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The uvse of monolithic images of the “Normal
American Family” as a stick against which all fam-
ilies are measured is pervasive in the family wars
currently raging in political and scholarly discours-
es {Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). The hotly contest-
ed nature of these images—consisting almost cx-
clusively of White middle-class heterosexuals—
attests 1o their importance as resources in national
debates. Many scholars express concern that heg-
emonic images of the Normal American Family are
ethnocentric and that they denigrate the styles and
beliefs of racial-ethnic, immigrant, gay-lesbian,
and single-parent families while encouraging neg-
ative self-images among those who do not come
from the ideal family type (Bernades, 1993; Dil-
worth-Anderson, Burton, & Turner, 1993; Smith,
1993, Stacey, 1998; Zinn, 1994). Yet we still know
little about how the Family ideology shapes the
consciousncss and expectations of those growing
up in the margins of the mainstream. This study
examines the accounts that grown children of Ko-
rean and Vietnamese immigrants provide of their
family life and filial obligations. The findings sug-
gest that public images of the Normal American
Family constitute an ideological template that
shapes respondents’ familial perspectives and de-
sires as new racial-ethnic Americans.

FAMILY IDEOLOGY AS AN INTERPRETIVE
STRUCTURE

Images of the Normal American Family (also re-
ferred to as the Family} are pervasive in the dom-
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inant culture—part of a ** ‘large-scale’ public rhet-
oric” (Holstein & Miller, 1993, p. 152). They are
found in the discourse of politicians, social com-
mentators, and moral leaders; in the talk of every-
day interactions; and in movies, television shows,
and books. Smith (1993, p. 63) describes these
ubiquitous images as an “‘ideclogical code” that
subtly “inserts an implicit evaluation into ac-
counts of ways of living together.” Such images
serve as instruments of control, prescribing how
families ought to look and behave (Bernades,
1985). Most scholarly concern centers on how this
ideology glorifies and presents as normative that
family headed by a breadwinning husband with a
wife who, even if she works for pay, is devoted
primarily to the care of the home and children.
The concern is that familics of diverse structural
forms, most notably divorced and female-headed
families, are comparatively viewed as deficient
and dysfunctional (Fineman, 1995; Kurz, 1995;
Stacey, 1998). Scholars concerned about the im-
pact of such images point to those who blame
family structures that deviate from this norm for
many of society’s problems and who suggest pol-
icies that ignore or punish families that don’t fit
the construct (e.g., Blankenhorn, 1995; Popenoe,
1993, 1996).

In addition to prescribing the structure of fam-
ilies, the Family ideal contains notions about the
appropriate values, norms, and beliefs that guide
the way family members relate to one another.
The cultural values of “other” families, such as
racial-ethnic families, are largely excluded. For
example, prevailing family images emphasize sen-
sitivity, open honest communication, flexibility,
and forgiveness (Greeley, 1987). Such traits are
less important in many cultures that stress duty,
responsibility, obedience, and a commitment to
the family collective that supercedes self-interests
(Chung, 1992; Freeman, 1989). In further contrast
to the traditional family systems of many cultures,
contemporary American family ideals stress dem-
ocratic rather than authoritarian relations, individ-
ual autonomy, psychological well-being, and emo-
tional expressiveness (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan,
Swidler, & Tipton, 1985; Bernades, 1985; Can-
cian, 1987; Coontz, 1992; Skolnick, 1991). Fam-
ily affection, intimacy, and sentimentality have
grown in importance in the United States over
time (Coontz, 1992), as evident in new ideals of
fatherhood that stress emotional involvement
(Coltrane, 1996).

These mainstream family values are evident in
the therapeutic ethic, guiding the ways that those
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who seek professional advice are counseled and
creating particular therapeutic barriers in treating
immigrant Asian Americans (Bellah et al., 198S;
Cancian, 1987; Tsui and Schultz, 1985). Family
values are also widely disseminated and glorified
in the popular culture, as in television shows like
Ozzie and Harriet, Leave It To Beaver, The Brady
Bunch, Family Ties, and The Cosby Show, many
of which are rerun on local stations and cable net-
works (Coontz, 1992). Parents in these middle-
class, mostly White, television families are emo-
tionally nurturing and supportive, understanding,
and forgiving (Shaner, 1982; Skill, 1994). Indeed,
such shows tend to focus on the successful reso-
lution of relatively minor family problems, which
the characters accomplish through open commu-
nication and the expression of loving concern.
Children in the United States grow up vicariously
experiencing life in these television families, in-
cluding children of immigrants who rely on tele-
vision to learn about American culture. With 98%
of all U.S. households having at least one televi-
sion set, Rumbaut (1997, p. 949) views TV as an
immense “‘assimilative’ force for today’s children
of immigrants. Yet, he continues, it remains to be
studied how their world views are shaped by such
“cultural propaganda.” The images seen on tele-
vision serve as powerful symbols of the “‘normal”
family or the “good” parent——and they often
eclipse our appreciation of diverse family types
(Brown & Bryant, 1990; Greenberg, Hines, Buer-
kel-Rothfuss, & Atkin, 1980). As the authors of
one study on media images note, ““The seductive-
ly realistic portrayals of family life in the media
may be the basis for our most common and per-
vasive conceptions and beliefs aboul what is nat-
ural and what is right” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan,
& Signorielli, 1980, p. 3). Family scholars have
rarely displayed analytic concern about the em-
phasis on emotional expressiveness and affective
sentimentality that pervades much of the Family
ideology, probably because the majority—who as
middle-class, well-educated Whites live in the
heartland of such values—do not regard them as
problematic. As a result, this Western value ori-
entation can seep imperceptibly into the interpre-
tive framework of family research (Bernades,
1993; Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993; Fineman,
1995; Smith, 1993; Thorne & Yalom, 1992).
The theoretical literature on the social con-
struction of experience i3 an orienting framework
for this study (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Hol-
stein & Gubrium, 1995). According to this view,
cultural ideclogies and symbols are integral com-
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ponents of the way individuals subjectively ex-
perience their lives and construct reality. The im-
ages we carry in our heads of how family life is
supposed to be frame our interpretation of our
own domestic relations. This is evident in the dif-
ferent ways that Korean and Korean American
children perceived their parents’ childrearing be-
havior in a series of studies. In Korea, children
were lound to associate parental strictness with
warmth and concern and its absence as a sign of
neglect (Rohner & Pettengill, 1985). These chil-
dren were drawing on Korean family idcology,
which emphasizes strong parental control and pa-
rental responsibility for children’s failings. In this
interpretive framework, parental strictness is a
positive characteristic of family life and signifies
love and concern. Children of Korean immigrants
living in the United States, on the other hand,
viewed their parents’ strictness in negative terms
and associated it with a lack of warmth—as did
American children in general (Pettengill & Roh-
ner, 1985). Korean American children drew on
American family ideology, with its emphasis on
independence and autonomy, and this cast a neg-
ative shadow on their parents’ strict practices.
Although pervasive images of the Normal
American Family subtly construct Asian family
patterns of interaction as “deviant,” countervail-
ing images of Asians as a ‘‘model minority” arc
also widely disseminated. News stories and schol-
arly accounts that profile the tremendous academ-
ic success among some immigrant Asian children
or describe the upward economic mobility ob-
served among segments of the Asian immigrant
population credit the cultural traditions of collec-
tivist family values, hard work, and a strong em-
phasis on education. Such images exaggerate the
success of Asian immigrants and mask intraethnic
diversity (Caplan, Choy, & Whitmore, 1991; Ki-
bria, 1993; Min, 1995; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).
Meanwhile, conservative leaders use model mi-
nority images as evidence of the need to return to
more traditional family structures and values, and
they blame the cultural deficiency of other racial
minority groups for their lack of similar success,
particularly African Americans and Latinos (Ki-
bria, 1993; Min, 1995; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).
The model minority construct thus diverts atten-
tion from racism and poverty while reaffirming
the Family ideology. In the analysis of the ac-
counts that children of immigrants provided of
their family life, references to such cultural im-
ages and values emerged rcpeatedly as a mecha-
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nism by which respondents gave meaning to their
own family lives.

