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Asia - Backward or Culturally Rich? 

When one thinks of Asia, an immediate stereotype comes to mind of poor and backward country. 
Western public blames most of this 'backwardness' to the strong sense of culture and ritual in Asia. 
Although the tradition in the Eastern countries may not be seen as worthwhile to the melting pot of America, 
it is this that provides the Asians with their identity. Such a rich source of ideas, knowledge and history 
should not be left behind by anyone who has been part of the Asian tradition. 

For centuries, Asian countries have had their own distinct histories. Through wars, leaders, heroes 
and disasters, these histories have shaped much of the activities of the Asian populace. People in the East 
have always believed and obeyed what has been passed down to them as the opinions and practices of their 
ancestors. They have adopted them as a source of guidance for their own lives, and have benefited much 
from its advice. Together with practices and rituals, these histories form traditions among Asian nations 
which hold a deep value within their communities. 

Recently, with the fast-paced development and the changing attitudes of the 'modern West' , there has 
been little tolerance for cultures and tradition. Not only has the West itself dropped many of its cultural 
practices, but is also enforcing such changes among the Eastern nations. Western opinion claims that the 
traditional attitudes and practices of the East are limiting its development into a modern, industrial complex. 
As the Western populace has experienced, the drive into industrial development and expansion needs for 
everyone to let go traditional bounds that restrict their social activities. Prime examples of this are the way in 
which religion and marriage have depleted in importance for the Western populace. It is in this method that 
the West encourages the Asian countries to 'develop and prosper' . 

However, it is precisely the culture and practices of past traditions that provide Asia with its character 
and importance. The distinct practice of traditions and ceremony provide much of the infra-structure and 
identity that Asian countries are so valued for. Asian hand-crafts, dresses, lifestyles and community are 
exactly the source of richness that the West envies in Eastern societies. 

Thus the ideal of industrial development cannot involve a depletion in tradition. If traditions were to 
be abandoned, then a very impersonal, asocial lifestyle would develop within the society. Although not 
completely so, the U.S. and many other countries have suffered such deterioration in their modern bustling 
metropolises. Thus, what is needed among Asian countries is modern development without the devaluation 
of culture and tradition. While it is important for a country to be industrially competitive, it is equally 
important for the society to retain a well-ordered structure. 

"Asians are a minority in Ameri~a, 

but,-the niajprity of the world." 

Hamza Suria 
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Comments 
Even though many good points were raised by the latest ASA Newsletter, I felt that many issues were 

left unsupported and ignored. To begin with, the definition of American bust be specified. American, in and 
of its self cannot define a national origin, heritage or "race" if you will. Even "native" Americans, though 
popularly thought, are not indigenous to this continent. Thus, an American can only exist by citizenship, not 
by an ethnic or cultural connection. Besides the fact that this is obvious in our history, let alone law, debate 
still continues concerning the alienation of minorities, namely Black, Hispanic, and Asian groups, from 
mainstream America, namely the Euro-white populous. Of particular concern is the notion that a non-White 
can never truly be or feel a part of American culture and can never play a role in enriching a developing 
American tradition. My argument is that America is the only country-in the world where ethnic diversity is 
accepted, encouraged, and vital both in the foundation of this country and in its future . My recent foreign 
study in Germany has ever more so solidified my belief. 

If you are not German, you cannot be German. Obvious? Perhaps not to us. A non-German is still 
alien in Germany, no matter how long he lives on German soil, how well he speaks the German language, how 
much he eats German food. The term Auslander [out of the land] , the German word for foreigners , typifies this 
philosophy. A person not part of the German, geographical, genetic pool is not native to the land. A Pole is 
still Polish, a Russian is still Russian, an Ethiopian is still Ethiopian, never German. This scenario seems to 
exist for the rest of Europe, in fact for the rest of the world. These countries can be defined by a specific 
heritage, specific by color, race, tradition, perhaps religion but, above all, a specific homogeneous, cultural 
makeup. By contrast, an American can only be defined by his citizenship. 

America is the only truly sovereign nation that has been founded purely on immigrant migration. There 
is no true , ethnic American "blood"; no pure, distinct, genetic pool; no heritage corresponding to a specific 
geographical area. Indeed, what makes Americans American is the bond shared in upholding fundamental 
American ideals, namely the principles branded in our Constitution and Bill of Rights: equality, justice, 
sovereignty, democracy, fraternity, liberty. This bond is expressed in our citizenship and hence allegiance to 
the principles of which this country must be held in the highest admiration and be accepted in true spirit. 

