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CROSSING
1 HE DIVIDE

In our multicultural society, reconciling the traditional
expectations of immigrant families with those of their adopted
culture can be a heartwrenching tug of war. Sarina Lewis
spoke to those who have found a way of balancing both

PHOTOGRAPH: ANDREW COWEN

Yeojin Bae is the archetype of cross-cultural surety and glamour.
The internationally lauded designer, acclaimed for her distinct blend
of subtle sex appeal and chic classicism, is herself the model of
elegant poise. Of course, there are the luscious locks and perfect,
near make-up-free complexion that speak of Bae’s Korean heritage.
But there’s something more. A quiet confidence. A surface stillness
hinting at a creative depth below.

“The one thing that [ was always aware of from quite a young
age was that I had a definite level of maturity that was perhaps
above other kids my age,” admits the 36-vear-old, chatting openly
on the line from her Melbourne home, “and part of it came from
having parents who didn’t speak English as fluently.”

Born in Korea, Bae relocated to Australia as a creatively driven
five-year-old whose parents were seeking a better life. The move
taught her much, most powerfully, the importance of a strong
sense of self as a tool for future success. “My parents knew that
[ wanted to be a fashion designer and they wanted to encourage
that,” Bae says, showing pride in parents who allowed her to find
her own wav to self-determination despite the cultural clash it
provoked. “They allowed me to ... go full-time into fashion studies
even though there were whispers in the Korean community that
[ had been allowed to leave high school earlier, which is quite

a0

unheard of. In a sense my parents really rebelled, and had that
confidence in me to create my own path.”

Of itself, self-identification is as dithcult a personal process as
many of us are likely to ever experience. But what happens when
that rite of passage is clouded further> How much more difhcult
does selt-discovery become growing up against a backdrop of
cultural clash? How to reconcile disparate identities when family
and society fail to share the same cultural footprint?

As social issues go, it is one that, in Australia, looms large.
Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006 census data (reviewed in 2009)
recorded more than one quarter of Australia’s population as having
been born overseas. Then take into account the number of second-
generation children born to immigrant parents and the topic of
cross-cultural identity resonates.

Self-labelled Iralian-Australian psychologist and lecturer at
Deakin University, Dr Josephine Palermo has spent her career
in organisational psvchology understanding the intricacies of
creating balance when it comes to culture and self-identity. Needless
to say, she shows little surprise at some of the stories of identity
confusion I recount to her as we chat over the phone.

“Culture is very ingrained,” explains Palermo. “It’s the
expression of a set of values, attitudes and behaviours; a set  »



‘ ) Media Monitors
-

STAY CONNECTED

Media Monitors Client Service
Centre 1300 880 082

Copyright Agency Ltd (CAL)
licenced copy

»

Vogue Australia, National
01 Apr 2012

General News, page 228 - 3,053.40 cm?
Magazines Lifestyle - circulation 50,119 (Monthly)

ID136867761

PAGE 2of4




STAY CONNECTED

A Media Monitors
[

01 Apr 2012

Vogue Australia, National

General News, page 228 - 3,053.40 cm?
Magazines Lifestyle - circulation 50,119 (Monthly)

Media Monitors Client Service
Centre 1300 880 082

Copyright Agency Ltd (CAL)

licenced copy

e

ID136867761

of shared meanings across a group derived from our upbringing,
our socalisation, our tradicion and our history.” Think of the

way in which we ear, our views on religion and our belieks on how
individuals should funcrion within society, It%s when our home
values are at odds with societal values thar the path toward
self-derermination can become an obstacle course of internal
conflict and misunderstandings.

“When we studied people whao crossed cultures we actually
know ... some people cope with that confhict by deliberately
switching from one culture ta the other depending on the
situation,” she recounts,
describing this “alternarion
model” akin to having a foot
in each culrural camp. “You
often get stories of girls who
perhaps feel like they can't
share everyehing with their
parents or family members
because they are doing things
in the mainstream culoure
that their tamilies wouldn®
understand, They don't try to
resolye the boundary ar afl.
There is no enmeshment,”
Palermo says the end result
is aften emaorional distress
ar maintaining such a
sophisticated social charade.

