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Abstract

There are a few thousand Indian families living in St. Louis at the present time.
Most of them came here in pursuit of higher education and a better life. Now this
population is growing old. Here most of the Indian women are working outside of
their homes. Their lives are totally different than that of their mothers and grand
mothers. The values they grew up with in India are totally different than what they
are experiencing in America. Most of the Indian population has made a home in
America; they are growing old here and are going to retire here. The goal of this
study is to learn the issues of immigration that are of concern to Indian women. The
interview conducted for this purpose has brought up different interesting issues,
which concern Indian women. This paper will report on the results of the interviews
and discuss the immigration issues in general, background on Hinduism, and the

issues that concern Indian women.
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CHAPTER I

Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to review information regarding immigration
issues in America, both from the point of view of the American and the Indian
immigrants. The literature review includes discussions of history of immigrants in
America, current immigration policies, multiculturalism, Asian immigrants,
Hinduism, and also the techniques of interview. This paper addresses the concerns
of all the immigrants in general on different immigration issues. Specifically, this
paper describes some of the immigration issues of Indian women and their
concerns on aging in America and whether to build a retirement home for Indians
in different parts of America. This paper also presents the summary of interviews
of six Indian women. Similarities and differences of issues amongst Indians and

other immigrant groups are also addressed here.
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CHAPTER 1

Literature Review
Aging Immigrants
It is quite interesting to learn about immigration issues of aging population in
America. People have come from all over the world to America in search of a
good and comfortable life. Their beliefs, cultural background, and education - all
play important roles in adjusting to the new country and finding what they are
looking for. Except for elderly Jewish immigrants, the other immigrants came here
when they were young and now they are going through old age. It is a learning
experience to learn about the ways they deal with getting old here.
History of U.S. Immigration
Immigration was a potent political issue well before the official birth of the
United States. Wars with France and Spain extended England’s New World domain
south to Florida and east to the Mississippi River. The Crown needed more people
to farm the lands won in the treaty of 1763, and to refill its treasury after the war
with new taxes. Even with this Britain chose this moment to cut down on America’s
immigrant flow. Some scholars think a shift in the migrant flow from English to Irish
and German settlers prompted Britain’s actions. From thirteen families, who arrived
in Philadelphia in 1683, the number of German immigrants increased to an estimated
100,000 by the time of the revolution (Cox 1-17). In any case, among the reasons

for separation cited in the 1776 Declaration of Independence were the “Crown’s
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restrictions on migration to America and refusal to grant English citizenship to
people of the thirteen colonies” (Cox 12).

According to Cox, the single largest ethnic group forcibly incorporated into
America were Africans sold into slavery. Between 1619 and 1808, when Congress
banned the trade, thousands of unwilling black men and women were shipped to
America as slave labor, mostly for the South’s rice and tobacco-growing areas.
When the Civil War broke out in 1861, the slave population had grown to a very
large number (Cox 40-41).

In 1790 the federal Congress set standards for naturalized citizens. This 1790
Naturalization Act restricted citizenship to a “free white person” who lived in the
United States for at least two years. Over the next few years, changes in the
naturalization law made it possible to extend the residency standards up to fourteen
years, then back to five, in order to control the immigrant vote (Cox 20-21).

Non-citizens were directly affected by a package of 1978 laws that historians
put together as the Alien and Sedition Acts. Under these laws, the president could
order deportation or mass imprisonment of immigrants deemed dangerous to the
safety of the country. The naturalization part of the package required a fourteen-
year residency period, banned “enemy’ nationals from citizenship, and kept the color
bar. Only because of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1868 former
slaves and their descendents gained naturalization rights (Cox 21). For Asians, race
blocked this path to citizenship until well into the twentieth century. Anti-immigrant
hostility, known as nativism, affected almost everybody. Nativism infected some of

America’s founders. Benjamin Franklin criticized German immigrants for being
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clannish, ignorant, and preferring their own language to English. He stated that the
“Pennsylvania State Assembly would need interpreters because elected
representatives lacked knowledge of the English language” (Cox 22).

The Chinese farmers, who came to California in the 1840s in search of gold and
to work in mines, eventually immigrated in large numbers. With an eye on a cheap
source of labor, the officials supported 1868 treaty with China that allowed
unrestricted immigration of its people. Famines in the province of Canton added to
the growth of the railroad, mining, and agricultural jobs, and nearly 200,000 Chinese
immigrants entered between 1861 and 1880. It was the first large-scale movement of
Asians to America (Cox 25-26).

