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Harvard Essay
Author: Anonymous

“In all of us there is a hunger, marrow-deep, to
know our heritage. To know who we are and where we
have come from. Without this enriching knowledge,
there is a hollow yearning. No matter what our attain-
ments in life, there is the most disquieting loneliness.” 

- Alex Haley

As a child, I convinced myself that the way to
happiness as a Chinese immigrant in America was to
assimilate into society. I was so successful that my
ethnicity was the only alien factor—I adopted an
American name, ate pizza, watched cartoons, but I was
still Chinese. To me, being Chinese meant not having a
Great-aunt Edna who made fabulous cookies and cool
parents who had been hippies. I didn’t even know all my
aunts, and my parents were too serious. In my pursuit
for conformity, I refused to acknowledge their shame-
fully tragic experiences, and cocooned myself in com-
fortable ignorance. I repressed my subconscious desire
to connect with China because I wanted to be wholly
American. But instead of disappearing, it festered qui-
etly over the years.

This nagging feeling became excruciating when I
hit my teens. Like many, I struggled with my failure to
identify with anything, and it was compounded by my
apple-pie existence. I didn’t know how to remedy this

until I discovered Alex Haley’s quote. I finally under-
stood that my “hollow yearning” and “disquieting lone-
liness” lay in the ignorance of my heritage. Who was I in
the context of humanity? As an adopted child yearns
to discover her identity, so I wanted to uncover mine,
which lies in the past, in the lives of my family and the
Chinese people. I interrogated my parents about their
lives, and read volumes of Chinese history and litera-
ture. I now understand why my father left middle
school at the age of 12. Why his father committed sui-
cide during the Cultural Revolution. Why my mother was
sent to reeducation camp. Why her mother was sen-
tenced to hard labor in the countryside. Understanding
these tragedies makes me more aware of my individu-
ality and the importance of my heritage. They are not
haunting memories, but forces that make me who I am.
My heritage is not shameful but enlightening.

China became alive to me because of this new cul-
tural consciousness. When I went there again, I was no
longer a rich American tourist like before, but one of
the populace. I visited the countryside, lived the reality,
and truly connected with my Chinese culture. I
belonged. Now, I am extremely proud of my ethnicity
and cultural beliefs, which give me a double perspective
on life. I strive hard in school, because unlike students
in China, I have open class discussions, beautiful facili-
ties and a free education. I value possessions, because
I have more than Chinese peasants have in countless
lifetimes. I value life, because many of my family and
other Chinese have died prematurely from hardships. I
recognize my unique potential as a Chinese-American
to build a bridge of awareness between China and
America. I am no longer a disillusioned child without
direction, but a determined young woman brimming
with self-awareness.

I love my Chinese heritage. China’s culture, people
and history—they are my culture, my people and my
history. If America is the adoptive mother who raised
me, then China is the birthmother whose mysterious-
ness teases me. By building upon my American experi-
ence and delving deeper into my Chinese heritage, I
hope to enrich my future with more diverse perspec-
tives and greater direction.
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“Too Easy to Rebel”
Anonymous

College: Harvard University

In my mother’s more angry and disillusioned
moods, she often declares that my sisters and I are
“smarter than is good” for us, by which she means we
are too ambitious, too independent-minded, and some-
how, subtly un-Chinese.  At such times, I do not argue,

for I realize how difficult it must be for her and my
father—having to deal with children who reject their
simple idea of life and threaten to drag them into a
future they do not understand.
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For CSAUS members

For my parents, plans for our futures were very
simple.  We were to get good grades, go to good col-
leges, and become good scientists, mathematicians, or
engineers.  It had to do with being Chinese.  But my
sisters and I rejected that future, and the year I came
home with Honors in English, History, and Debate was
a year of disillusion for my parents.  It was not that they
weren’t proud of my accomplishments, but merely that
they had certain ideas of what was safe and solid, what
we did life.  Physics, math, turning in homework, and
crossing the street when Hare Krishnas were on our
side—those things were safe.  But the Humanities we
left for Pure Americans.

Unfortunately for my parents, however, the secu-
rity of that world is simply not enough for me, and I
have scared then more than once with what they call
my “wide” treks into unfamiliar areas.  I spent one
afternoon interviewing the Hare Krishnas for our
school newspaper—and they nearly called the police.
Then, to make things worse, I decided to enter the
Crystal Springs Drama contest.  For my parents, acting
was something Chinese girls did not do.  It smacked of
the bohemians, and was but a short step to drugs,
debauchery, and all the dark, illicit facets of life.  They
never did approve of the experience—even despite my
second place at Crystal Springs and my assurances but
acting was, after all, no more than a whim.

What I was doing then was moving away from
the security my parents prescribed.  I was motivated by
my own desire to see more of what life had to offer, and
by ideas I’d picked up at my Curriculum Committee
meetings.  This committee consisted of teachers who
felt that students should learn to understand life, not
memorize formulas; that somehow our college prepara-
tory curriculum had to be made less rigid.  There were
English teachers who wanted to integrate Math into
other more “important” science courses, and Math
teachers who wanted to abolish English entirely.  There
were even some teachers who suggested making
Transcendental Meditation a requirement.  But the
common denominator behind these slightly eccentric
ideas was a feeling that the school should produces
more thoughtful individuals, for whom life meant more

than good grades and Ivy League futures.  Their values
were precisely the opposite of those my parents had
instilled in me.

It has been a difficult task indeed for me to rec-
oncile these two opposing impulses.  It would be sim-
ple enough just to rebel against all my parents expect.
But I cannot afford to rebel.  There is too much that is
fragile—the world my parents have worked so hard to
build, the security that comes with it, and a fading
Chinese heritage.  I realize it must be immensely frus-
trating for my parents, with children who are persis-
tently “too smart” for them and their simple idea of life,
living in a land they have come to consider home, and
yet can never fully understand.  In a way, they have
stopped trying to understand it, content with their own
little microcosms.  It is my burden now to build my
own, new world without shattering theirs; to plunge
into the future without completely letting go of the
past.  And that is a challenge I am not at all certain I can
meet.

Comments by 2 Harvard teachers:

1. This is a good, strong statement about the
dilemma of being a part of two different cultures.  The
theme is backed up by excellent examples of the con-
flict and the writing is clear, clean, and crisp.  The
essay then concluded with a compelling summary of
the dilemma and the challenge it presents to the stu-
dent.

2. A masterful job of explaining the conflict of
being a child of two cultures.  The writer feels strong-
ly about the burden of being a first-generation
American, but struggles to understand her parents’ per-
spective.  Ultimately she confesses implicitly that she
cannot understand them and faces her own future.  The
language is particularly impressive: “It smacked of
Bohemian,” “subtly un-Chinese,” and “a fading
Chinese heritage.”  That she is not kinder to her parents
does not make her unkind, just determined.

Source: 100 Successful College Application

Essays. 2002. Compiled by The Harvard Independent.

New York, NY: New American Library.  Pages 91-93
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Jian-ping Huang, Principal
Raleigh Academy of Chinese Language
(919) 363-5613 (o)
(919) 469-2500 2453 (o)
frankjp@earthlink.net


