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Linguistic Incompetence

by Ningxin Luo

When my solitary father immigrated to the United States in
1991, he brought with him an English dictionary with
Chinese translation. As someone who has grown up in the age of
technology, let me just say that this prospect, to put it simply,
was astonishing. As an avid packer, I seriously questioned the
level of sense in my 20 something-year-old intelligent father’s
head. This dictionary is substantial in size. It is heavy. It has
unreadable font. It is beyond impractical to use. Before my
father sat me down to recount his story, | was already rolling my
eyes and sighing to myself— “old people.” Never did my
ignorant self once ponder over the possible value and
importance that it stood for. More importantly, never did I
consider how much a big, heavy, ugly dictionary provided such
aid to my father during his early years in America.
My awesome dad raised himself in a small, rural part of
Ningxiang, Hunan. Typical of that area, his family lived,
barely, in extreme poverty. His illiterate parents struggled to
feed their six children, often
making school a fifth or
sixth priority on the list o
basic needs. One hard rule
existed in the Luo
household:  the  second
someone failed to progress t
to the next grade level, my/l 4 S
grandparents stopped y
paying for school, marking
the end of their learning
experience. It wasn’t that
education deemed
entirely unimportant; it was -

was

viewed as an unattainable
opportunity of possibility.
In other words, of thel®
millions of children inf
China, my father and his

2017 4 /\}’ﬁ‘i%}\—s—i)iéﬁ'ﬁﬁﬁ/\fﬁﬂ % b AL

siblings, deprived of adequate resources, stood at an acute
disadvantage for a future.

espite his parents’ lack of encouragement, my self-

motivated father walked hours to school every single day.
He recognized that like their crops, nothing, including future,
thrived in Ningxiang. What could get him forward? Education.
Big surprise. Shocking. However, that mentality wasn’t
prevalent in poorer families at the time. My father not only
persevered through school, he excelled and made the cutoff for
college. Though clichéd, he chose an esteemed career in
medicine.
Meanwhile, Chinese immigration was approaching new

heights in the United States, reaching its second wave in
the 1970s and 80s with numbers doubling every decade. Since
colonization, America has been the very embodiment of
opportunity. Hence, the reason that prompted my father to
immigrate here—to further his education and to further his
- future. o
| ost immigrants’
i Mnative language is
not English. It was an
extreme challenge for my
father to learn and speak
the language coming here
as a grad student. One
humiliating  but  super
funny incident occurred
while he was a Ph.D.
student at Baylor College.

Students regularly gave
presentations  to  their
peers. One day, the

teacher asked my father if
he wanted to present to his
class. My father agreed
happily, completely
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unaware that he was about to regret not studying the “p section”
of his dictionary harder the many days, weeks, and months
preceding. The following week, the teacher made some
comment about being excited to hear my dad give a
presentation. In the most cliched and cheesy way possible, he
had confused the noun and verb meaning of the word. He had
thought his teacher asked him to be present, not to present. The
feeling that my father felt in that instance I would happily relate
to the feeling when you’ve gone on Space Mountain one too
many times. During the next consecutive 12 hours, he furiously
scraped together a presentation, much like how I’m writing this
essay, minus the fail hopefully.
The next morning my father, using the verb form of present,
spoke in front of his peers. I’d like to interject right now
and say that this is exactly when I unintentionally tuned out of
his captivating storytelling. The presentation, though
unimportant, was something about cytokine receptors signaling
pathways. I wish I understood, and I apologize. As someone
with a terrible understanding of the English language (see
above), to say my father
was nervous would be a
massive understatement.
Sweating and nauseous,
he began his poorly
practiced lines.
Somewhere the|
line, murmurs and
muffled but audible
laughs could be heard in|
the audience. Within|
seconds, these sounds
became full-blown
cackles. the class
wasn’t whispering|
because immunology is
so interesting ; they were
laughing at my poor
dad’s inability to speak.
Apparently, he had code-

along

No,

switched in the middle of his presentation from English to
Chinese without realization. If there’s something worse than
almost experiencing death, it’s actually dying. My dad had just
narrowly escaped the harrowing repercussions of not knowing
certain homonyms and now faced scrutiny from people whose
1Qs basically qualified them to be the next Isaac Newton.