KOREAN AND VIETNAMESE IMMIGRANT
FAMILIES

This study focuses on children of Vietnamese and
Korean immigrants because both groups constitute
relatively new ethnic groups in the United States.
Few Vietnamese and Koreans immigrated to the
United States beforc 1965. However, from 1981
to 1990, Korea and Vietnam were two of the top
five countrics from which immigrants arrived
(Statistical Yearbook, 1995, table 2, pp. 29-30).
Thus adaptation to the United States is a relatively
new process for large groups of Koreans and Vi-
etnamese, one that is unassisted by earlier gener-
ations of coethnic immigrants. The children of
these immigrants, located at the crossroads of two
cultural worlds, offer a good opportunity to ex-
amine the familial perspectives and desires of new
racial-ethnic Americans.

Most in-depth study of children of immigrants
examines only one ethnic group, which makes it
difficult to know which aspects of adaptation are
shared with other ethnic groups and which are dis-
tinct. Studying only one Asian ethnic group also
contributes to a tendency to over-generalize the
findings to all Asian ethnic groups. Thus this
study was designed to compare two Asian ethnic-
ities so that ethnic differences and similarities
could be noted. The author selected Koreans and
Victnamese because, in addition to being new
American ethnic groups, their economic status and
pathways to immigration differ. Whereas Koreans
have immigrated voluntarily, in search of better
economic opportunities and educations for their
children, most Victnamese arrived as political ref-
ugees or to rejoin family members, some doing so
after spending time in Vietnam'’s prisons or ‘‘re-
education camps” (Gold, 1993; Hurh, 1998; Ki-
bria, 1993; Min, 1998). Vietnamese immigrants
have been, overall, less educated and from more
rural and poorer backgrounds than Korean immi-
grants. Only 12% of first-generation Vietnamese
heads of household have a college degree, com-
pared with 45% for Koreans (Oropesa & Landale,
1995). Family sccioeconomic status is important
to the study of adaptation because it affects the
kinds of neighborhoods where immigrant children
grow up and attend school (Zhou, 1997). How-
ever, equally important are the cultural practices
that organize family relationships, including pa-
rental values and childrearing practices, and the
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expectations that parents have of their children. It
is here that ethnic differences among Koreans and
Vietnamese appear more subtle.

Due to the relatively short history of massive
Asian immigration, Asian American family re-
search has been tragmented and limited. As Uba
(1994) points out, most of the research has been
descriptive rather than explanatory, has focused
on Chinese Americans and Japanese Americans,
and has given little attention to between-group dif-
ferences. Thus the empirical picture of Korean
and Vietnamese family systerns is incomplete.
What we do know is that the philosophical values
of Chinese Confucianism have influenced the tra-
ditional family systems of Korea and Vietnam.
These values emphasize solidarity, hierarchal re-
lations, and filial piety (Kibria, 1993; Hurh, 1998;
Min, 1998; Sue & Morishima, 1982). Confucian-
ism provides a firm set of rules about how family
members are supposed to behave toward one an-
other (Cha, 1994: Chung, 1992; Kim & Choi,
1994; Min, 1998; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Pri-
ority is placed on family interests over individual
desires and needs in order to maintain stability
and harmony. Status distinctions guide the way in
which members are to interact with one another.
Younger members are expected to display respect,
deference, and obedience to elders (including to
older siblings, especially brothers), and wives are
expected to show the same to their husbands and
parents-in-law. Children—including adult off-
spring—are forbidden from expressing disscnting
opinions or confronting parents, which is viewed
as disrespectful (Chung, 1992; Kibria, 1993; Min,
1998; Pettengill & Rohner, 1985). Emotional ex-
pressiveness, including displays of affection, is
discouraged, while self-control is emphasized
(Hurh, 1998; Uba, 1994). Family ties and roles
are central from birth until death, with a strong
emphasis on family devotion. In general, parents
are expected to rely on their children’s support in
later life. Conlucianism assigns the care and fi-
nancial support of aging parents to the eldest son
and his wife, who are expected to live under the
same roof as the parents. Korean and Vietnamese
cultures also derive from Confucianism a respect
for the well educated, and education is considered
the primary means for social mobility. This un-
dergirds the great importance that many Asian
parents place on their children’s education (Min,
1998; Zhou & Bankston, 1998), The economic
hardships of many immigrant parents strengthen
their emphasis on the education of their children,
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whom they expect to forge success in the United
States (Kibria, 1993; Min, 1998).

There are, of course, ethnic differences be-
tween Korean and Vietnamese families, as well as
differences in the degree to which they conform
to traditional family practices. Although the com-
parative research is scant, Confucianism appears
to have a stronger influence on the traditional fam-
ily system in Korea than in Vietnam. For example,
in Vietnamese families there is a grcater tendency
for siblings to pool resources in providing filial
care rather than relying on the elder son alone,
which might be related to their poorer economic
circumstances. Additionally, Vietnamese women
are permitted stronger kinship ties to their family
of origin upon marriage than are Korean women,
who arc expected to live with their in-laws if they
marry an elder son (Hurh, 1998; Kibria, 1993).