Like the first Chinese, the initial Japanese who came to the United States were
migrant laborers, including some students, who hoped to make their fortune and
return home. Between 1885 and 1907, some 157,000 Japanese contract workers,
many sponsored by the government in Tokyo came to Hawaii’s sugar cane fields.
Racial tension erupted in 1906 when the San Francisco school board ordered that
Japanese children must be taught in segregated classes. The Japanese government
objected and President Theodore Roosevelt, labeling the act “a wicked absurdity,”
persuaded the board to reverse its ruling. Even though individual states set some
standards, until 1882 immigration was not restricted. In 1882 Congress restricted
immigration by suspending imported labor from China, and federalizing control and
responsibility over all immigration. From 1881 to 1930, around 27.5 million

immigrants entered the country legally through United States ports (Cox 27-29).
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There are three legal methods for entry to the United States. The first method is
when a person goes to an U.S. Consulate to apply for a visa, the second way is to
try to actually enter a port of entry, and the third way is when an Immigration and
Naturalization Service official rules for political reasons (Merritt 45).

More than 10 million immigrants landed in the United States between 1905 and
1914, and three quarters of them were processed through New York. The National
Origins Act of 1924 set numerical limits on people coming from specific countries
(Cox 30-33).

Essentially Ellis Island was a sort of factory for manufacturing Americans,
transforming emigrants into immigrants. “You put an Irishman, a Ukrainian Jew, or
an Italian from Apulia into one end of the production line and at the other end-after
vaccination, disinfection, and examination of his eyes and pockets an American
emerged” (Bobber 15).

Admission to the United States was strictly controlled with each passing year.
In 1917 Congress passed the Literacy Act, which required immigrants to be able to
read and write in their native language and also obliged them to take various
intelligence tests. The inspectors at the port of entry worked hard and made sure
with the help of their interpreters to obtain necessary information from the new
arrivals. Immigrants also made an effort to learn English and tried hard to become
part of the new country. Many immigrants hoped to acquire names that sounded
American. For example a man from Berlin became Berliner, Vladimir received

Walter as his given name, first name Adam became Mr. Adams, a Skyzertski was
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transformed into Sanders, a Goldenburg into Goldberg, a Gold became Goldstein
(Perec & Bober 11-18).

Illegal immigrants from Europe who came in through Canada and Mexico were
a growing problem, so the 1924 law also funded the Border Patrol. From 1931 to
1970, some 7.4 million settlers took permanent residency. Weakened by recessions
in the 1970s and 1980s, the United States felt the impact of refugee families running
away from Asia and Central America causing dramatic growth in illegal
immigration. Between 1970 and 1991, almost 13.7 million immigrants were given
permanent residency (Cox 34-39).

According Lutton & Tanton the 1965 Immigration Act provided that as of July
1, 1968 every year the U.S. government would make available 120,000 visas to
persons born in the Western Hemisphere. “This was the first time limits were placed
on immigration” from the Western Hemisphere (Lutton & Tanton 106). Another
170,000 visas were allotted to person born in Eastern Hemisphere countries, with a
limit of 20,000 per country (Lutton & Tanton 107).
Current Immigration Policy

Congress is attempting to update immigration laws. The Senate has already
passed a bill and the House of Representatives are now deliberating on a version of
its own. When the President approves these laws, it could be the most important
action taken by the U.S. government. American society will be greatly changed by
this and this action would significantly influence any number of powerful issues,

from competitiveness to national purpose (Long 142).
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Immigrant policy critically affects the peace and prosperity of the U.S., both
domestically and internationally. The immigrant flow to this country is about
650,000 a year, including legals, illegals, and refugees, it amounts to an annual
increase in the population of only about one-fifth of 1 percent (Long 143). In 1993
the Census Bureau projected that in the next fifty-seven years that population in the
United States will reach 392 million and 53 percent would be white, 23 percent
Hispanic, 16 percent black, and 10 percent Asian-Pacific Islander (Cox 108-109).
Even with this according to medium-variant projections by the Census Bureau, at
current levels of birth, mortality, and immigration, the U.S. over the next 50 years
will experience relatively slow population growth, then no growth, and then decline.
Even immigration moderately higher than the current level would leaves U.S. on
slow-growth path in the next century (Long 143-144).

Political considerations certainly shape refugee policy. One of Reagan’s last
presidential acts was to transfer 7,000 slots marked for refugees from Vietnam,
Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos for the next year to Soviet Jewish immigrants. The
1980 Refugee Act mandates those asylum rulings are independent of U.S. approval
of the foreign government in question. They argued that following the Act would
actually reduce immigration, by excluding those who, though coming from
dictatorial states, are in fact economic refugees. For cities on the asylum route, the
burden can be big. In Dallas, some 50,000 Salvadorans are straining the resource of
food banks and shelters. Los Angeles is coping with as many as half a million

Salvadorian illegals. In 1988, the federal government provided $347 million to aid

64,000 official refugees (Long 12-13).
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The U.S. has taken in nearly a million Southeast Asian refugees since the war ended
in 1975. More than 500,000 were Vietnamese; the rest of them are Laos and
Cambodians. Mainland Chinese have lately immigrated to the U.S. at the rate of
about 25,000 annually. Only close family members of U.S. citizens are exempt from
country-by-country quotas. The rest receive priority ratings according to their
relationship with relatives already in the country or their professional skills. Once
rated, they must wait their turn until their number comes up, this can take years. For
example a spouse of a Philippine resident alien can expect to wait 7 years before
being admitted to the U.S. Would-be immigrants with no relatives in the U.S. and
no scarce professional skills can still qualify by proving that they fled their home
countries because of political reasons (Long 104-106).

