korean than European even though other people occasionally
mistakenly identify him as a Mexican (Root, 1997).

He

explains why he considers himself Korean:
I consider myself Korean.

It's like basically a lot

of people don't think I'm Korean, even some people, I
don't know how or where they see it at.

There's been

times where I'm in the store working and there's
Mexicans coming in there, and they start speaking to
me in Spanish, and it's like I don't know, and I stop
and I get someone else that's Mexican to talk to them
. . . I always mark you know Asian Islander, just
because I look more Asian than I do white. (Interview
with Paul)
Goffman (1963) realizes that "In social situations
with an individual known or perceived to have a stigma, we
are likely, then to employ categorizations that do not fit
and we and he are likely to experience uneasiness" (p. 19)
Goffman also recognizes that since the stigmatized person
experiences these episodes more often than the majority of
the population, they become better at handling them.
When I asked Paul "Since your father is white, why
don't you consider yourself white?", he answered:
No, it's just I think I look more Korean than I do
white.

I mean, it's just like, when I walk down

they're not going to say, "Look at that white guy";
they're going to say, "Look at that Asian guy" you
know, so I think I look more Asian than I look white.
(Interview with Paul)
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Paul identifies himself as he perceives how other people
see him (Goffman, 1963).

Even though he doesn't say it, it

appears that his description of how he thinks he looks is
the same as Michael's--not white.
Kich (1992) also teaches us that actual-identity
develops through interaction with other people as well as
through being recognized, accepted, and belonging.
But how does Paul see himself culturally?

One reason

he thinks culturally he is white is he lacks the ability to
understand his Korean mother's rationale for administering
discipline.

Pyong Gap Min (1995) recognizes in his article

on Korean Americans that because of language problems and
value conflicts, a chasm is formed between Korean parents
and their adolescents.

Because of Paul's mother's

inability to explain punishment using the English language,
and Paul's inability to understand the Korean language,
(similar to Standen's study, 1996), Paul was confounded as
to the justification for a particular punishment.

He says:

It's like some of the things I can't understand like,
I get into trouble, she punishes me.

I guess with her

culture me knowing how white culture being with the
white people's culture, the way she punishes me
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sometimes it's weird you know.

I don't understand but

. . . it's just the way she . . . did it back in
Korea.

It's different from here, you know, it's

weird. . . . If I knew how to speak Korean, so she
could tell me really why the way she punishes people,
it would just be a lot easier to understand than for
her to try to tell me in English you know. (Interview
with Paul)
Paul says there are differences between him and his
mother culturally, but he does not say the same thing about
his father.

Williams's (1992) study of Japanese Amerisians

(connection with the military) reported that there were
"cultural barriers" with their mothers; probably due to the
fact that the reference behaviors they emulated were
dominant Americanisms.

This was because these Ameraisan

children spent time with their mothers since their fathers
were not around much due to their military obligation.
From the next excerpt from Paul's interview we see he
considers being biracial beneficial because he sees the
culture from both sides of his heritage (P. G. Lee, 1999;
Stephan, 1992).

Paul says being a mixed race person didn't

bother him, even when others talked about him.

This action

reveals a strategy that many Asian Americans use to survive
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in the United States--be silent: don't make waves, and pray
people won't bother you (Tuan, 1998).

Paul says:

. . . It wasn't that bad I mean, I liked the idea that
I am not, you know, all the way white. ... I mean
it's hard to relate to other cultures you know. . . .
It's like me, I get to see lot more what's going on
you know.

It's like you get to see more than just how

the white people live you know.

You know . . . people

take off their shoes when they go other people's
house.

You know white people they don't care.

They

just come in wearing their shoes. . . . You don't have
to go restaurants to eat oriental food.

You know, mom

knows how to cook she's cooking. ... I mean it don't
bother me though, you know lot of jokes too, going to,
you know, people always picking on Mexicans and people
picking on Orientals. ... I mean, I am who I am and
ah, whatever you says not gonna change who I am. . . .
I tell people you know if you don't like who I am then
just don't associate with me. (Interview with Paul)
Mixed-race Asian Americans face many problems (Gudykunst,
2001).

However, Stephan (1992) argues that being a mixed

race person is a mixed blessing since they can relate to

202

both cultures of their heritage and have the chance to
speak two languages as well as have tolerance for others.
Through language loss, Paul was denied at least one of
these benefits--the ability to use his mother's language.
When I asked Paul how his friends were, ethnically,
when he was young and in school he replied:
Actually, now I got a lot of friends. I mean it's, I
got a lot of friends. Orientals, whites, you know.

I

basically never had just one solid ethnic group that I
hung out with. (Interview with Paul)
When asked if he felt more comfortable around one ethnic
group or another he replied, "I really never thought about
it" (Interview with Paul).
Paul thinks that as a half Korean it would be better
for him to know the Korean language.

He and his father

think that it would be easy to relearn the Korean language
because, like learning to ride a bike, it should still be
there in his brain somewhere.
Yeh, I'd really like to learn lot of languages but,
you know, being, you know, half Korean it would be
nice to know how to speak it, you know, again my dad
was saying that ah, he thinks that I knew it one time
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so it's got to be somewhere locked up in my brain.
(Interview with Paul)
Since Paul is so focused on mere survival, he sees
most things through the filter of what is practical.

In

the following passage he talks about the utility of
language in the context of getting a job.

In this and

throughout Paul's interview we see how his example supports
Maslow's hierarchy of needs theory.

People cannot consider

higher order needs until the lower order needs (like
survival) are met (Maslow, 1970).

When I asked Paul why he

would like to learn Korean, he said:
I think, you know, if you are, you know, biracial in a
biracial relationship like and you have kids, I think
it's better to let the kids know both languages
because it's a plus for them ... a benefit for them
when they want to get a job.

I think it's real

important learning more than one language, you know.
(Interview with Paul)
Reflecting on other benefits of learning the Korean
language Paul added:
Yeh, I mean it's I think, it's just a big plus for you
as more than just a job but just being able to relate
with other people you know. (Interview with Paul)
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This shows that Paul can see the value of language for
bridging cultures.

He might also have an idea of how

knowing another language might enrich his life, or help him
to better understand others (Andersson, 1999; CunninghamAndersson & Kich, 1992).

Paul's Perceptions of His Relationship with His Parents

Most references agree that the mother is the center of
the new immigrant family's home (Berrol, 1995).

As

illustrated, in Paul's own words, his father was gone most
of the time (similar to children in Williams' study).

We

need to keep these two pieces of information in mind as we
look at Paul's relationship with his mother.
Paul's mother asked him one time if Paul was jealous
of his younger brother.

Paul's father was almost never

there while Paul was growing up, but Paul's father was
around almost constantly for his brother from first grade
until 18 after Dad's retirement from the military:
I guess my mom had asked me one night if I was jealous
of my brother.

I kind of was because he get to know

my dad better than I am you know because I guess my
dad retired about a month before my accident, and I
was, in '92 and then he retired and then so from '92
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until my brother turns 18 and leaves, he gets to know
him.

He was home all the time you know. . . . But

then again I don't see why I am jealous because lot of
things past.

I mean I have done more things than he

has because my dad was military.

I got to go to

oversea see my other half, my family. ... I got to
go Korean, I got to see Korea you know.

I have gone

lot of different places then he has, you know.

I mean

since he from time he was born until now I don't think
he ever left Arizona.

I mean my dad taken him that

see his, just to see our grandparents the year before
last.

That's probably only time he ever left Arizona.

. . . But it would be nice be able to know my dad in a
way you know.

I know basic stuff what he likes do

this and that, but it's really hard for me you know
talk to him. (Interview with Paul)
Williams (1992) found that when children were distant
from their fathers, they usually blamed their father's
military obligations, not cultural differences.

However,

Paul has, when in need of help or advice, chosen to seek
the council of his best friend's mother.

Paul remembers:

. . . I mean when me and my girlfriend get into it,
he's my best friend so his mom is, it's like I call
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her Mom . . . it's like she takes me in whenever I
need help and she's always there for me so it's like
with him [my best friend].

I can express myself and

be able to talk to him about everything.

(Interview

with Paul)
When I asked Paul, "Why don't you think your mom could
like his [your best friend's] mom?" he said:
I don't know.

With her I don't let her [my mother]

know everything I know because I've known this guy for
a while.

I think I met him, probably in my sophomore

year in high school.... We hung around a lot and
got to be really close.

There are people you call

friends, and then there are people you call
associates, you know.

He's probably my only friend

. . . that doesn't stab you in the back you know or
turn around and talk about you and try and put you
down. . . . So he's probably the only person I've
really expressed myself to that I could really talk
to.

With every body else, well, you [the researcher]

know what my mom's like. ... I don't want her to get
upset. (Interview with Paul)
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Paul says he does not want to talk to his mother when
he has problems because he does not want to upset her, and
he doesn't trust her.

Paul continues:

. . . My parents are pretty much upset with a lot of
things I've done, and I don't want to let them know
everything because I don't want to make them feel more
worse than they do.

Cause I've done other things.

. . . It's like stupid stuff you know. . . . [Some]
reasons why people have kids is they want their kids
to grow up to be somebody, and I don't want them to
think they failed being a parent.

I think they--I

don't know if they feel it or not, but I don't think
they've failed.

It's myself that I've failed myself.

You know holding myself back from doing a lot of
things I was supposed to do. (Interview with Paul)
From the previous paragraph we see Paul does not want
his parents to be blamed for his failure.

Paul feels shame

for the way that he has managed his life.

The things that

give rise to the emotion of shame are different for Asian
Americans than for those from a European background.
Gudykunst (2001) writes that for the Asian American:

The feelings of shame, however, are not limited to the
individuals engaging in the wrong doing; it is shared
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by other in group members (e.g., the family). Shame,
therefore is based on the interdependent self
construal for Asian Americans ... if Asian Americans
are arrested they feel shame, and the members of their
families also feel shame, (p. 135)

Paul amplifies just how close he was/is to his best
friend's mother.

Wong Fillmore (1991) reminds us that

children can be alienated from their parents if family
communications breaks down.

He recalls:

. . . But I consider myself close to her because she's
ah, she's always I mean, there. . . . One time, all
right, me and my girlfriend got into a fight, 2:30 in
the morning. . . . He is in the military and he is in
Germany right now, [but] I can still call her. . .
.[When] things get out of hand and police coming
everything, so I just need some place to stay until
everything cools off. . . . She said call me whenever
I need, and she said come over to my house stay that
night. ... I don't consider her my mom, I just joke
around [calling her] Mom. (Interview with Paul)
When I asked Paul about his relationship with his
mother, he says "The relationship is good."

Kim, Sharkey,

and Singelis (1994) argue that Asian Americans worry about
being thought of negatively by other people.

From other
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conversations, Paul has issues communicating with his
mother in some if not most circumstances, and in this way
he seems to support Kim, Sharkey, and Singelis' conjecture.
P. G. Lee (1999) found that Korean wives, who do not
acquire sufficient fluency in the English language, lose
"the benefit of intimate relationships" with their family
members (i.e., husband and children).

Cunningham-Andersson

and Andersson (1999) add that when parents' languages are
different, and if they decide to speak only one language to
a child, whatever the reason, the relationship may suffer
as the child gets older.

The strain that the relationship

suffers in Paul's case causes him to confide more in his
friend's mother than his own.
Paul is put in the role of an English teacher while
simultaneously trying to carry on a conversation with his
mother in simplified English (P. G. Lee, 1999; Williams,
1992).

Paul says:

Our relationship is good, but like I said with the
barrier, the feelings just to express.

She has a

Korean-English dictionary, and if I say a word she
doesn't know, she asks me to look it up for her so she
can learn what the meaning of the word is.

She'll

look it up and it will be written in English, but it
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will explain what the word means in Korean.

So she

tries you know . . . like I'm 26 years old so.

She's

been in the United States at least 27-28 years, so
it's like, I feel sometimes if she was more open and
able to talk to more people, she would speak English a
little bit better.

But she really doesn't trust a lot

of people. (Interview with Paul)
Cunningham-Andersson and Andersson (1999) state how
important it is to speak the native language, if a family
is living outside their native country, for all family
members to feel good about their personal relationships.
We can see from the following passage that Paul's
relationship with his mother does not quite correlate with
what he said earlier with regard to his family:
. . . Just when I really started talking to her again,
maybe it's been about a month now.

But for almost

. . . six years I probably really talked to her total
for a year of that six years I've been gone.

And

then, just the last month when I barely started
talking to her, I haven't seen or talked to her for
almost a year and a half.
. . . I felt a lot of issues that I thought wasn't
right and then it made me mad so I just stopped
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talking to her [my mom] ...

I drank more and

everything cause I miss, I love my family a lot.
(Interview with Paul)
The problems Paul confronted resulted in frustration
over the communication process and eventually, by
association, the frustration he felt trying to discuss
ideas with his mother as well as with an absent father.
Wong Fillmore (1991) reminds us that sad results follow
when parental authority is extremely eroded due to cultural
shift.

Paul feels his mother is also frustrated due to the

difficulty of the communication process and, though he does
not say it directly, he infers it:
. . . I didn't have the patience, I listened but just
went out the other ear like I never heard it.

Just

tell me whatever you're [Mom] going to tell me, so
that I can do whatever I want to go do, you know.
(Interview with Paul)
Paul feels that this frustration is the reason they do not
communicate often.

"Because me and my mom doesn't talk

that much you know" (Interview with Paul).

Ima and Kheo

(1995) note this problem: "The rapid acculturation of
American ways by the Asian youth creates even a larger gap.
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In short, there often develops a deep silence between
parent and child" (p. 155).
Kitano and Daniels (2001) observed that even surface
features of cultural differences can lead to conflict
between Korean immigrant parents and a child because their
rate of acculturation and language problems develop
differently.

Paul says his mother occasionally twists

stories around and sometimes gets angry for reasons Paul
seems at a loss to understand.

In this case Paul

recollects:
. . . It's hard, I mean I'd be telling her one thing
and she'd. ... I don't know if it is just her, but
it's my girlfriend too, but it seems that every time I
try to tell them something, they turn the story
totally around and then they get mad or they just
don't understand. ... I will ask them just exactly
what did you think I was trying to say, and then it
would be totally different from what I am trying to
tell them. . . . If I was in trouble with her [Mom] I
would tell her the situation . . . then a couple of
minutes after that she would ask me the same question
over again. . . . She would start asking me, in a way
[to] repeat what I had said you know, so it was kinda

frustrating on my half and on her half. . . . When it
happens over and over and over again you know it
becomes a habit or something you understand.
(Interview with Paul)
Paul sees his relationship with his mother as a
frustrating, tedious job due to the difficulty caused by
the language/cultural barrier.
Wong Fillmore (1991) says,
In many homes where children lead the way in changing
family language patterns, [when] parents can barely
speak English. But in self-defense they [parents]
eventually learn enough to deal with—if not
communicate with--the children. There is little
genuine parent-child communication in such situations,
(p. 338)
This confusion also appears to be upsetting to Paul's
mother since she gets meanings twisted.

Despite the hard

work it takes to communicate, Paul still wishes he and his
mother could communicate better, because from all
indications in his interview, he is genuinely interested in
knowing what his mother has to say, what she wants, and why
she needs something.

He would desperately like to avoid

having to just guess at what she means when she tells him
something.
There's lot [s] of words she knows how to say it in
Korean but she can't, she doesn't know the English
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meaning of the words so you know she gets frustrated.
. . . [It's] easier for her be able to just speak her
Korean so I could understand it. . . .1 can, I know
what her real feelings like, you know, exactly how
she's feeling or what she's trying to get to.
(Interview with Paul)
When asked if he thought his life would have been
easier if he had retained the Korean language he responded:
Yeh, it would be, because it takes two people to
communicate. . . . She could express herself by
speaking Korean to me.
thing.

It's like really a two-way

I can't really wish she could speak English

any better, but then I could wish that I did speak
Korean again.

So you know it's not really her fault

not being able to speak English very well. (Interview
with Paul)
Because of her educational background, this is probably a
valid analysis on Paul's part with regard to his mother's
ability to learn English.

P. G. Lee (1999) says that it is

hard for Korean women with limited education to master the
English language.

Paul's mother seems to isolate herself:

"She tries not to associate with a lot of people."

Paul

defends her by noting that she does not participate in

other activities to the exclusion of her family as some
Korean mothers do.

Paul said earlier that he wished his

mother was like other Korean mothers who go out.

He

recalls what the other Korean mothers did and some of his
mother's feelings:
. . . Lot of my other friends, they are Koreans and
they [their mother's] really don't spend a lot of time
with their families.

They're always out playing bingo

and gambling and stuff, and then they're never really
home with their family and then I look at that.

