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To anyone who straddles between cultures and questions if—and where—they belong. You’re not alone. Come sit, stay awhile.





“The first generation thinks about survival; the ones that follow tell the stories.”

—HUA HSU






Introduction

“You never talk about your assault or your depression with me,” my father blurted unprompted as we were driving up Interstate 295 between Portland and Bar Harbor, Maine.

It was 2015, I was twenty-six years old, and we were on day two of our first-ever father-daughter trip. My dad, a stoic immigrant with a slight Indian accent and, almost always, a blue or purple pagri on his head, was sitting next to me in the passenger seat, wearing a baseball cap and tapping his fingers on his knee along to the radio’s song. He was unusually casual, and oblivious to the fact that he had just knocked the breath out of me.

We’d set out on this trip because a few months prior, my mom had mentioned in passing that she thought my dad was depressed. “He isn’t acting like himself,” she’d said. “He is unusually quiet when he gets home from work. He seems sad.” Though my mom had shared all of this nonchalantly, the weight of her words had still hit me like a ton of bricks. The word depressed—or any term even remotely referring to mental health—wasn’t used in my household. And depressed as it’s commonly thrown around by many people could depend on a situation and any given person’s understanding or assumptions around mental health.

Was Papa depressed, or was he just stressed at work? Was he tired? Was he in a stage of reflection and transition in his own life as his children became increasingly independent? Why had my mom used this specific word to describe his behavior? Did it reflect her fear over his changed behavior or her own inability to understand his thoughts and feelings? I was overcome with questions, but as per usual, I knew that it would be up to me, the family mediator—a burden I embraced and am still unlearning—to do something. I decided that spending some time with my dad in a neutral environment where we could get to know each other better without other people and without pressure would make for the best opportunity to get to the bottom of things.

You’re probably thinking, Um, he’s your dad—don’t you know him? Well, no, not really, sadly. At that point, I knew that my dad liked collecting suitcases and luggage, specifically of the Tumi variety. He liked driving his Ford pickup truck on the backroads of Virginia, where he had purchased a plot of farmland and played out his wildest dreams of being a cowboy, as inspired by the Westerns he grew up watching. I knew that as a teenager in India, he had snuck away from home one afternoon to watch Cleopatra with his best friend, both giggling their way through the nudity. I knew he believed that a strong work ethic should always be a priority, especially in youth. You can play later in life. Beyond that, my dad’s earlier life experiences and inner thoughts were a mystery. Like teeth, they needed to be extracted carefully and slowly.

Conversations with my dad had always centered around school or work, the news, religion, and, until 2019 (when I married my now husband), my future marital status. In other words, as I have found similarly among friends, he was a typical immigrant parent: laser focused on the future rather than the past. For most of my life, my dad had exerted control and stability by keeping his kids at arm’s length: far enough that we couldn’t see his vulnerability but close enough that he felt like he was taking care of us. For that matter, I had never talked with my parents about anything emotional, let alone things that were heavy and terrible. This meant that aside from the basic facts of my life, they didn’t really know me, either. We put our energy into keeping up appearances within our community and our family.

And so when I floated the idea of this trip to my dad, I was surprised that he responded eagerly. In fact, he found it brag-worthy that his adult daughter wanted to get time alone with him, a rarity in his own circle of friends. He never knew that the catalyst for my initiating the trip was worry and concern about his well-being.

And now we’d be driving up and down the coast of Maine together, sharing a hotel room and every meal. We’d have approximately seventy-two hours to fill, and I had no idea what we’d talk about. I had plans to ask him about his own emotional wellness and to learn more about his life before I was born. I was excited by what I might learn but equally nervous that this trip would somehow worsen our relationship. I felt pressure to plan our trip down to the minute, so as not to allow for any unaccounted time. I feared any lull would lead to a sudden realization on either of our parts that this trip was a big mistake. I researched different things to do in Maine’s coastal towns, coming up with multiple activity options so that I could defer to him and allow him to retain a sense of control. I came fully prepared with a list of questions jotted down in my Apple Notes app, but never in a million years did I imagine that we’d discuss my trauma, and for the first time in nearly five years at that. My whole life, I had been accustomed to hiding from my parents fragments of myself that could be considered “bad” or “unacceptable” in my family or culture, leading me to live a double life. I questioned my cultural and religious identity in secret. As an adolescent, I snuck onto AIM at night to gossip with friends and flirt with chat-room strangers in secret. I learned to explore my body and its needs in secret. I giggled at inappropriate things in secret. I struggled in secret. I was used to it, but now my dad was slowly opening a door between us that had been shut throughout my life. This trip—the first of many we would take—was meant to be about him, but he demonstrated curiosity and an interest in my life experiences that was so novel I didn’t know how to respond.

Sure, I had a desire to know my papa better, but I also feared him getting to really know me. I worried about being able to maintain my own facade and his idea of who I was—an amenable, morally proper Indian daughter. And I worried he would only be reminded of what a disappointment I was to him.

FOR AS LONG as I can remember, I have felt on a daily basis that push and pull between who I am around my family and who I am alone with my friends—a feeling ultimately rooted in something called bicultural identity straddling, which is defined by researchers as an “ongoing process of adaptation resulting from living within two different cultural influences.”1 I know firsthand the suffering, the questions, the inconsistencies, and the inner torment that come with trying to occupy two spaces at once, with having no sense of belonging to one or the other and needing to chart a path forward anyway. And I know I’m not alone. Children of immigrants are often constantly straddling (at least) two cultures, two value systems, and two sets of usually differing societal expectations. Many of us are walking a tightrope, trying to steady ourselves so as not to get devoured by the abyss below.

In truth, this identity straddling applies to anyone trying to adapt under more than one cultural influence. I, for example, am multicultural. For my first eighteen years, my mom, siblings, and I spent most summers in Kobe, Japan, where my mom grew up and lived until her marriage at age eighteen. So although both my parents are Indian, raised by Indian parents themselves, and although I grew up in the United States, I am often nostalgic for my childhood summers in Japan, where I would freely play with my cousins, who were around the same age as me.