Although more research is needed that closcly
examines Asian ethnic differences in family prac-
tices, the existing literature reveals patterns of
similarities among the family systems of Koreans
and Vietnamese that differentiate them from
American family patterns. The role prescriptions,
family obligations, hierarchal relations, lack of
emotional expressiveness, and collectivist values
associated with the traditional family systems of
Korea and Vietnam contrast sharply with the em-
phasis on individualism, self-sufficiency, egalitar-
ianism, expressiveness, and self-development in
mainstream U.S. culture (Bellah et al., 1985; Can-
cian, 1987; Chung, 1992; Hurh, 1998; Kim &
Choi, 1994; Min, 1998; Pyke & Bengtson, 1996;
Tran, 1988; Uba, 1994). Immigrant children tend
to quickly adopt American values and standards,
creating generational schisms and challenges to
parental control and authority. That parent—child
conflict and cultural gaps exist in many Asian im-
migrant families is well documented (Gold, 1993;
Freeman, 1989; Kibria, 1993; Min, 1998: Rum-
baut, 1994; Zhou & Bankston, 1998; Wolfe,
1997). However, no study to date has closely ex-
amined the cultural mechanisms at play in this
process. This study begins that task.

METHOD

The data are from an interview study of the family
and social experiences of grown children of Ko-
rean and Vietnamese immigrants. Respondents
were either located at a California university
where 47% of all undergraduates are of Asian de-
scent (Maharaj, 1997) or were referred by students
from that university. In-depth interviews were
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TABLE 1. SaMpPLE CHARACTERISTICS
Avcrage
Age at
Average Foreign  Immi-
Age  Born  gration
Ethnicity n  (yearsy (%) (years)
Korean American
women 24 21 62 5
Korean American
men 10 21 60 7
Vietnamese American
wormen 23 21 96 5
Vietnamese American
men 16 22 81 5
Total for sample 73 21 77 5

conducted with 73 respondents consisting of 34
Korean Americans (24 women, 10 men) and 39
Vietnamese Americans (23 women, 16 men). Both
parents of each respondent were Korean or Viet-
namese, cxcept for one respondent, whose parents
were both Sino-Vietnamese. Respondents ranged
in age from 18-26 and averaged 21 years. Only
one respondent was married, and none had chil-
dren.

Respondents were either born in the United
States (second generation) or immigrated prior to
the age of 15 (1.5 generation), except for one Vi-
etnamese American woman who immigrated at
17. The foreign born accounted for 77% of the
sample and immigrated at an average age of 5
years. The remaining 23% were born in the Unit-
ed States. Most respondents in this sample spent
their entire adolescence in the United States, and
a majority lived in the United States for most, if
not all, of their childhood. Eight percent of the
Vietnamese American respondents were horn in
the United States, compared to 38 percent of Ko-
rean American respondents (see Table 1 for gen-
der and ethnic differences). All study participants
were college graduates or students and all resided
in California, where one-third of U.S. legal im-
migrants arrive and 45% of the nation’s immigrant
student population lives (Zhou, 1997). Thus the
sample over-represents those who are academi-
cally successful. Because the respondents have en-
dured sustained exposure to assimilation pressures
from the educational system, higher levels of as-
similation were expected in this sample than in
the larger immigrant population. As a result, these
respondents were perhaps more likely to invoke
American cultural ideals in describing their family
life than a more representative sample that includ-
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ed the less educated and those who immigrated at
older ages.

The author gathered the 73 individual inter-
views analyzed here in the preliminary phase of
data collection for a larger on-going project spon-
sored by the National Science Foundation (#SBR-
9810725). The larger study includes a sample of
184 who participated in individual and focus
group interviews, Only the initial phase of data
collection was designed to prompt respondents’
extensive descriptions of family life. The purpose
of the larger study is to compare the dynamic
complexities and structural contexts of adaptation
and ethnic identity among children of immigrants,
with special attention to their subjective experi-
ences in mediating different cultural worlds. Be-
cause ethnic identity development differs for
males and females (Espiritu, 1997; Waters, 1996),
[ also stratified the sample by gender.

As previously discussed, T stratified the sample
by ethnicity, as well, in order to compare the el-
fects of structural and cultural factors on adapta-
tion processes. Despite Korean and Vietnamese
distinctions in socioeconomic status, pathways to
immigration, and cultural practices, I did not ob-
serve ethnic differences relevant to the central fo-
cus of this analysis. Although this is surprising,
ethnic differences in the specific areas of family
life that I was investigating are probably rclatively
subtle, particularly from the viewpoint of Amen-
can children of Asian immigrant parents. More
specifically, because respondents relied on Amer-
ican family ideology in giving meaning to their
domestic relations, their focus was on how im-
migrant family life differs from the American ide-
al rather than from other Asian ethnic groups. This
can blur ethnic distinctions and serve as a basis
for shared personal experiences across ethnic
groups. In fact, the rise of an Asian American eth-
nic identity among Asian-origin individuals is be-
lieved to result, in part, from the shared experi-
ences of growing up American in an Asian home
(Kibria, 1997).

Gender differences observed in these data fo-
cused on the nature of respondents’ criticisms of
parents, with females complaining that parents
grant more freedom and respect to sons. Males
also complained of strict parents, but, when asked,
acknowledged receiving more respect and free-
dom than sisters. These observed differences are
not central to this analysis and are presented clse-
where (Pyke & Johnson, 1999).

A five-page interview guide with open-cnded
questions and follow-up probes concerning the fa-
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milial and social experiences of respondents di-
rected the intensive interview process. All respon-
dents were asked what being a child of
immigrants was like, how they think immigration
affected their family, what their parents were like
when the respondent was growing up, what com-
munication was like with their parents, what their
parents’ marriage was like, how close they feel to
their parents, whether they ever felt embarrassed
by their parents, whether they ever deceived their
parents, what kinds of things their parents would
do to get them to obey, whether they have ever
disappointed their parents in any way, how they
would change their parents if they could change
anything about them they wanted, what kinds of
assistance they plan to provide for their parents,
and how they feel about providing assistance. The
author conducted about one-third of the inter-
views, and several trained student assistants con-
ducted the remainder. The student assistants took
a qualitative methods course with the author, in
which they learned interviewing skills and con-
ducted practice interviews. They also received ex-
tensive training and practice with the interview
guide prior to collecting project data. Most trained
student interviewers were children of Asian im-
migrants near in age to the respondents. They
were therefore able to establish rapport with re-
spondents, and they typically received candid re-
sponscs, as revealed by respondents’ frequent use
of colloquialisms and profanity in interviews. In-
terviews were conducted in 1996 and 1997 and
lasted between 1% and 3 hours. They were tape-
recorded and transcribed for analysis.