My

mom thinks that I wish she was like them so I can be
more wild than I am already. (Interview with Paul)
Paul summarizes perceptions of how his mother feels
about going back to Korea and his wishes to go back and
visit Korea someday:
She don't say it, but I'm pretty sure that there is
some times, there's times she wishes she could go back
to Korea. . . . She's lived there, you know, for a
while and it would be nice to see her own home again
you know. ... I even wish I could go back there
sometime too, you know.

But I don't know.

She really

doesn't speak much Korean. (Interview with Paul)
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Paul displays indications that he really tries to
understand his mother, though he thinks even if he were to
relearn the Korean language it would be hard to communicate
with his mother because his Korean would be the same as his
mother's current English speaking ability--limited and
there would still be a language barrier between him and his
mother.

Paul concludes:

Like it takes two people, it's like you can't talk to
yourself. . . . When you're communicating from one
person to another it's like it's easier. . . . It's
not like I'm going to [speak Korean well].

I'd

probably speak broken Korean you know so it's like
it's weird.

Either way it's always going to be a

barrier. (Interview with Paul)
Wong Fillmore (1991) shows us how children's language
loss will cause serious problems between parent and child.
Wong Fillmore (1991) also warns us that it is essential for
parents and children to talk because it is the way they
transfer culture and ideals to enable their children to
become the persons they want them to be.
Concha Delgado-Gaitan (1996) argues that empowerment of
parent and child is important to transform their lives from
"isolation into connectedness" (p. 6).

2

Empowerment . . . [means] a cultural transformation.
The trivialization of empowerment defined as merely
any change, dismisses the perception of self that is
influenced by sociocultural and sociopolitical
conditions. Empowerment is not something that one
does to another. No one can empower someone else.
Power, the pivotal construct in empowerment is
inherent in every person as an inner source of
knowledge, strength and ability. The potential to
exercise power resides within everyone and is
developed through one's life journey--dislodged every
time we deal with common issues. Critical reflection
is the expression of people's cultural experience in
collective context. It characterizes the concept of
empowerment. (Concha Delgado-Gaitan, 1996, p. 3)
How can parents begin a dialogue with their children
without a common language?

Memmi (1965) notes that

"Possession of two languages is not merely a matter of
having two tools, but actually means participation in two
psychical and cultural realms" (p. 107).

Mixed families

must have dialog to build unity and the collective context
that is culture.

Without dialog the child cannot build a

healthy self-concept.
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CHAPTER 8
LUCY MARGRUDER: "I WASN'T EMBARRASSED BUT ..."

Lucy: Introduction and Personal History

I met Lucy through one of my former students.

Lucy is

a tall, slim, attractive 21-year-old Korean-American
biracial woman born in Seoul, Korea.

She graduated from

the local U.S. high school three years ago.

She started

working at the hospital, but now she is working only one
day a week as a waitress at a local restaurant while she
attends community college.
At the time of my first interview Lucy was the legal
guardian of her 16-year-old younger brother as her mother
and father were divorced.

Her father received custody of

her and her younger brother.

Then her father took a job

overseas so he was not able to take them with him.

Lucy's

father asked Lucy's grandmother (his mother) to take care
of Lucy and her brother.

This was the first time in 19

years Dad had talked to his own Mom.

For a while Lucy and

her brother. Matt, lived with their grandmother in another
state.

Lucy brought Matt back to this city as soon as she

could legally live alone.

Matt dropped out from the public

high school, but he did continue his education through the

alternative school.

Her mother lived in this city at the

time of my first interview with Lucy, but she moved to
another city with her new boyfriend who is working as a
prison guard.

When Lucy's father returned from overseas,

Lucy and Matt moved into a house with their father.
Lucy does not have the responsibility of taking care
of her brother anymore so she can finally take college
classes.
job.

Lucy has a new boyfriend who works a construction

Lucy's father left the U.S. Army after serving

several years as an enlisted man, but he returned to school
to earn a college degree.

Currently, he is working at a

local DOD contracting company.

According to Lucy, her

mother did not attend high school, but Lucy is unsure how
much education her mother received.

Lucy's mother used to

work at the commissary (an Army grocery store) as a bagger
before she moved out of the area.

Lucy's Recollections of Her Language Experience
Including Language Loss

Lucy's mother and father met when her father was in
the military stationed in Korea.
Lucy was born in Seoul, Korea.

They were married and

Her family lived there, off

the military reservation, until she was three years old.
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During this time she learned to speak her first language-Korean.

Next her father was reassigned so they moved to

Panama.

Lucy remembers:

When I lived in Panama, they did not know we spoke
Korean.

They [the Panamanians] spoke Spanish.

Then

my mother said I would mix it so I started learning
Spanish too. . . . Then we moved to the United States
or Arizona and ah, I just started learning English.
(Interview with Lucy)
Her father was stationed at many other
assignments, mostly overseas.

When asked about

whether or not she had ever visited her aunts and
uncles in Korea, she replied:
I don't remember them, but we did visit Korea when I
was 14 or 15 years old.
and uncles and stuff.

I met my grandma and auntie

They didn't speak any English

at all so I didn't get to speak to them about
anything. (Interview with Lucy)
When she was asked about her language loss she said:
I think my mother spoke Korean to me all my life.

She

did not try to teach it to me, but she would speak
Korean and English to me on and off.

My dad spoke

English and all the friends I hung around with spoke
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English.

And I think I just forgot; I just forgot how

to do it [--speak Korean]. (Interview with Lucy)
Hinton (1994) discusses the fact that the environment,
including English-speaking playmates, often makes it hard
to maintain a child's first language even when the parents
want their children to keep their first language.

The

social reward for using the home language becomes less
valuable to the child.
Hinton (1994) also notes that when parents do not
consciously try to teach children, it is easy to see how a
child can lose a language they once had natively.
When I asked Lucy why her mother spoke Korean and
English, to Lucy, on and off. She replied:
I don't know.

She did when I was little, but then

Matt was born in Panama.

Because I just learned

Korean, because everybody around me spoke Korean in
Korea.

But then, when you come she [Lucy's mother]

said when I was at Panama there was little--they speak
Spanish, so then I would come up to her and speak half
Korean and half Spanish.
up.

Because I started mixing it

Like I would be like "agua juiceayo" [Please give

me water] and she would be like, what? . . . But I
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don't know why she didn't speak Korean to me always.
(Interview with Lucy)
Bain (1996) recounts cases of some middle-class
Chinese families (just before Hong Kong was returned to
mainland China) that appear similar to Lucy's case.

To be

"successful" before the communist Chinese took over, the
parents both took jobs, worked from early evening to late
at night, leaving their children in the care of underschooled Filipino housekeepers.

These housekeepers spoke a

mixture of Chinese, Filipino, and English.

When the

parents came home they would speak Chinese with a few
English phrases thrown in because it was thought that
English was the key to the children's socio-economic upward
mobility.

This led the children to speak a mix of these

languages, which negatively impacted their school work.
Though Lucy is not sure, she guesses that what might
have happened with regard to her Korean language was that
her father might have suggested to her mother--that she
stop speaking Korean to their daughter.

She relates that:

. . . Probably because I spoke Korean first when I was
little, then we moved to Panama, then we came here
probably, he [Lucy's father] probably told her to
speak English . . . cause she [Lucy's mother] didn't

really know English either that well, so maybe he
thought for her and for me to learn English.
. . . I think maybe my dad probably did tell her, you
know because he wanted her to learn English too.

She

went to college [adult ESL classes] to learn English,
you know but probably [he] told her to speak English
so she could learn English and I could learn English,
and you know ... I should, I should probably ask I
should probably ask her, but I think that is what
happened. (Interview with Lucy)
Lucy's father was trying to get her mother to speak
English to Lucy so they could both gain proficiency.

Chang

et al. (1995) explains that it was common for regular
teachers and special education teachers to use a similar
rationale suggesting that parents of Limited English
Proficiency students drop their home language in order to
help their children master English.

Chang (1995) continues

by adding that this might unintentionally take chances from
these students to develop their Chinese [native language]
cognitive/academic language fluency.
Unlike Michael, Lucy did not suffer abuse from other
children due to her language loss, but she did suffer
emotionally as she was then unable to communicate with her
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relatives or her mother.

Hinton (1994) notes losing the

language of their heritage had a "fearsome impact on their
lives" (p. 173).

But there were other effects from

language loss, which we will now discover.

Lucy's Perceptions of Her Identity

Lucy defines herself ethnically as Korean-American.
Speaking Korean, even a little, sometime during her life,
had a profound impact on how Lucy identifies herself.
Gudykunst (2001) says that some mixed-heritage Asian
Americans identify strongly with one heritage while others
identify with both heritages.

Some are caught in a

struggle between the two heritages.

Strong identification

with both heritages is how Lucy identifies herself:
I know I'm Korean and American so [I choose to
define myself as] both.
ways.

I do look at it both

I don't choose one side.

brother chooses American more.

And I think my
Because, he never

learned to speak Korean or anything.

My dad

doesn't either. (Interview with Lucy)
So to Lucy, speaking a language was a large part of who she
was as a female.

It is not uncommon for biracial Asian

Americans to connect language with personal identity.

In
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King's (1997) study of a Japanese American beauty pageant
with both mono-racial and biracial Japanese-American
contestants, some biracial Japanese Americans said that
language was a large "determinant of a person's Japaneseness" (p. 120).

Similarly, Lucy used the fact that she

once spoke some Korean to identify with the Korean half of
her heritage, her mother.

Possibly her comfortable

integration into American society identified her with the
American half of her heritage.
Lucy has had many occasions to meet people who wonder
about her nationality (Price, 1997; Root, 1997).
case, she tells them she is Korean.

In that

Through contact with

other people, Lucy realizes that people do not see her as a
"full American."

Tuan (1998) reminds us that for most

people in the United States, "Being an American is equated
with being white" (p. 40).

Lucy recalls the outcome of

such encounters:
. . . They [can] tell that I'm not full American.

So

sometimes they ask me and sometimes they don't.
Sometimes they think I'm Mexican.

So they look at me

many different ways. (Interview with Lucy)
Since she is often mistaken for Mexican (Root, 1997),
when asked her nationality, Lucy tells people:

226

. . . I think [I] probably always say Korean because
when someone asks I know that they know that I'm like,
kind of American, but they don't know so they always
ask me like what nationality, so I always say Korean,
I'm Korean. . . . Yeah, I think I'm Korean and
American half . . . because I assume that when they
ask me what my nationality is that's the one they are
asking about.

(Interview with Lucy)

Goffman (1963) sees Lucy's kind of experience as a
unique situation of the stigmatized--society leads them to
believe that they are normal human beings, but different in
some way and that this difference is undeniable.

Though

mono-racial Asians may quickly see the "white" in a
multi/bi-racial Asian-Caucasian person, many white people
can see the non-white in multi/bi-racial Asian-Caucasian
person (Root, 1997).
you?"

This prompts the question "What are

With regard to this question, Teresa Williams (1996)

argues these experiences (e.g., being identified as white
by Asians and white-something by mono-racial whites, etc.)
forms the "puzzle pieces to the external component of
biracial individuals' racialized identities, which are
often, but not exclusively, separated from both white and
nonwhite monoracially identified individuals" (p. 202).
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When Lucy defines herself, she chooses both, the
Korean and the American.

When asked if she thought she was

Korean, she replied, "I feel half, half-and-half. . . . No,
not full Korean, no" (Interview with Lucy).

In a case such

as Lucy's, Spickard (1992) explains not many biracial Asian
Americans want to or can identify with only one part of
their heritage.
In the following interview, Lucy talks about living in
a military town where many racially mixed and diverse
people work together (Yoshimi, 1997, p. 143).
about feeling normal in this situation.

Lucy talks

Amy Mass (1992)

observes, in her study, that one of the biggest variables
affecting self-concept of the interracial Japanese
respondents was the location in which they were raised.
Lucy remembers:
Some people, they are so used to living in this town
because this town has so many biracial cultures and
stuff, so you know they are fine and they just meet
you like a normal person.

But some people are a

little bit different, because they are not used to
. . . Orientals. . . . They might be a little bit you
know distant, or they might say something, things make
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remarks but usually it's not bad. (Interview with
Lucy)
Lucy does not think that being a mixed-race person is
bad or unnatural in a military environment.
thinks she likes it.

She actually

In the following section she explains

why:
Why do I like it?
I, I don't know.

Uh, I just do--I feel like I, when
It's different.

having, like both cultures.

I like, I like

I mean, I don't know

everything about both, or anything, but I know a
little bit of Korean, and I have a little bit of
American. ... I like to be different, maybe that's
it. (Interview with Lucy)
When I asked her if she feels she is a member of the
Korean community, she says, "No."

A big part of the reason

is that she does not speak the language--Korean.

Here she

says that even though she does not belong to the Korean
community, she still feels connected when she meets other
Korean ladies.
I'm probably not [a part of the Korean community]
. . . because I do, well, I don't speak Korean and so
I don't know well [the Korean culture].

I mean, if I

see my mom's friends I say "Hi" and stuff like that.

229

but I could never . . . Umm, no I mean, I can . . .
relate what they are going through like . . . they
don't speak English very good because I used to go all
the time with her [her mother] to pay bills all of the
time, because people would get frustrated and mad and
stuff.

I can relate to them and you know, I can talk

to them or something, but I don't really belong [to
the Korean community].

I don't know the language and

not all the, they have a lot of rules [--culture], you
know. (Interview with Lucy)
Lucy doesn't struggle to fit into both groups like
Michael and Jim struggled, but she knows that even though
she thinks she is Korean, Lucy still thinks she does not
belong to the Korean community.
white.

She also knows she is not

But she sees looking different as a benefit.

Lucy's best friend is half-Asian half-white, and most of
the friends she associates with are Asian or children of
mixed ethnic backgrounds.

In this sense, she made her own

community through her friendships.

When asked to define

the ethnic persuasion of most of her friends, she said:
I would have to say Orientals [her friends].

Not just

Koreans in general, mostly Koreans, but I have some
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Thai friends, some Vietnamese friends. (Interview with
Lucy)
Lucy says she hangs out most of the time with
Orientals, because they share a lot of the same experiences
--culinary, cultural, etc.

Tuan (1998) found that her

subjects were constantly talking about things they felt
were alike in their Asian-American compatriots based on how
they were raised, or what their parents expected of them,
as well as similar experiences where they were stereotyped,
or discriminated against and marginalized.

This gave rise

to a feeling of easiness due to the absence of the need to
constantly explain things.

We see this manifested when

Lucy is asked if most of her friends were Korean.

She

replies:
. . . I'm just friends with everybody, but I was
friends with everybody when I was young too.

It

wasn't, I mean we did all hang out with all the other
Orientals, but it wasn't on purpose because we had
anybody. ... It must have been you know, cause, you
know when you are around kids from only American
families, they don't understand different things or
the ways you do things or what do you eat, or anything
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like that. . . . They just became my friends. ... I
was nice to everybody. (Interview with Lucy)
When I asked her which group she would belong to if
she had the choice, she replied:
Um, I'm probably more Korean than American, like, I
want to learn to speak and, and I want to go there [to
Korea] again. (Interview with Lucy)
With Lucy, her identity is very much defined by her
ethnicity.

Her identity is tied up in being Korean; she

empathizes strongly with Korean women and the problems they
have.

Probably, unlike Michael, whose identity has many

facets, Lucy's identity is mainly ethnicity since she did
not mention other aspects.
Lucy experiences being "both" and "neither" culture
(Kich, 1992) .
cultures.

Lucy says, "I like having, like both

I mean, I don't know everything about both, or

anything, but I know a little bit of Korean, and I have a
little bit of American" (Interview with Lucy).

In the

process of forming her bicultural identity, Lucy constantly
integrates disparate sometimes-conflicting cultural,
parental, and "environmental" messages (Kich, 1992, p.
317).

But she finds this mix natural and normal in the
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military environment.

She says that near military bases

mixed-race females are accepted, perhaps even preferred.

Lucy's Perceptions of Relationship with Her Parents

When asked about language loss and the language
barrier between her and her mother, Lucy paints a picture
of frustration and powerlessness.

She is frustrated that

she cannot communicate with her mother and powerless to
help her mother.

In this case Kim et al. (1997) argues the

generation gap, language difficulties, and cultural
disconnects sometimes prevent teenagers and parents from
connecting.

This also prevents them from creating

supportive relationships between mother and child.

In her

own words, Lucy says:
When I was younger, I would get very frustrated
because I would tell her something, and I would have
to tell her over and over and over again because she
doesn't understand, and I would get frustrated and
upset, but when I grew up my dad was like that with
her.