People who proposed the Immigration Act promised that the revisions would
not result in a flood of immigrants from the Third World. Nearly thirty years later,
Peter Brimelow, senior editor at Forbes, wrote “Every one of these assurances
proved to be false. Immigration levels did surge upward—they are now running at a
million a year” (Lutton & Tanton 107). Eighty five percent of the 11.8 million legal
immigrants arriving in the U.S. between 1971and 1990 were from the Third World,
44 percent from Latin America and the Caribbean, 36 percent from Asia—and from
one country: 20 percent from Mexico. The hidden loophole primarily responsible for
this phenomenon was that immigrants could bring in relatives outside of the limits
set by the 1965 Act. This loophole remains open today (Lutton & Tanton 105-108).

In the spring of 1980 Congress passed the Refugee Act, “which was supposed

Lo provide refuge for people unable to live in safety in their homelands and in
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genuine need of a safe haven” (Cox 13). It left the door wide open to fraud and
abuse. During the Carter Administration, a blue ribbon commission led by Father
Theodore Hesburgh, former president of Notre Dame, studied the growing
immigration crisis.

Finally after years of debate, Congress passed the Immigration Reform and
Control Act (IRCA) in 1986. IRCA was used as a measure to control illegal
immigration. It provided “employer sanctions” which penalized employers who
brought in illegal aliens to do the chores for them. This was designed to eliminate
the jobs that were attracting illegal aliens. But Congress did not grant necessary
money for the Immigration and Naturalization service to enforce employer sanctions
and other immigration control measures (Lutton & Tanton 110-111).

On November 29, 1990, President George Bush signed another new
immigration Act. In response to claims that the nation faced a “labor shortage,” the
annual immigration limit was raised from 530,000 to 700,000 through February
1994 and 675,000 later. It expanded legal immigration by almost 40 percent. As a
result of this 1990 Immigration Act and other legislation, over a million legal
immigrants, asylees and refugees were admitted in 1992 (Lutton & Tanton 108-
116).

In 1986 an amnesty program was set up to legalize those people who had been
living unlawfully in the United States before 1982. The Amnesty program is more
effective than the “employer sanctions”. Four out of five beneficiaries of this

Program came from Mexico (Cox 13-14).



Srikanta 10

There are arguments against having immigrants in

America. According to George F. Keenan, an American

diplomat and foreign policy expert, ‘although the United

States is traditionally a nation of imxrﬁgfant, current social

conditions demonstrate that there are limits to the number

of people the country can accommodate. A continued

dependence on cheap labor imported from poverty-stricken

countries threatens to re-create Third World conditions in

the United States. Immigration should be reduced in order

to preserve America’s environment, culture, and prosperity

relative to less developed countries’ (Barbour 17).
According to Peter D. Salins, a senior fellow of the Manhattan Institute for Policy
Research says immigration debate should center not on how many immigrants to
admit, but on which immigrants to admit. Rather than discriminating based on
family ties, skill levels, or U.S. foreign policy interests, the United States should
allow immigration on a “first-come, first-served” basis (Barbour 72).

La Resistencia is an organization that opposes restrictions on immigration and
violations of immigrants' civil and human rights. U.S. government is protesting
immigrants with its harsh and unreasonable policies. Immigrants are falsely blamed
for burdening the American economy, but the truth is that U.S. policies oppress
immigrants. Because immigrants are denied civil and human rights, they are abused
by the Border Patrol and exploited by U.S. employers. Moreover, U.S. policies