This research began with the general goal of
learning about the subjective family experiences
of children of Asian immigrants. [ used a ground-
ed rescarch approach that emphasized an induc-
tive method of generating explanation from the
data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1990). Except for the general assumption that re-
spondents are active agents in the construction of
their family experiences, I imposed no apriori as-
sumptions, hypotheses, or specific theoretical
frames on the research process. This allowed un-
anticipated data to emerge. Interviews focusing on
family dynamics were conducted until a point of
saturation was reached, as indicated by the recur-
ring nature of the data and the emergence of clear
trends (Ambert, Adler, Adler, & Detzner, 1995;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

The overwhelming majority of respondents
provided negative descriptions of their parents and
upbringing in at least one domain, such as disci-
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pline, emotional closeness, or communication;
only a small minority provided wholly positive
accounts. Despite such intergenerational strain or
distance, most respondents were strongly com-
mitted to caring for their parents in later life. In
order to more closely examine the interview data,
and thus to uncover deeper layers of understand-
ing to these promineat patterns, two research as-
sistants coded data into topical categories that cor-
responded with the questions asked. These coded
segments were extracted for easc in theoretical
sorting. I then analyzed the data, moving back and
forth between emerging theoretical categories of
the extracted data and the full interviews in order
to check the validity of the findings. Because I am
a native-horn White American and wanted both to
guard against the introduction of personal bias in
the analysis and to acquire greater awareness of
ethnic meanings, 1 shared my interpretive under-
standings of the data with Asian Amcrican stu-
dents and student assistants, I then incorporated
their insights into the analysis.

During the analysis, | noted recurring refer-
ences in one form or another to notions about so-
called normal families. Respondents used such
references for one purpose only—as a point of
contrast to life in their families. Three categorical
expressions of this theme emerged in the data: (a)
comparisons with television familics; (b) compar-
isons with families of non-Asian friends; and (c)
contrasts with specific family behavior or char-
acteristics described as normal or American. 1 did
not anticipate the importance of such family im-
agery when I devised the interview guide; thus I
never asked respondents about family life on TV
or among friends, or what they regarded as a nor-
mal or ideal family. Rather this theme emerged
unexpectedly in the interviews. The unprompted
and recurring nalure of these references indicates
their importance as resources in respondents’ con-
struction of their family experiences. In the fol-
lowing discussion, I present a sample of the qual-
itative data, in the form of quotes, to illustrate the
observed patterns (Ambert et al., 1995). Respon-
dents chose the pseudonyms used here.

REsULTS

I examine two ways in which respondents com-
monly used the typification of American family
life as a contrast structure against which behavior
in immigrant Asian families was juxtaposed and
interpreted (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). When
describing relations with their parents, most re-
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spondents provided negative accounts of at least
one aspect of their relationship, and they criticized
their parents for lacking American values that em-
phasize psychological well-being and expressive
love. Recurring references to a narrow American-
ized notion of what families ought to look like
were woven throughout many such accounts.
However, when respondents described the kinds
of filial care they planned to provide for their par-
ents, the respondents switched to an interpretive
lens that values ethnic family solidarity. In this
context, respondents’ references to notions of the
Normal American Family became a negative point
of comparison that cast their own immigrant [am-
ilies, and Asian families in general, in positive
terms.

Viewing Parental Relations Through an
Americanized Lens

Respondents were asked to fantasize about how
they would change their parents if they could
change anything about them that they wanted o
change. The threc arcas of desired change that re-
spondents mentioned most often reveal their adop-
tion of many mainstream American values. They
wished for parents who: (a) were less strict and
gave them more freedom; (b) were more liberal,
more open-minded, more Americanized, and less
traditional; (c) were emotionally closer, more
communicative, more expressive, and more affec-
tionate. These three areas are interrelated. For ex-
ample, being morc Americanized and less tradi-
tional translates inlo being more lenient and
expressive. A small minority of respondents pre-
sented a striking contrast to the dominant pattern
by describing, in terms both positive and grateful,
parents who had liberal attitudes or Americanized
values and parenting styles.

The communication most respondents de-
scribed with parents focused on day-to-day prac-
tical concerns, such as whether the child had eat-
en, and about performance in school and college,
a major area of concern among parents. Conver-
sations were often limited to parental directives or
lectures. For the most part, respondents were crit-
ical of the emotional distance and heavy emphasis
on obedience that marked their relations with their
parents. Chang-Hee, an 18-year-old who immi-
grated from Korea at 8, provided a typical case.
When asked about communication, she disparaged
her parents for not talking more openly, which she
attributed to their being Asian. Respondents typ-
ically linked parental styles with race and not with
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other factors such as age or personality. Like
many other respondents, Chang-Hee constructed
an account not only of her family relations, but
also of Asian families in general.

To tell you the truth, in Asian families you don’t
have conversations. You just are told to do some-
thing and you do it.... You never talk about
problems, even in thc home. You just kind of
forget about it and you kind of go on like nothing
happened. Problems never really get solved.
That’s why [ think people in my gencration, |
consider mysclf 1.5 generation, we have such a
hard time because I like to verbalize my emo-
tions. . .. [My parents] never allowed themselves
to verbalize their cmotions. They've been re-
pressed so much [that] they cxpect the same oul
of me, which is the hardest thing 1o do because
I have so many different things to say and I'm
just not altowed.

Some respondents volunteered that their par-
ents never asked them about their well-being,
cven when their distress was apparent. Chang-Hee
observed, “If I'm sad, [my mom] doesn’t want to
hear it. She doesn’t want to know why. ... She’s
never asked me, ‘So what do you feel?””” This lack
of expressed interest in children’s emotional well-
being, along with the mundane level of commu-
nication, was especially upsetting to respondents
because, interpreted through the lens of American
family 1deology, it defined their parents as emo-
tionally uncaring and distant.

Several respondents longed for closer, more
caring relationships with their parents that includ-
ed expressive displays of affection. Thanh, a mar-
ried 22-year-old college student who left Vietnam
when she was 6, said, “T'd probably make them
more loving and understanding, showing a bit
more affection. ... A lot of times I just want to
go up and hug my parents, but no, you don’t do
that sort of thing.”

Research indicates that the desire for greater
intimacy is more common among women than
men (Cancian, 1987). Thus it was surprising that
many male respondents also expressed strong de-
sires for more caring and close talk—especially
from their fathers, who were often described as
harsh and judgmental. Ralph, 20, a Korcan Amer-
ican man born in the United States, said:

My dad, he’s nol open. He is not the emotional
type. So he talks ... and I would listen and do
it. IU’s a one-way conversation, rather than asking
tor my opinions. . . . | would think it’d be nicer
if he was . .. much more compassionaltc, caring,
because it seems like he doesn’t care.
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Similarly, Dat, a 22-year-old biology major whe
left Vietnam when he was 5, said:

I would fantasize about sitting down with my dad
and shooting the breeze. Tatk about anything and
he would smile and he would say, "Okay, that’s
fine, Dat.”" Instead of. you know, judge you and
tell me I'm a loser. ...