Unfortunately, many do not have a conceptual understanding of equality, and still hold animosity 
toward "foreigners" a term which holds a variety of prospects. A non-white is just as foreign to many 
Americans as a white-European who does not speak English . Therefore, racism is by rio means limited to a 
color or specific heritage, rather is defined by an individual hatred of an individual against another. Racism 
towards Asian heritage exists as does racism towards Whites from Asians, as does racism towards "fresh off the 
boats" from virtually every cultural group. This idea could be extended to farmers being hostile toward 
urbanites or urbanites holding negative feelings about small town farmers. Racism is rooted from the ignorance 
of an individual, not necessarily society. An entire society, or in this case a specific populous, cannot 
automatically be assumed to be inherently racist. In no way is this a defense of racism, instead it is meant to 
show that racism and hostility exists in a variety of forms. Before claiming others to be racist we should take a 
long, hard look at ourselves and realize racism may not stem from racial reasons at all, but instead, from our 
personal jealousy or ignorance. 

Regardless of what racism exists, the citizenship of an American can never be taken away. And it is 
precisely this citizenship that allows Americans to live as individuals, thereby being able to keep a certain 
heritage or tradition. The real flavor of America exists entirely from its immigrants, frankfurters , China towns, 
spaghetti, pizza and tacos (just a few trite yet important examples). Can American food be defined? All of 
what is and keeps America America stems from immigrant productivity, mentality, and above all influx. 

The advantages immigrants have in America, therefore, are far greater that immigrants in other 
countries. Here we have the opportunity to assimilate (become an American citizen and thus American) 
without losing our cultural identity. In fact , the keeping of tradition adds to the flavor and enriches American 
culture as a whole. This diversity is the resource which has fueled this country's growth from its birth. Simply 
by being oneself the individual adds to the productivity and hence enrichment of the country. 

Vishal Bansal 
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Indian by Blood but American at Heart 
Our visits to India, both in the present and in the past, made us realize the vast advantages we have in the United 
States, Kamala, made her first and most resent visit of the two of us, this past December. For her the experience not 
only gave her a better understanding of her father's childhood but it also showed her the basic values that he was raised 
with. Sejal visited India at the age of fourteen. For her, the experience provided her with a view of life in India, where 
her parents grew up, and a time to get to know her family's background. The trips also allowed the both of us to realize 
what it is to "feel" Indian, and understand what the Indian culture curtails . 

Kamala 

I found my experience in India to be one that will always be 
a unique one in my life. I was very excited to meet my relatives 
and as soon as my sister, brother and dad arrived we were 
greeted by a "million" people who were all my relatives . I was 
so tired from the 16 hour plane ride that I just wanted a bed and 
a shower. However, the comforts and luxuries of home were 
not there to greet me when I arrived to my relatives house. I 
was prepared for the differences but since I had never actually 
been there I was a little uncomfortable. I stayed with my aunt, 
uncle and cousins. I thought it was neat how close knit the 
family was since my mother's extended family lives in the 
Philadelphia area and I am not used to having relatives live so 
close together. The strangest thing for me was knowing that I 
had relatives that live so different from me. Our lives are so 
different that it is better to just laugh, as my dad translates 
everything, and play games rather that talk about my American 
life. They had no idea how I live here and it is very hard to 
relate to them. Only 3 of my relatives spoke English so 
naturally I was closest to them. 

I also came to realize how spoiled I am, and my sister and 
brother seemed too immature to accommodate to the lifestyle 
there . When we were younger India just appeared to be a far 
away place that I knew nothing about except that I might get 
sick if I go there. So when my father said he would like to take 
us there I was apprehensive but excited. I did not get sick but 
spent time eating authentic Indian food cooked by my aunt and 
getting to know my relatives. Of course, the trip was also fun 
when we went into major cities like, Delhi, and shopped. I 
noticed that my sister and I would get excited when we saw 
something that would remind us of home. When we saw how 
inexpensive the Benetton store was we were whisked away from 
the purpose of the trip. I noticed that even though we were in 
India we didn't leave behind the superficialities of our lives 
here. I noticed that we bought everything that looked 
"American" and couldn't get past the cheap prices. And when 
my aunt tried to dress us in Indian attire we liked the ensembles 
that most resembled our American style. This just shows me 
how little of the Indian culture I know about or am a part of. 