My mom identifies as a third-culture kid; her Eastern values are rooted more in Japanese cultural norms than in South Asian ones, and she’s always been more open-minded and accepting of other norms and cultures (in part, I think, because of the international school she attended growing up). My dad, who hails from Patiala, was the first in his family to permanently move away from India, first to the United Kingdom with my mom and siblings and then to the United States. Unlike my siblings, I was born in America. My older brother, Ajay, and older sister, Chandani, were both born in Punjab and spent a few years of their childhoods in England, before my family moved to the United States, making their immigrant childhood experiences slightly different from mine, despite our growing up in the same household.

If you played back home movies from my childhood in the suburbs of central Virginia, you’d see that I did have some semblance of a quintessential American upbringing—school dances, league sports, Friday-evening binges of Nick at Nite. (Binge watching did in fact exist before Netflix.) But along with my adoption of the American lifestyle came long, and recurrent, discussions and arguments with my parents over the fact that I was “too American”—that I was losing my traditional Indian values. They felt that sleepovers and school dances were threats to my focus on education and community obligations. Male friends, meanwhile, were a threat to my purity: discussions about love weren’t even on the table until I was old enough to suitably marry.

Despite my parents’ best efforts, I did attend those dances and sleepovers, where friends and I—including other immigrant kids in the Sikh community—spent our nights talking about boys and eating fast food. We had dance parties in front of our dresser mirrors, swaying unabashedly to the American music we were usually discouraged from listening to. I even experienced first love and devastating heartbreak in high school—all behind my parents’ backs, of course. We were all unified in our secret rebellion.

Regardless of these explorations on the fringes of my parents’ boundaries and expectations, I remained constant in my role as a family caretaker. I cared too much, and in hindsight, I believe that the motivation behind that care was an innate fear of being declared unworthy and unlovable by my family. Maybe this stemmed from the pressure I felt to fit the roles expected of me, or maybe it was a personality trait I embodied. Either way, it made sense when my mom handed me the top-secret information about my dad’s wellness many years ago. She knew that she could unburden herself onto me and that I would likely do something with it.

The Need to Write This Book

We children of immigrants are navigating a new landscape and making different choices than our elders and our family members because we can. Yet we are often inundated with overt and covert messages about who we need to be in order to be accepted by our communities. We’re often chasing belonging and acceptance, seeking social reward for acclimating into both cultures, even though the sets of expectations might be diametrically opposed. Rather than exploring our own values, we begin to respond the way we think others expect us to—developing a performative identity from a young age.

Growing up, I didn’t know this was happening, much less have the words to express the internal conflict it was generating. I felt defensive and resentful, without being able to communicate why. Rather than feeling American or Indian, I was left feeling like I wasn’t enough of either one. I’m the first person in my family to be born in the West, to go to therapy and openly discuss my mental health, and to marry outside my race and religion. Being the first to do anything is incredibly daunting. I never knew if I was doing it right or making tremendous mistakes. There’s excitement and gratitude, but there’s also no one to look to for advice or help. There’s no road map. Yes, access and privilege come with being the first, but being the first can also perpetually feel like a burden. I didn’t have a close relationship with my much older siblings until later in life, which meant that I was further isolated in my own family, navigating a lot of my childhood and adolescence solo. But just as my immigrant parents don’t know what it’s like to grow up in this country, I don’t know what it’s like to move here alone. They experienced firsts, too. We all lived through trial and error. We all figured it out as we went. We all have made a mission of creating communities for those like us. Our stories are different, but our purposes are very similar—seeking betterment and belonging.

Growing up in a family and cultural system that valued traditional success and binary thinking made me hungry to learn how to be accepted and loved. At an early age, I began to devour self-help and personal-development content. I held on to every word in the Chicken Soup for the Soul books and then, later, the words of Paulo Coelho, Zig Ziglar, Elizabeth Gilbert, Cheryl Strayed, and Brené Brown. I greedily grabbed at any bits of information that would help me become my best self. Even Bollywood movies were sources from which to learn what it meant to be a “good daughter,” a “marriageable girl,” and a future “good wife.” Even more, I craved ways to understand if the feelings of inadequacy I stumbled over every day were normal, or something I could fix. The books I read helped me in some ways, giving me tools to dive deeper into my own psyche and emotional experiences. They granted me the language for how I related to the world around me, and they allowed me to explore my own motivations and desires. But in other ways, they failed me. The self-help sections in bookstores are often overstocked with white and therefore culturally individualistic perspectives. While these are important and can be helpful, they also neglect and so often invalidate the entire bicultural or multicultural experience. I often failed to find my collectivist culture or values represented in these books. I was being told how to set goals, how to be more mindful, how to have healthier relationships, and even how to explore my motivations as they fueled my individual desires. In theory, these are wonderful topics, but in practice, they didn’t seem to address how to navigate the lack of personal agency I felt over my own life. Even more, these well-intentioned messages often assumed that the individual had the access, power, or ability to do these things, disregarding systemic barriers altogether. It was like being handed the keys to a car despite not knowing how to drive. I learned some things, but I was usually left with a distorted sense of self, and I felt pressure to figure it out myself rather than tap into community and culturally informed levels of care. Now I know that this was simply due to a lack of representation, but at the time, absorbing these messages reinforced my feelings of inferiority—in turn increasing my feelings of shame and making me believe that I was not enough or that it was a me problem. Eventually, my love of books and my devotion to writing—an important outlet for me from a young age—led me to a career as an editor at HuffPost. There, I was always drifting toward subjects/stories that explored our relationships to our intersectional identities and our mental health, which inspired me to go to graduate school to become a therapist. I’ve learned so much, and it’s been an eye-opening journey, not least because of all the ways in which the field is full of gaps for people like me.