During all my life ... he would get frustrated

and yelled and stuff so I tried not to be like that
because I didn't want to hurt her feelings; it's not
her fault, you know, because I can't speak Korean
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either. . . . And I would just try to explain to her
differently or slower or something so she could
understand. ... Me and my mother are pretty close.
I love her.

She is good and I could talk to her about

anything you know.

I don't think ... it probably

was a problem when I was a little bit younger,
especially when I started going through my teenage
years--boys and friends and all that.

I couldn't

really talk to her about it because she really didn't
understand, but now she understands a lot more, and I
can talk to her about anything. . . . It's gotten a
lot better over the years, but still it was kind of
hard. (Interview with Lucy)
Small things might cause misunderstandings.

Arguments

often create an abyss between mother and child.

Kitano and

Daniels (2001) agree the problem that contributes most to
these conflicts is language.
Lucy felt that one of her roles with regard to her
mother was that of translator and protector.

Ying and Chao

(1996) indicate that this role reversal is not unusual
among immigrant families.

In the following passage Lucy

speaks to the difficulty and angry feelings she has towards
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those who made fun of her mother because of Mom's English
speaking ability.
. .

She recalls:

But I was never embarrassed around any of my

friends because most of my friends were Oriental so it
was OK.

I was never embarrassed, but I would be angry

when we would go with my mother somewhere and
strangers (like people she was buying stuff from),
they would get frustrated or something because she
didn't speak good English.

Then I would talk to them

and tell them what she wants.

They would make me mad

especially if they made fun of her or something. . . .
So I would go with her when she paid the bills . . .
[to] make sure they didn't take advantage of her, and
that happened a lot. (Interview with Lucy)
Her role of translator/mitigator has brought Lucy
closer to her mother over the years.

The years with her

mother have sensitized Lucy, not only to what her mother
wants to say to other people, but what her mother tries to
explain to her daughter.

We see a reflection when Lucy

says :
Because I grew up with her, I don't know because I'm
so used to her accent like it's I just I can I know
what she's saying.

Like when my friends come over.
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and she talks to them they'll look at me like "What's
she saying?"

So she speaks English it's just . . .

really accented or maybe a little bit broken too, but
I understand. (Interview with Lucy)

[Currently], this probably the closest that we have
ever been.

In the last two years we have really

started communicating, started hanging out and talking
to each other--you know.
do much with my mother.

I really, never really did
I really wasn't embarrassed

much ever, but I never really did much with her.
wouldn't eat dinner with her.

I

I would always be with

my friends or at my friend's house and stuff with
American families. ... We didn't really, ever say I
love, or hug each other, or anything like that.

And

my father always worked overseas, so she would go and
hang out with her friends because I was never home,
and we just hardly ever able to see each other.

It

was not that bad for me because I had my friends, but
my brother was younger so he was left alone a lot by
himself. (Interview with Lucy)
Lucy has been an interpreter for her mother for many years.
Ima and Kheo (1995) note, in immigrant families, parents

are forced to confront the impact of losing authority
especially when role reversal is involved.
Lucy talks about her relationship with her mother
compared to her relationship with her father in the
following part of the interview.

She says:

. . . I try to, I try to be simple you know, nothing
to elaborate, nothing too in-depth.

I just try to

keep it simple especially if we're doing a
conversation. Then she'll just ask me a question, and
I'll tell her nothing complicated, yeah. ... I try
to, um, I don't know if we could ever get really in
depth like me and my father do.

Because it's hard.

Maybe if I could learn Korean, I could talk to my mom,
and she would understand better.

(Interview with

Lucy)
Lucy is closer to her dad than to her mother, mainly
because of language, as we can see in the following
passage.

Lucy explains her relationship with her dad:

It's good.

I've always, me and my dad have always

been pretty close, even though he was far.

But it's

good now because he's here now, so I get to talk to
him all the time. ... I tell him about everything
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and what happened and so it's pretty good. (Interview
with Lucy)
Lucy talks about her mother and father's relationship
and their difficulty communicating.

Lucy's mom suffered

from a great deal of isolation due to the cultural barrier,
the language barrier, and the absence of her husband.

She

lost the support of her family in Korea so she substituted
other Korean female friends at the expense of her own
children who did not understand her.

Lucy's mom lost the

comfort of her native language in her own home so she
turned to other women from her home culture.

How tenable

the situation must have been for Lucy's mother as well as
the children is shared by Lucy:
Well, um, when we were younger; that's why I learned
to be frustrated from my mom.

It was from my dad,

because my dad would tell her something, and then he
would tell her . . . again, and he would tell her
again.

Then he would yell because he would get mad,

because he had to tell her all the time so I learned
to do that.

That's why I learned that, and I was just

like never mind, and forget it, but then I would start
feeling bad because that was my mom, you know.
not supposed to be like that.

I'm

It's not, it's not her
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fault, and they didn't never really talk much, my dad
and my mom.

And my dad talks a lot, he just keeps on

talking to my mom, but you know they didn't never
really like talk. . . . She kind of just did her own
thing with her friends and stuff, someone who she
feels comfortable with. (Interview with Lucy)
This type of relationship, according to P. G. Lee (1999),
appears to be quite common among Korean American mixed
couples.

P. G. Lee (1999) talks about how the problems in

relationships evolve over time when the man refuses to
learn the wife's language.
This deficiency [language barriers], once accepted as
non-problematic to the husband and wife at the
beginning of their marriage in Korea, later becomes a
source of frustration. Unable to communicate, severe
marital conflicts are revealed in America. Many
husbands cannot comprehend their wives' dilemmas,
which suggest that their life in Korea was without
adjustment problems. However, they fail to recognize
that their life in Korea was without the acclimation
process of language and a new way of life.
Disagreements and arguments may also erupt as the
couple fails to understand and accept one another as
they are. A man who married a submissive, dependent
wife for companionship now finds that she is
burdensome to him in America. The wife, who idealized
her husband once, begins to perceive and assess him in
realistic terms. The misunderstandings,
disappointments, barriers, and shortcomings may
eventually send the wife into moods of severe
depression, loneliness, anxiety, and despair which, in
turn, lowers her self-esteem. (P. G. Lee, 1999, p.
121)
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As Lucy continues her story, we see instances of the
misunderstandings and conflicts that Lee discusses, and the
increasing lack of communication that results from the
language barrier between husband and wife:
. . . They can't talk to each other.
lot.

My dad talks a

He likes to lecture . . . and you know sometimes

I'd even get like, I don't want to listen to him.
. . . She [Lucy's mom] could probably understand a
word or [phrase]....
about something.

My dad would always talk

I don't know whatever so, but I

think that if he did like speak Korean, it would have
been easier for them to communicate. . . . Then he
would always go, "You understand?

You understand?"

and she said "Yeah, yeah" and she would have to ask
him again. (Interview with Lucy)
It was completely understandable why Lucy's mother
tried to find comfort playing cards with "friends" who
probably suffered in the same way, in a relationship where
they could not communicate with their life partner or he
was gone for months at a time leaving her alone with small
children.

Together, these women enjoyed comfort and safety

as well as cultural unity, while at home they felt only
rejection and fear.

They knew they would be yelled at or
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belittled by their husbands and disrespected by their
children because of their lack of mastery of the English
language (P. G. Lee, 1999) .

A byproduct of this lack of

mastery is the loss of respect that parents encounter
because they must depend on their children to interpret and
to transact the social institution of school alone.

The

mothers rely on the children for other services also (K.
Park, 1989).
When I asked Lucy if her mother is happier after their
divorce, she answers:
I don't know if my mom is happier.
she is really dependent.

She is kind of,

She can't take care of

herself so she has to depend on somebody, so she has a
boyfriend.

I don't know, I mean I know him, but I

think he's like when I'm around he's fake you know.
. . . [He] tries to be nice and stuff.

I don't think

he's like that when they're by themselves.

I think he

bosses her around. . . . He's a prison guard I think,
so I don't know.

I would hope that she was happy, but

she probably isn't happy.

When I get rich though I'll

take care of her then she doesn't have to worry about
that. (Interview with Lucy)
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When asked what Lucy thought was the most difficult
problem her mother had to endure in the United States, Lucy
continued:
. . . Probably the language.

Because we couldn't,

there was no communication, and you have to be able to
talk to, you know that must have been so uncomfortable
for her. . . . That's why she has Korean friends.
. . . Like these are her people--she can talk to them
so that would, that was probably most difficult. . . .
Yeah and even if she would stay at home, I mean what
would she do?

She would just be so bored you know.

. . . [Matt] would play video games.
my friends or something.

I would talk to

She would have nobody to

talk to, nobody. To just watch TV or something, so she
had her friends, yeah, I understand.

(Interview with

Lucy)
Lucy agrees with P. G. Lee's (1999) conjecture that
language problems are the biggest obstacle to Korean
immigrants starting a new life in America.
Lucy's mother's loneliness, caused by being far from
her native land and her inability to communicate with her
husband and children, led Lucy's mother to spend more time
away from her family with other Korean-speaking women
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playing Korean card games.

Though harmless enough by

itself, Mom's need to leave her children at home alone in
order to not bother the other Korean card mates alienated
her daughter and her son.

In the following paragraph we

see Lucy's feelings with respect to this alienation:
Yeah, but also she would go to a friend's house and
play some cards all night long.

She'd come home early

in the morning. . . . She would call me and tell me to
go home because my brother was home by himself, and we
would get into fights, and I would say, "You are his
mom, you go home!"

I think she just didn't understand

like an American lifestyle or something, and we
weren't really participating in her life either so it
wasn't like we were trying to be a family or whatever.
But my mom and my brother, they're still not, they
still don't talk at all.
school?

She still just says, "How is

And he says "Good" and that's it.

But me and

my mom talk a lot about stuff. (Interview with Lucy)
The alienation between Lucy and Matt and their mother
caused their lives to drift apart, and until recently
little communication existed.

Lucy recounts that:

Probably, you know, like I said, we did not
participate in each other's lives.

We weren't, we
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hardly ever talked.

I didn't, hardly ever saw her.

I

really felt, kind of like, I didn't have a mother.
And that's why I would always hang around with my
friends and their parents because they would always
take me places and do stuff with me and talk to me and
stuff.

But now it's a lot better between me and my

mother, so that we are doing a lot of catching up.

So

I feel good about it now. (Interview with Lucy)
Even now that Lucy is closer to her mother, Lucy has
to supply the initiative to have the closer relationship.
Matt has not taken that initiative.

In the following we

see how Lucy feels about conversation with her mom as an
adult.

Lucy recalls;

. . . I want to say that me and my mom are close too
because I try to talk to her about everything too, but
I have to talk slow or you know but she does pretty
good now. . . . She does better now when I talk to her
than what she did before so . . . [but] I have to keep
telling her over and over but I'm OK now, it doesn't
bother me. (Interview with Lucy)
Cunningham-Andersson and Andersson (1999) note that in
order to have a good relationship between a child and an
immigrant parent, the children must be linguistically and
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culturally competent enough to interact comfortably with
that parent's relatives and friends.

In the following we

see how the lack of this clear communication affected the
relationship between Lucy and her mother.

Lucy says:

. . . She really doesn't talk about herself or
anything like that, she'll just . . . say well, I, you
know or what, what's the matter? It's like I wanna
know, so no, she never really talks. ... I could
understand that she doesn't want to talk too much.
She just . . . says . . . "How's school?
doing?

How's your brother?"

How are you

You know, and I'll say

"Good, good, good, good," and. . . . My mom's real
superstitious though. (Interview with Lucy)
Lucy discusses a phenomenon that shows Lucy and her
mother have an unclear understanding of each other's
intentions and that her mother's level of education
prevents her from solving problems rationally so she relies
on pre-literate folk myths.

Lucy discusses her mother's

reaction to certain words related to things her mother
considers bad.

Lucy remembers:

Hm, um, she used to get like she used to call . . .
window[s] doors, and she would be like, "Go close the
door, go close the door," and we would be like "What
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door, what are you talking about?" and she would be
like, but she meant the window. . . . She would be
like, "Go close the door" and we would be like what
door is she talking about, but she wanted the window
[closed].

If she just picks up a word probably like

during you know, if me and my friend are talking about
drink you know, it could be like soda or anything, but
she'll just think we're talking about drinking like
alcohol, then she'll start yelling, "You don't drink,"
"You can't drink" you know. . . . If we were in the
kitchen she would say "Go outside" but she would
really mean the living room you know, she would say
"Go outside.

Go outside."

But she didn't mean

[outside the house], she just meant outside the
kitchen. (Interview with Lucy)
Lucy, at one time tried to learn some Korean, and as
we see she tried to communicate with her mother in numerous
other ways, but her mother was just "too busy" to give Lucy
any attention.

Her mother's isolation from the family

forced her to watch taped Korean movies and TV shows in
order to relax from the tension she had at home.

Lucy was

desperately trying to reach out to her mother but was
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denied the attention she so desperately craved.

Lucy

recalls:
. . . I would always try to bother her like, if she
watched Korean movies, I would be like what does that
mean?

What are you saying? . . . "Nothing I can't say

it in English, I don't know" but she just doesn't want
to tell me because she wanted to watch the movie. . .
I kept bugging her, so she was like "Leave me alone-I'm trying to watch a movie" you know so. . . .
(Interview with Lucy)
P. G. Lee (1999) talks about how some Korean women's
loneliness, homesickness, and discomfort in speaking
English drives them to spend time watching Korean videos.
This has the deleterious effect of giving them less time to
interact with their husbands and children.

Consequently,

the rift grows wider between the wife and her family.
Lucy's own loneliness led her to try to connect with her
mother time and time again, but Lucy's mother was not
capable of translating a Korean movie plot into English.
Lucy at one time desperately tried to learn Korean, but
her mother didn't have the ability to teach Korean to her
daughter due to her lack of English literacy or formal
education.

Lucy remembers:
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. . . No, I really want to be able to speak Korean--!
really do. . . . So I can talk to my mom, because
that's half of me that's the other half.

I can speak

English, I wanna speak Korean too. ... It would
probably be easier for her to talk to me and we could
talk.

I think it would be really neat. ... I would

like it so, I mean, when I was a little young girl
like 13 or something, I really wanted to know Korean
so I put down an alphabet in American, in English, and
I told my mom to put down the symbols so I could
memorize which ones A, and which ones B.

She says

"It's not like that," and I was like, "What do you
mean it's not like that?
Z."

You must have A, B through

She said, "No it's because it's different.

I

mean it's a different language." (Interview with Lucy)
When I asked Lucy if her mother ever tried to teach
Korean to her later, she answers:
No, I don't think I had enough patience with, you
know, her for her to teach me.

My poor mom, she has

had that all her life like impatient people. . . . My
dad tried to teach her to drive a stick, and he would
start yelling at her you know, and she would be like
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"Never mind you know: I don't want to do it."
(Interview with Lucy)
Things that most children take for granted are denied
to children who are victims of language/culture loss.
These things include advice on friends, boyfriends and
girlfriends, as well as help on homework and simple
directions from a parent whose best language is not the
language the children speak and understand (Kim et al,
1997).

It could be better if the father as a soldier was

not always gone or if he cared to learn the wife's
language.

In fact, when asked who read and signed

important school paperwork Lucy says:
It was my mom actually because my dad worked
overseas all my life.

He would only come back

maybe once a year. . . . When we were young we
didn't really participate in each other's lives.
So she never really participated in my school.
She would just tell me to go to school.
(Interview with Lucy)
The fact that her mother had minimal effectiveness
with regard to assisting teachers and was unable to "fight"
for her daughter had noticeable side effects.
recalls:

Lucy
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When I was in high school I ditched school a lot.
So if I had a certain class I didn't like or a
certain teacher I didn't like, I just wouldn't go
to that class.

My mom is a real nice person, and

I don't think she would have been able to really
do anything anyway.

But I did bring some things

home from school that she had to sign, and she
just signed it.

Because she understands when you

speak, but she can't write ... or read it real
good.

So she'd ask me what it is, and I'd just

tell her.
it back.

Then she'd sign it, and then I'd take
So we didn't really have a, you know,

participating relationship. (Interview with Lucy)
At no time did the school reach out to Lucy's mother
through a translator.

Lucy did not mention any teacher

asking about her home life or her mother's English skills.
For children of recently arrived immigrant families Leung
(1998) notes that "[T]heir parents are less able to be
highly involved in school due to different expectations of
home-school partnerships, work demands, or simply a
language barrier" (pp. 14-15).
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Lucy also talked about a difficult time when she was
in school, since her father was overseas, and she could not
depend on her mother when she needed help.

Lucy recounts:

It really was difficult because I really couldn't
depend on my mother to come to school.... It
wasn't too bad but, I guess sometimes I would
feel sorry about our situation because my other
friends would have their parents come and do all
kinds of things, but I really just kind of
accepted it.

It really wasn't a real big deal.