As an academic at the University of Western
Sydney’s Centre for Cultural Research, Dr James
Arvanitakis has seen first-hand the confusion this can
cause, “I had a Turkish student wha was an awesome,
hard-core feminist,” Arvanitakis recalls, “but when
her dad arnved home from work she would - withour
even thinking — make him coffee and bring him his
slippers.” Wrestling with the challenge berween her
feminist ideals and the cultural docrrine of “being
a good daughrer is symbolic of what a lot of people
experience in that situation™,

Those like Bae are fortunate. Although certain
rraditional attitudes present in her family home could
have created conflict {“as we got a bit older the level of
discipline thar our parents were familiar with definitely
came through™}, her parents’ willingness to allow their
daughrers o tread their own paths in a mixed cultural
landscape meant that, for her, connecting the dots between her
Korean readitions and her Austrahian adapradons was a jovous
journey of self-discovery,

Bur Bae’s experience is not everybody's. A triend and | were
recently talking food and habies when the conversation veered
toward a mare personal commonality previously unexplored, that
of an upbringing balanced between rwo culrures. As we took turns
painting for the other the small details of our lives it became <lear
that, while the broad brushstrokes shared lintle in common, the
resulting portrairs bore a stunning resemblance.

Certainly my Anglo-Ukrainian girlfriend and T had war stories
to share: for her the incredibly high expectations of academic
achievemene that formed an intrinsic part of the Ukrainian-
Australian experience carried over as a result of the persecurion
suffered by Ukrainians in their homeland. For me, it was the
internal strugele as 1 railed against the heavy rradition of familial
duty that is such a parr of my father’s Indian culture but so foreign
within the fabric of the Anglicised socicty in which we lived, It was
a riring rug-of-war. Atrempting to reconcile parental expectations to

Amanda
Nguyen

“It was being in a
crossfire between the
values your parents
held and the culture
you were exposed to

at school and on TV
and in magazines”
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cansistently pur home life first was the spark igniing an enduring
internal conflice: the good, ghedient girl who was called for by
traditicnal Indian culture locked in argument with the Avstralian-
raised young woman who saw nothing wrong with asserting
independence and eking out a separate identity, paying no heed
to famihial expectations,

Ultimarely, the conflict between dury and desire was one worth
enduring, Psychologists suggest that, at least in parr, our self-
identity is defined through the eves of others, The looking-glass
where reflected views and opinions of those around us help shape
personal identity through our decisions 1o
either accept or discount what we see and hear.
Culeure, in a way, is what we bounce off. Like
many other children of immigranes, my
reflections could be incredibly disjointed.
Sminorhing eur the craters of contradiction,
while a complex process, ulumarely creates
a greater depth of
understanding and
resilience,

“Culture and self-
identity are all about
looking at yourselt
in relative terms,”
Arvanitakis agrees.
“How vou cempare.
How you see yourself
with orhers and how
vou think others see
you, s a Hexible
thing, which makes
it really exciting and
fantastic bur also
quite challenging and
threatening. You begin
ta go: “Well, which of
these smorgashord of
culrures really defines
who lam?" ... not enly
an internal perspective
but alse how do
people see me.”

It a minefield
Amanda Nguyen
knows well. Born
in Vietnam to Victnamese parents, the now 28-year-old relocated
to Awstralia at eight months old. Despite having ostensibly grown
up on local shores, Nguyen found her traditional home life lead
to years of personal scrugele as she attempred 1o reconcile che
seemingly hopeless disparity of the two worlds (n which she lived,
There was confusion as that teenage desire ro embrace pop culture
butted heads against Vietnamese teadition: open dialogue versus
respect for elders; the right of self-expression of the individual
clashing with the sanctity of tamily.

“It was really being in this crossfire between these traditional
values thar your parents held and this incredibly different and
contradicting culture that you were exposed to ar school and on
TV and in magazines,” recounts Nguven, admitting she wenr
through a stage in high school of dyeing her hair blonde, wearing
light-coloured contact lenses and even attempting skin whitening 1o
nullify the obvieus difference in appearance that existed berween
herself and the Anglo-Australian faces around her.

Of course, a cross-cultural upbringing isn't all soul-tearing
darkness: rogether NMguyven and | laugh abeut the small spatf, such
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as coveting 4 casserole at a friend’s home as an "exotic” meal away
from the nightly dose of spice; brushing over family eraditions that
could appear too “ethnic” o Aussie friends. Palermo gets i, Her
voung self was prone to cringing when her mother attempted
conversations in lralian with her while out in public (*1 was scared
that someone would hear and know that [ wasn't Australian™),
Palermo explains the conflicr as arising out of strong messages

of assimilation sent out by the dominant culture.

“The message we get from sociery’s reference points is thar the
only way to selve this cultural conflict is by assimilating,” Palermo
says, explaining that this model leaves no room for nuance. “You
either stick to your traditional culture or vou become quite like ‘an
Australian’. People.can become quite distraught because in the long
term this is not a workable solution for them.” There is little ease ro
be found in operating outside the dominant culture in which one
lives, Just as forfeiring
traditional cultural
birthrights often results in
feelings of emptiness further
down the track.