create the economic and political conditions that push immigrants from their home
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countries in the first place. The government must be opposed in its attack on
immigrants. According to an LA County study cited in an LA Times article
(8/13/93) immigrants in the county generated $4.3 billion in taxes to all levels of
government in 1991 and 1992. Health, social and justice related services provided
to them, as well as to the children of illegal immigrants, amounted to $947 million,
and country school districts spent another $1.5 billion. The net impact: a positive
contribution of $1.85 billion. It is an outright lie to claim that immigrants take
more out of the system than they put in (Barbour 108-109).
Immigrants’ contribution to America
Immigrants currently make up about 8 percent of the U.S. population, half of
what it was during the peak immigration years at the turn of the century. The impact
of immigrants is uneven and enormous. Immigrants tend to live near other
immigrants, a handful of cities and communities are home to most of the country’s
immigrants. More than quarter million legal immigrants settled in California. “Of
these immigrants some 90,000 moved to Los Angeles County. Although 54 percent
of California’s immigrants hail from Asia, nearly 47,000 Mexicans accounted for the
greatest number of immigrants from any one country” (Mills, et al. 31-33).
Immigrants’ contributions to this country are recognized when it is said that the
United States is a nation of immigrants. U.S. hospitality to Asians over the years
has been amply rewarded. Beyond the famous immigrants who have soared to
prominence, computer tycoon an Wang, superconductivity genius Ching-Wu Chu,

architect I. M. pei, among many others-the anonymous masses by and large have

integrated well into U_S. society. They have demonstrated the classic attributes of
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the upwardly mobile: hard work, perseverance, respects for education. Southeast
Asians who arrived between 1975 and 1979 were paying well over $170 million in
federal income taxes annually by 1986(Long 100-103).

There is also a notion that somehow letting immigrants costs Americans jobs, but it
is not true. According to the Director of immigration policy and research,
immigrants create more jobs than they take away (Long 104-105).

The U.S. congress and various immigration experts have been arguing over as
how to evaluate potential immigrants (Fortune, May 9, 1988). The argument is
basically between those who want to continue favoring immigrants with relatives in
the U.S. and others, citing national interest, who contend that U.S. should copy
Canada by admitting only immigrants with desirable skills. Senators Edward
Kennedy (D-Massachusetts) and Alan Simpson (R-Wyoming) recently drafied
compromise legislation that would retain most family preferences while increasing
the numbers that could be admitted as “independent immigrants” with needed skills
(Long 106-107).

For Americans who want to take advantage of the situation for better economic
ties between East and the West, the pacific boom will carry growing opportunity.
Asian studies in the west region have indicated that Asian culture will become
increasingly influential in every thing from business and politics to law, education
and the arts. It is spreading to the east also. The ports of Long Beach and Los

Angeles handled 58.6 million tons of cargo in 1986. Asian money is fast

transforming many other parts of the country beyond L. A. As their numbers
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increase, Asian-Americans are sure to overcome cultural differences and become a
more unified political force (Long 112).

Many Asian-Americans are forced to endure anti-Asian bigotry, ranging from
ignorant and insensitive remarks to stereotypical portrayals of Asians in the media,
to name-calling, on a regular basis. Asian-American groups are also the frequent
victims of hate crimes including vandalism, assault and even murder. Although
incidents of bigotry and violence against Asian Americans are reflections of a
broader national climate of ethnic, racial, and religious intolerance, they are also
reprehensible outgrowths of ingrained anti-Asian feelings that reside to a greater or
lesser extent among many members of American society.

‘Bigotry might diminish over time as successive generations
of Asian-Americans become more assimilated, moving out
of concentrated neighborhoods. The generations that lived
through three wars in the Pacific are giving way to one that
associates Asia with Sony Walkman and Honda Accords.
For some American businessmen, however, familiarity
breeds respect’ (Long 114).

Dan Stein, an executive director of the Federation for American Immigration
Reform (FAIR), says that America needs some recovering time before allowing any
more immigrants to enter this country so that American government can control
cultural fragmentation, ethnic tension, and declining living standards (Barbour 21).

According to Pat Buchanan, a syndicated columnist, immigration is altering the

racial composition of America; by 2050, whites may be near a minority.
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Consequently, American society is becoming increasingly divided along racial lines.
The ethnic tension in America could cause break up of America such as
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. America needs some “time out” plan on
immigration in order to allow recent immigrants to adjust (Barbour 31).

According to Leon F. Bouvier (adjunct professor of demography - Tulane
University - School of Public Health, New Orleans, LA), constant growth in
America’s population could damage the whole world in the areas of environmental
issues: increased global warming, air pollution, waste production, decreased food
production, decreased water supplies, and the destruction of wetlands. “Immigration
levels should be reduced to prevent further environmental destruction” (Barbour
38).

About one-third of the 1880-1920 immigrants returned home, but state
welfare and multiculturalism policies have taken away from the traditional
sorting-out process. He charges that these policies promote Latino
separateness. The Spanish-speaking immigrants are discouraged to assimilate to
American culture. The National Forum rejects the idea pointing to studies of
English acquisition among immigrants. Noting improvement in English
language skills from generation to generation, the pro-immigrant coalition said
that by the third generation, the original language is lost, there will be a need for
the United States College students to learn a second language (Cox 91).

