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The New Generation Gap
By Barbara Kantrowitz and Charlene Dy

he dreams of parents and children often clash,

I but the conflict can be especially painful in first-
generation immigrant families where the parents

have made enormous sacrifices. Lisa Sun-Hee Park, an
assistant professor in the Ethnic Studies Department at the
University of California, San Diego, says that every family
that moves to the United States to provide opportunities

for their children shares a remarkably similar story. The
focus is almost always on the future, with little mention of
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the circumstances that compelled them to move. And even
though the parents are the ones working 12-hour days, the
children are also under intense pressure to perform in ways
that will justify the parents’ sacrifice: study hard, get into
top schools and choose careers that offer financial stability
without considering personal fulfillment.

The contrast between parents’ dreams and children’s
realities can be particularly acute for daughters who have
grown up with almost infinite opportunity in the wake of
the feminist movement. Their mothers often came from
countries where opportunities for women were severely
limited, which makes the daughters’ choices even more
inexplicable. May Lugemwa’s family left Uganda and the
tyranny of Idi Amin when she was 7, ultimately settling in
Birmingham, Alabama, where her father was studying for a
Ph.D. in biochemistry. Her mother, a math teacher, stood in
line for hours to make sure May was enrolled in a progres-
sive grade school. Later, May was accepted at Harvard,
where her parents encouraged her to study math or science.
May complied at first, majoring in computer science. But
then she switched to Visual and Environmental Studies,
where she concentrated on film, much to her parents’ bewil-
derment.

The struggle to reconcile personal fulfillment with
familial obligation is common in this generation of immi-
grant daughters. Sparlha Swa, 27, for one, believes that
following her bliss is the best way to honor her mother’s
sacrifice. Juliet Hart brought her three children to the
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United States from Jamaica for the opportunities. Sparlha
and her brothers were straight-A students, and she went on
to major in anthropology at Stanford. Sparlha held a series
of jobs but soon found she could make money heeding her
passion for music. She’s now a singer-songwriter, and has
performed around the world.

Sometimes, mothers are called upon to do more than
merely accept their daughters’ choices. Going against the
traditions and beliefs of their community can be devas-
tating, as Irshad Manji’s mother, Mumtaz, 62, knows first-
hand. Her 39-year-old daughter has been hailed as the face
of modern Islam, largely because of her controversial 2004
book, The Trouble With Islam, a call for Muslims to make
their faith more tolerant, especially of women.

Although Mumtaz sometimes wishes her daughter were
more conventionally observant, she sticks by her—even in
the face of opposition from members of her mosque. “Until
this day, there are so many people who don’t talk to me,”
Mumtaz says. “But who cares? My daughter comes first.”
Even when beliefs clash, love and loyalty endure.

——From Newsweek, Jan. 21, 2008
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