A definition of love that emphasizes emotional
expression and close talk predominates in U.S.
culture (Cancian, 1986). Instrumental aspects of
love, like practical help, are ignored or devalued
in this definition. In Korean and Vietnamese cul-
tures, on the other hand, the predominant defini-
tions of love emphasize instrumental help and
support. The great divide between immigrant par-
ents who emphasize instrumental forms of love
and children who crave open displays of affection
was evident in the following conversation, which
occurred between Dat and his father when Dat
was 7 or 8 years old. Dat recalled, 1 tried saying
‘I love you’ one time and he looked at me and
said, ‘Are you American now? You think this is
The Bradv Bunch? You don’t love me. You love
me when you can support me.”” These different
cultural definitions of love contributed to respon-
dents’ constructions of immigrant parents as un-
loving and cold.

The Family as a Contrast Structure in the
Negative Accounts of Family Life

Many of the images of normal family life that
respondents brought to their descriptions came in
the form of references to television families or the
families of non—-Asian American friends. Al-
though these monolithic images do not reflect the
reality of American family life, they nevertheless
provided the basis by which respondents learned
how to be American, and they served as the in-
terpretive frame of their own family experiences.
By contrasting behavior in their immigrant fami-
lies with mainstream images of normalcy, the re-
spondents interpreted Asian family life as lacking
or deficient, Dat referred to images of normal fam-
ily life in America, as revealed on television and
among friends, as the basis for his desire for more
affection and closeness with his father:

Sometimes when I had problems in school, all |
wanted was my dad to listen to me, of all people.
1 guess that's the American way and I was raised

American. ... That's what [ see on TV and in
my fricnds” family. And 1 expected him to be
that way too. But it didn’t happen.... I would
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like to talk to him or. you know, say ‘I love
you,” and he would look at me and say, “Okay.”
That’s my ultimate goal, to say, ‘I love you.”
It's rcal hard. Sometimes when I'm in a good
mood, the way [ show him love is to put my
hands over his shoulders and squeeze 1t a liule
bit. That would alrcady irntatc him a little. . ..
You could tell. He's like, “What the fuck’s he
doing?” But I do it because 1 want 1o show him
love somchow. Affection. I'm an affectionate
person.

Similarly, Hoa, a 23-year-old Vietnamese
American man who immigrated at age 2, referred
to television in describing his own family: *We
aren’t as close as I would like. .. We aren’t as
close as the dream family, you know, what you
see on TV. Kind of like . ... Leave It To Beaver.
You know, stuff I grew up on.”

Paul, a 21-year-old Korean American born in
the United States, also criticizes his father, and
Asian fathers in general, in relation to the fathers
of friends and those on television:

I think there 1s somewhat of a culture clash be-
tween myself and my parents. They are very set
on rules—at least my father is. He is very strict
and demanding and very much falls into that typ-
ical Asian father standard. T don’t like that too
much and [ think it is because ... as a child, I
was always watching television and waltching
other ftriends’ tathers. All the relationships
sccmed so much different from me and my fa-
ther’s relationship. ... I guess it’s pretty cheesy
but I can remember watching The Brady Bunch
reruns and thinking Mike Brady would be a won-
derful dad to have. He was always so supportive.
He always knew when something was wrong
with one of his boys. Whenever one of his sons
had a problem, they would have no problem tell-
ing their dad anything and the dad would always
be nice and give them advice and swlT, Basically
I used what | saw on tclevision as a picture of
what a typical family should be like in the United
States. I only wished that my family could be
like that. And friends too—1 used to see how my
fricnds in school would be in Little League Base-
ball and their dad would be like their coaches or
20 10 their games to cheer their sons on and give
them support. | could not picture my father io be
like that kind of man that T saw on TV, or like
my fricnds’ fathers.

Respondents did not refer to non—Asian Amer-
ican friends who had distant, conflict-ridden fam-
ily relationships. Yet many respondents likely did
have contact with such individuals. It appears as
though respondents see only in ways permitted by
the Family ideology. That is, as Bernades argued,
“the image or idol of ‘The Family’ rather than the
reality of people’s lives is taken as the object of
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attention” (1985, p. 288). Looking at ““ American”
families through this ideological lens determines
which families are “seen.” Those that do not fit
the cultural imagery are not seen or are viewed as
atypical. **Atypical” families are not referenced
in these accounts, even though, in actuality, they
are probably closer to the empirical reality of
American family life. Friends whose families do
comply, on the other hand, loom large as symbols
that verify the existence of the Family ideal.

In comparison tc this ideal, even parents who
had adopted more American parenting practices fell
short. For example, the parents of Mike, 22, who
had immigrated to the United States from Vietnam
as an infant, were less strict than the parents of
most respondents. Nevertheless, Mike said:

My parents werc rcally casy. They let me hang
out with my friends, they had no problem with
me sleeping over or other people slecping over.
So having friends in high school wasn’t hard at
all, and going out wasn’t a problem at all. It was
just, you know, you go over to your friend’s
house and he just talks o his parents about ev-
erything. So I got a little bit jealous. You know,
[ wished I could talk to my parcnts about stuff
like that but I couldn’t.

Sometimes respondents simply made assump-
tive references to normal or American families,
against which they critically juxtaposed Asian im-
migrant families. Being American meant that one
was a member of the Normal American Family
and enjoyed family relations that were warm,
close, and harmonious. Being Asian, on the other
hand, meant living outside such normality. Thuy,
a 20-year-old Vietnamese American woman who
had immigrated when 13, said:

If T could, I would have a more emotional rcla-
tionship with my parents. I know they love me,
but they ncver tell me they love me. They also
are not very affectionate. This is how I've always
grown up. It wasn’t really until we camc to the
United States that I really noticed what a lack of
love my parents show. American kids are so
lucky. They don’t know what it’s like to not re-
ally feel that you can show emotion with your
own parents.

Similarly, Cora, 20, a Korean American woman
born in the United States, remarked:

I would probably want [my parents] to be more
open, more understanding so T could be more
open with them, ‘cause there’s a lot of things that
I can’t share with them because they’re not as
open-minded as American parents. . .. ‘Cause 1
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have friends and stuff. They talk to their parents
about cverything, you know?