. . . I think she was just a little embarrassed
about herself because she couldn't speak English
very well. . . . And she felt bad when she had to
speak to people, American people, and because
they would treat her different and she wouldn't
like that.

And she probably wouldn't want to go

talk to my teacher anyway. ... I don't think
she would have really understood what they were
trying to tell her. . . . Nothing would have
really been resolved anyway. (Interview with
Lucy)
Chang et al. (1995) says many immigrant parents had
limited English proficiency and comprehend little or

nothing about mainstream culture in the United States,
including the language.

Ying and Chou (1996) note that

certain Asian American immigrant parents in their study
were also adverse to contacting their children's teachers
because of shyness, inability to communicate effectively,
and the wish to avoid interference.

Lucy's family, like

many other Korean-American families, had two problems with
school: the mother, because of the language barrier, has
difficulty dealing with the school system, and she avoids
the external social structure (Ying & Chou, 1996).

The

mother has no emotional support, except through her
friends, who also lack economic and social power in the
adopted culture.

When Lucy has trouble in school, she has

nowhere to turn for help, not to a father in the military,
who is gone most of the time, or to a mother who cannot
understand her.
In recent years as adults Lucy and her mother's
relationship has improved even though they still have
problems communicating.

When I asked her to explain the

revelation that helped her understand her mother and
improve their relationship, Lucy answered:
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Because I finally realized that it isn't her fault
that she doesn't understand.

So I stopped getting

frustrated, and I just took time out to talk to her.
. . . I tried to help her you know, so because I used
to get real angry, if we'd go to a store and she'd ask
for something. . . . They don't understand, because
it's and urn, they would get [a] snottier attitude, and
then I would get in their face and I would be like,
you know, I would be like all mad.

I would be like

she want this, you don't have to be nasty so.
(Interview with Lucy)
Lucy explains her brother's relationship with their
mother this way:
. . . I don't think my brother understands like I
understand.

He's really angry you know; he was left

alone a lot, and he doesn't seem like it now you know.
But he is.
dad.

He tells me he doesn't like my mom or my

He hates both of them, and I think he really

hates them because he says, "When I turn 18 I'm
moving, and I'm never going to talk to them again,"
which he, he can do.

Like my dad did that to his mom.

He didn't talk to her for 19 years until my parents
got divorced, then he [Lucy's father] had to call and
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ask, "Can you take care of my kids?"
know.

So, I don't

My mom, they [Lucy's mother and brother] don't

really talk.
school?"

I mean, my mom will be like "How's

And he'll be like, "Fine" then she'll be

like, "How are you doing" and he'll be like "Fine" and
then, that's about it. (Interview with Lucy)
Lucy understands the problems her mother has had
communicating with people in the United States including
her husband and children, and she feels she would have been
closer to her mother if she could have learned Korean.
Lucy says:
I would be much closer I think if we, if I spoke her
language. ... I feel right now we are I guess we are
pretty close you know.

I tell her I love her.

(Interview with Lucy)
Lucy shows a great desire to learn the language with
the aim of becoming closer to her mother and her Korean
relatives:
It's very hard to learn [Korean].

I tried to

have my mom teach me because I wanted. . . . I
was actually going to take some classes at
college for Korean so I could talk to my mother
in Korean because I thought that would be just
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great so that if we were ever to go to Korea
again to visit, with whatever remaining family
members she has, I could talk to them and we
could just talk.

So I haven't really had any

outstanding experiences with it.

I mean when she

talks to me in Korean I can understand some of
it.

I can understand more than I can say.

(Interview with Lucy)
Unlike Michael, if Lucy had an opportunity to learn
Korean, she would consider the experience a social benefit.
She, like Michael, appears to be caught up in the fast pace
of today's world and simply does not have time to spend
learning Korean since there is no economic benefit to that
code in Arizona.

CHAPTER 9
ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

This study answers three research questions:
1.

What situations/events lead to first language

(Korean) loss for Korean-American children in mixed-race
marriages?
2.

What effect does language loss have on the Korean-

American children's social and cultural identity?
3.

What effect does first language loss have on the

relationship between the Korean-speaking mother and the
Korean-American children?
This chapter provides a cross-case analytical
comparison in regards to (1) participants' language
experiences, (2) participants' perceptions of cultural and
social identity, and (3) participants' perceptions of
relationships with both parents.
Table 1 profiles the participants.

Participants' Language Experiences

In the course of the analysis four prominent themes arose
with respect to language loss.

(1) All interviews show
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Table 1
Summary of Participants at Time of Interview

Name

Education

Relationships

Age

Job

Michael

Masters Degree
In computer
science

Married twice
Divorced twice

28

Computer
Scientist

Jim

High school

Never married
No children

27

Grocery
stockman

Paul

High School

Not married/
one child, lives
with girlfriend
& her children

26

Grocery
stockman
(Currently
Prisoner)

Lucy

High school
Attending
Community
College

Never married
No children

21

Waitress
and
Student

that the decision to terminate language maintenance was not
haphazard but was made deliberately by one or both parents.
(2) Their motivation, though misguided, according to WongFillmore (1991) ; Crawford (1991) ; and Cummins (1991) , was
based on messages the majority culture gave them concerning
the educational and social success of their children.
According to the participants, parents wanted to ensure
their children spoke standard English; they wished to
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minimize the child's difficulty in school so s/he would be
accepted. (3) All participants remember the point at which
the language loss began; for two of these children, it was
traumatic.

(4) All four children eventually had trouble

communicating with their Korean mother.

Deliberate Decision by Parents to Terminate
Language Maintenance
Al-1 four participants learned to speak Korean in Korea
as their LI in a Korean family as three of the four
participants were born in Korea.

Though Paul was born in

the United States, his father received a military
assignment to Korea when Paul was an infant.

As Table 2

shows, all four participants reported losing their family
language between the ages of four and eight.

From the

narratives, we hear that the proximate time that these
children lost their Korean language skills was when they
returned to the United States after living in Korea.

In

all cases, the language loss corresponded with their first
entry into American schools (Cummins, 1991; Wong Fillmore,
1991).

Jim (in grade three) was the latest to switch

codes.

Wong Fillmore's study (1991) shows how the school
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Table 2
Participants' Perceptions of First Language Loss and Causes

Name

Place of
birth

When language
loss occurred

Cause of
language loss

Michael

Korea

5-6 years old

Both parents decided
to stop speaking
Korean to avoid
Discrimination
against
Foreign accent.

Jim

Korea

7-8 years old

Father stopped Mother
from speaking to
Jim so he could learn
to speak standard
English.

Paul

U.S.A.

4-5 years old

Father decided Mother
must stop speaking
Korean. Paul was
kept in 1®^ grade due
to problems
communicating in
English. Mother
feared Paul would
speak broken English.

Lucy

Korea

5-6 years old

Father instructed
both Mother and
daughter to
speak only English
to improve their
oral English usage.

environment can change a child's language use patterns, and
the child's attitude toward the immigrant parent and her
home language.

Two of the participants said that their

Caucasian American fathers directed them and their Korean
mothers to stop speaking Korean,or as in Michael's and
Paul's cases, the fathers agreed with the mothers to stop
speaking Korean.

The Parents' Motivation for Abandoning
Language Maintenance
The parents' motivation was based on academic and
social welfare messages educators gave them concerning
their children's success.

With all four participants, the

parents made a conscious decision to drop the mother's
language (the children's first language) to help ensure
success in the United States and to demonstrate their love
for their children (Hinton, 1994).
Each family justified abandoning language maintenance
on socio-economic terms (see Table 2).

Michael's parents

were in agreement that his mother should stop speaking
Korean to help Michael "speak English as well as a native
speaker" so he would not suffer discrimination or be teased
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in school.

Dad reasoned that standard English would ensure

job opportunities in the workplace for his children (LippiGreen, 1997).
In Paul's family, his father decided to stop Korean
language maintenance since Paul was held back in first
grade due to problems communicating in English.

Paul's

mother also wanted to stop language maintenance for a
different reason--she did not want Paul to speak the broken
dialect of English as most Korean mothers she was
acquainted with spoke.
According to Jim, his father's decision to stop Korean
language maintenance was unilateral and made to help Jim
learn to speak standard English faster.

Jim's father

thought only speaking English to Jim would help his Korean
stepson adapt to his new environment quickly.

Jim was also

held back a grade because of English deficiencies.

Jim

repeated third grade in America.
In Lucy's case, the decision was made unilaterally by
her father to halt Lucy's language maintenance.

Lucy's

supposition was that her father instructed both her and her
mother to speak only English.

He reasoned that practice

would help them improve both their spoken English.
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The Occurrence of Language Loss
The participants remember the point at which the
language loss began.

The impact of first language loss

differed from one individual to another in form and
severity.

Michael and Jim comment on the suddenness, the

shock, and the lasting impression language loss had on them
emotionally.

Unlike Michael and Jim, Lucy and Paul hardly

remember speaking Korean.

The reason Michael and Jim

remember the change so vividly is the impact that losing
the first language had on both their emotional and academic
lives after age six.
Michael points out that first language loss had both
positive and negative effects on his self image.

On the

positive side, Michael recognizes that he became stronger
because he had to rely so much on himself since his father
was constantly away on military duty and his mother's
minimal English was apparently inadequate to help him with
school, social relationships, or negotiations.

He realized

that language loss forced him to become more patient with
other individuals from different cultures who struggled to
communicate in English.

This is largely due to experiences

he had trying to help his mother communicate and struggles
against that barrier while he was growing up.
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Jim and Michael see another positive side to language
loss: they have learned to embrace diversity.

Michael

explained that if he had maintained his Korean language
proficiency, he would have associated mostly with people in
the Korean community and not openly embraced all ethnic
groups.

Michael now feels that if he had to maintain his

Korean language proficiency, it would possibly have
narrowed his view of the world to the exclusion of other
cultures.
Jim expresses similar sentiments about language loss
after coming to America.
world was broadened.

Jim mentions that his view of the

He emphasizes that he doesn't ". . .

miss the ability to speak Korean," but on the other hand,
he feels it's sad to lose one's first language because he
can't go back to Korea and speak to his relatives.
On the negative side, Jim and Michael recognize that
language loss resulted in their living very lonely, nearly
isolated lives.

Jim and Michael recall that they had to

make many decisions on their own and face many problems
without the counsel of someone, anyone, even their mother.
Both Jim and Michael perceive this loss affected their
later relationships with women.

Jim and Michael relate

that female relationships pose a problem for them still.
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Michael claims that the self-reliance he had to learn keeps
him distant in intimate relationships.

This makes it hard

for him to forge lasting and/or meaningful relationships.
Michael feels that the self-reliance he learned growing up
makes it hard for him to trust anyone in a close
relationship.

Jim finds it hard to get close to a woman

and build trust because he could never build trust with his
mother, and he had no grandmother or aunts to visit and
consult.
Paul reports that he never really thought about his
language loss affecting him personally due to his focus on
survival (Maslow, 1970).

Paul says knowing Korean might

have helped him get a better paying job, it could have
helped him understand his mother, her culture, and her
traditions.
Lucy comments that language loss is a sad part of her
life.

She was unable to stay close to her mother and now

she is unable to get close to her mother because the
language barrier prevents true understanding or complex
discussions.
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Participants' Thoughts on Learning Korean
Paul and Lucy say they could learn Korean if they
could find the time, but Michael and Jim would not try (see
Table 3).

The reasons for wanting to learn or not

wanting to learn Korean differ.

Jim, the only monoracial

Korean-American, would like to speak Korean if he could
just instantly understand and speak.

Jim wonders how it

might be if he could just go to Korea and start talking to
people naturally in Korean.

He states that he would be

better off if he had lived his life in Korea because there
would be no prejudice or bigotry directed toward him--he
being the same as everybody else.
Since he does not speak Korean, Jim disclosed that he
has adapted to being American and has abandoned almost all
hope of returning to Korea.

Jim believes that his Korean

looks would cause him difficulty were he to face other
Koreans socially, mainly due to his inability to speak
Korean.

Jim believes if he returned the difference between

his virtual identity and his actual social identity would
cause him a great deal of difficulty (Goffman, 1963).
Specifically, Korean people he met would have the
expectation that he should speak Korean (virtual identity),
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Table 3
Participants' Perceptions with Regard to Language Loss

Name

Desire to
Learn
Korean

Reasons for and
against
learning Korean

Effects of
Korean language
loss

Michael

No+

Time better-spent
Learning rewarding
Useful languages

It made him
stronger; he was
forced to rely
on himself, but
it has been a
lonely existence.

Jim

No'

In the US he has
adapted and he
can't go back
to Korea.

He was very alone,
but embraced
diversity.

Paul

Yes

To get a better job
(economic reward)

To better
understand his
mother; but he
can't now.

Lucy

Yes

To under stand
and help
Mother.

Unable to stay
close to
Mother.
And now unable to
help her
emotionally.

+ Michael (when he was younger) wanted to learn Korean
but he lost that motivation.
* Jim says he doesn't want to learn Korean, but he
thinks it would have been better if he had retained
Korean and had stayed in Korea.
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so his inability to speak Korean (actual identity) would
place him at a loss and make him uneasy.
Michael, the other participant who did not want to
learn Korean, said that when he was younger he did want to
learn his mother's language, but now he does not want to
learn Korean because he sees no economic or spiritual
reward for the effort.

He is more interested in learning

other languages, which are more useful in his job and in
his religion.
Unlike Michael and Jim, Paul wants to learn Korean.
He believes that knowing several languages would benefit
him economically.

Lucy's reason for wanting to learn

Korean is personal: understanding her mother.

She was

never able to communicate with her mother.

She felt sorry

for the way her father treated her mother.

She felt others

discriminated against her mother so she wanted to help her.
Her mother's lack of fluency in English caused Lucy
embarrassment and frustration.

Troubles Participants Had Communicating
with Their Mothers
All participants eventually had trouble communicating
with their Korean mothers.

It is most notable that all
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four participants mentioned that the biggest effect of
their Korean language loss was the difficulty they had
communicating with their mothers (P. G. Lee, 1999; H. J.
Moon, 1999).

Recurring Themes Associated with Participants' Language
Experiences
In conclusion, we see four prominent themes across the
data: (1) the decision to terminate language maintenance
was clear and reasoned; (2) the parents, based on their
love for the child, sought to ensure their children spoke
standard English and by doing so they hoped to improve the
child's lot in life; (3) all the children remembered the
onset of language loss; two were traumatized by it; and (4)
all the children eventually had trouble communicating with
their Korean mothers.

Participants' Perceptions of Their Social and
Cultural Identity

The data suggest five themes; (1) The four
participants felt, to some degree, as though they did not
fit in socially as either Korean or American school
children.

(2) The two participants most traumatized by
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language loss felt they had a nebulous social identity,
with Michael identifying himself as not white and Jim not
claiming a social identity.

(3) The two least traumatized

by language loss both claimed Korean as their social
identity.

(4) The cultural and claimed identities and life

aspirations were different for the four participants.

(5)

All the participants remembered the turning point in their
lives and felt it helped define their social identity.
This ranged from an experience with a teacher (in the case
of the participant who clearly thought himself successful),
to a specific social event in the lives of the other three.

Participants' Struggles to Fit In
Participants felt as though they did not fit in
socially as either Korean or American school children.
Michael and Jim repeatedly discussed how alone they felt
growing up.

They felt they did not belong anywhere.

Michael remembers how he was repeatedly "beat up" when his
father was stationed in Italy, because he did not belong to
the American, the Italian, or the Korean community.
Michael talks about how much he wanted to belong to some
group, any group while he was growing up.

Now he discovers

that he does not want to belong to the Korean community.
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Michael perceives that both the ethnic groups of his
biracial background rejected him.

He feels rejection from

the Korean community was probably due, in great part, to
his inability to speak the Korean language.

He feels that

Korean military wives living in the US do not try to
assimilate into the mainstream culture.
Like Michael, Jim also talks about belonging.

He

struggled to belong while he was growing up, but he says he
could not identify with any group.

Unlike Michael and Jim,

Paul and Lucy do not talk about struggles to belong
socially.

Lucy says she did not think she belonged to the

Korean community since she does not know the Korean
language or much of the Korean culture, but when she meets
Korean women, she feels empathy toward them because of her
experiences as an interpreter for her mother.

Experiences and Relationships of Participants Most
Traumatized by Language Loss
Michael and Jim, the participants most traumatized by
language loss, felt they had a nebulous social identity.
All of the participants experienced name-calling as a
result of bigotry and prejudice while they were growing up.
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Jim talks about that bigotry and prejudice.

Table 4

shows Jim having the most unique identity profile, he is
the only ethnically monoracial Korean.

Jim does not want

to be categorized socially.

