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Cultural Differences
     When I moved to the states, I adapted to the American culture pretty fast, partially because I was young and also because I wanted to and my peers accepted me. I have unconsciously learned the path of the American and no longer revolved around my Korean heritage and culture. For instance, I gradually stopped bowing my head to my teachers to show respect and most detrimentally stopped bringing tasty Korean foods with strong aroma to public places. I have learned new people-skills and the art of speaking with strangers—politeness. So despite much ethnic diversity in my school, I had to lose much of my Korean identity to fit in.
     Many foreigners in America often feel the same as I did. They hide or lose their cultural backgrounds and ancestry because they want to assimilate in America. The first generation postwar German immigrants, many of whom had Nazi relatives, struggled between keeping their German identity and losing it to fit in the American norm. Many feared that Americans would label them as Nazis and concealed their German identity. “It’s not that I want to shed everything that’s German in me. I cook German meals. Both of my children speak German” one woman says, “But I never did flaunt my Germanness.”131 (Tearing the Silence). Others strived to completely lose their German identity as one German recalls his family saying “we want to stop talking German with you, and we want you to speak English only. Some people don’t like Germans over here” p.227.  Another woman even stops expressing herself like a German because “they didn’t want to hear that” p.243 and instead learns small talk, a “sterile” and “non-human” language completely contradictory to the critical and blunt German tone that she was accustomed to. But in American society, she says, “small talk protects myself in professional situations, and gives you a way out.” p 243. These people assimilated in American society but as a consequence, shed their German identity. 
     Quite the contrary, there are also foreigners who do not want to lose their cultural identity and as a result, remain isolated from American society. In Interpreter of Maladies, Sanjeev, a well established MIT graduate Indian man struggles to feel attachment for his wife. He slowly learns how American and culturally different his wife is from his Hindi background and regrets that he has not chosen one of the Indian “prospective brides who could sing and sew and season lentils without consulting a cookbook”p146, that his mother used to send in snapshots. Sanjeev is disappointed with his Indian wife’s refusal to dump the Christian icons, inability to cook and clean, and most importantly, her Americanness. As a result, he feels emotional detachment and isolation from her and grows a hatred for her and her Christian icons. He wanted to “tear down the poster of weeping Jesus, and take a hammer to the Virgin Mary while he was at it… most of all he hated it because he knew that Twinkle loved it.”  p157. So Sanjeev’s Hindi values ultimately isolated him from his wife, a representation of the American norm.
     So now things start to make a little sense. Ursala Hegi’s Tearing the Silence points out that American society does not welcome foreigners and foreign cultures unless they change to fit in the norm. And Jumpa Lahiri’s Interpreter of Maladies conveys a message through her esoteric use of language that foreigners unwilling to lose their cultural identity will always feel emotionally detached and isolated. So what exactly causes foreigners to feel isolated and detached from society? Either American society rejects foreigners and foreign culture that do not fit in its norm or foreigners don’t want to lose their cultural identity. Yet it is also true that foreigners can fit in the American norm without losing their cultural identity and vice versa if either sides were to treat each other’s cultural backgrounds and identity without condescension. 

     In the Spirit catches you and you Fall down, Doctors trying to understand the Hmong and their cultures are much more likely to perform better with their Hmong patients than those who don’t because neither sides end up pushing each other’s cultures upon them. One American doctor wins the trust of Hmong patients by willingly implementing much of their culture, using animal costumes to communicate to them, and vaccinates an entire Hmong village, an impossible task to most American doctors. As a result, those Hmong have no problem taking western medicines because they respect and understand his procedures.  On the other hand, those doctors who believe that the Hmong cultures and belief in witch-doctoring and animal sacrifice are barbaric clash with their Hmong patients. Thus one side’s arrogance and condescension cause cultural clashes while one side’s openness harmonizes two different cultures.
     At this point, I question my previous statements.  Does the American norm really exist? And if it does, does it really stand a bulwark against foreigners and foreign culture, and do foreigners really have to feel isolated if they don’t want to lose their identity?
     I’ve decided to do some research on my own to understand the “American norm”. According to the Webster dictionary, norm means “The usual or expected state” or “free from mental illness” but most specifically, “the average”. Then I researched diversity in language, religion, and medical practices. About 155 indigenous languages are spoken in the United States according to the Bilingual Research Journal and at least fifty different religions are practiced in Massachusetts itself, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Judaism. But medicine is dominated by today’s western sciences. So to some extent, a norm does exist in American society but it is also ethnically and religiously diverse. 