When asked how he was raised, Josh, 21, a
Vietnamese American man who immigrated when
2, responded by calling up a construction of the
“good” American Family and the “‘deficient”
Asian Family. He said, “I'm sure that for all Asian
people, if they think back to [their] childhood,
they’ll remember a time they got hit. American
pcople, they don’t get hit.”

Respondents repeatedly constructed American
families as loving, harmonious, egalitarian, and
normal. Using this ideal as their measuring stick,
Asian families were constructed as distant, overly
strict, uncaring, and not normal. In fact, respon-
dents sometimes used the word “normal” in place
of “American.” For example, Hoa, who previ-
ously contrasted his family with the one depicted
in Leave It To Beaver, said, “I love my dad but
we never gol to play catch. He didn’t teach me
how to play football. All the stuff a normal dad
does for their kids. We missed out on that.” Tho-
mas, 20, a Korean American who arrived in the
United States at age 8, said, “T always felt like
maybe we are not so normal. Like in the real
America, like Brady Bunch normal. . . . 1 always
felt like ... there was something irregular about
me.” Similarly, after describing a childhood
where she spoke very littlle to her parents, Van,
24, who immigrated to the United States from Vi-
etnam at 10, began crying and noted, “I guess I
didn’t have a normal childhood.” To be a normal
parent is to be an American parent. Asian immi-
grant parents are by this definition deficient. Such
constructions ignore diversity within family types,
and they selectively bypass the social problems,
such as child abuse, that plague many non—Asian
American families. It is interesting, for example,
that respondents did not refer to the high divorce
rate of non—Asian Americans (Sweet & Bumpass,
1987) to construct positive images of family sta-
bility among Asian Americans. This may be be-
cause, applying an Americanized definition of
love, many respondents described their parents’
marriage as unloving and some thought their par-
ents ought to divorce.

Respondents relied on the Family not only as
an interpretive framework, but also as a contrast
structure by which to differentiate Asian and
American families. This juxtaposition of Ameri-
can and Asian ignores that most of the respon-
dents and the coethnics they describe are Ameri-
cans. “*American” is used to refer to non-Asian
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Americans, particularly Whites. The words
“White” and ‘“‘Caucasian” were sometimes used
interchangeably with ‘American.” Indeed, the
Normal American Family is White. This Eurocen-
tric imagery excludes from view other racial mi-
nority families such as African Americans and La-
tino Americans. It is therefore not surprising that
racial-ethnic families were not referenced as
American in these interviews. In fact, respondents
appeared to use the term ‘““American™ as a code
word denoting not only cultural differences but
also racial differences. For example, Paul, who
was born in the United States, noted, *'I look Ko-
rean but I think I associate myself morc with the
American race.” The oppositional constructions
of Asian and American families as monolithic and
without internal variation imply that these family
types are racialized. That is, the differences are
constructed as not only cultural but also racially
essential and therefore immutable (Omi & Winant,
1994). By defining American as White, respon-
dents revealed the deep-seated notion that, as
Asian Americans, they can never truly be Amer-
ican. Such notions dominate in mainstream depic-
tions of Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners.
For example, in a speech about foreign donations,
Ross Perot read the names of several Asian Amer-
ican political donors and commented, “So far we
haven't found an American name” (Nakao, 1996).
When respondents centered Whites as a point of
reference in these accounts, they reaffirmed the
marginalized position of racial-ethnic minoritics
in the Family ideology and in U.S. culture writ
large.

These data illustrate how Eurocentric images
of normal family relationships promulgated in the
larger society served as an ideological template in
the negative accounts that respondents provided
of their immigrant parents. However, as described
next, when respondents discussed their plans for
filial care, they presented positive accounts of
their immigrant families.

Maintaining Ethnic Values of Filial Obligation

Respondents were not consistent in their individ-
val constructions of Asian and American families
as revealed in their interviews. When discussing
future plans for filial care, most respondents pos-
itively evaluated their family’s collectivist com-
mitment to care. Such an interpretation is sup-
ported by model minority stereotypes in
mainstream U.S. culture that attribute the success
enjoyed by some Asian immigrants to their strong
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family values and collectivist practices (Kibria,
1993; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).

The majority of respondents valued and
planned to maintain their ethnic tradition of filial
care. For example, Josh, who criticized his parents
(and Asian parents in general) for using physical
forms of punishment, nonetheless plans to care for
his parents in their old age. He said, *'I'm the
oldest son, and in Vietnamese culture the oldest
son cares for the parents. That is one of the things
that I carry from my culture. I would not put my
parents in a [nursing] home. That’s terrible.” In
contrast to White Americans who condition their
level of filial commitment on intergenerational
compatibility (Pyke, 1999), respondents displayed
a strong desire to fulfill their filial obligation
and—especially among daughters—were often
undeterred by distant and even conflict-ridden re-
lations with parents. For example, after describing
a strained relationship with her parents, Kimberly,
20, who came to this country from Vietnam when
7, added, *I would still take care of them whether
I could talk to them or not. It doesn’t matter as
long as I could take care of them.” Similarly, in
Wolf’s study of 22 grown children of Filipino im-
migrants, respondents who complained of tension
and emotional distance with parents nonetheless
experienced family ties and responsibilities as a
central component of their daily lives and identi-
ties (1997).

Most respondents expected to begin financially
supporting their parents prior to their elderly
years, with parents in their 50s often regarded as
old. A few respondents had already begun to help
out their parents financially. Many planned on liv-
ing with parents. Others spoke of living near their
parents, often as neighbors, rather than in the
same house, as a means of maintaining some au-
tonomy. The tradition of assigning rcsponsibility
for the care of parents to the eldest son was not
automatically anticipated for many of these fam-
ilies, especially those from Vietnam. Respondents
most often indicated that responsibility would be
pooled among siblings or would fall exclusively
to the daughters. Several said that parents pre-
ferred such arrangements, because they felt closer
to daughters. Although the tendency for daughters
to assume responsibility for aging parents is sim-
ilar to the pattern of caregiving common in main-
stream American families (Pyke & Bengston,
1996), several respondents noted that such pat-
terns are also emerging among relatives in their
ethnic homeland.
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The Importance of Collectivism as an
Expression of Love

Respondents typically attributed their future care-
giving to reciprocation for parental care in the past
and a cultural emphasis on filial respect and sup-
port. Yet the enthusiasm and strong commitment
that pervades their accounts suggests that they are
motivated by more than obligation. For example,
Vinh, 26, a graduate student who immigrated from
Vietnam at age 5, said about his parents:

They are my life. They will never be alone. 1
will always be with them. When 1 was growing
[up] as a child, my parcnts were always with me.
And 1 believe . .. when you grow up, you should
be with them; meaning, I will take care of them,
in my house, everything. Your parents didn't
ahandon you when you were a kid. They did not
abandon you when you [were] pooping in your
diaper. Then when they do, I will not abandon
them. . .. Whatever it takes to make them com-
fortable, T will provide it. There is no limit.