Table 4
Participants' Identity Choices

Name &
Ethnicity

Aspiration

Social
Identity
(Cultural
Identity)

Claimed
Identity

Reasons
for
Claimed
Identity

Michael
(KoreanCaucasian)

Not-white
(European)

American

Loyalty
to US,
American
values

Succeed
at any
cost

Jim
(Korean)

None
(American)

Unique
"Just me"

Because
he has
always
dealt
with
things
alone

Have
a good
time

How
others
see
him

Get life
straight;
get a
degree-become an
engineer

She
chooses
to be
both

None

Paul
(KoreanCaucasian)

Korean
(White)

Lucy
(KoreanCaucasian)

Korean
(American
Sc Korean)

Korean

American
Korean

Sc.
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Michael comments about experiences of exclusion from
games with his American playmates in Italy "because he
wasn't white."

Michael talks about the military base or

military town as the site where he was accepted as normal
and where he experienced less racial tension despite being
a minority/biracial child.
culture as unique.
half Korean.

He recognizes the military

Michael is ethnically half-white and

Socially, Michael describes himself as "not-

white."
Michael feels that culturally he is European because
he spent enough time in Europe to identify with more
cosmopolitan values.

Michael says he does not have the

same tastes in music and sports as most Americans he knows.
Jim feels that he has been thoroughly assimilated into the
American culture so he feels American.
Michael says he is an American by citizenship and
loyalty.

Michael seems to have learned the values of hard

work and the importance of education from his father and
from his teachers.

He understands the basis of the

American Dream is capitalism at work.

Michael's aspiration

is to succeed at any cost.
When Jim describes himself, he says he does not feel
connected to any group, culture, or ethnic background.
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Jim says he is "just me"--unique.

His only aspiration is

to "have a good time."
With respect to friends, Michael says that the good
friends he has are few.

He can count them on his one hand,

and they all live far away.

He only talks to them or seeks

them out during times of stress.

The male participants of

this study generally prefer Americans of any ethnicity as
friends, though Michael states that his best friend is
actually "white."

Jim doesn't really talk about good

friends but just people he has fun with.
This brings us to the subject of significant others.
Jim does not have an ethnic preference in females, except
that she not be Korean.

Michael's first wife was white;

his second wife was half Korean.
All participants describe pivotal events in their
lives.

The turning point in Michael's life was when a

teacher recognized his potential, got him to take an
intelligence test, and convinced him he was smart.
Michael transferred into the honors classes.

She had

The turning

point of Jim's life appears to have been while his father
was stationed in Greece during his adolescence.

Up until

then he had been doing acceptable work in school, but then
he became lax and started "hanging with his friends"

273

enjoying the local street culture.

Jim withdrew from

academics emotionally.
Michael also talks about economic issues.

Michael, a

computer scientist, feels he is successful compared to
other Korean-American children from military families.
avoids the issue of economics.

Jim

He doesn't discuss

"competition."

Experiences and Relationships of Participants Least
Traumatized by Language Loss
The two less traumatized by language loss both claim
Korean as their social identity.

Once again, we hear

experiences of name-calling as a result of bigotry and
prejudice.

Paul talks about people calling him names

because he is an Oriental, but he says it does not bother
him now.

Lucy also experienced being called names because

of her ethnic features while she was growing up, but she
says that classification was not bad.

Lucy, like Michael,

talks about the military base or military town as the site
where she was looked on as normal, the place where she
experienced less racial tensions as a minority/biracial
child.
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Paul and Lucy are ethnically half-white and halfKorean.

Paul describes himself socially as Korean because

he says when someone sees him walking down the street
they're not going to say, "Who is that white guy?"
Socially, Lucy describes herself as Korean because when
someone does ask, "What are you?", she knows they are
really asking, "What is the non-white part of your
background?"
Paul feels culturally "white" because he finds it hard
to relate to his own mother, but he finds it easy to relate
to his best friend's mother who is white.

Lucy considers

herself both Korean and American, choosing both cultures.
Paul seems to think of himself as Korean because
that's how other people see him.

His aspiration in life is

to "get his life straight," go to college, and become an
engineer once he is released from prison.
Lucy sees herself as both American and Korean because
she chooses a bi-cultural identity.

The only aspiration

she talks about is becoming successful and helping her
mother.
When it comes to the selection of friends, only oneLucy- -appears to select mostly ethnically similar friends.
Lucy prefers Asian friends because she has more in common
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with them.

Paul mentions his best friend is white.

Paul

talks about having a really good friend, a best friend,
whose mother he can always count on for support and
counsel.

Paul does mention his best friend specifically

and how his best friend's mother is like a mother to him.
For Paul the first significant other he discussed was
white; his second significant other is Mexican.
preference is opposite the males.

Lucy's

She is indiscriminate

about the ethnic background of her significant other while
the male participants seem indiscriminate about the
ethnicity of their friends.
All participants clearly remember pivotal events in
their lives.

Paul talks about his auto accident, caused by

excessive drinking.
opportunities.

That changed his life and limited his

Lucy's turning point occurred when she

started to understand her mother, after her parents were
divorced.

Lucy says she finally understands it wasn't her

mother's fault that she could not speak English well.

Lucy

made an effort to improve her relationship with her mother
and to help her mother emotionally.
Michael and Paul mention economic security as tied to
one's self perception of social place.

Paul, a grocery

stockman/cashier, is currently doing time in prison.

He
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thinks he could have been more successful had he listened
to his parents' advice and studied in school.

Neither Jim

(a grocery stockman/cashier) nor Lucy (a waitress) had any
direct comment on success.

However, Lucy says if she gets

richer, she wants to take care of her mother.

Recurring Themes Associated with the Participants'
Perceptions of Their Social and Cultural Identity
Recurring themes inform some conclusions. (1) The
participants did not feel they fit into either the American
or Korean communities; they lived fairly lonely lives.
(2) All participants felt they were not "true Americans"
which often means being white or speaking the standard
dialect.

(3) The participants most traumatized by language

loss either did not feel they had a social identity (as in
Jim's case) or that their social identity was defined by
what they were not—(in Michael's case) not-white. (4) The
two participants who did not seem to recall being
traumatized by language loss claimed Korean as their social
identity.

(5) The four participants hold different claimed

identities, cultural identities, and life aspirations.
6) All participants recalled a turning point for their
identity.

The one participant who clearly thought himself
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successful remembered a teacher, who changed his life by
challenging him academically.

The other three participants

remember traumatic family events.

Participants' Perceptions of Relationship with Parents

Seven recurring themes (with regard to relationships
with their Korean mothers) cross the data. (1) There was
little or no communication between the participants and
their mothers while the children were growing up.

(2) All

the participants felt their mothers understood very little
about American culture.

No child confided in Mother,

because of her lack of understanding/the language barrier,
with regard to school problems, and other problems they
could not discuss.

This was probably exacerbated by the

fact that all the Korean Mothers in this study had the
maximum of a middle-school education. (3) All the
participants mentioned that they had to lower the level of
English structures they used or find other methods to
communicate effectively with their mothers.

(4) They

commented on the mutual frustrations connected with the
whole communication experience between mother and child.
(5) All the mothers' social networks were limited to other
Korean female friends living nearby in a sort of little
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Korea or (as in Paul's mother's case) were limited to just
her immediate family.

(6) All the children mentioned they

had to act in the capacity of interpreter for their mother.
(7) Even if the participant did not get along with his or
her father, they all indicated clear communication was
possible.

Experiences with the Language Barrier
All four participants discuss as problematic the
language barrier between them and their Korean-speaking
mothers.

Michael comments that he never shared anything

with his mother because she did not understand the American
culture.

He perceives that culture is almost inextricably

linked to language.

Jim explained that due to the language

barrier, his mother was unable to explain things to him; he
was unable to explain his life or needs to her.

Lucy's

relationship with her mother was essentially the same as
Jim's and Michael's.

She said there was no communication

while she was an adolescent.

She commented that she and

her mother did not participate in each other's lives.
felt she never really had a mother.

She

Paul recalls that the

way his mother disciplined him "was weird" or unpredictable
based on her own rules.

He never understood her rationale
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for punishment because of the language-cultural barrier.
Paul also says he does not let his mother know everything
he does.

Paul felt the same alienation as Jim and Michael

toward their mothers.

Mothers' Lack of Understanding of American Culture
and the School System
All four talk about their mothers' lack of knowledge
concerning American life and culture.

Michael says his

mother lives in a little Korea with Korean friends.

She

attends the Korean church and frequents places only other
Koreans visit.

Paul says he prefers to talk to his

friend's mother because she understands him.

Jim did not

speak with his mother much due to her lack of knowledge of
American culture.

Finally, Lucy cites her mother's

disconnect with American culture as the reason she never
talked to her mother about friends, dates, or academic
problems during her teenage years.

Lucy said her mother

really didn't understand American culture and life.
All participants talk about their mothers' lack of
understanding the social system and their lack of
participation in the American school system.
experiences were most negative.

Lucy's

Lucy "ditched" school a
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lot when she was having problems with a teacher or a class,
yet she did not ask her mother for help because she could
not help anyway.

Lucy's mother signed school notes she

could not understand or read.

Michael did not speak to his

mother about school problems.

Michael added that if Korean

mothers do not learn English well, they cut their children
off and leave them alone in the world.

Jim said his mother

understood so little about the American school system that
he didn't even tell her there were school conferences.

He

said that the teachers were unable to explain to her what
he was doing and that he would probably have to try to
translate and even then she might not understand.

Paul

says his mother came to school conferences, but he did not
elucidate.

Participants' Mothers' Social Network and Parents'
Relationships
Table 5 shows each of the participant's mother's
social network.

All consisted mostly of Korean friends.

Michael says his mother lived in little Korea near every
military base.

All her friends were Korean, and she went

to places where only Koreans went, like the Korean church
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Table 5

Participants' Mothers' Profiles

Child
Name

Education
level

Michael

No formal
Education

Married

Korean
church

Jim

6 grade

Married

Korean
church

Paul

++between
6-8 grade

Married

No social
network;
Neither
American
nor
Korean

Lucy

** between
6-8 grade

Divorced

Korean
card
game;
living w/
boyfriend

Marital
status

Social
network

++ Paul's mother indicates that she had some middle school
education.
** Lucy does not know her mother's educational level though
she knows her mother did not attend high school.
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or stores.

Jim reports that his mother only did things

with her Korean church group, once again a mostly Korean
community near the army base.

Lucy reports that her mother

had many Korean friends with whom she played "Korean
cards."

These Korean cards called Wha-tu are used for

gambling.

In contrast, Paul's mother did have Korean

friends, but now Paul explains his mother does not have any
friends because she dislikes the gossip Korean women spread
about her and her family.
Michael and Lucy talk about their mother and father's
relationships as confrontational.
mention parental confrontations.

Jim and Paul do not
Michael talks about the

minor conflicts that his parents had when he was younger.
His parents live separate lives because they don't see each
other's side due to cultural dissidence.

Lucy talks about

her parents having a problem communicating because of the
language barrier.

Lucy describes the frustration that her

parents experienced many times when they tried to
communicate.
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Language-Based Relationship Difficulties
Between Mother and Participant
Table 6 summarizes the relationships between the
participants and their mothers.

All four participants

noted that they either had to simplify or lower their
English sentence structure and vocabulary so their mothers
could understand them.

All four participants commented on

just how frustrating the communication process was for both
parties.

Paul recalls how not only his mother, but also

his girlfriend loses the meaning in what he tries to say.
Lucy talks about how a word like "drink" can cue a reaction
like "You can't drink" from her mother, who evidently has
only one definition for this verb.
According to Michael's conception of the relationship
with Mom, the lack of communication placed extreme limits
on his ability to be understood or to build an intimate
relationship.

One of the bigger problems was how hard it

was to talk about details to someone with a limited
vocabulary.
Paul's relationship with his mother was tenuous.

He

was afraid to talk to her for fear she might think he was
trying to take something from her.

He confided that she

284

Table 6

Participants' Perceptions of Family Relationships

Name

Relationship
with mother

Relationship
with father

Relationship
with members
of the
opposite
sex

Michael

Language
barrier
Problem

Talked lot

2 divorces;
says he has
yet to learn
to trust
women.

Jim

Very little
communication
mostly
positive, but
a language
barrier.

He does things
with Dad like
fishing.

Multiple
non-lasting
female
companions.

Paul

Says "good"
but has only
talked to her
on a couple of
occasions in
last six years.
The language
barrier is a
problem.

He wants to get
to know his
father, but it
is hard to
communicate
with him.

One child
out-of-wedlock
from a failed
relationship;
currently in a
relationship
started before
prison.

Lucy

Positive-trying hard to
catch up but
still a problem
with language.

They always talk
now.

Has boyfriend
who is a
construction
worker.
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had only spoken with him part of one year during the last
six years.
Jim's relationship with his mother was utilitarian.
Everyone in his house lived separate lives.

Mom cleaned

and cooked, but at dinner they all ate separately in their
rooms.

His family interacted very little socially or

emotionally.
When Lucy was young, she said she felt she did not
have a mother.
friends.

Mom was away playing cards with her Korean

Lucy is now trying to rebuild the relationship by

helping her mother.

Lucy has become the adult in the

relationship as her single mother ages.

Relationships with Fathers
Table 6 shows how participants related more positively
to their fathers, but all military fathers were gone most
of the child's formative years.

The fathers did not build

relationships with their children while their children were
growing up.

None except Paul complained about being unable

to talk easily with Father since all men spoke English and
understood American customs (Williams, 1992).

Over the

years, after their fathers retired from the military.

286

relationships with children improved because they began to
do things together and talk more.
Michael's relationship with his father has improved.
He says he talks to his father about everything, and he
enjoys getting into discussions with his father as they
share a common work culture.
Paul has never had a good relationship with his father
since Dad was either gone or preoccupied with his
job/hobby--automotive repair.

Unlike the other

participants, who usually followed their fathers when they
went on overseas tours, Paul's father went on two overseas
tours alone.
Jim says his family members are individuals, doing
their own things separately, but he enjoys social
activities with his dad as an adult.

Jim thinks his dad is

a sincere person in what he does and how he communicates.
He says he likes to go fishing with his father.
Lucy says she has always had a good relationship with
her father even when he was overseas.

She credits this to

her being able to talk to her father easily, yet she is
upset with the way her father yells at her mother, but she
understands the culture and language differences create
conflicts.

Participants' relationships to mother and

father seem similar except for Paul who does not get along
with his father or with his mother.
disappointed them.

Paul feels he has

He does not say his parents failed him.

He blames himself for his lack of personal success.

Except

for Paul, the children seem to get along well with their
fathers when the military men are available to the family
(see Table 7).

Recurring Themes Associated with Participants' Perceptions
of Relationships with Parents
Let us review the seven recurring themes with regard
to relationships with mothers.

(1) There was little or no

communication between the participants and their mothers
while the child was growing up.

(2) All the participants

felt their mothers understood very little about American
culture.

No child confided in Mom, because of the lack of

understanding/the language barrier, with regard to school
or social problems.

This was probably exacerbated by the

fact that all the Korean mothers in the study had at most a
middle-school education.

(3) All the participants

mentioned they had to lower the level of English structure
and use other methods to communicate with their mothers.
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Table 7

Participants' Fathers' Profiles

Child
name

Education

Military
rank at
Retirement

Job

Michael

High school

Sergeant Major

Volunteer
work

Jim

High school

Sergeant
first class

Service
technician

Paul

High school

Sergeant
first class

Sales
manager

Lucy

Two years
college

Left DOD as an
enlisted man.

DOD contractor

(4) The participants commented on the joint frustration,
connected with the whole exercise of oral communication.
(5) All the mothers' social networks were limited to Korean
friends living in a kind of little Korea or (as in Paul's
mother's case) were limited to just her immediate family.
(6) All the children mentioned the fact that they had to
act in the capacity of interpreter for their mother.

(7)

Even if the participant did not get along with his or her
father, they indicated clear communication was possible.
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CHAPTER 10
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The primary purpose of this study was to discover the
effects of language loss on children raised in a KoreanAmerican bicultural military environment.

These children

were either adopted as full Korean or biracial half Korean
and half Caucasian.

All participants' families were US

active-duty military at marriage.

The mother was a Korean-

born immigrant and the father was Caucasian.

At the time

of the interviews some fathers were retired American
service members; one left the military before retirement.
The secondary purpose was to discover effects of language
loss on the mother-child relationship in these bicultural
military families.

The three major research questions for

this study were as follows:
1.

What situations/events lead to first language

(Korean) loss for Korean-American children in mixed-race
marriages?
2.

What effect does language loss have on the

Korean-American children's social and cultural identity?

290

3.