As a mental health professional, I am simultaneously frustrated and energized by the lack of representation and the lack of understanding about working across different cultures—especially when it comes to children of immigrants. The work is Eurocentric and colonial in nature—using techniques and modalities historically created by white folks—and generally posits that healing is similar for all people. Of course, there are community and systemic barriers and issues with all forms of self-care and mental health care. Some people are withheld access to health care or can’t financially access therapy. Additionally, children of immigrants may be generally discouraged from pursuing certain forms of self-care within their family systems and cultural communities. Just as I noticed these parts of my identity missing from the self-improvement content I gravitated toward growing up, in my graduate studies, I observed a lack of representation of different cultural narratives—like collectivism, focus on community, and interconnectedness—in mainstream Western self-care. Wellness has been co-opted to suggest that independence, individualization, saying no, and cutting out anything that doesn’t serve you or feel good to you is the answer. But for many children of immigrants, this is not applicable, useful, or even desirable as the outcome—and for some, it’s not even safe. We tend to prioritize community care, as we were raised in collectivist households; we must have more conversations about how community care is a form of individual self-care and individual self-care is also a form of community care. Collectives are made of individuals, and we can’t be our best selves within those collectives and in those roles if we are not also taking care of ourselves. Yet we can’t be our best selves as individuals without considering the collective and our communities.

It wasn’t until I started seeing clients who sought me out for my work on cultural negotiation, bicultural identity development, and acculturation issues that I realized how narrowly we define mental health, self-care, and self-improvement. For me and many others who grew up with collectivist values, self-improvement centers around improving ourselves for familial and community roles and relationships, not simply for personal gain or desire. Both would be ideal, but our approach to seeking personal-development care or content is to integrate our cultures and communities, not ignore them. In one culture, as children of immigrants, we are often encouraged to prioritize others at the expense of ourselves. In another culture, we may be encouraged to prioritize ourselves at the expense of others. Neither feels totally right, and this is what has propelled me into my work. What does authenticity look like? How do we hold our multiple identities at once while being well? I have also come to learn that my desire to fit in—like that of most children of immigrants—has always been a product of the systems in which I live. What we see depends on what lens we’re looking through, and I’ve spent most of my life viewing my own personal conflict through the lens of whiteness and through the lens of someone who lacked a sense of belonging—in the outside world and at home.

A study utilizing data2 from the 2015–2016 California Health Interview Survey found that second-generation immigrants—or children of immigrants—in the U.S. have almost a twofold greater prevalence of psychological distress than their immigrant parents. Not to mention that as of 2021, one in four children3 (eighteen and under) in the U.S. is a child of an immigrant. Seeking therapy and working as a mental health professional has been instrumental in helping me create a tool kit to communicate and explore my own experiences—overlapping and differing cultural factors and all. I strongly believe that everyone deserves personal growth, healing, and the option to explore what taking care of oneself means, even if they’ve never been encouraged to do so—whether because no one modeled it for them or because they didn’t have access to the resources.

BROWN GIRL THERAPY grew out of my attempt to find community and to bridge the gap that Western self-care methods and discussion had been unable to traverse. It originated from my own personal and professional identity crises around my South Asian American identity and blossomed quickly into the first and largest mental health community for adult children of immigrants living in the West. Through this work, I aim to democratize mental health, promote and destigmatize therapy, and encourage bicultural/multicultural competency for honest living. I want to raise awareness of ways in which we can decolonize therapy and mental health care—or center community, culture, family, and ancestral knowledge in our work while addressing historical and colonial trauma. For many of us, it’s hard to believe that we deserve quality care when the care doesn’t figuratively or literally speak our language, or when the people providing care are unable to see us wholly within the multiple systems in which we exist. We deserve healing, too.

Since Brown Girl Therapy’s birth in 2019, I’ve found ways to marry my passion for mental health advocacy and storytelling through consulting with media organizations, creating original curricula for workplaces, and training clinicians on working with children of immigrants. I have spoken across many Fortune 500 companies, higher education institutions, nonprofits, and mental health agencies to discuss social activism and the need for culturally inclusive mental health conversations. I even founded a newsletter, Culturally Enough, to address everyday issues and provide tools and education for anyone who holds more than one cultural identity. My work has always centered community and accessibility, and unlike the mental health field at large and many of its institutions and systems, I continue exploring ways of removing the barriers to essential knowledge that underrepresented folks deserve access to. I’ve been able to expand the way I address these issues across different terrains, and in 2021, I became a weekly advice columnist for The Washington Post, where I answer the kinds of questions about cultural and mental health struggles that I so desperately wanted to see answered when I was growing up.

Coming from community members, employee resource groups, DEI initiatives, faculty, and my fellow mental health colleagues, the ache for this knowledge has only hardened my resolve. This is my calling. And, truthfully, every time I can have a meaningful conversation about the bicultural experience, a part of me is healing, too.

Children of Immigrants Are Not a Monolith

You’re likely reading this book because you are a child of at least one immigrant parent or know, love, and/or work with one. Regardless of who you are, I want to clarify why I use certain terms or language in this book.

The U.S. Census Bureau, Pew Research Center, National Alliance on Mental Illness, and international researchers use the terms second-generation and second-generation immigrant to describe a child of at least one foreign-born parent. For the sake of consistency, I will use the same labels of second-generation/second-gen immigrant and child/children of immigrants all interchangeably. I also want to acknowledge that some of you may identify as one-and-a-half-generation immigrants, which means you were born in foreign countries and are technically immigrants but moved here before or during early adolescence, so a lot of your social, cultural, and relational experiences may overlap with those of second-generation immigrants born in their host country. Others reading this may be immigrants themselves or third-generation immigrants—grandchildren of immigrants—and may also share in some of the struggles and expectations rooted in different cultural norms and values. With all of this said, I want to note a few important things. First, of course you’re not an immigrant if you were born in the U.S. or a new host country; however, the terms first-, second-, and third-generation immigrant are used more genealogically to relate to past and present family members, and they offer context more widely to broader diasporic patterns within our families and communities—further allowing us to distinguish between generational status. Second, I have observed that different people use the adjectives second-gen and first-gen interchangeably to mean the same thing. In some cases, it is simply colloquial language that is picked up in our communities without considering the technicality of the terms. In other cases, these may be used to establish host-country generational status (e.g., first-generation American). Finally, for some, labels can be empowering. For others, they can feel suffocating or reductive in expressing how we relate to our cultures or our identities. These terms are meant to be empowering, but you do not have to label yourself if it feels oversimplified or inauthentic. You’re allowed to explore and choose how these terms serve you. This is all part of a larger discussion and of a reclamation of our own agency to take up space however we choose. We are not a monolith, despite having an overlap of shared experiences.

