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A ssimilation
- Ming Zhu -

Someday, my mother always warned in that foreboding yet self-satisfied manner - someday, you
will be grateful. Someday, you'll know that I was right.

As much as I hate to admit it, she was right.

Like many Chinese children, I grew up in a household seemingly shut off from the rest of the world.
The world outside had Christmas stockings stuffed with fascinating trinkets, weekly allowances that
fed daily trips to the ice-cream truck, and family trips to the movies every Thanksgiving to catch the
latest Disney creation.

For a little girl, the world outside seemed like a fairy tale. In contrast, the world inside our
apartment could only offer peculiar moon cakes, a list of chores that never ended, and family
outings to Super Duper.

And still my mother would repeat, someday ...

The separation between these two worlds went far beyond the material. Material differences could be explained away by financial hardship —
every child who has known the taste of free school lunches could tell stories about scrimping and saving. Poverty knows no boundaries.

Instead, the boundaries of my childhood came from a single element, or lack thereof: assimilation.

The difference, you see, was that one of my worlds existed entirely in Mandarin while the other was just as unequivocally English. It was neither
a complimentary nor a symbiotic relationship. But it was quite strict and straight-forward - American at school and work, Chinese at home.

To the traditionalists, to be Chinese is to speak Chinese, to read Chinese, and to write Chinese. Knowing about the appropriate customs is
important and cooking a traditional meal is an added bonus, but at the core of the Chinese identity is its language. As a result, from the age of
three, I endured daily Chinese vocabulary lessons. I actually looked forward to the end of summer vacations because that meant I would have less
Chinese lessons at home. In fact, in fourth grade, I remember going out of my way to look for extra-credit projects at school so that I would pass
them off as regular assignments at home and therefore avoid the dreaded Chinese books.

By the time I reached junior high, however, the lessons had gradually disappeared. My mother claims that it was because she stopped having the
time. I’ve always guessed that it had something to do with our green card acquisitions. Permanently returning to China was no longer a necessity
and as a result, neither was my complete proficiency in Mandarin.

Though many Chinese children underwent similar childhoods, many others did not. Sometimes, I question if all the effort had really been worth
it — was my immersion in Chinese lessons and culture helpful or detrimental?

The issue is largely weighted on three factors: societal acceptance, anti-immigrant sentiments, and consequently, long-term career success.

Many Chinese parents encourage their children to shed their ancestral ties, believing absolute assimilation to be critical to societal acceptance. In
all honesty, they have a point. I often wondered if my immersion in Chinese culture hampered my ability to fit in. The hours spent memorizing
thousands of characters could have been spent in Girl Scouts meetings, tap lessons, or church retreats — experiences that my American classmates
would have shared. According to sociologists, shared experiences are essential for group acceptance. My Chinese novels, Chinese comic books,
and Chinese soap opera series replaced the American novels, comics, and television programs that would have formed the fundamental shared
experiences of a typical high school or college student.

Two of my most awkward and embarrassing moments in high school and college resulted from my cultural illiteracy, specifically in music. On
the ride home from a high school math competition, our teacher-chaperon instigated a game of “name this tune” with the car radio to keep us
occupied. Time and time again, I found myself pretending to know the songs and shouting out song titles a half second later than everyone else. I
found myself desperately trying to memorize the chorus as it played so that I could sing a few phrases by the end of the song. My ignorance went
beyond pop music. Four years later, sitting in a dorm room, I sat in silence as others belted out “Mrs. Robinson” and “Hey Jude.”

To be fair, my cultural illiteracy could be blamed on several factors. Technically, it’s the age old nature versus nurture question, and the answer
here is as ambiguous as always. Furthermore, acquainting oneself with pop culture is a heck of a lot easier than learning Chinese. After four years
of mp3 sharing, chick flick pajama parties, and late-night gatherings over Baileys and hot chocolate, I can now hold my own in pop culture
debates. I doubt that I would have ever regained an authentic Beijing accent if I had let it fall away in childhood.
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Other Chinese-Americans choose to throw away their cultural ties in order to avoid the accompanying negative stereotypes. A few friends
admitted that they were so focused on being true “American” kids that they intentionally played down their connections to being Chinese.