‘'m not saying that this traumatizing event was the

consequence of inadequate dictionary studying. However, this
event contributed to my father’s realization of the importance
and power of language. My father’s former boss once told him
to never admit that English was his weakness during job
interviews. Instead, he told him to always say that “it’s a skill in
progress” to acknowledge his efforts to improve.
Eventually the internet replaced my father’s beloved

dictionary, but it was an invaluable tool at the time. After
receiving his Ph.D. from Baylor College, he completed his
residency at Cornell and his fellowship at Yale. Today he is the
division director at UCONN Health for maternal-fetal medicine,
a long way from his rural mountain farm. My father is now in a
similar position as his former teacher, educating his residents
and fellows. He has written countless research papers which
have been published in many reputable, peer-reviewed,
scientific journals. It seems like every week he is traveling
nationally and internationally to visit hospitals and speak at
conferences. To think that I’ve always considered his English to
be terrible really makes me wonder just how illiterate he was 25
years ago.
Listening to his story made me realize my dad has grit.
Initially he had refused to be interviewed, deeming his

immigration experience relatively easy and uninteresting. This is
something he that he has always said, and now after learning, I
really wonder why. Most individuals who know his Chinese
American  experience
can recognize that he
did not have it easy. In
what I call the Game of
Life, my self-made
father did not win the
preemptive lottery of
 privilege. He did not

luck out on certain
predetermined

characteristics like
wealth; instead, he

invested his work ethic
to establish a future he
wanted—the American
dream: and
prosperity through hard
work,  determination,
and initiative.

SucCcCess
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The Immigration of Our Family: Discrimination and Opportunity

By Sophia Wang

he object that best represents
my family’s immigration to
America is a beautiful fan that was
handcrafted and gifted to my
mother by her sister, my aunt. The
front of the fan has a painting of a

man, Conscious, sitting and
playing a traditional Chinese
instrument  with 13 strings.

Surrounding him are his students in_ o
the school of philosophy that he/ﬁ,—_
founded, all watching him to
seemingly absorb all the wiseness Zi

and serenity that the scene offered. -
On the backside of the fan, there

lies a famous document written by Conscious. The document is
named “Lun Yu” and it contains a proclamation of morals and
philosophy, such as “be polite and respect ancestors and
parents.” It furthermore highlights the place and duty of humans
in the universe and nature. My mother, when discussing the
importance of the document, claimed that “Lun Yu” was the
equivalent to the western world’s bible as it “outlined the
structure of society”. Confucius, the author, was born in the
same time period as the Greek philosopher Plato. Plato, my
mother commented, questioned the world and all its actions.
Confucius, in contrast, attempted to fit humans into society and
nature. This was the great eastern and western clash that I had
always wondered

about. Because of this
very transcendentalist
ideology, the Chinese
identity is peaceful,
fitting into Confucius’

doctrine  concerning
“inner peace” and
layered  fulfillment. i

Confucius’ work wasf]
thus a  beautiful
harmony of humans
and  society/nature.
Our family, upon
immigration,
introduced this same
concept.  Originally,
the fan was meant to
teach my sister and I
Chinese culture while
growing up. The fan,
however,

2018 A F I8y R 4

70 seemingly transformed as an
embodiment of our family’s life in
America. When an immigrant
arrives to a new country, there is
seemingly a need to fit into
society. For us, however, this want
to fit into society wasn’t in a
context of  conformity or
negativity, but rather, in a more
optimistic  light. Our family

. wanted to “grow” with society in
harmony. Confucius taught us as a

g L civilization just this harmon
w \\?\ ‘\ : o fJ X y
W\ b undreds of years ago, thus

indicating a part of my culture.