What effect does first language loss have on the

relationship between the Korean-speaking mother and the
Korean-American children?
Following the discussion, I conclude with
recommendations for further research into social and
academic implications.

Research Question 1

According to the participants, what situations/events
lead to first language (Korean) loss for these KoreanAmerican children in mixed-race marriages?
All of the participants learned to speak Korean in
Korea while their father was stationed there.

All

participants lived the majority of their early life in the
Korean culture.

Their Korean language loss occurred when

their fathers were reassigned to the United States and when
the participants were between five and eight years old,
just beginning formal education.

One participant born in

the US returned to Korea as an infant while the others were
born in Korea but were educated in the US after age five.
Many Amerasian biracial children of Korean and Vietnamese
ancestry were born to military families outside the United
States (Spickard, 1997) but educated in American schools.
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None of the four participants attended school in Korea
except Jim, who went to a Korean school two years then
transferred directly to an American school in third grade.
Upon their return to the United States, military
fathers realized the importance of having their children
learn to speak English well to succeed in the new
environment (Hakuta, 1986).

Some participants came to the

US with limited skills in both languages, while some had
well honed oral and written language skills in the Korean
language but had limited English speaking/writing/
understanding.

The parents wanted their children to learn

English to ensure their children's future economic security
and freedom from prejudicial treatment due to language or
dialect.

With all the participants, language loss began

when the child returned to the United States at a time that
coincided with entry into the monolingual school system.
All participants perceived the main factor that
influenced their Korean mothers to stop speaking Korean to
them was fear of social stigma attached to not speaking
English well.

American fathers feared some deficiency in

the child's ability to speak English would continue if the
Mother spoke Korean to the child at home.

Consequently,

the children lost their Korean LI because the mother
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stopped speaking Korean due to prompting from the father or
school personnel.

Among parents there was mutual agreement

to terminate Korean language maintenance for development of
oral English.
In one case a mother did not want her son speaking
"broken" English; in another family the parents wanted to
ensure their son was not discriminated against and that he
spoke standard English.

These parents upheld the

traditional concept of language functioning as social glue
requisite to economic success and cultural assimilation.
Some politicians and educators still argue that
bilingualism is a negative social force in our society
(Crawford, 1991).

These political power brokers support

the US English-only movement as a requisite to social
stability within the culture.

Supporters of the US

English-only movement believe that language is the social
glue, the bond that holds our nation of immigrants
together.

Taking the effort to master English idioms and

standard conventions is the ". . . price [one pays] to
entering the social and political mainstream" in America
(Crawford, 1991, p. 55).

They argue that anyone

immigrating into the U.S. has a responsibility to master
the English language and to understand and participate in
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the culture.

English is a requirement in certain contexts,

for raising children, for commerce, for social discourse,
for finding a political voice.

These politicians and their

followers demand language assimilation.
Actually, early research, based on flawed methodology,
by psychologists H. H. Goddard (1917) and Madorah Smith
(1939) supported the assertion that the effects of
bilingualism were negative on one's cognitive development
(in Hakuta, 1986).

Their aim was to slow down the influx

of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe (Hakuta,
1986).

Werner Leopold (1940s), a linguist who had recently

immigrated to the United States, conducted a case study on
his daughter Hildegard.
conclusion.

Leopold deduced the opposite

Contrary to Smith's and Goddard's conclusions,

Leopold observed a positive value in bilingualism, but his
study was ignored because people favored the results of
quantitative research at that time (Hakuta, 1986) .
In 1972 in Canada, Lambert and Perl studied the
relationship between bilingualism and intelligence by
observing French and English bilingual children compared to
French monolingual children attending school in Canada.
These researchers concluded that bilingual children
performed better than monolinguals on verbal and nonverbal
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intelligence tests.

Cummins (1997) conducted research most

applicable to the present study.

He suggested that

bilingualism could manifest itself as either additive or
subtractive.

With additive bilingualism, both the native

language and the second language continue to mature along
with cognitive development.

Obviously, cognitive

flexibility accompanies growth in vocabulary and syntax.
This dual-language value can be contrasted to the
subtractive bilingualism model.

For immigrants coming into

the United States, a common occurrence is to refrain from
using the parents' LI in the home.

When a child is forced

to cease LI development before reaching a threshold of
fluency in the first language, the parent's language is
soon lost as the L2 develops (Wong Fillmore, 1991).
According to Cummins threshold hypothesis, these children
are likely doomed to be semilinguals uttering and
comprehending at low levels of proficiency in both
languages.

Such speakers are prone to suffer negative

cognitive effects (Cummins, 1997) as well as the stigma of
"broken usage" throughout life.
Despite research showing positive benefits of
bilingualism outweighing negative myths of cognitive
deprivation, children's social and academic problems
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persist (Bain, 1997; Dopke, 1992).
of the world.

Such values affect much

Many people, especially working class

immigrants, still believe in negative effects to
bilingualism.

They are discouraged by authorities and in

turn discourage the mother's LI (Dopke, 1992).

As

widespread as these myths are, one can see how workingclass military fathers would discourage Korean mothers from
speaking the LI to their school-age children.
The parents of the participants cited various reasons
for thinking that their children might be harmed by
maintenance of the Korean language.

Fathers worried that

speaking Korean and English might affect the child's
ability to pronounce perfect standard English words needed
to survive in the classroom.
continued teasing.

A dialect could lead to

Some participants did report this

stigma when they were younger.

The memory of the process

of language loss differed across the participants.

Two

participants commented on the suddenness, the shock, and
the lasting impression which language loss left on them.
They were led to believe their LI was somehow inferior,
even a bad way to speak.

The other two felt little or no

emotion regarding loss of Korean.

They just remember the

LI fading away as they learned English in school.

These

296

memories suggest that they were not teased as much or
taught as much Korean as some of the other participants.
Only later in life did the children reflect upon their LI
loss as a negative aspect of growing up, especially in
homes where the mother never mastered oral English.

Research Question 2

What effect does language loss have on the children's
social and cultural identity?
All the participants except Paul talked about how they
did not feel they belonged to the Korean community once
they stopped speaking Korean.

Paul did not have time to

reflect on language loss due to his economic survival needs
(Maslow, 1970).

As a person, some participants became

marginalized when s/he was blocked from membership in the
racial reference group as Weisman (1996) discussed.
Michael makes clear reference to the fact that he is
blocked from membership in the Korean community when he
says,

. . Because Koreans don't accept you, and you

don't understand the language, and you don't understand the
culture so you are an outcast there."

Jim, though a

monoracial Korean, also has the perception that he has been
marginalized because he cannot speak Korean.

He feels he
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can never return to Korea.

How uncomfortable it would make

him feel to look Korean but remain mute among his
relatives!

Lucy also refers to marginalization by Koreans

who are either her mother's friends or acquaintances.

When

asked if she was a part of the Korean community, she said:
"I'm probably not [a part of the Korean community] . . .
because ... I don't speak Korean, and so I don't know
well [the Korean culture]."
As children, all these participants experienced namecalling as a result of bigotry and prejudice while they
were growing up on or near a military base.
Jim were most affected by peer name-calling.

Michael and
As with other

Asian-Americans, the children learned defense strategies
when confronted with name-calling.

When peers asked

directly "What are you?", the children ignored
classification and/or tried not to think of themselves as
Asians (Osajima, 1993).

They avoided confrontation by

remaining silent.
All four participants experienced a struggle to fit
into any social or ethnic group as they grew up.
say they are simply Americans.

They all

Paul and Michael confided

that they benefited from a "best friend" who was an
American "white" and who accepted them as social equals.
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Paul comments that his best friend's mother is like a
mother to him.

She is easy to get along with because she

understands white culture.

Paul identifies with American

culture more than with Korean culture.

Michael's best

friend does not live close by and Michael only calls his
friend in times of stress or trouble.

He does not,

however, confide in a Korean friend or elder.

Paul and

Michael observe that they have no preference as to the
ethnicity of their friends, but they consider themselves
Americans.
Lucy and Jim do not speak of having a "best friend."
Jim, as with the rest of the male participants, does not
have an ethnic preference when it comes to friends in
general.

Lucy, on the other hand, prefers Asian friends.

Weisman (1996) confirms these findings.

He notes that

it appears usual for racially-mixed people to reject one
parental group while being unable to obtain acceptance from
the other parent's group even when it is the dominant
culture.

These young adult participants appear to have no

ethnically-based bias, when it comes to selecting a spouse
or life mate.

Only Jim stated that he objects to having

someone Korean as a significant other.

299

Paul and Lucy accept or claim to be Korean for social
identity.

Jim claims no social identity.

wants to live in peace and have fun.

He says he just

Michael understands

that he is seen as "not white."
The participants claim different cultural identities.
Michael claims to be European due to the habits and tastes
he acquired while his father was stationed in Europe.
Michael liked European culture as a military dependent, and
he became a Marine and returned to Europe as an adult.
Eventually, Michael became a civil servant serving the
military.

Paul claims to be "white" based on the ease with

which he gets along with his best friend and his best
friend's mother.

Jim claims to be "American" based on his

relaxed lifestyle.

Lucy chooses to be both Korean and

American though she admits a lack of knowledge or deep
understanding of either culture.
Finally, the participants talked about the identity
they would prefer if they had a choice.
felt he or she was a "true American."

No participant
Michael describes

himself as feeling like "the man without a land."

Paul

describes how some people describe him saying, "Look at the
Asian guy."

Lucy feels that some Americans, "Don't look at

me as full[y] American."

Jim feels that some Americans
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"Have a preconception with me speaking with an accent."
These examples illustrate how being American often means
being white (Tuan, 1998) or speaking the standard dialect
(Lippi-Green, 1997).
All the participants indicate that because of their
looks, they don't feel quite American and because of their
inability to speak Korean, they do not feel Korean.

All

the participants in someway, felt, at least partially
excluded from both communities.

Research Question 3

What effect does first language loss have on the
relationship between the Korean-speaking mother and the
Korean-American child?
All participants discussed as problematic the language
barrier between them and their Korean-speaking mothers.
They discussed the frustration as well as the necessity to
simplify or lower the level of their English message in
order to communicate with their mother.
They all talked about the cultural differences with
their mothers as problems, but they did not appear to have
a cultural gap with their military fathers (Williams,
1992).

The children did, however, make mention of the fact
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that their fathers were away much of the time when they
were younger.

This fact exacerbated the communication

conflict between Mother and child.
All the participants talked about their mother's
inability to help with schoolwork and their inability to
understand the American school system or adolescent's
behaviors.

Each participant dealt in a unique way with

their mother's lack of familiarity with the school system
and with parental duties they were expected to perform.
One participant just never told his parents anything.
Other participants brought papers and documents home asking
mothers to sign without reading or discussing.

Children

brought signed notes back to teachers unread.

Adolescents

often just "ditched" school to avoid confrontation.
According to the participants, their mother's social
networks remained mostly other Koreans in the military
community.
gambling.

Groups of Korean wives enjoy playing cards and
Some are active in church groups.

In the case

of one participant, because of the gossip propagated about
the family, his mother simply did not associate with any
group; she isolated herself in her home.

Networking

options these mothers found rewarding created more distance
between mother and child as the mother was not involved on
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a daily basis in her child's life.

She did not understand

daily situations, activities, and problems involving the
child's American environment (Chang et. al., 1995).
Participants' relationships with their Korean mothers
were not as positive as relationships with their fathers.
Fathers were gone most of the time and so these children
had no adult role model in the household to emulate.
This brought several questions to my mind.

How were

they to build successful social relationships when they had
no one with whom to discuss feelings, problems, or have a
relaxing conversation?

How were they to bounce ideas off

an elder concerning their roles in American society?
These children's biggest problem growing up was their
relationship with their mother, as she could not
communicate with them.

Had she maintained the LI home

language, this problem could have been resolved.

Sxunmary
Language loss, in our four cases, began when the
children returned to the United States at a time coinciding
with entry into the American school system.

The main factor

that influenced Korean mothers to stop speaking Korean to
their children was fear of cognitive interference—the fear
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that continuing to speak Korean would somehow cause the
children detriment if they could not articulate standard
English.

Specifically, loss of LI was triggered by the

husband's decision not to stigmatize the child
linguistically.

In most cases the immigrant wife followed

the military husband's request not to speak Korean in the
home.
None of these children consciously decided to stop
speaking their first language, Korean.

One might deduce

that since their mothers stopped talking to them, they
eventually just forgot how to speak the language.

One of

the children I interviewed (but did not include as a
primary subject in this research) did make a conscious
decision to stop speaking Korean because he was teased in
school.
As young adults these children recognized that language
loss affected their communication patterns and their
relationships with their mothers.

The four participants

felt that the LI language loss actually helped them become
more sensitive to what other people were trying to
communicate since they had to become more sensitive to
their mothers' communication needs--but at what cost?

They

all suffered identity problems due to their language loss.
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oral dialect, and mixed ethnicity.

All participants wished

to learn the Korean language initially, but each abandoned
the effort even though classes were offered at the local
college or through the Korean church.
Both the mothers and the working class fathers
remained unaware that children could be raised bilingually
without cognitive damage.

No one advised these military

husbands or wives that certain cognitive benefits accrue
from bilingual communication in a bicultural environment.
These mothers only wanted what was best for their children.
The military took no responsibility to present social or
linguistic facts to foreign-born mothers or to prospective
new husbands.

How could these young women with limited

education make informed decisions on how best to raise
their"children to avoid heartbreak, anomie, and the
destruction of the child's self worth?

These complex

socio-cultural interactions deserve additional study with a
broader population of varied ethnic and classed
participants.
Language loss affected the children socially by
robbing them of the ability to speak to their mothers on an
intimate or intellectual level (Wong Fillmore, 1991).

The

research showed them unable to easily establish an identity
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in the US.

Socially, the ones most traumatized by language

loss did not identify with either the Korean or the
English-majority community.

One claimed no social

identity, and one claimed to be "not white."

Of the two

who did not recall being traumatized by language loss, both
felt their social identity was Korean, yet Paul did not
socialize with Koreans by choice.

Culturally, the

participants gravitated toward the dominant or majority
culture.

Emotionally, the adult children feel isolated,

unable to communicate with their mothers at an intimate
level.

At one time or another they all wished they had

learned Korean, but economic rewards in the US do not
justify the efforts to master the language.
Only one participant thought himself successful
compared to his peers.

This was due, according to his

interview, to a teacher who took notice of him, helped him
recognize his potential, and arranged to put him in the
honors' track.

This shows how important a teacher's role

can be when it comes to making a difference in a child's
life (professional communication with Yetta Goodman, 1997).
Gibson (1997) notes, "That minority students do better
in school when they feel strongly anchored in the
identities of their families, communities, and peers, and
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when they feel supported in pursuing a strategy of
selective or additive acculturation" (p. 146).

These

children recognize the link between language, culture, and
belonging, at least in the case of the local Korean
community.

Language maintenance might have given the

children the link needed to build a strongly anchored
identity within the local community.

The one successful

participant, who appeared to have been strongly anchored in
the identity of his peers--other gifted children, thanked
his teacher.
Gibson (1997) recognizes that:
The children of immigrants are at increased risk of
school failure and downward assimilation when they
feel pressured to Americanize more rapidly than their
parents and when their parents and ethnic community
lack the cultural and social resources needed to guide
their educational progress and to steer them away from
a deviant path. (p. 440)
This was possibly a problem—the pressure to
Americanize more rapidly than their mother's could
assimilate.

In the absence of military fathers, Korean

wives remained insulated within the Korean community near
the military base.

Korean mothers use Korean child-rearing

practices with children growing up in an American setting.
The conflicting cultures at some point lead to confusion

307

for the children which, because of the language barrier,
the mothers are unable to explain.
Mothers of children experiencing first language loss
also suffer a loss of self-esteem because they cannot
transmit their values or discuss topics relevant to their
children in order to help them mature (Wong Fillmore,
1991).

Their socio-cultural identity regresses to that of

a child, dependent upon their own children for commerce and
comprehension.

They must depend on her children to help

their in many societal interactions (e.g., working with
teachers at school and dealing with vendors in stores);
they are unable to pass their cultural values and mores to
their children.
Bilingualism may or may not be justified by American
standards, but it is the one medium that the Korean woman
has to bridge the world she left for the world she found as
a military wife.

By maintaining the language with her

children, teaching it, and volunteering in various Korean
language classes formed within her community, she learns
more about her heritage, passing it on to her children.

It

is for her that the children learn the language, and it is
for them that she offers, through the power of language, an
understanding of who they are.

Both grow spiritually and
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intellectually through their common language, the parentchild bond becomes strong and healthy, whole and secure.
Language loss or the cultivation of bilingualism (a
key link with identity) remains a complex social issue.
Solutions to this problem for military, Korean immigrants
wives demand training for military leaders, husbands, and
school personnel near military bases.