I never want to reduce the members of our diverse and unique communities or groups to one and the same. Sometimes, highlighting an unpleasant truth about our culture(s), our communities, our larger systems, or our families can feel wrong. I intentionally attempt to highlight specific and common struggles within these communities while holding the reality that we are not a monolith. However, I am fully aware of the ways I am trying to straddle between being honest about my own lived reality and observations and the stereotyping of our communities. I hope you’ll carry this truth and intention with you, too, as you read.

Being a child of immigrants is a unique experience, and there are myriad factors compounding individuals’ struggles—including but not limited to acculturation, parental immigration journeys, citizenship status, geographic location, language acquisition, race, and ethnicity. Even in my own family, my brother, my sister, and I had varying life experiences and family struggles due to our genders, birth orders, diasporic histories, and acculturation experiences.

According to the 2020 World Migration Report,4 more than 40 percent of all international immigrants were born in Asia, while nearly 20 percent primarily emigrate from India, China, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the Philippines. The same report found that India was the largest country of origin for international migrants, followed by Mexico and then Russia.

The United States has been the number-one destination for immigrants5 and has more immigrants than any other country. In 2019, Hispanic immigrants living6 in the U.S. made up 44 percent of the nation’s immigrants. A quarter of the U.S. immigrant population is from Mexico alone, far more than any other country. And one in five Black people7 living in the U.S. is an immigrant or a child of immigrants. Also as of 2019, Asian Americans made up8 the fastest-growing racial or ethnic identity group in the United States. The six origin groups to which 85 percent of Asian Americans in the U.S. belong are, in order, Chinese, Indian, Filipino, Vietnamese, Korean, and Japanese.

That said, the Brown Girl Therapy community spans across six of seven continents, with focus points in major cities throughout the United States, Canada, Australia, Western Europe, and, most surprisingly, India, which highlights that generational differences can become cultural differences. In late 2020, when I polled the Brown Girl Therapy community, asking where everyone’s parents are from, I received responses from over one hundred countries. It shocked me that children of immigrants from over one hundred countries relate to the content I create and the content in this book. I repeat, WE ARE NOT A MONOLITH, but we are collectively experiencing similar struggles and hardships, regardless of where our families are from.

Our experiences are going to differ in innumerable ways. My experience is going to be different from that of someone whose heritage and genealogy can be traced to another part of India, or South Asia, or Asia—let alone someone who grew up in a different geographic location, or had a dissimilar family system, childhood experience, diasporic history, or gender, sexual, racial, religious, or cultural identity than I do. There are infinite ways in which my story and experience may vary from yours. I’m a fair-skinned cisgender woman who is sometimes mistaken for white in certain spaces. As I write this, I am not a parent, and I reside in a two-income household. I am able-bodied and live comfortably in a big, liberal city. I have generational wealth that was passed down to me by my immigrant parents and my deceased grandparents, who were refugees. They worked tirelessly to ensure that their children and descendants would have more than they did. I share all of this to remind you—regardless of why you are reading this—to consider the intersectionality of your identity9—or the combination and culmination of your different identities and how they inform your level of privilege or oppression.

What to Keep in Mind as You Read This Book

As a storyteller, I believe in the power of storytelling to connect with others and empower them to step into their truths, so I approached this book with my own personal narrative as the backbone. However, prescriptive elements and guided reflections/exercises for you to dive into are available throughout and in between chapters. Take what works for you and leave what doesn’t. My hope is that you’ll return to these pages again and again as you need.

I will also break down general themes as a mental health professional and therapist, utilizing my own story and experiences to frame these concepts. Further, I describe many concepts and terms that are not necessarily unique to children of immigrants, but my goal is to deepen our understanding of how these issues manifest for this underrepresented and overlooked population. What’s more, I can’t possibly cover all the themes that are important and resonant to this community. (Trust me, I tried, but my editors told me my book was getting too long, so those will be saved for future books!) Everything I share here is based on either my own readings and career as a former journalist and current mental health professional; my lived experiences; or what I’ve learned and witnessed through building Brown Girl Therapy. I encourage you to keep reading and to keep learning, even if you don’t see yourself completely represented here.

In some of these chapters, you will find me discussing my work with therapy clients who are children of immigrants. I draw on these conversations to provide real-life examples of issues and concepts I discuss. The same is done with people in my personal life and in the Brown Girl Therapy community. Though all the figures in this book may resemble actual people, I want to be clear: other than in the case of my family members, personal details and all identifiable pieces of information have been thoughtfully obscured, changed, or combined to protect the privacy and confidentiality of my clients and people I know. If you see yourself in these pages, it is likely nothing more than a revelation of our shared humanity and experiences.

Furthermore, while some of these chapters contain evidence-based research (cited at the end of the book), some of the theories and hypotheses I discuss are backed by only anecdotal experiences—mine, those who have shared their stories with me, and the thousands of folks who respond to my polls on social media. Though there’s no way for me to vet respondents to these informal online polls, I don’t want to gatekeep the responses or stories that deserve to be told from self-identified children of immigrants. So throughout this book, I share results from these informal polls. Formal research, while a valid and necessary means of finding patterns and initiating change, takes years and isn’t always created with or by the community it intends to study or serve. Counting graduate school, my work as a therapist, and the writing of this book, I have spent years studying certain cultural issues, and I have tried to find formal research where I can. In some cases, the research is much older than I’d like, but I still share it where applicable. However, this book addresses precise and acute mental health struggles of children of immigrants, and the more particular the issue, the less formal research I found addressing it; in many cases, I found none. By building a rapidly growing community on Instagram—with over 225,000 people to date—I have the community at my fingertips. I don’t take that lightly. I claim not that these polls are empirical but, rather, that they have been intentionally performed so community members can feel less alone in otherwise overlooked and distressing struggles. The ultimate goal is to build off these for future research and work.