Yer Arvanitakis is
quick to point out that the
challenges in creating a self-
determined culrural blend
are exacerbated by the
fluid nature of Auscralia’s
dominant cultural landscape.
“We have this official palicy
of mulriculturalism and
I think the problem is that
multiculturalism is easy to
define on paper but it's
actually quite difficult ro
live,” he ventures. *Because
it's still so-alive and so fresh
there are no clear goidelines
as to whar that means.”

Born 1o Lebanese
Christian parents, Sarah
Chrisrie well understands the
conundrum. Her family’s
strict traditional upbringing
within an “ethnic enclave” meant the opportunity to merge
the cultures of her home and her country was never presented.
*Everyone | associated with was a Lebanese Cacholic like me,”
she laments, citing her education in a2 Lebanese Catholic schoal,
her artendance at the family’s traditional church and the absence
of associanion with any other ethnically diverse friends. Tt wasn't
until meeting her future husband, an Anglo-Australian, at 17 that
the impetus o reser her boundaries was found.

It was a turbulent time. Her détermination to create 4 more
elastic cultural framework caprured her family’s artention:
frightened by her friendship with a man outside her community,
Christie’s parents were shocked into allowing her more freedom,
*“They started letting me go out a little bit more even though for
them thar wasn'r proper ladylike behaviour,™ she recalls, recounring
how her parents hoped that this new independence would
discourage her budding relationship.

“That was the real crix of change,” says Christie, noting her
parents had always expected her to miarey and remain cloistered
within the Australian Lebanese community. “They said if [ married
this guy it would be poison. It was a massive deal for my parenrs.”
As it was for her; her then-boyfriend (now husband) was the spark
that sent the 25-year-old on her current path, one that attempes to

[can] appreciate
- the beauty of
Asian culture,
the European
histo
oyfulness with
Jthyeflaidback
attitude here
in Australia”
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merge the best of both her cultural worlds, Itis a paint ar which
maost of us ulrimarely arrive: after years spent bartling to compute
the diverse (and often opposing) calrural messages received from all
guatters, the recognition occurs thariris only in blending the two
that contentment will be found. “The way that the conflict is
resolved is called aceulturation,” Palermo explains, referencing

a term that refers to the merging of two distinet culmres,

“It means vou can absolutely still feela pare of your awn
culture, adopt some of those values, but you're doing it from a
mare critical space. 5o you might adopt some of those values that
work for you in your new situation, in other words, in your second-
generation situation,” she emphasises, “but some of those values
you might decide aren’t working for you are not used to form part
of vour self-identity. Instead you adopr some of the Australian-
based shared meanings as part of yourself as well.”

For Mguven, it has meant holding on to the
traditional Vietnamese focus on respect for marriage
and the family and merging it wich Western culture’s
encouragement of making our own individual voices
heard (“there is not a lot of ourward expression
of emotion or feelings in Vietnamese culture™ ).

Similarly Christie expresses her pleasure ar
“finding a place in the middle”, jusras I have:
the heavy emphasis on respect for elders is.one
I understand and now try to pass on to my own
children, even as I vow to lift the cloisters on family
life that I railed against as | was growing up. For
many like Christie, it is 2 fraught process.

“The challenge is
14 . just learning to find that
My Chﬁld?ﬂen pertect balance and
it's a challenge that
is constant,” Christe
argues, noting chat
CONSISTENE EXPOSUTE 10
her desire for change has
allowed her parents to
lose some of their fear
and embrace a new
version of their daughter,
who has reshaped the
family’s cultural mould.
“First | challenged it
being a uni graduare
whao just wanted to go
out or wanted to rravel,
Then I challenged it
by marryving someorne
who was not the
same culrure.” Now
she savs that challenge
connnues as the prospecr
of children enters the picture and rnow she and her hushand
negotiate just whar halance of Lebanese-Australian culture their
own houseliold will settle on,

For her part, Bae is taking it one step further. Marred o a
Frenchman, the Korean-born, Australian-bred fashion leader is
looking forward to-an altogether different creadion. *1 think how
exciting it’s going to be to have someone our there — my children -
who can appreciate the beauty of the Asian culture and the history
and jovfulness of the European culture with the laidback kind of
artitude here in Australia,” she muses, emphasising the value o
suciery in raising open-minded individuals with flexible culrural
understandings. “1 think: "Wow, we're kind of in for a trear.’” =
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