There are arguments in favor of having immigrants in America. According to

Julian L. Simon, a teacher of business administration at the University of

Maryland, College Park, says by increasing the number of skilled immigrants to
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the United States they contribute to the country’s technological advancement.
Immigrants pay more in taxes than they receive in social service benefits, and
they improve the job market by increasing the demand for labor (Barbour 54).
Barbour is in favor of permitting skilled immigrant workers to enter the
country. He believes that each year the country should increase its number of
legal immigrants by 500,000 (Barbour 55).

Some conservative critics, like Forbes magazine editor Peter
Brimelow, an English immigrant himself, asserted that previous immigrants who
also lived here ended up becoming absorbed, and the ground rules have
changed for the worse. “Earlier waves of immigrants were basically free to

succeed or fail” (Cox 90).

Multiculturalism

Multiculturalism refers primarily to ethnic diversity and the policies and
practices that support this diversity. People of different culture juggle different ways
in their daily life. They wear different hats at each part of the day. At one part of the
day they deal with the work place and school, and in the evening they pursue their
local beliefs that could be criticized by mainstream institutions (Romberg 16-17).

Religion plays a very important role amongst older population especially in
minority groups. The studies have shown that involvement in regular religious
activities is linked to life satisfaction amongst older and middle age group people in
Mexican-American families and other minority groups (Levin et al. 453-454). The
important characteristic of the Mexican-American family is the subordination of

younger generation to the older. The younger people show respect to their elderly
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(Markides & Mindell 106-107). This makes the elderly people feel as an asset to the
community rather than a burden.

Many Black leaders are church trained or at least were raised in Protestant
denominations. The church can be a source of infinite help. Many members of the
minority groups may have strong spiritual beliefs that have helped them cope with
life (Burnside & Schmidt 383).

People in the minority groups have to have community support. The
“Moynihan Report” covered information on the Black family in 1965; the report
really goes back to 1935. In recent years considerable work has been done
examining the nature of Black extended kin support system and its ability to care for
its members. This goes to show that just formal government support is not sufficient
unless there is support system by the members of the Black community. It is
interesting to note that they found that there are a substantially higher number of
elderly Black a female as head of the household compared to white elderly people.
They tend to share the limited resources with the other members of the group. The
studies have found that this helps the Hispanics and Black elderly to positively meet
the pressures of poverty and unemployment within a functional family system
(Markides & Mindell 101-105).

Although considerable resources have been devoted to the study of
immigrants, historically there has been a lack of attention to African immigrant
groups in the United States. Several authors have written about the need for cross-
Cultural understanding, acceptance, and support among helping professionals who

work with clients from different cultures. Immigration involves a process of
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acculturation. At a cultural level, becoming a part of the new culture involves
adjusting to a new culture and environment. At an interpersonal level, immigrants
must reorganize interpersonal relationships. At an intrapsychic level immigrants
must learn to cope cognitively, attitudinally, and behaviorally in a new cultural
system (Kamya 154).

Immigrants experience greater stress than nonimmigrants during the process
of relocation. Social isolation, cultural shock, cultural change, and goal-striving
stress as four significant experiences all immigrants experience. Past studies of
immigration have focused on identifying situation-specific coping mechanisms used
by immigrants to confront these problems. The migration process involves different
interaction techniques among individuals’ internal resources, the support system
available to them, and the types of stressors they experience. Although the
interactive processes of stress, self-esteem, and adapting resources have received
attention, the role of spiritual well being has not (Kamya 155).

The value system of Africans provides some background to understanding
their immigration experience. They believe in spirits or spiritual beings that work
with Supreme Being. The very meaning of life can be seen in prayers for obtaining
life, restoring life, and preserving life from impending dangers; in prayers for
recovery from illness and in prayers for making life more abundant. Although
Africans have accepted and practice both the American and African traditions, the

influence of strong African cultural and religious beliefs, rituals, and values can be

seen through their self-understanding and celebration of life (Kamya 156).
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Unlike previous groups like Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans do not appear
to become fully ‘Americanized’. Many have adapted, but the majority of them
continue to retain their language, customs, interests, and their involvement with their
countries of origin. Probably this is due to favorable travel conditions and
communication, and close distance of these regions. This is also due to the size of
their population and political influence. It is because of this political influence that it
is making itself felt in policies that promote bilingualism and biculturalism practices
that will also lead to policy conflicts. These issues are essential to understanding the
difference between Hispanics, and other minority and ethnic groups in the United
States (Pifer & Bronte 233). “Blacks, Asians, or Pacific Islanders can not easily
promote their language or culture because they are few in number compare to
Hispanics” (Pifer & Bronte 232).