Unable to express love via open displays of
affection and close talk, filial assistance becomes
a very important way for adult children to sym-
bolically demonstrate their affection for their par-
ents and to reaffirm family bonds. Blossom, 21,
who immigrated to the United States from Korea
when 6, described the symbolic value of the fi-
nancial assistance her father expects. She said,
“Money is not really important, but it’s more
about our heart that [my dad] looks at. Through
money, my dad will know how we feel and how
we appreciate him.” Remember that Dat’s father
told him, “You love me when you can support
me.” Because instrumental assistance is the pri-
mary venue for expressing love and affection in
these immigrant families, adult children often
placed no limits on what they were willing to do.
For example, John, 20, who immigrated from Vi-
etnam when 3, remarked “I'm willing to do any-
thing (for my parents), that’s how much 1 care.”

Parental financial independence was not al-
ways welcomed by those children who gave great
weight to their role of parental caregivers. For ex-
ample, it was very important to Sean, 19, an only
child, to care for his Sino-Vietnamese parents.
Sean, who planned to become a doctor, commuted
from his home to a local university. He said, “I
want my parents to stay with me. I want to support
them. ... I'll always have room for my par-
ents. . .. When I get my first paycheck, [ want to
support them financially.” As reflected in the fol-
lowing exchange with the interviewer, Sean
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viewed his parents’ retirement plan with some
hurt,

Sean: They have their own retirement plan,
and they keep track of it themselves, so they’re
all prepared for me to be the disobedient son and

run away.
Interviewer: Is that how you feel?
Sean: Yes I do. ... Or if I don’t succeed in

life, they’ll be taken care of by themselves.
Intervicwer: So is that how you see their re-
tirement plan, as a kind of symbol that
they’re.. . ?
Sean: They're ready for me to mess up.

The emotional centrality of family ties is also
apparent in Sean’s description of his hurt when
his father—who worries that the time Sean spends
away from home studying or at his job is pulling
him away from the family—occasionally tests his
son’s commitment by suggesting that he leave the
family home and “fly away.” With tear-filled
eyes, Sean explained:

It hurts me because I've never had that idea to
fly away. ... I don’t want to go and (hal’s what
hurts me so bad. I mean, I could cry over things
like that. And this is a 19-year-old kid that’s cry-
ing in front of you. How scldom do you get that?

The Family as a Contrast Structure in the
Positive Accounts of Filial Obligation

Many respondents distinguished their ethnic col-
lectivist tradition of filial obligation from practices
in mainstream American families, which they de-
scribed as abandoning elderly parents in retire-
ment or nursing homes. The belief that the elderly
are abandoned by their families is widespread in
U.S. society and very much a part of everyday
discourse. Media accounts of nursing home atroc-
ities holster such views. Yet most eldercare in this
country is not provided in formal caregiving set-
tings but by family members (Abel, 1991). None-
theless, respondents used this tenacious myth as a
point of contrast in constructing Asian American
families as more instrumentally caring. For ex-
ample, Thuy, who previously described wanting a
“more emotional relationship™ with her parents,
like “‘American kids” have, explained:

With the American culture, it's ... not much
frowned wpon to put your parenis in a home
when they grow old. In our culture, it is a definite
no-no. To do anything like that would be disre-
spectful. .. . If they need help, my brother and 1
will take care of them, just like my mom is tak-
ing earc of her parcats right now.
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Similarly, Hien, 21, a Vietnamese American wom-
an who arrived in this country as an infant, noted,
“I know a lot of non-Asians have their parents go
to the nursing homes ... but I personally prefer
to find a way of trying to keep them at home.”
Mike, who wished he could talk to his parents
the way his friends do to theirs, plans to care for
his Americanized parents even though they have
told him they do not want him to. He was not
alone in remaining more committed to filial care
than his parents required him to be. He said:

They tell me 10 just succeed for yourself and take
carc of your own family. But [referring to filial
care] that's just how the Vietnamese culture is.
Here in America, once your parents are old, you
put them in a retirement home. But not in my
family. When the parents get old you take carc
of them. It doesn’t matter if they can’t walk, if
they can’t function anymore. You still take care
of them.

When discussing relationships with their par-
ents, respondents used the Family as the ideolog-
ical raw material out of which they negatively
constructed their parents as unloving and distant.
However, when the topic changed to filial care,
respondents switched to an ethnic definition of
love that emphasizes instrumental support and that
casts a positive and loving light on their families.
As Katie, 21, a Korean American woman born in
the United States, observed:

When you say that you arc close to your parents
here in America, T think most people would take
that as you are affectionate with your parents,
vou hang out with them, you can talk to them
about anything . ... more of a friendship thing.
But Korecan families arc not like that. ... They
do not get ¢lose to their children like that. They
arc not friends with them. The kids of Korea do
nat open up with their parents. Their parents arc
really their parents . ... But still. no matter
whal, they are very close. Here in America . ..
Caucasians don’t take carc of their parcents like
wc do. They just put them in an old pcople’s
home and that’s it. It's like they say, “‘You are
too old for me. I don’t need you anymore and
I'm just going to put you hcre ‘cause it’s con-
venient for me and you'd be in the way any-
way. ... And in that way, Americans are nos
close to their parents. So it really depends on
how you define the word “‘close™ —the answer
changes. [Note that the words “*Caucasian™ and
“American” are used synonymously here, as
previously discussed. |

In describing their plans for parental care, re-
spondents turned their previous construction of
Asian and American families on its head. In this
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context the Family was constructed as deficient
and uncaring, while the families of respondents—
and Asian families in general—were described as
more instrumentally caring and closer. Respon-
dents’ view of American families as uncaring
should not be interpreted as a departure from
mainstream family ideology. There has been much
concern in the public discourse that today’s tam-
ilies lack a commitment to the care of their elders
and children (e.g., Popence, 1993; see Coonlz,
1992, pp. 189-191). Indeed, the pervasive criti-
cism that “individualism has gone haywire” in
mainstream families—bolstered by references to
the solidarity of model minority families—pro-
vides ideological support for ethnic traditions of
filial care. That is, children of immigrants do not
face ideological pressure from the dominant so-
ciety to alter such practices; rather, they are given
an interpretive template by which to view such
practices as evidence of love and care in their
families. In fact, U.S. legislative attempts to with-
draw social services from legal immigrants with-
out citizenship, with the expectation that family
sponsors will provide such support, structurally
mandate collectivist systems of caregiving in im-
migrant families (Huber & Espenshade, 1997). In
other words, the dominant society ideologically
endorses and, in some ways, structurally requires
ethnic immigrant practices of filial care. Filial ob-
ligation thus serves as a site where children of
Korean and Vietnamese immigrants can maintain
their ethnic identity and family ties without coun-
tervailing pressure from the mainstream.