Embrace the Discomfort

By granting myself permission to write this book, I’ve had to reckon with my own experiences, misunderstandings, grief, and privilege. Sometimes, being a child of immigrants can feel like you’ve been set up for failure. Like you’ve been holding your breath and if you exhale, all the parts and pieces you’ve been taught to be ashamed of will tumble out. I admit that it makes me uncomfortable and scared to put this out in the world. But I know that my younger self would have reached for this book, and when I think about all the people who will reach for it now, I move past my fears. This book will highlight some of the personal ways in which I have struggled with my own intersectional identities, but it will also convey the many ways I’ve learned to love where I come from and who I am. My hope is that it can help those of you who share in these struggles to learn to reconcile your identities, cultures, and relationships, too.

I don’t believe that I can be a responsible mental health therapist without doing the work on myself, and let me be clear: I am on this journey every day, learning and unlearning alongside all of you. I hope you take this book as an opportunity to introspect as well. I urge you to please remember to digest with context. Take breaks. Process. And hopefully you can engage with others along the way. Whether you are reading this because you can relate or because you want to learn more about how a large portion of our population exists, I hope this book will help you show up with compassion for yourself and for others. Most of all, I hope it will encourage and empower you to take ownership of your own narrative. Your story is a gift. I am rooting for you.




CHAPTER ONE

Our Stories Matter, Too

In building Brown Girl Therapy and being a writer, I have been so desperate to share my story with the world that I never considered I wouldn’t be able to piece it together for myself. Memories serve as a way for us to make connections and find meaning, allowing us to create an identity by linking what we’ve been through with who we are today. For me, there are large chunks of my childhood that I can’t seem to access.

There is innumerable research out there suggesting that memory is dynamic and fallible, and that encoding and retrieval are impacted by a number of personal, genetic, and environmental variables. How can I tell a story honestly and vulnerably when I can barely put pieces of it together for myself? I’ve screamed into the void, spent years in therapy, interviewed my family, and tried to re-create situations through music, smells, and revisiting environments. I have searched for paper trails and corroboration to be able to validate why I am the way I am and what I remember to be true. The bottom line is that a significant part of my life just doesn’t exist in my brain, which stopped processing certain information because of the ongoing stress I experienced as a child. I repressed details to cope.

In an informal poll on Brown Girl Therapy, about 65 percent of 1,500 children of immigrants who responded reported that they, too, struggle with remembering significant chunks of their childhoods. Through a series of follow-up questions, I found that the common denominator was childhood abuse of some sort, usually manifesting as corporal punishment, explosive anger, and/or stonewalling. In fact, 90 percent of 2,400 respondents agreed that these were normalized as forms of discipline growing up.

This loss of memories from our childhoods, paired with the fact that many of us have been conditioned to question the validity of our experiences, is a recipe for unprocessed trauma and learned trauma responses that we may not consciously understand as adults. Many folks I’ve worked with talk themselves out of believing that their experiences were hurtful, or negative, because they don’t remember them in detail or in their entirety. A lesson I have learned as a therapist is that often the details don’t even matter. It’s the emotional impact. How our past experiences still sneak into our minds or our reactions, behaviors, and thoughts in the present, sometimes years or decades later. Many of us children of immigrants are focused on collecting every single piece of information before we can make an informed decision about what to do or how we feel. But this I know: deep down, we are just waiting for permission to take ownership of our narratives.

As a therapist, I know the effects of trauma on the brain. I know that suppressing memories because they are too painful to face may be a protective mechanism. I know that unprocessed trauma can make it difficult to retrieve certain memories. I just struggle to reconcile this for myself. For many of us, so much of doing this work—of healing from our trauma and pain—is giving ourselves the grace and trust we have so quickly granted to others. When we filter our life experiences and memories through someone else’s perspective, we betray ourselves in the name of loyalty to others. When we dismiss our own memories, we dismiss the existence of parts of ourselves. And when we search endlessly for proof or for others to legitimize our experiences and feelings, it may indicate that we are avoiding the painful, honest, whole truth of our realities.

We deserve our own love, too. We deserve to tell our stories. Life stories don’t need to be complete and finessed to be real. They’re ongoing and sometimes conflicting, and by accepting them, or sharing them along the way, we allow ourselves to grow beyond them.

Identifying Our Narratives

I have always been drawn to stories. As a kid, I could be found buried in a book, trying to make sense of or simply escape the world around me. As I got older, I yearned for connection with other people through shared storytelling, mutual listening, and empathy. I have made an entire career out of gathering and analyzing stories, as well as sharing my own. As a narrative therapist, I firmly believe that we are the sum of all the stories1 that we’ve been told about ourselves, the stories we tell ourselves, and the stories we’ve lived through—on personal and systems levels. We all have different and uncountable stories, but we tend to give more power and weight to some over others, creating what is known as our “dominant narratives.” It’s these dominant narratives that pervade our everyday lives and relationships, informing the way we perceive ourselves and interact with the world around us.

For many children of immigrants, it can feel like we are characters written into our parents’ stories rather than architects of our own. We are not taught that we are on our own individual journeys, in which directions can change and avenues we never considered might actually be available to us. Instead, it can feel like things are “just the way they are”—discouraging agency and reinforcing rigid expectations. This internalization of our societal, cultural, or familial standards and beliefs becomes our dominant narrative. Sometimes these storylines are born out of our need and desire for survival, belonging, emotional validation, and so on. To be a good Indian daughter and woman, I should be more amenable to others. Other times, they are imposed on us by either those we love and respect or those who take advantage of us and cause us harm. To be successful, I should assimilate into Western culture, rejecting parts of my heritage culture. Regardless, we internalize these narratives, and they become part of our sense of self. Narrative identity is defined2 as a person’s internalized and evolving life story. Basically, we construct—and sometimes reconstruct—meaning from our different experiences. We accumulate stories and restructure them to fit into our dominant narrative, then build our self-concept and identity around this larger, overarching narrative.

Many of the clients I have worked with sought therapy because they started to question if their dominant narratives were helping them or hurting them—meaning that they were ready, without consciously realizing it, to pay attention to their alternative narratives. These alternative narratives offer a different way to exist in the world, one that is an empowering reclamation of our truths. It’s a privilege to reach this point of self-examination that many of our parents or elders may not have had or refuse to entertain at later ages. It can take practice to recognize that this mindset—this refusal to interrogate—might be rooted in survival for our immigrant parents.