Thousands of elderly Soviet immigrants have come to America to live. They
speak Yiddish and celebrate Jewish holidays. Although their relationships must
accommodate their new culture, immigrant families have kept their belief system,
culture, language, and traditions. In America seniors continue to play an integral role
in the family’s functioning. They often baby-sit grandchildren so that their adult
children can learn English and look for employment. They help out with household
chores as cleaning and cooking. The adult children assume responsibility for caring
for their elderly when they are ill, hospitalized, and even when they have had to be

placed in a skilled nursing facility. This interdependence serves the extended family

well and each person makes a contribution (Solomon 326).
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Abraham Monk and Bernard Warach have developed a rich chapter dealing
with the factors shaping policies and programs for the Jewish ages in the United
States. Although the Jewish community in the United States took responsibility for
financial support of the impoverished among Jews, government still bears the
responsibility as a result of New Deal legislation at both the federal and state levels.
Jews have substantial differences among them in ethnic, religious and cultural
factors. Jews are part of the American political structure and its governmental
services, supplemented by the Jewish community’s voluntary system (Thursz 417-
419).

Asian Immigrants

In Japan there is an ‘age’ for everything. For example, sports cars should not
be driven by any one over 27 years of age, any one over thirty-five does not go
disco dancing, “‘management’ of business can not be handled until at least age “fifty.’
A Company president at age thirty-nine is either a gangster or the son of the owner.
Getting married at forty is best done in secret. Thirty-eight-year-olds can not go
bowling (Collins 184-185).

Individual’s ethnic or cultural reference is an important factor for social
workers and physicians and other caregivers to consider before giving help to them.
For immigrants and ethnic minorities, the caregivers have to pay attention to their
client’s culture, belief system, language abilities, their adjustment process and their
community support system. Although presentations conforming to the major DSM-
IV categories can be found throughout the world the particular symptoms, course,

and social response are very often influenced by local cultural factors. Culture-
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bound syndromes are generally limited to specific societies or culture areas and are
localized, folk, diagnostic categories those frame coherent meaning for certain
repetitive, patterned, and troubling sets of experiences and observations. Some
conditions and disorders have been conceptualized as culture-bound syndromes
specific to industrialized culture (e.g., Anorexia Nervosa, Dissociative Identity
Disorder) they may be totally absent in other cultures (DSM-1V, 843-844).
Hinduism
“The term ‘Hindu’ refers to the customs and beliefs of people who worshipped
sectarian gods such as Vishnu and Shiva” (Miller 2). Hinduism has the unique
distinction of having no known founder. Since Hinduism does not have a founder
there are certain advantages over other religions. Various saints and Divine
Incarnations at different times have appeared on the stage played the individual roles
and enriched Hinduism with their teachings. Hindu scriptures have been
reinterpreted so that they have made the religion relevant to the changing times and
people. They also have added value to the scriptural truths through their own
spiritual experiences (Bhaskarananda 4-5).

Indo-Aryans was divided into four castes or social categories, known as the
Caste System. Such division was originally based on the inherent qualities or ‘career
potential’ of the individuals. Possessed of great spiritual and moral virtues, a person
considered the right person to teach and give spiritual guidance to others became a
‘Brahmin’. One endowed with martial qualities was fit for the Kshatriya or military
Caste. Kings and administrators generally came from the Kshatriya caste. Similarly

anyone naturally gifted with business acumen belonged to the Vaishya or merchant
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caste. Others belonged to the Shudra caste, this included farmers and artisans, etc.
Anyone who was exempted from the caste system was an outcaste or untouchable.
In the beginning every caste was given equal importance. As the time passed, people
wanted to preserve their caste-based social privileges. As a result the original
meaning of caste system was destroyed. Some castes were artificially made superior
or ‘higher’ and others inferior or ‘lower’ (Bhaskarananda 23-25).

Starting in 327 BC India was repeatedly invaded by Greeks, Huns, Arabs,
Turks, Afghans, Persians, Mongols, Portuguese, French and British. All these
invasions, left their impact on Hindu Society, the society and caste system changed
along with it. During the British rule, the Brahmins were benefited from English
education. They gave up their priesthood and teaching. Many of them became
medical doctors, engineers, businessmen, government servants, and lawyers; some
event went into military services. Eventually other caste members also slowly took
advantage of the situation and got better education and moved up in life
(Bhaskarananda 26).