These leaders and

culture-teachers can cultivate the best in children raised
in a bicultural home.

To help newly arriving immigrants,

we must unravel these issues and give parents the best
information and resources possible to help make their
children successful.
These four children are victims of what Rosina LippiGreen (1997) terms language subordination.

She notes that:

The process of language subordination targets not all
variation, not all language varieties, but only those
which are emblematic of differences in race,
ethnicity, homeland, or other social allegiances which
have been found to be less than good enough.
. . . Assimilation is the cost of success. . . .
Language subordination is about taking away a basic
human right: to speak freely in the mother tongue
without intimidation, without standing in the shadow
of other languages and peoples, (pp. 240-243)
We must not be blinded into taking a narrow-minded
approach like those in the US English-only movement who
echo the sentiment that "assimilation is the cost of
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success."

In the case of children from a background, which

has a home language other than English, the loss of the LI
may prevent both social assimilation and individual selfesteem.

Based on research, especially by Wong Fillmore

(1991), I feel many of the personal tragedies these
children faced could have been avoided had they retained
their LI.

Without the support of one parent, when Mother

cannot communicate and Father is absent from the home,
children are at increased risk of failure in school and in
economic endeavors.

As educators and as parents, we should

use all the tools at our disposal to help the children in
our care learn and succeed.
Leaders in our society (academic and military) should
study cultural issues that affect the education and
socialization of immigrants because these issues affect the
livelihood and social positions of the children for
generations to come.

It is their business to inform those

who decide to marry a non-English speaking spouse of the
studies and the ramifications of life away from that
spouse.

Certain initiatives must mandate core education

for non-English speaking spouses so they do not just
cultivate vague, amorphous fears about life in the US.
Xenophobia as well as class-based discrimination plays

310

itself out around military base schools when local culture,
and in some cases, minimally-trained teachers teach
biracial children.

School administrators must be more

sensitive to the helplessness and hopelessness of an
immigrant mother with children.
Community leaders must support programs that keep
children connected to a non-English speaking mother.
Children must not lose the ability to communicate with
their most valuable ally in life.

If the abolishment of

bilingual education programs in California and Arizona is
any indication of attitudes and trends in this area, then
the initiative to maintain a family's home culture must
remain with the military.

We, as educators, must find ways

to help immigrants entering American schools.

We cannot

turn our backs on the poor and disenfranchised and expect
the country's economy to grow.
Language loss can create distance between parents and
children and prevent the mothers from transmitting
important moral and value lessons as we see from WongFillmore's article (1996).

If the severe weakening of the

basic family unit and the economic security of military
biracial children are not good arguments for the
maintenance of a child's LI language, the damage that loss
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will do to America, when parents are unable to transfer
important values, is a valid reason.

These values may

prevent children from making wrong decisions in some
extreme cases that could result in jail time.
The mother tongue still has the most power while
raising children.

The argument that we will spend millions

of dollars on bilingual classes is not a negative
investment.

The alternative—that the country will spend

millions of dollars on children of substance abuse,
poverty, prison, and school failure (Crawford, 1995) is the
economic alternative.

If we believe that education in

general, and education for participating citizens in
particular, begins at home then we must give greater
attention to the many immigrant children who come to the US
as members of biracial families.
Our society was built upon the bodies and souls of
immigrants.

We can revitalize the spirit of our national

culture by respecting the many cultures youth carry to us
as immigrant parents.

Anti-immigrant sentiment still

exists, especially near military bases, but unlike the
immigrants who arrived from Europe and assimilated readily,
newer immigrants do not share physical traits with a
majority of Americans.

The new immigrant's physical traits
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make it harder for the children to assimilate, even after
giving up their LI language for English.

The sad thing is

that these children have lost their ability to communicate
with their best allies in life, their mothers.
In school, as in life, these children received little
or nothing in return for this sacrifice.

Schools share

with parents the ability to help initiate these children
into the culture of power that is the American dream.
Interviews with those who maintained the Korean language,
however, give us a glimpse into how much richer these
children's lives could be.

Recommendations for Further Research

My study dealt with four Korean-American young adult
participants sharing their recollections regarding language
loss and life in a mixed-race military home.

Originally, I

had planned to do this study with mother-child pairs, but I
was unable to locate a complete set of mother-child pairs
as most young adult children had moved awayl

I was only

able to interview one mother-child pair that had
experienced language loss and that was Michael Bookman and
his mother. I decided to work with only the children's
perspective/input since no comparison could be made among

313

the mothers. I found reasons why the participants believe
their parents stopped language maintenance.
With a mother-child pair we could ask the mother, who
actually knows why she stopped language maintenance, if she
agreed to the wishes of her husband or was advised by other
external authorities.

We could also gain insight into the

circumstances surrounding the incident if we could talk to
all family members.

The best-case scenario would be to

interview a whole family—children, father and mother, so
all considered the question independently.

By interviewing

all decision makers we could obtain different perspectives
on the LI question.
Since all my participants' mothers only completed
elementary school, it would be of value to see if the
situation is different with educated mothers, college
graduates married to US military men, enlisted or officers.
In my study all of our participants' fathers were enlisted
men.

Would things have been different for these children

if their fathers were higher status officers?
I only looked at children of Korean-American
backgrounds.
Americans?

Would it have been the same for other Asian
What about immigrant children of European-
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Americans whose LI was not English, but who learned English
in school?
If we were to look at both children who maintained
their LI and children who lost their Li (even among parents
whose educational levels were similar to those in my
study), we could identify factors that prompted maintenance
in some cases versus abandonment in others.

A comparison

of the positive and negative byproducts of language
retention is useful.

Are children who are the product of

language maintenance better off socially or economically as
adults than those who experience language loss?
This study was carried out in a small town in
Southeastern Arizona where about 45,000 people (mostly
military-connected) live and work.

Would the results have

been the same for participants from a military base closer
to a major city?

Would parents in Spanish-English

environments where both languages offered economic rewards
be more inclined to language maintenance?
Three unique types of families (where Korean language
loss may be an issue) are of interest in a follow-up study.
The first is the family in which children are born to a
mother who is a Korean immigrant and an American father.
The second is the family in which children are born to two
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Koreans immigrants.

The third is a family in which Korean

children are adopted into an American family that only uses
English.

How would experiences with language development

differ?
I would also like to compare children from KoreanAmerican mixed marriages by socio-economic levels across
the military.
The findings of these studies may help improve the
plight of immigrant children connected to military culture.
The question of bilingualism is complex; as educators we
need the clearest picture regarding how to cultivate the
best cognitive, cultural, and social benefits possible from
all learners.

In so doing we have the chance to improve

the quality of life for immigrant children as the ethnic
and cultural diversity of our schools increases.

The Road to Resolution

This research begs the question: What must be done to
help these children and whose responsibility is it to
supply this help?

Three entities must bear the brunt of

the responsibility for supplying the help required—
educators, the military, and the media.
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Educators must focus special attention on the situation
of bilingual students and their parents.

They must create

an environment where bilingual students feel that speaking
a language other than English is normal.

They should

encourage parents to maintain the LI language.

Where

possible they should encourage a well executed bilingual
program.
The military must be sensitive to the needs of foreignborn brides-to-be. They must insure they are prepared for a
life as a military spouse and that they understand American
culture/living.

They must provide mandatory classes for

both soldiers and their foreign-born brides-to-be.
The media must be sensitive to the fact that they color
public opinion and can help create negative stereotypes.
They must insure that when they do cover negative aspects
and relate those aspects to a particular ethnic group that
they make clear that this does not apply to all or even
most segments of that group.

Barring that, they should

give balanced coverage showing counter examples of that
group that do not exhibit the negative aspects.
Finally, each and every person needs to judge each
individual by his or her own merits and give our children
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of all nationalities the resources, nurturing and
encouragement needed to realize their full potential.

318
CHAPTER 11
EPILOGUE

My Personal Reflections on This Study

It has been nine years since I began my graduate
study as a young military wife.

I commuted four hours

daily leaving my two young, multiracial children in an
after school program to be picked up by their father so I
could attend classes.

I truly could not explain what drove

me to continue my studies.

I had a third son just before

beginning the doctoral program.

For a while I thought I

would have to quit my studies as both my mother (back in
Korea) and my father-in-law (in California) fell ill.

Part

of the reason I continued was the hope that what I could
learn would help me become a better mother.

I wanted my

children to succeed in the American schools and culture.
Another reason was my mother.

She passed away shortly

after I received my acceptance letter into the doctoral
program.

My mother held a good education in very high

regard and she sacrificed much to ensure that everybody in
my family was educated.
proud.

It was my intention to make her
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I remember many nights driving alone on a rural
Arizona highway thinking about my mother.

I still cannot

talk about her without tears, but the memory is sweet.
owe her much.

I

I do not know if I would be here without her

advice, loving support, and prayers.

She was my best

friend.
When I think about my mother, I think about the
participants in the study: Michael, Paul, Jim, Lucy, and
the others I spoke with but did not include in the study.
Language differences between the participants and their
mothers gave these Korean immigrants great personal
difficulty.

I cannot say losing the home language was

merely sad.

Language loss resulted in a tremendous tragedy

for each participant.
When I realized that education starts in the home and
acknowledged that the mother is the center of a child's
life, I realized these participants did not enjoy the same
support I did as a child.
I felt compelled to study Korean-American military
children and their families as I am the wife of a biracial
military service man.

We celebrate three multiracial sons.

As an insider in the military community for the last 18
years, I have taught the Korean language to several
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biracial adolescents.

The local church sponsors Korean

school classes as does the community college.

I met many

Korean adolescents in Korean classes I was teaching at the
community college.

I did not understand their

frustrations, however, until I started data collection and
spent hours interviewing young, biracial or bicultural
Korean adults.
I soon realized the plan to do a case study on a whole
family unit was impossible.

I was an insider in this

community, but I was also an outsider because of my
education.

In Korea, few females from my generation

pursued advanced degrees.

Both by education and social

standing, as an officer's wife in the community, I was
suspect.

This social barrier prevented me from connecting

with most of the other Korean mothers in military circles
where I moved.

Only three women agreed to complete

interviews, and only one of those was a mother of a young
biracial participant.

My study shows bias toward the

frustrations of the children because I heard more of their
stories in depth.
birth mothers.

I was unable to interview some of their

K. H. S. Moon (1997) comments on the

difficulty of doing research interviews with Korean women:
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. . . Many Koreans, most camptown women of the older
generations, do not have a concept of a research
interview, where two strangers talk simply to ask and
answer questions about a particular topic. Moreover,
the women did not believe they had opinions worth
sharing with "educated people." (p. 15)
I was happy that several grown children participated
willingly in my study.

I am sorry I could not include all

of the children I interviewed because their stories were
also important.

Each voice illuminated another dimension

of the conflicts multi-cultural military immigrants face as
children.

I still keep tabs on what is happening in the

lives of my selected participants.

I encourage them to

study and to stay involved in the Korean culture.
Paul is still in prison not far from Sierra Vista.

I

attempted to visit him there, but since I am not an
immediate family member, I was denied permission.

I called

the prison authorities several times about talking to Paul,
but they refused permission.

The last time I talked to

Paul's father and mother on the phone, they said they had
never visited him in two years.

These children were more

than research participants to me.
in their eyes.

I saw my children's eyes

They became my children.

I wished I could

visit Paul. Paul had potential, but somehow his life became
non-functional.

I still feel Paul can turn his life

322

around, but without minimal support from parents, it is
hard to change one's behaviors, friends, and values.
Michael still works as a computer engineer on the
military post.

He got the promotion he'd hoped for.

Now

he plans to move to Washington, DC.
Jim still works as a stockman in a local grocery
store.

The grocery store where he worked originally

closed, so he interviewed with a new store.

Jim moved out

of his parents' house into a small apartment where he lives
alone.

Jim's attempt to take computer classes at the local

community college last year was unsuccessful.

Jim's sister

returned from Korea with her army husband and her two
children.

She plans to start school at the community

college this year while her mother cares for her children.
Jim's younger brother returned from boot camp and obtained
army housing for his family.

Jim's mother remains the most

loving mother in the study.

Language loss affected Jim and

his mother most severely, yet they continue to work at
being a family.
I lost contact with Lucy.

She changed her phone

number and never registered in my Korean language class.
However, I believe Lucy is still living in this city.
During the study she confided to me that she wanted to
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continue her education, but I have been unable to ascertain
whether or not she actually pursued higher education.

The Bilinguals' Stories

Of all the mixed-racial military children in Sierra
Vista, I only found two who maintained the Korean language
at home.

They both agreed to complete interviews.

both seemed quite well adjusted.

They

One was a newly

commissioned second lieutenant; the other was a young
single mother who had just won an Optimist Club award for
an essay she had written.

She is pursuing her college

education at the community college on a scholarship.
When Emily, the second lieutenant, talked about her
experiences as a biracial, bilingual person with regard to
the importance of language, she said:
. . . It's [language] gonna be a major decisive point
because obviously how could you truly understand your
culture?

If the one person that is giving you your

culture can not fully communicate to you, do you see
what I am saying? If my mom wasn't able to completely
communicate her everything to me, as I growing up, how
would I completely understand that [culture]? ... So
I mean it took me a while to learn her language, [and
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to] talk to her well; but I mean I saw, there's so
much you can see. . . . Language is a beautiful thing.
I mean without language, we wouldn't be people, you
know.

Communication is a beautiful thing.

So

definitely, I mean if you can't communicate with your
mom, your dad, the people that are supposed to be the
most intimate people to you. ... I think I would
just, I wouldn't understand my culture. . . . I
wouldn't have much respect and love for it.

So I

would definitely encourage [the first] language.
(Interview with Emily)
Emily restates the point that we learn from our
parents and without that dialog, we lose important values,
attitudes, and beliefs.

Because of her Korean language

ability, Emily enjoys a special rapport with her mother.
She says:
Like, I am her little daughter so you know she's like,
you know, girlfriend.

A lot of the time, she talks to

me all the time. [To] My brother, she primarily speaks
English, [to] my father she speaks primarily English,
but to me she pretty much only speaks Korean."
(Interview with Emily)
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The other bilingual Korean adolescent, Jessica, shares
similar feelings about being able to speak Korean with her
mother.

Because Korean was her first language, Jessica

attended ESL classes on numerous occasions.

This caused

her to fall behind in her studies and eventually forced her
into an alternative school setting at the secondary level.
Despite this fact, she managed to graduate from high school
and is pursuing a college degree at the community college.
Despite all the problems she has encountered with
academic language, Jessica feels privileged to be able to
speak the Korean Language.

She says knowing Korean:

It makes me feel good. OK, you have the privilege that
some other people don't have, like white people.

They

have to get into middle school or high school, and
learn Spanish or something else, but . . . for me I
grew up with it [Korean], and I think it is a really
good privilege that I had.
lot harder time.

For most people they have

(Interview with Jessica)

Jessica has a great relationship with her mother.
She says:
I think we can communicate well compared to other
teenagers and their mother[s].
communication system.

We have a good

But I don't know.

Like, from
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seeing other people, they [the half Korean and Korean
kids] seem so confused, but I don't feel like that
. . . with my mom.

So she just like [is] my best

friend, so I can just talk to her, and tell her
without failing. (Interview with Jessica)
Both Jessica and Emily seem to feel privileged to be
able to speak the Korean language.

Both described their

family as happy because they are both females who have
bonded to their mothers in a special way.

This

relationship is accentuated due to the fact that they can
communicate using the home language.

In both cases the

brother does not speak Korean with the mother.

This gender

difference in maintaining the home language for biracial
children of military families may be a topic worthy of
further study.
A common set of circumstances seems responsible for
the language maintenance in these two cases.

The two

things both families had in common was a positive attitude
toward the Korean language and at least two people in the
household who spoke Korean intimately.
a fluent Korean speaker.
Korean.

Jessica's father is

He speaks to his wife only in

Emily's grandmother lived with her family and
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spoke only Korean with her mother.

These examples show the

positive results of language maintenance in the home.

The Problems and Difficulties Experienced by a U.S.
Military Serviceman's Wife

Recent media reports expose the stresses of military
life.

In August of 2002 we read with dismay about the

murders of wives at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

Newsweek

magazine reported:
At Fort Bragg, Special Forces soldiers and their wives
told Newsweek that the stresses of preserving a
marriage and raising kids in the Army is just more
than some people can handle. In most of the recent
murders, the marriages were failing before the men
went to Afghanistan. Special Forces soldiers are away
from home as much as ten months a year. The pay is
scandalously low; a new Special Forces recruit-usually a soldier with five to seven years of
experience--earns about $25,000 a year. "A young
Green Beret who's married with two kids qualifies for
food stamps," says one recruiter. Another sore spot:
infidelity. "There are a lot of women who, when their
husbands go, you see them out on the town running
around," says one military wife. (p. 31)
Though the soldiers in my study are not Special Forces,
they earn about the same pay and are away, according to the
participants interviewed, much of the time, similar to
Special Forces soldiers.

