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Adaughter’s
response to her
parents’

sacrifices

am not going to pretend I am a perfect daughter. If anything,

I'm far from it. How I've given my parents trouble! Refusingto
sit down and diligently do my Kumon math exercises for which my parents paid a
hefty sum of nearly $100 per month. (In fact, I still have a foot-tall pile of exercises I
never did getting dusty in a closet at home.) Falling off of the risers at my third grade
chorus concert to the horrible embarrassment of my parents. (Although I swear the
girl in front of me backed into me and made me loose my balance.) Always being
either sick or injured. (I know, I know, I should gargle and take my vitamins like you
tell me to, Umma.) Somehow always managing to make mistakes at violin or piano
recitals. (Okay, okay, I will concede to the fact that it was most definitely due to lack of
practice.) Making loud and obnoxious scenes in public and absolutely making sure
that everyone within 50 feet knows that, yes, I am disobeying my parents. Which, I
must admit, makes the following favorite saying of my mother undoubtedly correct:
“You think parents embarrass their children? I promise you that you embarrass us
even more.”

My mouth, more than anything else, probably got me in the most trouble. There is
no denying that I often saw the infamous wooden spoon during my childhood years
for being sassy. And I even had a couple of yardsticks and plastic coat-hangers broken
on my behind (Buns of steel, baby! It didn’t hurt me one bit!). Of course I deserved
every punishment I got and more. But either due to stupidity, an excess of pride, or,
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most likely, both, I could never un-
derstand why I was being punished.
I'would threaten to call the police
and report child abuse (I under-
stand this is not ah uncommon
thing for Korean American children
to say to their parents), to which my
parents would respond that they too
would call the police ... to report
parent abuse. Once I “ran away,”
stubbornly refusing to admit my
guilt over something I can’t remem-
ber now, getting as far as ... the car-
port right outside the kitchen door.
I'planned on sleeping in the station
wagon that was, thankfully, un-
locked, and did so for about 30 min-
utes until I realized I had to go to
the bathroom. My mother had, 1
would like to think playfully locked
the door and gone to bed. I rang
the doorbell for fifteen minutes,
screaming that I had to go to the
bathroom, until my ever faithful
brother got out of bed and asked my
mother to let me in on the grounds
that it was unnecessarily cruel to not
let me go to the bathroom. In retro-
spect, Idon’t know why I didn’tjust
follow the example of our cat,
~ Arong, and do my business in the
woods behind my house. Butin any
case, | always thought that I was
right and that I was unjustly being
punished without cause. I thought
that my parents were overbearing
and annoying. I even had the au-
dacity to think at times that I knew
more than my parents did. Now I
still know less than they do, but I
think I understand them better.
Thave always been proud of my
parents’ achievements. I still am
and always will be. They are both
graduates of Seoul National Univer-
sity. My father is a research scien-
tist who has a Ph.D. in polymer sci-
ence and received The Fiber
Society’s award for Best Original
Research Paper for his dissertation.
My mother is a registered nurse and

holds a master’s degree in public
health. They are both over-qualified

for the positions they hold at work

in the States. This is not an opin-
ion. Itis a fact.

My parents’ situation is intoler-
able to me; I expect to receive my
due credit, in the form of a high in-
come, social status, respect, and
whatnot, for the amount of effort I
am putting into and the pains I am
suffering for my education. I know
that I cannot and will not work un-
der someone who is less qualified
thanIam. Itis so disappointing and
frustrating knowing that my par-
ents are working under people who
are less educated and less qualified
than they are and that they do not
receive the respect that they deserve
and would have received in Korea.

My parents’ situation is far from
being unique among the Korean
American community. In his book,
The Korean Americans, Won Moo
Hurh states that according to the
1990 census, “the educational at-
tainment of Korean Americans was
much higher than that of the total
U.S. population.”! However, the
1990 census report also found that
the “Korean Americans’ median
family income in 1990...was lower
than the median income for all
American families” and that “Japa-
nese Americans, who have basically
the same educational level, earned
substantially more than Korean
Americans.”! Although this is un-
doubtedly due to a number of fac-
tors, Hurh states that “nativity
(place of birth), immigration history,
and English-speaking ability appear
to be the predominant ones.”ii Be-
cause Caucasians and the Japanese
are fluent in the English language
and they have the advantage of pro-
fessional networks, thus resulting in
their obtaining more professional
and economic success more often
than Koreans.

But this is all old news. Of
course Koreans, being fairly new
immigrants, would have a lower
English-speaking ability and a lack
of connections, and therefore would
have a much more difficult time
achieving success than the Japanese
(the majority of whom, according to
the 1990 census, are American-born)
and definitely more so than Cauca-
sians. Even my parents, who rarely
complain about any hardships they
may be experiencing living in the
States, at times would tell me, “In
Korea it would be different. We
would have higher positions than
we do here.”

I never really bothered to think
about why my parents were stay-
ing in the States when they could
possibly have an easier life in Ko-
rea. I always took it for granted that
the United States was my home and
that my parents were foreigners.
For some reason, it never clearly
dawned on me that there was a
country where my parents were not
foreigners and where they knew the
language perfectly. Such an obvi-
ous fact! But a fact that I never even
considered.

And then recently I came across
a poem in a book that I was using
as a secondary reference for an En-
glish term paper. It was written by
a Korean high school teacher who
could only find a job as a high
school janitor in the United States
due to his difficulties with the En-
glish language:

Ido not see, although I have eyes. Then,
have I become blind? No, I have not. 1
do not hear, although I have ears. Then,
have I become deaf? No, I have not. I
do not speak, although I have a mouth.
Then, have 1 lost my speech? No, I have
not. I have become an old stranger who
wants to raise a young tree (to educate
his child) in this wealthy land.”

... I asked, “If you had been childless, if you hadn’t had
Eric and me, would you have stayed?” And my father
answered, “"No, probably not.
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