DiscussIoN

Interweaving respondents’ accounts with an anal-
ysis of the interpretive structure from which those
accounts are constructed suggests that the Family
ideology subtly yet powerfully influences the chil-
dren of immigrants, infiltrating their subjective
understandings of and desires for family life. Re-
spondents relicd on American family images in
two ways. When discussing their relations with
parents and their upbringing, respondents used the
Family ideology as a standard of normal families
and good parents, leading them to view their im-
migrant parents as unloving, deficient, and not
normal. However, when respondents discussed fil-
ial care, a complete reversal occurred. Respon-
dents referred to negative images of rampant in-
dividualism among mainstream American
families, specifically in regard to eldercare, to bol-
ster their positive portrayals of the instrumental
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care and filial piety associated with their ethnic
families. Thus the Family ideology was called
upon in contradictory ways in these accounts—in
the denigration of traditional ethnic parenting
practices and in the glorification of ethnic practic-
es of filial obligation.

Findings from this study illustrate how a nar-
row, ethnocentric family ideology that is widely
promulgated throughout the larger culture and
quickly internalized by children of immigrants
creates an imterpretive framework that derogates
many of the ethnic practices of immigrant fami-
lies. As others have argued, the cultural imposi-
tion of dominant group values in this form of
“controlling images™ can lead minorities to inter-
nalize negative self-images (Espiritu, 1997). That
is, racial-cthnic immigrants can adopt a sense of
inferiority and a desire to conform with those val-
ues and expectations that are glorified in the main-
stream society as normal. Indeed, many respon-
dents explicitly expressed a desire to have families
that were like White or so-called American fam-
ilies, and they criticized their own family dynam-
ics for being different. Rather than resist and chal-
lenge the ethnocentric family imagery of the
mainstrcam, respondents’ accounts reaffirmed the
Normal American Family and the centrality of
White native-born Americans in this imagery.
This research thus reveals a subtle yet powerful
mechanism of internalized oppression by which
the racial-ethnic power dynamics in the larger so-
ciety are reproduced. This is a particularly impor-
tant finding in that racial-ethnic families will soon
constitute a majority in several slates, causing
scholars to ponder the challenge of such a de-
mographic transformation of the cultural and po-
litical hegemony of White native-born Americans
(Maharidge, 1996). This study describes an ideo-
logical mechanism that could undermine challeng-
es to that hegemony.

This research also uncovered an uncontested
site of ethnic pride among the sccond-generation
respondents who drew on mainstream images of
elder neglect in their positive interpretation of eth-
nic filial commitment. As previously discussed,
the belief rthat mainstream American families
abandon their elders is tenacious and widespread
in the dominant society, despite its empirical in-
accuracy, This negative myth has been widely
used in popular discourse as an example of the
breakdown of American family commitment, and
it sometimes serves as a rallying cry for stronger
“family values.” Such cries are often accompa-
nied by references to the family solidarity and fil-
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ial piety celebrated in the model minority stereo-
type. Thus the mainstream glorification of ethnic
filial obligation, as contrasted with negative im-
ages of abandoned White American elders, pro-
vided respondents with a positive template for
giving meaning to ethnic practices of filial care.
The mainstream endorsement of filial obligation
marks it as a locale where respondents can main-
tain family ties and simultaneously producc a pos-
itive self-identity in both cultural worlds. This
might explain why some respondents were stead-
fastly committed to filial care despite parental re-
quests to the contrary.

It remains to be seen, however, whether these
young adults will be able to carry out their plans
of filial obligation. It is likely that many will con-
front barriers in the form of demanding jobs, chil-
drearing obligations, geographic moves, unsup-
portive spouses, competing demands from elderly
in-laws, and financial difficulties. Furthermore,
parents’ access to alternative sources of support
such as Social Security and retirement funds could
diminish the need for their children’s assistance.
Some research already finds that elderly Korean
immigrants prefer to live on their own and are
moving out of the homes of their immigrant chil-
dren despite the protests of children, who see it
as a public accusation that they did not care for
their parents (Hurh, 1998). Although this research
examined first-generation immigrant adults and
their aging parents, it suggests a rapid breakdown
in traditional patterns of coresidential filial care
that will likely be reiterated in the next generation.
Future research is needed to examine these dy-
namics among second-generation immigrants, to
look at how they will cope with inabilities to ful-
fill ethnic and model minority expectations of fil-
ial obligation, and to assess the impact of any such
inabilities on their ethnic identity.

This study makes a unique contribution to the
small and largely descriptive literature on Asian
immigrant families. Rather than simply reiterating
as descriptive data the accounts of family life of-
fered by respondents, I examined the ideological
underpinnings of those accounts. In so doing, [
uncovered a subtle process by which White heg-
emonic images of the Family infiltrate the ways
that children of immigrants think about their own
family lives. Although scholars have often as-
sumed that the prescriptive and moralistic char-
acteristics of the Family arc hurtful to those whose
families do not comply, the findings presented
here provide an empirical description of how such
ideology negatively biases the family accounts of
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children of immigrants. It must be noted, however,
that because the sample in the study was demo-
graphically predisposed to higher levels of assim-
ilation, the respondents are probably more likely
than a less assimilated sample to view their fam-
ilies through an Americanized lens. This suggests
the need for further study of how variations in
acculturation levels affect the accounts that chil-
dren of immigrants provide of their family lives.

A broader sample of families that do not con-
form with images of the Normal American Family
also needs to be investigated. This sample should
include native-born racial minorities and children
of single parents, as well as immigrants. Studying
a broader sample will allow greater understanding
of whether narrow cultural notions of a normal
family life influence the subjective experience of
diverse groups of children growing up in the mar-
gins of the mainstream. It is particularly impor-
tant, as family scholars begin to respond to the
burgeoning numbers of ethnically and structurally
diverse family forms, that researchers generate
colturally sensitive interpretive frameworks that
do not automatically and unconsciously perpetuate
existing notions that certain family types and prac-
tices are inferior. The effort to develop such
frameworks requires researchers to examine not
only the values and assumptions they bring to
their analyses (Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993),
but also the values and assumptions that respon-
dents bring to their accounts. To summarize, this
study suggests the need for family researchers to
analytically bracket as problematic the ideological
structures that shape the empirical aceounts of
family life we rely upon in our research.
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