Our immigrant parents and elders carry their own internal and external stories of marginalization, inequity, and/or acceptance from gatekeepers in their new country. Every immigrant’s narrative varies and is often superimposed by larger systems that define the “good immigrant”—or the hardworking, self-sacrificing, assimilating immigrant who “deserves” to be here—and the “bad immigrant”—or the resistant, ungrateful, “undeserving” immigrant. Immigrants are often negotiating their identities and their cultures in a new country, and this process is ongoing.

Our parents’ narratives—founded in their own generational and situational norms—affect our own narratives. Many of us are our parents’ legacies: we are who we are because of their sacrifices and hardships, as the story goes. And so many of them rely on our success, not only as an external investment that they can fall back on later in life but also as an internal investment to continue the narrative that their sacrifices and choices were “worth it.” Those who chose to move to the West, like my parents, may race against the concept of regret, externalizing their fear and imposing it on us. They’re often afraid and in need of control, and if we don’t stay close to or on the paths they created for us, then we risk shattering their internalized narratives. They may not know how to handle this. (And, frankly, we may not know how to, either.)

Our narratives are personal to the way we perceive and experience our lives and relationships. However, because relationships and family—or, more specifically, our caregivers—play a significant role, how we create our personal narratives may be closely tied to our family dynamics. For instance, different types of family interactions, like collaboration or varying power dynamics, can inform the way we conceptualize ourselves, other relationships, and the world. Narratives are unique, but a commonality for children of immigrants is the imposition of our parents’ desires, needs, and expectations onto our own life stories. As such, I have theorized four common narratives that children of immigrants struggle with—or move between, depending on where they are in their own journeys:


	The aligned and dutiful narrative is applicable for children who stay on the path expected of them, and this aligns with their own needs and wants, allowing everyone in the family to feel happy and fulfilled by the chosen path. For example, one community member grew up with parents who ran a family business. They always expected him to take it over, and he had an interest in doing that, too, so when the time came, he not only fulfilled a duty but also undertook an endeavor aligned with his own desires and pursuits.

	The resentful and dutiful narrative is applicable for children who accept and internalize the narrative imposed on them despite it being different from what they really desire, causing their parents to feel fulfilled but them to feel resentful and unhappy. For example, one child of immigrants was expected to study engineering because her parents believed it to be the most stable and secure career field. They didn’t budge when she told them she wanted to pursue nursing—an equally reputable career choice. She decided to do what they wanted, partly because they would help her pay for her schooling if she listened. She fulfilled her duty but felt resentful about it. It’s important to note that this feeling of resentment may not be permanent, and many children of immigrants have come to accept and find contentment in the paths imposed on them, even if they wouldn’t have chosen those paths themselves. A common example I often hear about is the modern-day arranged marriage, where one marries someone to whom they were introduced and who is “family approved,” only to find that they discover love with this person, too.

	The redeeming and fulfilling narrative is applicable for a child who extricates themselves from an imposed narrative to pursue something of their choosing. Though it’s not something that the child’s parents or family members wanted for them, or could even conceptualize, the elders came around to supporting their kid. As such, the child was able to maintain—or restore with mutual effort—a relationship with their parents. For example, I have heard from fellow immigrant-origin therapists whose parents were not supportive of their choice to go into the mental health field, because they did not understand it. Eventually, though, they were able to teach their parents (who were also willing and curious) about the pride they have in their work, evolving the relationship. This one usually requires parents to do work to prioritize their kid’s happiness, regardless of their own expectations and desires.

	The separate and fulfilling narrative is similar to the redeeming and fulfilling narrative arc in that it is applicable for a child who extricates themselves from an imposed narrative. However, in this narrative arc, the parents don’t come around (or haven’t yet), creating a separated and detached relationship within the family, even though the child has chosen something that is fulfilling to them. For example, I have heard several stories from people in the community who chose same-sex or racially different romantic partners whom their parents didn’t accept. I have also heard stories about people who willingly chose to leave their family systems because of abuse—a difficult decision that ultimately is for the well-being of the person making it. This is a particularly painful narrative that can be initially destabilizing, and may lead to emotional and physical cutoffs in familial relationships or even temporary or permanent estrangement.



Our dominant narratives are composed of specific life experiences, or stories (like those I mention above), and they enforce certain core beliefs, or beliefs that we internalize as factual based on our lived experiences. I’m a bad son for choosing a creative career. I’m a selfish sister for not checking in more. I’m an ungrateful employee for taking this much time off. I’m a weak person for being on mental health medication. Our dominant narratives are not necessarily permanent entities, though. Instead, they are dynamic and change and evolve as we—and our relationships with others and our cultures/identities—change and evolve. In fact, we can take any experience, or story from our life, and through the pursuit of growth, curiosity, and self-awareness, we may change our perspective of it, ultimately shifting our dominant narrative. Paying attention to these narratives—where they come from, and why—can empower us to reclaim our agency. It can plant a seed of possibility for something different—nudging us to step into the gray and embrace the reality that two things can be true at the same time. This is how we begin to accept ourselves, complexities and all.


Reflection questions for you to think about your past, present, and future narratives:

PAST

Imagine your life up until now as a book.

By reflecting as a storyteller on your own life, you give yourself authorship over the arc of your narrative. You can then reflect on the following:


	What “chapters” or storylines would be a part of your life book so far? Consider which experiences or events summarize your life or your evolution as a person. Be specific and take your time with this.

	After you have some chapters noted, reflect on if, and how, they come together to align with any of the narrative arcs I mentioned above.

	If you don’t identify with one of the four I describe, what would you call the dominant narrative of your past?

	What are themes that arise in the narrative arc? Are you struggling with the same thing over the course of many years? Is there one major focus across these experiences?

	What do your overarching narratives indicate? Negativity or positivity? Struggle or triumph?

	Take a few days or weeks, and then return to this exercise. Are there stories you left out that could have changed the arc of your dominant narratives? Are there life events that you haven’t given yourself credit for? Why do you think you forgot them initially? This allows you to start considering alternative storylines that you want to give power to.