When my mother and father first came to America, it was
because my father wanted to study under a world
renowned professor at Auburn University, Alabama. Thus, to
accompany my father, my mother also became a student at the
University and after school, she worked as an assistant professor
in the Statistics Department. At first, living in America seemed
like a temporary option. However, as more time passed, America
began to present itself as a favorable location to start a family. In
my mother’s perspective, it cultivated “ingenuity and change.”
America just seemed like the best place to raise openminded
children that could truly “understand the world.” Additionally,
the factor of China’s competitiveness and identity played in
' hand with this

decision. Growing
up, schools in
China had fierce

competition  and

not much

flexibility when it

E E came to career

l . . . options. By
& | choosing an
E @ immigration path

‘ to America, my

}‘, sister and 1 could

be raised to
achieve innovation
and
under
standards of stress.
America, in this
perspective,
seemed to be the
golden land of

-
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opportunity. However, not all is how it seems. Every country
has discrimination and in America, where nativism has ran
strong even in the birth of the nation, racism and bigotry is
especially fierce. In China, my mother was a structural architect
and designed some of the most famous structures in her home
town, Dalian. One especially memorable design is the structure
of the Dalian Modern History Museum and the landmark that
lies in Zhong Shan Square.
The structure at Zhong Shan Square is remarkable as it is the
only modern landmark from the historic Russian landmarks
of the surrounding landscape. The purpose of this essay
“excursion” is that my mother is an incredibly talented woman
when it comes to architecture and mathematics. She is driven
when it comes to not only her family’s best interests, but also in
her career. When she arrived to America, she and my father
lived in Alabama. Alabama lies in the deep South, and naturally
racism ran in the state’s history. Upon arriving to her workplace
as an assistant professor, students would drive by in cars and
yell out derogatory comments like “Go back to China!” This
hatred of other races is derived directly from America’s history.
Dating back to the 1800s, this behavior is conspicuous,
especially in light of the Nativist Party (Know Nothing Party).
The party targeted immigrants (mostly Irish and German) that
came to America, oftentimes accusing them of stealing jobs and
opportunities The party
additionally released documents that accused these immigrants
of performing sins and thus, much violence was forced onto
non-native born Americans. Now, even in the 21st century, this
same racism and ideal is placed onto minority races, but mostly
accentuated onto the Black, Latino, and Asian communities.
Immigration is incredibly difficult in its
nature, but to add discrimination in the
workplace and in daily life is a tragedy
derived from pure bred American racism.
fter her job as an assistant professor,|
my mother worked at People’s
United Bank as a quantitative analyst. In
the workplace, she was motivated and
always took on extra hours as needed. I
personally remember this dedication as I
would oftentimes stay until 6 at night at
the school while my mother worked
extremely hard building a career in light o
discrimination. Even as a child, I was
never bitter, because 1 always had some
sense of the difficulties growing up as an
Asian American, and perhaps more
importantly, as a minority in the mainly
white dominated American society. From
this understanding, I will forever hold a
deep respect for my parents. In the
workplace, a select few of her coworkers

from native born Americans.

would sometimes send rude emails or talk rudely down to her.
To deal with a particularly horrible instance of discrimination in
the workplace, my mother talked to upper management, never
naming names, but rather, she sent out a clear message to all:
discrimination had to be dealt with. When I asked my mother
why she never named names, she told me, “point out a situation,
because only then do you truly make a statement.” Although
pointing a single person or group of people out can quickly
dissolve an issue, my mother informed me that a general
statement can do more; “it can protect all” that have been
touched by workplace discrimination.
My mother’s immigration to America was, without a doubt,
difficult. She endured much discrimination as a first
generation Asian woman, who was building a career in America.
When she came to America, she brought her own set of morals
and values, some even derived from hundreds of years ago in
Confucius’ era of philosophy. This merging between American
and Chinese values is part of the Asian American identity, and
thus, is an integral part of my culture. After a deep discussion
with my mother concerning our family’s immigration, I asked
her if she was ever bitter about any of the obstacles she faced.
She responded, “No, of course not, because I raised my children
here in America. My only wish it that you break through the
Bamboo Ceiling.”
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