In ancient times the Hindus, known then as Aryans, were expected to go
through four stages of Aryan life:

Brahmacharya—the stage of a student.
Gruhasthya—the stage of a married person.
Vanaprasthya—the stage of a retired person.
Sanyasa—the stage of a monk or ascetic.
Many scholars have described Hinduism as a way of life. Every important event of

Hindu life has to be sanctified through religious observance. This ritualistic
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CHAPTER IV

Following is the summary of the interviews of six Indian women.
Candidate No. 1: She is an 82-year-old Indian lady living in an independent senior
home. She came to this country first in 1971 to help her daughter deliver her first
baby. The interviewee has always been a homemaker. She visited her daughter and
sons a few more times after the birth and went back to India. Then she came again
with her husband in 1988. She stayed with her sons and daughter till her husband
passed away in 1992. Then her daughter put her in this independent senior home.
She says that her life is totally different than that of her parents and grandparents.
Good points are that there are so many nice amenities here that her parents and
grandparents did not have during their lifetimes. However there is no daily
interaction between close relatives and friends here like it was for her parents and
grandparents in India. She has come from a large family and she is used to having
people around all the time. Her in-laws lived with them till the last day of their lives.
She had her parents and grandparents living with her when she was a little girl. She
I8 staying here until she dies since all of her children are in this country. If she is here
she gets to see them often. If she lived in India that would not be possible. The
Interviewee regretfully says it is lonely to grow old in America especially when one
does not drive and has limited knowledge of English language. She does not have

Many friends. If there were an Indian retirement home, she would go live there
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ause she could interact with other Indians on a daily basis and talk about
common things.

She would like to see activities like visiting temple on a regular basis; religious

‘music concerts and listening to lectures on philosophy which would bring some
‘peace of mind. If at least one of her children were in India, she would stay in India.
.-“ he would live with them, surrounded by her friends and relatives, and go around

town whenever and wherever she wanted to go.
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Candidate No. 2: She is a businesswoman. She came to this country 28 years ago.
She came with her husband and son in search of a better life. She was a stay-at-
home mom until her son finished college. Her son was 4 years old when they came
to this country. Her husband went to engineering school and then worked as an
engineer. She stayed with her in-laws in India. When she came here she loved the
independent living. Life was much easier compared to her Indian life. The hardest
part was that she missed her parents and siblings. Eventually she made friends,
which helped her in adjusting to the new surroundings. The interviewee’s husband
started a business 10 years back. Her son is an engineer with a business background.
She says that definitely her life is much easier than that of her parents’ or
grandparents’. Physically they had to work hard. She says she is surrounded by
material comforts, but an important thing she is missing out on is emotional support
from relatives. People who shared the same culture and language and belief system
always surrounded her parents and grandparents. No matter what she feels “she is
always a foreigner”.

This candidate says she and her husband have bought a lot in India. They plan to
80 back to India after they retire. She feels there is no respect for elderly people in
America and she suspects she would be miserable in India also because of the
changes that have taken place there and she would be missing her son and his family.
She says there is a “no win” situation in either of the two choices. If there would be

retirement homes for Indians here, she says it would be wonderful because people



Srikanta 37

there would share the similar interests and ideas. She does not care to travel, so she

would like to see a temple in the facility, cultural activities done at the center.
If she stayed in India, she would be part of that society and would have lived in

the same town she was born and brought up, she would have a lot of emotional

support and it would be easier to grow old amongst the people who love her.
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Candidate 3: She immigrated to Canada twenty years ago with her husband and
then came to America. They came here in pursuit of better education and life here.
She is a Montessori schoolteacher. Her husband is a college professor. She has three
children. Two of them are in college. The youngest one will go to college in two
years.

When they came here they were young, they had all the comforts in life, and the
only hard thing in life was missing the presence of their relatives. One of her sisters
lives in Canada and making friends in this country helped her adjust to this country
easily. But still she missed her parents and other siblings a lot. She never saw her
grandparents. They were dead before she was born.

This interviewee felt that her parents worked too hard to take care of their
children and relatives, and they did not enjoy their life. She feels that she acquired all
the comforts and an independent living as soon she came to this country. Life has
been good to her. She feels getting old in America is hard. She thinks spending six
months in India and six months here after their retirement would be a good idea. She
does not want to be a burden on her children. If there were retirement home for
Indians here, she would stay there with her husband attending temple services in the
facility, music concerts, and philosophical lectures. She does not care for traveling.
The interviewee thinks that if she stayed in India all her life, getting old there would
also be a normal process. Now it is hard. She regretfully says that she does not

belong here or there.
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Candidate No. 4: She went to Ireland and lived there for two years and came to
this country twenty years ago. They came to get higher education and better job so
that her husband could pay off the student loan he had accumulated.

She has one son and he is in college. She is programmer analyst and works for a
big company. Her husband is a scientist in a big company. The interviewee says
everything was very hard in the beginning. They had no relatives and friends here.
Going through culture shock, being in debt, missing their close relatives and friends
were terrible. When she got a job also interacting with people at the work place
made it easier for her to adjust to this country. Living in Ireland and then coming
here also made the adjustment process much easier.

The interviewee felt that her parents and grandparents had a wonderful life in
India living close to all the people who loved and cared for them. She feels her life is
harder compared to her parents and grandparents.