PRESENT

If you had to sum up your current dominant narrative in three to seven words, what would they be? Reflect on what’s coming up for you. What feels especially salient for you right now? What is impacting the narrative you are living through? It can be a particular struggle—maybe something you’ve been navigating for a long time and can’t shake—or a particular success. Now ask yourself:


	Is your current dominant narrative positive, neutral, or negative? Why?

	How does this narrative fit into the bigger context of your life story (think about the PAST exercise)?

	Are you aligned with any of the four narrative types mentioned above?

	How is your current narrative internalized from other places, people, or sociocultural expectations? These may be related to a narrative imposed on you.

	Are you content with this dominant narrative? If not, what—and how—would you want to change?



FUTURE

You meet your future self. You can decide how far in the future. Now consider:


	What are they like? How would you describe their sense of self, their character, their priorities?

	What are their relationships like?

	What’s important to them?

	What are they struggling with? What have they learned?

	How have they evolved?



By considering these questions, you imagine an aspirational narrative. What does this mean for the present you? How does this future narrative compare with or differ from past or present narratives you have subscribed to or currently subscribe to? What core beliefs may be holding you back from reaching this aspirational narrative? What alternative storylines do you want to imbue with power in order to align with this aspirational narrative?


Confronting the Reality of Our Narratives

By the time I was ten, my family had moved to our third and final home in suburban Virginia, and because of the significant age gap between us, my brother, Ajay, was out of the house in college and my sister, Chandani, was about to be. I felt a lot of emotional distance from each of my family members, especially my siblings. In part, this was because my parents didn’t nurture our relationships with each other, but it was also because of our age differences. At ten years my senior, Ajay was more of a fatherlike figure—often mediating cultural and generational discussions between my parents and me—and Chandani, seven years older than me, was in her own world; though I wanted to be included in her life, I felt like I was just an annoying little sister for much of my childhood.

I was often made to feel bad for not being more like my brother, outwardly confident and obedient, or my sister, outwardly carefree and low maintenance. I was emotional, sensitive, and hyperaware of my surroundings. It’s easy to show the physical and physiological needs that were met—and I am grateful for these!—but I also felt emotionally bereft. I’d been consumed by obsessive thoughts and fears and sadness for most of my young life, and I wished I could make it clearly visible to my family. I wanted to arrange it all on a platter and say, “See! This is what I mean. This is what is happening to my insides. Acknowledge it!”

I can’t speak for my brother or sister, who are closer in age to each other, but for me, it was very normalized to be living this separate life. I didn’t know what was happening in their lives, and they didn’t know what was happening in mine. We joke now as adults that we had different parents growing up. From my perspective, they had the more attentive, joyful, present father, while I had the more absent, controlling, volatile father. Though my siblings spent a few years of their childhoods living in India with extended family present—and going through more similar life stages together—I spent my childhood solely in a new country, and it seems likely that our parents’ relationship and mental health statuses changed as they navigated being new immigrants. All of this likely affected the differences in how we were parented. Regardless, we had, and still have, very different relationship needs—something that has never been explicitly acknowledged in my family. Of course, as an adult with a different and more intimate relationship with my siblings, I have learned that they, too, struggled in their own ways with our parents, and that we are all on our own journeys of exploring what emotional safety looks and feels like. It’s easy to filter our relationships with our siblings through the lens of how we were parented (rather than how they were) and how we perceive their experiences (rather than how they actually experienced things).

Looking back as a therapist, I know that kids are intuitive and internalize the stress in their homes, even if it’s not explicitly directed at or communicated to them. As such, they usually need extra attention and nurturance, especially because they will naturally blame themselves for the distress or conflict they are noticing. I wasn’t emotionally needy—I was emotionally neglected. Now, I don’t blame my parents for their lack of attention to my personal and individual emotional needs. I know that they did the best they could. I know that I will always be endlessly grateful to them. I also know that I wish things had been different for me. Being loved is different from being nurtured or accepted.

The way I processed my neglect was by retreating to my room often, by default spending as little time with my family as possible. I often felt like I only had myself. I learned how to entertain myself, but I craved intimacy and hungered for emotional nurturance in ways that I didn’t get and didn’t know how to ask for. My family members all describe the younger me as some version of aloof and indifferent. It made them feel bad when I’d retreat, and I remember that I, too, always felt bad—like something was wrong with me—for not wanting to invest in my familial relationships growing up. But I understand now that it shouldn’t have been my responsibility to initiate or sustain those relationships as a kid, especially as the youngest. I didn’t know—and couldn’t have known—what I know today about the role of a parent and the needs of a child.

In fact, in my work, it’s very obvious that many children of immigrants are dealing with the fallout of not having their emotional needs met when they were growing up, and many still don’t realize this is something they struggle with. For a child of immigrants, it can be incredibly hard to discern between different needs. You may reflect and realize that some of your childhood needs were met, while others weren’t. Here are some examples for you to consider:


	Maybe you were fed, clothed, and monetarily provided for (which is huge, by the way!). But were these needs also used against you through guilting or shaming to secure obedience, submission, or deference?

	Maybe you were protected from external harm (bullies, strangers, and harsh environments). But were you also given safety and protection within your family system when a family member acted in harmful ways?

	Maybe you were praised when you hit milestones and achievements, but were you also encouraged to simply try, do your best, and have fun?

	Maybe you were provided with stability through holidays, religious community, and honored traditions. But were you provided with stability in terms of communication and access to connection with your parents/caregivers?

	Maybe you were loved and supported through endeavors that were acceptable and respectable in your parents’ eyes. But were you shown curiosity and support when you had different desires or opinions?

	Maybe you had the physical space to attain some privacy and attempt to work through your own struggles. But were you also encouraged to talk through your struggles openly, and/or were you comforted when you were sad?

	Maybe you were told stories about your ancestors’ resilience and strength to fortify your identity and connection to your roots. But were you also encouraged to explore what identity means to you and express it in ways that felt authentic to you?

	Maybe you were rewarded and validated when you performed well or played a certain family role. But were you also punished severely when you made an honest mistake or given no clarity on why consequences were imposed?




We can honor, acknowledge, and show gratitude for all the ways we were loved and provided for as kids, and we can recognize that there were limitations on how other needs were, or weren’t, nurtured and met. Both can exist at the same time.