This stems from the fact that while my father was at work 
my American, Italian mother raised us with the values her 
parents gave her. So when I was in India I didn't feel that I fit 
in with my relatives since they live in a culture that I know 
nothing about but of which I only belong because of my father. 
I don't think that it is too late to learn about or be a part of my 
father's culture but I know that I will never be fully integrated 
into the Indian culture. When I was in high school my father 
took me to an Indian event where I met kids my age who were 
Indian. I remember feeling very uncomfortable when a girl 
commented on my lack of knowledge about being Indian. 
Presently, I don't mind comments on that topic because I am 
the person that I am and I am not going to feel guilty about the 
way I was raised even if many Indian people disapprove. I have 
decided to learn about my father's past at my own pace and will 
still look forward to visiting my relatives and learning a little bit 
more each time. 

Sejal 

I found my visit to India to be an experience very different 
from life in the United States. My family back in India is very 
well off, and therefore I had many of the comforts that I have in 
the United States. My food was always prepared by the cooks, 
and my laundry was dry cleaned daily. I had a "chauffeur" 
who would take me to wherever I wanted. When I was bored I 
could watch television, or even pop in the latest movie release 
from America. I was extremely pampered and much of the 
daily activities was centered around my wants. 

Although my relatives love me very much, I still 
feel.. .different. I do not fit in with them nor will I ever fit in 
with them. I cannot relate to the culture or their attitudes 
towards everyday life. This puts me in somewhat of an odd 
position. I have to relate to my Indian heritage while growing 
up as an American. This created a lot of conflicts growing up. 
My parents were very protective and reacted to certain things in 
totally "weird" ways. After going to India, I talked to my 
cousins about some of the stuff. They however were not even 
phased by my parents reactions. Slowly I began to understand 
this is the way of life in India. I may not be able to accept some 
of it, or even a lot of it, but you act according to your 
surroundings. My surroundings were in America, and maybe 
my relatives felt this, and thus treated me like an American. 

Back here in the United States, I tried to understand my 
heritage. I took classical Indian dance lessons, went to the 
temple, and attended Indian holiday celebrations. However 
even this didn't help me feel more integrated. It is a weird 
situation. I went from one culture to another almost every 
weekend. It wasn't until my last couple years in high school 
that I realized that I just didn't belong in the Indian culture. I 
was not at all embarrassed by it, it is just that I just don't feel 
comfortable with it. At times I feel a little jealous of those who 
are able to easily integrate themselves within the Indian culture 
while living their entire lives in America. I mean they have the 
best of both worlds. Here I am, not able to accept the "Indian" 
way of life, but then again not totally being accepted in the 
"American" culture. I know my being Indian has no impact on 
the way my friends treat me, but it is something that sets me 
apart from millions of others. I know that something sets apart 
each individual from another, but for me it was not something 
that I had any control over. Someone may be an athlete and it 
is their skill that sets him/her apart. For me it is not something 
I had to work at, or something I gained, it is who I am. I love 
India, I love the people in India, I love my relatives in India, but 
I belong to America. 



Loose 

Hi. My name is Manish (Ma neesh). I'm a rising 
sophomore health science/psychology double major here at "K". 
I could write about stereotypes, I have written about curry, but I 
think I'll write from the heart instead. My only request of you is 
that you read this as slowly and carefully as I have spent time 
putting into this . .. 

I came to "K" thinking that the place was very diverse - and 
it is -just not compared to my hometown Ann Arbor. I quickly 
had to adjust and meet people. My "party" trick and redeeming 
value is my ability to read palms. I helped me to meet half the 
people I met in Harmon that first day. I learned it in India - the 
land of culture and family. My aunt reads palms and opened my 
eyes to the powerful forces which compose our destinies. 
There's truth in that, and it's fun too .. . I did learn a bunch of 
things when I was in Indian. I learned that I do, in fact, have a 
family. That's always been a strange thing for me when my 
friends were having Christmas and Thanksgiving- I didn't have 
anyone to really go to. But when i was in India things were 
different. People cared to learn who I was, people cared to show 
me what is right from wrong, people laughed when I laughed 
and cried when I cried -I think I can now truly say that I did 
experience the miracle of what the Gods have to offer ... 