     I answered that the American “norm” is in fact not a norm. It is just a mumble jumble of things, at least now, analogous to a sponge absorbing everything which testifies to the racial and ethnic tensions since the beginning of English America.  Thus it is not fair to say that foreigners feel isolated from American society because they do not fit in the American “norm”. The “norm” is just open to too many interpretations. Nor is it fair to say that foreigners feel isolated from American society because they don’t want to change their cultural identity. The truth is that neither statement is true. In fact, feelings of isolation and detachment belong to the American norm and loss of cultural identity is only inflicted upon oneself.
     So I summed up all three interpretations in the books— Tearing  the Silence, Interpreter of Maladies, and the Spirit catches you and you fall down. Foreigners feel like they must change themselves because they believe in a nonexistent American “norm” and feel isolated because of the heterogeneity that differs so greatly from their own culture. Perhaps this was why the German immigrants, Sanjeev, and the Hmong felt like outsiders from the American norm.
     I realized that I, not the American “norm”, forced myself to shed my cultural identity. I stopped greeting my teachers by bowing my head because I thought the normal thing to do was say “hi” or “hello”.   And I stopped bringing Korean foods with strong aroma to my school because I thought the normal thing to eat was hamburgers or pizza. But then I soon realized that I was very wrong. Since then, I have encountered many different forms of greeting one another and popular foods that were not American. Thus, my loss of Korean identity was only inflicted upon myself.
So what exactly causes foreigners to feel isolated and detached from society? Either American society rejects foreigners and foreign culture that do not fit in its norm or foreigners don’t want to lose their cultural identity. 
Yet is it also true that the foreigners would not welcome American society if it were treat their cultural background and identity condescendingly.

But it’s not that simple. American society can shun foreigners not only physically but emotionally as well. In Interpreter of Maladies, a perfectly well-established Indian American man about to be promoted to vice president in his workplace struggles to assimilate in American society. His wife, a fan of Christian idolatry begins to 
This behavior Americanizes one. One does not simply become American overnight but slowly learns what behaviors are acceptable and which are not. One learns the fixed system in American society and eventually assimilates one’s behavior, habits, ways of communicating, and daily life to the American way.
    The point is that American society does not welcome foreigners and foreign cultures unless they fit in the norm. So unless one loses or hides his cultural habits and identity, he will always be an outsider. Yet is it also true that the foreigners would not welcome American society if it were treat their cultural background and identity condescendingly.
     For instance, a Hmong family in The spirit catches you and you fall down is hated in the MCMC hospital because they are stubborn and cannot communicate with the doctors. They are labeled as “Mongoloids” and superstitious people mostly because they oppose western medicine and believe in witch-doctoring, shaman-ship, and animal sacrifice to cure their sick daughter, all of which bewilder the American doctors. The family seldom gives their sick daughter the prescribed drugs because “they make the spirit run away” p. 52 and often distrust doctors. But the main problem is that the Hmong cannot accept the American traditions because they are disrespectful to their beliefs and the doctors find it increasingly frustrating to deal with their arrogance and weird traditions and their language deficiencies. The cultural differences lead to much misunderstanding and mutual hate for each other from both sides.
     This mutual hate also suggests that foreigners, themselves, are unwilling to fit themselves in American society if it were to treat their cultural background and identity condescendingly.
cannot fit in American society because they oppose western medicine, distrust doctors, and most importantly cannot speak English. Moreover, the family believes in witch-doctoring, shaman-ship, and animal sacrifice to cure their sick daughter; all of which bewilder the American doctors. The family seldom gives their sick daughter the prescribed drugs because “they make the spirit run away” p52, and sometimes overdose the child because they cannot read. The main problem is that the Hmong cannot accept the American traditions because they are disrespectful to their beliefs and discriminating and the American doctors find it increasingly frustrating to deal with their arrogance and weird traditions.
They are also stubborn and prefer witch-doctoring and shaman-ship to the prescribed drugs from the American hospitals. 
Understanding and accepting western medicine is a part of the American norm. But in The spirit catches you and you fall down, a Hmong family, unable to speak English or understand new technology and modern sciences, endure hardships and difficulties with American society because they do not believe in the drugs for their childprescribed by doctors.  But most importantly, the Hmong family are stubborn and do not want to accept the medicines and aid they receive from the MCAA hospitals. Instead, they rely on witch-doctoring and shamanship, a practical way practicing medicine in Hmong society, however, their decisions to disregard the medical treatments are labeled as child abuse in the medical field and the family gets in trouble. 
Hmong people have always lived in an esoteric society and rebelled against their oppressors. In The spirit catches you and you fall down, a refugee Hmong family has difficulties fitting in the American norm. 