Repeat after me: I am not needy. I am just someone with needs that may not have been met.


My sister recently apologized for not always being there for me growing up. We talked about how my reputation as the “problem child” is deeply embedded in our family narrative. I was called naughty and did not know how to emotionally regulate when things got hard, often leading me to lash out. When I would try to turn to my siblings during times of intense conflict between me and my parents, their first question would often be: “What did you do?” My sister admitted that sometimes it was easier to consciously agree with this dominant family narrative than question it. All I ever wanted was for my family to recognize and acknowledge how alone I felt as a child and as an adolescent. I know that my sister and I were able to have this conversation because of the work we have mutually done on our relationship—as sisters but even more as chosen friends. By revisiting our separated and personal relationships with our parents as adults, and our lived experiences as kids, we have been able to acknowledge each other’s struggles. We agree that not being more involved when we were younger was a missed opportunity, but we’re here now.

A few months ago, my mom found some old files that included a letter I wrote to her when I was probably in my late teens. It was an apology for “being a bad kid” and “never being able to do anything right.” My mom laughed it off. “You were such a problem child!” she exclaimed heartily. I got off the phone and cried. My parents’ inability to tend to my emotional needs had created a narrative that I carried with me well into adulthood—one that is still painful, though no longer paralyzing, for me to revisit. Now, through my mental journey and as a therapist, I know there’s another side to that coin, and I have new language to express that alternate narrative: “Or maybe I didn’t feel safe. Or loved. Or wanted. Or secure,” I wanted to say.

As a child of immigrants, I have been loved fiercely, but I have also come to learn that like many other second-gen kids, I was loved in pieces. I was fed, clothed, and monetarily provided for, but manipulation, guilt, and shame were inflicted to command obedience and submission. When you are loved in pieces, you are taught that parts of yourself are unworthy and unlovable. That sticks with you. My parents measured my goodness and judged my intelligence through a particular frame of reference. They (consciously or not) focused on the parts of myself that they believed would make me stronger, smarter, and more successful—all in the ways they understood these qualities based on their own experiences. Their hope was that they could ultimately steer me to the three s’s that drove their thoughts, fears, and decisions: security, safety, and stability.

As an adult, I’ve had to learn how to tend to those neglected parts of myself, nurturing them as I wish they were nurtured when I was a child. I didn’t have access to books or education or social media that captured my intersectional experiences when I was younger. I didn’t know that what I was thinking or going through was shared by others. So I continued to swallow the pain and the discomfort, convinced that I was the problem.

What Is Normal?

I always perceived how my parents treated me and each other as “just a part of my culture”—probably because my parents have defaulted to this excuse when I try to speak up about something that feels unhealthy or unhelpful. More recently, I asked my mom if she remembered throwing American at me like a bad word when I was growing up—hurling it at me whenever I went against the culturally approved expectations that came with being an Indian woman or daughter. I was outspoken, not easily controlled by my parents—no matter how hard they tried—and I was emotionally expressive, hard to keep quiet. “Sometimes there just seems to be a cultural difference,” she responded, as if defeated.

I asked members of the Brown Girl Therapy community what normalized aspects of their heritage cultures or families they personally perceived as harmful and dysfunctional. Out of hundreds of replies from folks with different backgrounds, the most common were machismo, or masculine pride and patriarchal norms; not talking openly about problematic issues in order to maintain a facade that everything is fine, good even; being forced to respect undeserving elders; the expectation of duty to the family at any cost; and maintaining abusive familial or spousal relationships to keep the peace.

In considering what is normal within a family, we must question how this impacts the family’s functioning, and in considering how a family functions as a system, we must also be willing to explore how it doesn’t function. In the mental health field, family dysfunction is categorized by different traits. Common examples are role confusion, rigidity, lack of emotional cohesion, control, conflict fraughtness, perfectionism or unrealistic expectations, secrecy, harmful communication patterns, instability, and conditional love. Function/dysfunction of a family is also compounded by chronic illness, substance use, domestic violence, addiction, emotional neglect, and/or abuse.

What may be considered dysfunctional for one person in the family may actually be functional for another. For instance, if you have a family member who continuously starts arguments, feels attacked, and/or gets defensive, this can feel incredibly frustrating to other members who are interacting with that person. Other members who interact with that person may feel this is a dysfunctional aspect of their relationship, but for that person, the behavior serves the function of avoiding vulnerability and exerting some semblance of control (even if it’s false control). We also have to explore how power is perceived, experienced, or regulated in the family system. For instance, in many immigrant families, power is reserved for elders and men. As such, it’s these members who can often “get away” with certain unhealthy or harmful behaviors.

When I asked members of the Brown Girl Therapy community if they would label their upbringings or family dynamics as dysfunctional, 57 percent of 6,491 said “yes,” while 33 percent said “somewhat.” I wish I were surprised, but I’m not. Many community members, clients, and children of immigrants are constantly navigating the line between toxicity or dysfunction and what has been normalized in our own families and cultures. Dysfunction is how you define the impact of your family dynamics on yourself, but as I have come to observe in my work with children of immigrants, some of the most common forms of dysfunction in immigrant families are rigidity; clearly defined or differentiated hierarchies and rules/expectations; hypercriticism; corporal punishment; emotional neglect; and substance abuse by a parent. In fact, when I listed these in an Instagram poll, 91 percent of 6,007 said their families of origin—or the family units in which they


Normalized Trauma














	What are the power dynamics in your family? How does this impact the way your family functions as a system?

	How and when is love freely given or withheld in your family?

	Has anyone ever gone against what was considered “normal” in your family? What happened, and how did other members react?

	What is missing or lacking in your family system or, specifically, between certain family members that you wish existed?

	Have you ever talked to anyone in your family about how your family functions? If so, what was that like?

	Do you feel safe being vulnerable with your parents, siblings, or other family members? Why or why not?

	How do you contribute to how your family functions or dysfunctions? Be honest with yourself.

	Whom did you live with growing up, and how does this impact the norms in your family?

	How—and when—do your family members communicate with one another?

	How are fear, shame, anger, and guilt utilized in your family?
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Changing Our Narratives
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