The interviewee says today all women have to wear “different hats”, it is
especially hard for a first generation Indian woman. She works hard to be an
“American while in America”, she goes to work and comes back home and tries to
be an “Indian woman”. She has kept the balance all the time. Observing all the
Indian as well as American holidays for her “children’s sake”.

She feels having close friends is not the same as living close to relatives. She
regretfully says she is missing a lot on that issue here in this country.

The only bad part in her parents and grandparent’s lives might have been that

they did not have independence or privacy. She feels sure that she wants to retire in
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India. Her worst fear of getting old in this country is getting sick and not having
anybody to give her emotional and moral support. She strongly feels that even when
there are a lot of changes going on in the Indian belief system, it is still better to
grow old in India than here. She feels so strongly about this that she did not even
want to consider living in the retirement homes for Indians here even if there were
any. If she lived in India, she would do what everybody did after growing old. It is a
natural aspect of life, everybody in India seems to understand this and treat elderly

people with respect.
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Candidate No. 5: She is a college mathematics teacher. Her husband is an engineer.
She came to this country twenty-four years ago. Neither the interviewee nor her
husband went to school in America. They came here for a better life. Her husband
got a job as an engineer in a respectable company. She did not have relatives in this
country. After making friends she was able to adjust to this country much better.
Her life is a whole lot easier compare to her parents and grandparents. Technology
has improved so much. She has all the material comforts her parents did not have.
She missed being in contact with her parents and siblings. Her parents and in-laws
visited her a couple of times. She was a homemaker until her children were in high
school.

She definitely plans to retire in India. She feels her children will go and visit her
there. She feels comfortable getting old in India. She feels older people are treated
badly here. Even if there were a retirement home here, she would still go back to
India and settle there, because no matter what one includes in the retirement home,
it would still not be good enough to retire here. If she lived in India, by now she

would have been retired and enjoying life there.
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Candidate No. 6: She is a pediatrician. She came to this country twenty-two years

ago. She has a daughter who is ready to go to college. She came to join her husband
who was in this country. She did her residency here. She comes from a large family.
She had a hard time adjusting to this country. She missed all her relatives and friends
in India.

She was working in India and sitting in the house here for a year and a half was
very hard on her. All the people she met were already living in this country for a few
years. She did not have anything in common with them. She felt depressed until she
met a few people of her age group. Then life seemed more interesting.

Her parents worked too hard and did a lot of physical labor. Because of the
advanced technology in this country there are so many things to make one’s life
easy. Her life is easier compared to her parents in that respect. But she says that her
parents’ and grandparents’ life were a lot simpler. Even in day to day issues she feels
they dealt with “black and white areas” rather than so many “gray areas”.

She believes that being surrounded with all the loving people is the greatest thing in
life. She missed out on that. After making friends and starting work, adjustment was
much easier. Being close to her daughter is more important to her and her husband.
They definitely plan to retire here. She would get involved with Indian youth group

and teach them about India and her rich heritage.
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CHAPTER V

The issues of immigrants are so many. One common issue about all
immigrants is that they want to adjust to the new country and at the same time they
want to keep the culture, tradition and belief system of the country they were born
and brought up. They all wear many hats everyday to achieve this. The immigration
policy did not affect these Indian women in any adverse way. All of these six Indian
women came to this country because their husbands wanted to come here. The one
common issue, which stood out from all of these interviews, is that all six women
agree that they miss the interaction between the family members and emotional
support they get from them. They all have the same opinion that America is not for
older people because the older people are not treated well here. In India older
people are treated with respect and their opinions are valued.

These six Indian women differ in their views on whether to stay here or to
go back to India after their retirement. They feel it is nice to be in this country when
one is healthy and young. Even today in India, doctors make house calls. They feel
this is one of the greatest advantages to live in India. They try very hard to be an
American, but they feel there is a lot of racial discrimination here. This is true for all
the immigrants in this country. The problems and concerns these Indian women face
is there for all the immigrants. One exception might be that all the people who come
from India to this country are well-educated people. Also, had a reasonably good

life in India. They came here in search of advanced technology and education.
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Children of first generation immigrants are happy and satisfied with American life
style. They also get to travel to their parent’s home country and experience the life
style there. They have the best of both the worlds. All is well until one gets old here.
Some of these Indian women want to make a difference in changing the way
America thinks about older people.

These women suggested ideas to build a future retirement community for
Indians here. It would be nice to build Indian retirement home near a lake or a river,
with a big garden, temple services within the facility, a bus to transport people to
and from field trips, doctor’s appointment, hairdressers and other activities that need
transportation. The facility would have an auditorium, which will host a lot of
philosophical and cultural lectures and activities.

From the literature review and the interview of six Indian women it is quite
apparent that issues of immigration are so many. More studies have to be done on
different immigrant groups including Indian community to understand and address
their concerns, the way they deal with aging, retirement plans, their cultural issues

and other immigrant issues.
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