If English-speaking spouses have

these problems, the problems are compounded for those who
are new to the United States, who do not speak English
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fluently, and who are left alone with small children.

If

the spouse does not speak Korean, he cannot even call home
and ask about his children in much detail.
The problems all spouses in the military have are
compounded, with regard to foreign spouses, by the fact
that, if the husbands seek assistance, they feel it might
hurt their chances for promotion if it is known there is
trouble at home.

The military philosophy is to downplay

that family problems are important to fighting men.
Promotion means economic security and a comfortable
retirement around age 45.

Every soldier is socialized to

place promotion above personal problems.

The Newsweek

magazine reports:
The Army says it is sensitive to these [family]
problems, and [military] offers marriage counseling to
any soldier or spouse who wants it. But privately, an
official acknowledged to Newsweek that a soldier "has
to want to seek assistance," something the men worry
will make them look weak or hurt their chances for
promotion. But in the aftermath of four brutal
murders, the Army will have to start watching its men
as closely at home as it does in the field, (p. 31)
In an Army Times Article entitled, "Planning, support
to ease stress of deployments for families" (5 August
2002), Delores Johnson, director of family programs for the
U.S. Army Community and Family Support Center states:
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Deployments are difficult for Army families - before,
during, and after. But if couples are having
problems, things are not going to be better while
they're separated. "It's not likely to improve
without attention and support. The most important
thing is not to be afraid to ask for help when you
need it. (p. 15)
The support Ms. Johnson speaks about must include a
formal process for outreach to foreign-born spouses who
marry into the Army.

Some foreign-born spouses are afraid

to or unaware of how and where to ask for help.
young husbands are equally timid.

Their

These men have little

understanding of cultural differences or language as a
medium of values' education.

The Unfair Portrayal of the Korean Wives of U.S. Military
Servicemen (The Truth About Camptown Women)

Another recent Army Times article (19 August 2002)
illustrates how some Korean women, who have worked in low
paying jobs and have traditionally married American service
members, have just been replaced by other foreign women who
will continue this sad cycle of neglect and
misunderstanding.

Unless the world's economy can become

uniformly high--unless we can transform the world so there
are no third world countries, the exploitation of women
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near military bases will continue.

From the August 19,

2002, Army Times I read an article entitled "Sex slaves":
. . . Over the past six years, the scene has changed.
The Koreans who worked the clubs are largely gone.
This is partly explained by the improved economy,
changing tastes, the stigma associated with working in
the clubs, and a drastically slowed female birth rate
due to widespread aborting of female fetuses by
families in search of male heirs.
Now the clubs are filled with. . . foreigners,
most of whom agreed to come to South Korea to work as
dancers and barmaids only to be coerced into
prostitution. They come from Russia, Uzbekistan, the
Kyrgyz Republic, the Philippines, and elsewhere. Some
come with university degrees, some have little
education. Most [of the women] quickly gain
prodigious street smarts. All are enticed by the
prospect of making far more money in a short time than
they could back in their poverty stricken homelands,
(p. 15)
In the late 1940s, after world war II, in Germany and
Japan, in the areas around U.S. military troops, clubs
sprang up to cater to the needs of the American military
(K. H. S. Moon,1997).

These clubs initially sold drinks

pushed by young women looking for work in these war torn
countries.

Many of these women were eventually coerced

into sexual service (i.e. prostitution) through situations
such as date rape, extreme poverty, and a desire to help
their equally destitute families.

Small communities

centered around a group of "clubs" sprang up around most
military camps and were labeled military camptowns.

This same cycle repeated itself in the 1950s in the war
torn countryside of Korea in the aftermath of the Korean
War.

As with young women in earlier post-war areas, the

majority of U.S. military camptown followers were sexual
service providers.

These women cannot be categorized as

free willed women who choose prostitution as the U.S.
government and the Korean governments lead us to believe.
A majority of them are forced into prostitution by a
variety of circumstances.

Most of them are very poor from

rural areas and are looking for jobs to help support their
families.

Some are lured in by promises of a higher paying

job in the clubs.

Some are cases of rape, making it

impossible for them to return home.

These clubs rent them

housing and feed them, then force them to pay back at a
certain rate.

They get money officially from selling

drinks but most are pressed into sexual service by their
club managers who insist they must pay their rent at the
specified rate.

The rentals they stay in are where they

are coerced into sexual service to U.S. military men
(Butler, 2000; K. H. S. Moon, 1997).

Once they find out

what the arrangement truly entails, it is often impossible
to run away because the Korean police are in league with
club managers.

The police stop the girls from running away
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or bring them back to the clubs under the pretense that
they are not paying their debts to club owners (K.H.S.
Moon, 1997).
The sad irony is that though these young women are
trapped in these circumstances, yet they remain loyal to
their families, and even after being pressed into
prostitution, they continue to send money back to help
their families.

They can never go home.

even by the family who takes their pay.

They are shunned
The numbers

indicate that even if some of the "lucky ones" (K. H. S.
Moon, 1997, p. 21) are freed from the life of prostitution
by marrying an American service member, their loyalty
continues.

All their lives they send money home or they

bring families to the United States.

Estimates show that

an average of 15 relatives is brought over by a Korean
immigrant that immigrates through marriage to an American
serviceman (Mai Magazine, in K. H. S. Moon, 1997) .
Unfortunately, many women are coerced or trapped into
sexual labor:
The trouble is that in many societies--and especially
in Asian societies--it is also almost impossible to
leave it. This is because in large parts of the
region women are still defined by their relationships
with men. They are mothers, wives, daughters, or they
are public women. Females who choose, or who are
forced into, sex work will acquire an identity that
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will remain with them the rest of their lives. They
can escape physically from prostitution, but they
cannot escape from being branded a whore in the eyes
of society. Women are permanently shamed by their
experiences and find it difficult to speak about their
lives, even if there is a sympathetic audience willing
to listen. Their silence and shame are built upon
sexual trauma and are compounded by public opinion
that characterizes prostitutes as morally degraded
criminals rather than as the victims and survivors of
unjust social systems and perverse sexual codes.
(Brown, 2000, p. 233)
I was especially surprised that there was very little
research or literature on prostitution around military
bases.

I do not know what percentages of women who work in

the clubs marry servicemen; but whenever media reports
raise popular interest to the topic, all women married to
servicemen become suspect.

P. G. Lee (1999) says

"Interracially married Korean women come to the U.S. from
diverse socioeconomic backgrounds" (p. 98).

Some came from

higher, educated backgrounds; some came from working class
labor pools on base with at least a high school education,
and finally, some from a lower socio-economic class who
worked the entertainment business or other low paying jobs
around camptowns.
K. H. S. Moon (1999) argues that "Most [camptown]
women, especially of the older generations, suffer from a
severe sense of pariah status; they rarely venture into
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what they call "normal" Korean society (outside the
camptowns) and often feel paranoid that others are
condemning them"(p. 313).
The "social stigma and alienation" (K. Moon, 1999, p.
314) attached to these women seems extreme.

Some of these

women who were lucky enough to marry American serviceman,
came to America to start a new life.

When the media

portrays camptown prostitutes, it hurts everyone who is
married to an American military serviceman.

If the women

were camptown sex workers, these women are condemned again
in American society.

The others who were not traumatized

by this experience are also stigmatized because they are
suspect.

Though "normal" women comprise some segment of

the Korean wives who immigrate, they are lumped in with the
stereotyped "sex slaves" that are customarily thought to
marry American service men.

There is no real way to know

or to tell by just looking at someone what their past was,
nor should it be an issue.

Korean female immigrants are

mothers and wives, which is how society should measure
them.

Despite this fact, "Asians report similar

experiences of being stereotyped as sexually available.
Japanese women who married soldiers, especially after World
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War II, were immediately suspect as prostitutes" (Butler,
2000, p. 213).
Women married to American servicemen are haunted by
images of how other Americans might perceive them.

Goffman

eloquently describes the dilemma when he states;
The stigmatized individual may find that [s]he feels
unsure of how we normals will identify him [or her]
and receive him [or her]. . .(p. 13)
Further during mixed contacts, the stigmatized
individual is likely to feel that [s]he is "on,"
having to be self-conscious and calculating about the
impression [s]he is making to a degree and in areas of
conduct which [s]he assumes others are not.(p. 14)
This self-consciousness results in "normal" Korean women
trying hard to show all Korean women are not caraptown
women.

Former camptown women, on the other hand, feel

shame for their past employment and low social rank, trying
to hide these facts and obviate their stigma.
As a country, Korea has changed since the 1950s.
Korean War occurred nearly 50 years ago.

The

New generations

of Korean people have a better level of economic security
than the levels enjoyed by the Korean mothers I knew.

I

see young Korean women today married to American servicemen
as better educated.
from the cities.

Most come to the U.S. speaking English

These days fewer Korean women come from positions in
the social clubs because of the social stigma attached to
prostitution.

The better economic times in Korea have

helped girls to complete an education and work before
marriage.

The sad news is, however, that worse economic

times elsewhere force other women into this same position
This will mean we will see fewer Korean-American marriage
but there will be more Russian-American or FilipinoAmerican marriages in the near future.

This cycle will

again leave us with language loss problems among the
children of American service men unless the military
changes its policies concerning language and cultural
maintenance for these brides.

Final Thoughts

Sandre Kouritzin (1999) raises the question of "Who'
responsible for maintaining the first home language?"

It

is the responsibility of military biracial parents, the
schools on the military base, educators of ESL students
near a base, and the military leadership who set the
policies and procedures when a solder decides to marry a
non-English speaking spouse.
social concern.

This is a multi-layered
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The United States military has a wide range of options
for solving spousal problems, as well as many of the
problems mentioned in this study.

For instance, the U.S.

military is capable of directly shutting down prostitution
around Army bases as can be witnessed in Saudi Arabia (K.
H. S. Moon, 1997).

But it can also shut it down indirectly

by building more houses for families in the areas around
military bases.

A look at the documents about post-war

Nuremburg shows that when the American troops first took
control of the area after World War II, when there were
only single and married unaccompanied service members
there, a very high number of club workers existed around
the bases.

When the U.S. Army began to build up government

housing and allowed a majority of families to come over,
the number of club workers dropped precipitously (K. H. S.
Moon, 1997) .
The camptown (GI town) phenomenon is not some
shocking heretofore unknown malady that western reporters
have just recently discovered.

There is a preponderance of

evidence that the Korean government and the American
government not only are aware of widespread prostitution
around military bases, but they actually condone this
behavior as a way of advancing national policy.

The Korean
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government is more blatant and callous in its policy than
the U.S. government, but the U.S. government also shares
complicity.

One Korean minister once made an off color

comment about how prostitutes were "patriots" and their
sexual labor helped tremendously to improve the Korean
economy (K. H. S. Moon, 1997).

It was Korean national

policy to promote sex tours for Japanese men in the 1970s.
Though the Korean government acknowledges these women's
large contribution to advancing South Korea's economic and
foreign policy goals in public, the Korean people's feeling
toward these women is one of utter contempt (K. H. S. Moon,
1997).

In the minds of most people in South Korea they are

prostitutes because they choose to be and do not deserve to
commingle with normal people.

This attitude is one reason

why the Korean government is not likely to create an
environment discouraging the camptown phenomenon (K. H. S.
Moon, 1997).
Fortunately, the U.S. government is likely to make
changes in its policy if exposed by international or
women's groups as sanctioning, albeit indirectly, the
activities of sexual workers in U.S. military camptowns.
They can discourage unsuitable marriages by several
avenues.

Starting with married soldiers, the U.S. military
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could build more housing and increase the small number of
men who can serve with their family in Korean from the
current size to a point that every soldier who wants to
bring his wife can and will be encouraged to.

For those

who are single and marry foreign spouses, the U.S.
government could arrange pre-marital classes to acquaint
soldiers with the issues and problems, that arise in
intercultural marriages.

In these classes they could

stress possible strategies for successful marriages to
include good child rearing practices and language
maintenance.

Principal among the things they should be

informed of is the utility of bilingual language
maintenance.

They should know that this is the link that a

mother must maintain, assuming her English language skills
do not mature, so that she can communicate important
lessons to her child in the event that her husband is sent
on long deployments, unaccompanied tours, or trips for army
business.
The military has a responsibility to these foreign
born mothers whose first language is different from English
and to the well being of the mixed-race children.

They

will have more pride in maintaining the Korean language and
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culture in the home in line with the superior self esteem
they should exhibit as the representatives of two cultures.
Educators must learn the stories of foreign-born
spouses and build empathy toward their situation.

They

must understand their backgrounds and why they may act the
way they do.

In many cases what teachers mistake for non-

support of their children is actually the inability to
speak English well, the inability to understand what
teachers are saying, and the fear that they might embarrass
themselves or their children and do more harm than good by
visiting school.

Educators must do their homework and lend

support to both the women and their children through
special attention to the child and through informed
suggestions to the parents on how to help ensure their well
being in the American society (i.e., language maintenance
to ensure continuing communication between mother and
child).
I have concentrated in this last chapter on those
women from the lowest socio-economic classes because they
are the women most in need of help when they arrive in
America.

This is not to say that all women who come to

America from Korea are from this class, except for a few
notable exceptions, but it is these women who would benefit
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most from language maintenance in their children.

Quite to

the contrary, more and more military wives are now from the
middle class or the higher mainstream of Korean society.
But those who come from a higher educational and socio
economic background are better equipped to learn the
language, learn the American culture, and adapt to the
American way of life.

They can help their children in a

way that those from a lower educational/socio-economic
background cannot.

Women from a lower educational/socio

economic background most benefit from insights provided by
this paper.
Leaders in our society (academic and military) should
study cultural issues that affect the education and
socialization of immigrants because these issues affect the
livelihood and social positions of the children for
generations to come.

It is their business to inform those

who decide to marry a non-English speaking spouse of the
studies and the ramifications of life away from that
spouse.

Certain initiatives must mandate core education

for non-English speaking spouses so they do not just
cultivate vague, amorphous fears about life in the US.
Xenophobia as well as class-based discrimination plays
itself out around military base schools when local culture.

and in some cases, minimally trained teachers teach
biracial children.

School administrators must be more

sensitive to the helplessness and hopelessness of an
immigrant mother with children.
Community leaders must support programs that keep
children connected to a non-English speaking mother.

These

programs should stress the detrimental aspects of language
loss and show the benefits of language maintenance.
Fishman (1991b) notes that the loss of language is the loss
of rooted identity.

This loss of rooted identity is one of

the more troubling aspects of language loss.
Children must not lose the ability to communicate with
their most valuable ally in life--their mother.

If the

abolishment of bilingual education programs in California
and Arizona is any indication of attitudes and trends in
this area, then the initiative to maintain a family's home
culture must remain with the military.

We as educators

must find ways to help immigrants entering American
schools.

We cannot turn our backs on the poor and

disenfranchised and expect the country's economy to grow.
Language loss can create distance between parents and
children and prevent the mothers from transmitting
important moral and values lessons as we see from Wong-
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Fillmore's article.

If the severe weakening of the basic

family unit and the economic security of military biracial
children is not a good argument for the maintenance of a
child's LI language, the damage that loss will do to
America when parents are unable to transfer important
values is valid reason.

These values may prevent children

from making wrong decisions in some extreme cases which
could result in jail time.
The mother tongue still has the most power while
raising children.

The argument that we will spend millions

of dollars on bilingual classes is not a negative
investment.

The alternative—that the country will spend

millions of dollars on children of substance abuse,
poverty, prison, and school failure (Crawford, 1995) is the
economic alternative.

If we believe that education in

general, and education for participating citizens in
particular, begins at home then we must give greater
attention to the many immigrant children who come to the
U.S. as members of biracial families.

Our society was

built upon the bodies and souls of immigrants.

We can

revitalize the spirit of our national culture by respecting
the many cultures youth carry to us as immigrant parents.
Anti-immigrant sentiment still exists, especially near
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military bases, but unlike the immigrants who arrived from
Europe and assimilated readily, newer immigrants do not
share physical traits with a majority of Americans.

The

new immigrant's physical traits make it harder for the
children to assimilate, even after giving up their LI
language for English.

The sad thing is that these children

have lost their ability to communicate with their best
allies in life, their mothers.

In school, as in life,

these children received little or nothing in return for
this sacrifice.

Schools share with parents the ability to

help initiate these children into the culture of power that
is the American dream.

Interviews with those who

maintained the Korean language, however, give us a glimpse
into how much richer these children's lives could be.
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