And so I'm back at "K" trying to identify into a culture that 
recognizes the fact that I'm Indian. That's really cool. In fact, 
when I go the India they realize the fact that I'm American
wait! Not so cool anymore. Exactly who am I then with this 
double-identification loss? I think I've figured it out a little. I 
took cultural anthropology and interviewed other "Indians" like 
myself and came across an entity. I found that I'm Indian and an 
American. I'm my own formation of both where I've taken the 
best things that I've learned from both. Hinduism has a lot to 
offer me, and I take what I can. I've learned Sanskrit and I listen 
to songs and know stories and movies. it's really a neat 
dimension ... 

And so I'm flung back into life where my parents want me to 
grow up in 1960's India . It's 1990's here. There's kind of a 
culture difference. What to do? I'm not really sure. I fought 
and made myself strong in the process. We now listen to each 
other because we've reached communication and understanding 
- maybe. I'm trying to help them parent my brother and sister. 
I do what I can. Things look optimistic due to compromise ... 

they do on this campus too . I see people talking and a lot 
more being done about race relations . Communication 
exterminates ignorance and thinking critically challenges cultural 
contexts and precepts. Lucky for all of us people are becoming 
more enriched in the process. Understanding "colors" life . It's 
why I say you must be proud of who and what you are and show 
courage and conviction with your actions. It's how you learn 
about yourself and ultimately achieve that inner solace .. . 

A.S.A. Newsletter) 

Associations 

About enlightenment and happiness then. That is I think what 
most people want. You see it in so many people and places: 
Gandhi, Mother Theresa, a friend's smile, the supporting eyes of 
a confidant, and even Franta Bass. Now I don't know Franta 
personally, but Franta wrote something that I think you should 
hear: 

I Am A Jew 

I am a Jew and will be a Jew forever 
Even if I should die from hunger, 
never will I submit. 
I will always fight for my people, 
on my honor. 
I will never be ashamed of them, 
I give my word. 

I am proud of my people, 
how dignified they are. 
Even though I am suppressed, 
I will always come back to life. 

Franta is a child who wrote this poem during the Holocaust. 
It touches my soul to see that even a child can understand what 
the truth really is. I think it's all about liking yourself and then 
liking others. For me it's when I check "other" and specify 
"human" as my ethnic background. We're all people, right? 
Rodney King did say "Can't we all just get along." People don' t 
realize how loaded a statement that really is . . . 

So I'm now on in the summer. Being a part of a very active 
summer quarter as race relations do go. They've selected me as 
the representative to run the Asian Student Association. A task 
I'm proud to take on. It's not all the time your given an 
opportunity to touch the lives of the people around you in a 
positive way . . . There really does need to be a base or forum for 
people to talk and empathize with people who have been in 
similar kinds of conflict. Let's make that our school as a whole . 
The conflict is unn~cessary. Those things are sad. It makes me 
think about the anonymous letters in the summer. Were those 
just made to make people angry? I wish there was something I 
could do for the person - maybe there is. I'll talk to the person 
if he or she wants to talk to me ... 

So I'll leave on positive things. Life consists of being happy 
over good things that work. Let's make peace and love for 
humanity work. Let's make understanding and compassion 
work. And finally, let's make Kalamazoo College work for all of 
us (that's what really matters, right?). 

"Your race and ethnicity may outline you, 
but you inner pride and strength defines you." 

Manish Garg 

A.S.A. 
Asian/ American Students Association 

All of the articles submitted to this newsletter are the expressed viewpoints of the individuals. They in no way reflect 
the views of the group as a whole . 

I would like to thank all those people that have made A .S.A. what it is today. I would also like to specifically thank 
those professors and faculty that have supported the issues surrounding multiculturalism and would urge them to 
continue . A special thanks goes out to Kevin Sievert and Dr. Love for keeping the organization going and spreading the 
message of peace and awareness and love for all. 

Any questions or responses can be made to the A.S .A . box located in the basement of Hicks. 
Thank you, 
Manish Garg 