Language was one of the easiest markers. As a result, many grew up refusing to speak Chinese, even with their parents. They spoke instead
through a beleaguering mutual translation process — the parents speaking in Chinese with the children answering in English. It always seemed
counterintuitive — they obviously understood Chinese...so why not practice speaking it? Even in college, I would find friends speaking suddenly
in hushed tones when their parents called.

They were, in a way, embarrassed. They did not want to be considered “Chinese-Americans;” they wanted to be just “Americans.” Books such as
Maxine Hong Kingston’s China Men and Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club go into great lengths to explain this phenomenon. Many second-
generation Chinese-Americans want to shed their immigrant images and the accompanying stereotypes. Why bother holding on to a country and
a culture that your parents worked so hard to leave behind?

My experience in this regard was markedly different. To me, cultural ties were a
mark of distinction. As a child, perhaps due to my competitive, and admittedly,
overly prideful, nature, I pounced upon opportunities to showcase my bilingual
talents. Throughout middle school and high school, I would ask to use the room
phone whenever I had to call my parents. And if I could help it, I would always
call during class as opposed to before or after. Why? Because then everyone
could hear me speaking in Chinese and be thoroughly impressed. It never failed.
Every time, someone would say “wow — that was so cool.” In a complete flip of
the common translation patterns, I often responded to my mother in Chinese even BAE:  616-949-8900
when she spoke to me in English. My thought was — everyone can speak English i
and speak it well...why not show everyone that I can speak Chinese too? = ::;::::;;zi
yxu@greenrdge.com
It’s not that I was immune to the negative stereotypes. But eventually, the
negatives gave way to positives. Yes, there were those six-graders who thought
my stir-fry leftovers were “weird,” but eventually, they grow up to be college
freshmen who are more than grateful to have someone knowledgeable at their
table when the dim-sum carts come around. As most high school social science
teachers would confirm: America is a melting-pot. As small town children grow
up and move on to big cities and wider perspectives, cultural peculiarities turn from objects of mockery to objects of envy. Being well-traveled
and culturally diverse is a mark of sophistication in the modern world. Just look at America’s newest travel hot spots: Florida is giving way to
South East Asia, Niagara Falls is being replaced by Venice.

Finally, many embrace full assimilation in hopes of bettering their chances in the American workforce. Of the three reasons explored herein, this
is by far the most antiquated. While a slight Chinese accent may have been an anathema twenty years ago, working Chinese fluency is now a
highly sought-after commodity. Unsurprisingly, many of my Chinese-American friends enrolled in language classes at college. In fact, half a
dozen of my closest American friends took up Mandarin as well. Why? “It’s the language of the future.”

China has successfully joined the nuclear game and the space race. It boasts five of the world’s eight tallest buildings. It’s held the title of the
world’s fastest growing economy for the past five years and continuing. It beat out Paris, Toronto, and Osaka for the honor of hosting the 2008
Olympic Games. It’s no wonder that from political advisors in the State Department to general family practitioners in Seattle to aspiring
investment bankers on Wall Street, the ability to communicate in Chinese is arguably on a par with an Ivy League diploma as a resume asset.

No where is this more obvious than in China itself. When I interned this past summer at CCTV, China’s Central Broadcasting station, I witnessed
Chinese-speaking foreigners being fought over like top NFL drafts. My own ability to speak fluently made me the companion of choice among
my American friends for shopping excursions, taxi haggling, and restaurant outings. It made workplace camaraderie more genuine, it made
landlords more complacent. In short, it made life easier.

So with all this in mind, I find myself back at my original question. Is assimilation worth it? Was my Chinese-immersed childhood a setback...or
a blessing? In terms of social comfort, it was a handicap, but certainly not insurmountable. In terms of negative stereotypes, it was a secondary
element, easily overshadowed in time. In terms of professional success, far from being a hindrance, it was an overwhelming asset. At least in my
opinion, the answer is clear.

My mother was right.

KA, REGRFHI L, FLTHEBRFEATRX RS L, ILTHEHKFHFRIIR,
Ming Zhu is the daughter of Zhu Zhihai and Qi Min. A graduate of Standford University, majoring
International Relationship, she’s been admitted by the Harvard University Law School
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