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Abstract 
The jolt of immigration can be used to positively transform one’s self-identity, as a dual frame 
of reference can become an invaluable “cultural capital.” Using Mezirow’s transformative 
learning theory as a basic framework, this paper discusses the delicate balancing act of 
transforming while avoiding the feeling of rootlessness, and presents information collected 
from interviews with Chinese-Canadian university music students, in which they reflected on 
issues of ethnicity, marginality, identity, heritage, career choice, and cultural expression.  
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Lost in transformation: Mezirow, immigrants, and identity1 
 
 
When one moves to a different country, one tends to experience a sense of disorientation, 

geographically, socially, culturally, academically, etc. One may experience a cultural clash, 

being unable to understand some of the hidden patterns of the adopted country. This 

disorientation can be overwhelming to some people, who might end up lost in a vortex of 

psychological confusion and emotional turmoil.  

This paper will look at issues of identity, heritage and cultural expression in the lives 

of some Chinese immigrants who have decided to pursue a university degree in music in their 

new country. The origin of my interest in this topic is obviously very personal; after all, I 

came to Canada in my early 20s to pursue a Master’s degree in music education, after doing 

my undergraduate degree in my native country, and, in the past eight years, I have been 

undergoing a continuous self-analyzing process to try to better understand my own personal 

conflicts and feelings.  

I will base part of my discussion on an earlier paper I wrote, in which I used 

Mezirow's transformational learning theory as a lens to understand how some people are 

better able to overcome their disorientation and use their new environment as a catalyst for 

personal growth. In order to further explore this issue, I had already reviewed in the past some 

of the literature related to immigrants’ adaptation (including some fascinating 

autobiographical accounts), but also I decided to conduct my own interviews with 9 Chinese 

immigrants who are currently pursuing an undergraduate degree at the Faculty of Music of the 

University of Western Ontario. Their experiences are somewhat different from my own; in all 

of their cases, their parents were the ones who decided to emigrate, so they did not go abroad 

alone with the specific intent of studying music. Also, while 3 of them came to Canada in 

their early childhood, the other 6 came in their teenage years, and it is expected that their 

adaptation was differently influenced by this. 
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However, in spite of these differences, I did find some personal resonance with their 

comments, and the information gleaned from the interviews can certainly be useful for music 

educators to better understand the role of music in the process of identity construction and 

transformation in an immigrant’s life. But before dealing with some of what they told me, let 

me first present a little bit of the theoretical background from that earlier paper I mentioned. 

Mezirow (2003) defined transformative learning as a way of “learning that transforms problematic 

frames of reference – sets of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, 

mindsets) – to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, and emotionally able to change” 

(p.59).  The inherent simplicity of its basic principles can be misconstrued as a sign of superficiality or 

unoriginality; after all, the idea that we have unconscious assumptions that guide our behaviors (and sometimes 

limit our potentials) is not particularly new. For instance, Wang and King (2006) drew a convincing analogy 

between Mezirow’s notion of reflectivity and Confucius’ thought, since both emphasize the notion that true 

growth requires a critical questioning of one’s meaning perspectives2. Of course, Mezirow applied his theory to 

the specific field of adult education, but, as I became familiar with his writings, I was particularly struck by the 

idea that immigrants (especially teenage and adult ones) need to experience a very similar process as they adapt 

to their new environment. Whether they are able to feel happy, comfortable and fulfilled in it largely depends on 

whether they are able to undergo a successful transformation, questioning their psycho-cultural assumptions 

without depriving themselves of the sense of security and stability provided by their previous self-identity. 

Mezirow (2006) differentiates two possible kinds of transformation: epochal and 

cumulative (p.28). While each of us naturally undergoes a gradual transformation of our 

beliefs throughout our lives, there are some momentous events that offer the possibility for an 

epochal, sudden, abrupt change. Mezirow (1991) describes the experience of an adult 

returning to school as one of these abrupt changes, a ‘disorienting dilemma’ that can release 

one from ingrained patterns and allow one to learn more about oneself. The jolt of 

immigration can also function as a ‘disorienting dilemma,’ which can be used to positively 

transform one’s self-identity (to use Bourdieu’s words, a dual frame of reference can indeed 

become an invaluable “cultural capital”). However, it is a difficult balancing act to be able to 
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question one’s cultural assumptions without undermining the foundations of one’s psyche. 

Consequently, many immigrants resist the necessary transformations, and choose instead – 

often unconsciously – to hold on to their old perspectives and to resist any transformation. 

Others, especially teenagers looking for peer approval, may take the opposite way and try to 

reject their original identity in order to “fit in”. Needless to say, these approaches can create a 

lot of psychological turmoil and social inadequacies. 

A transformational process involves a rearrangement of one’s identity. The resulting 

intercultural identity is much more inclusive than the original, identifying not only with its 

original group, but with others as well. As Chappell et al. (2003) affirmed, it is useful to 

conceptualize a relational view of the self, in which the indeterminate self only takes shape as 

it relates to other people; therefore, the self is a by-product of social contact, and one ‘person’ 

can have multiple selves, according to each of his/her relationships. This can be exemplified 

by the story of Yali Zou, an educator who, after many years living in the United States (and 

after struggling through some difficult periods), realized that, although she would always be 

regarded as a Chinese in her adopted country, she was considered as an American whenever 

she would visit China. This unsettling situation might have been difficult to accept, but she 

did not feel that it was in any way a drawback; rather, she embraced her newfound identity, 

which was more fluid, richer, and less able to be neatly categorized. She indeed came to 

believe that “the possession of several identities for an immigrant is not just a way to adapt 

and survive but becomes an asset (Zou, 2002, p.265).” In a similar vein, another author wrote 

that “one can never thoroughly learn about a first culture until exposed to a second culture” 

(He, 1998). That is, until one sees one’s own culture from the outside, one does not get a 

complete picture of it. On the other hand, someone who has not experienced it from the inside 

will evidently have an incomplete view as well.  

Australian educator Kathryn Marsh (2007) provided a helpful perspective on how 
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classroom activities can help the transformative process by allowing bicultural students to 

rediscover the traditions of their ancestors and reconnect to the past; in the process of doing 

this, they become empowered as culture bearers, and acquire a larger understanding that 

“removes the boundaries between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ knowledge and power” (p.55).  

They feel less marginalized, and no longer simply assimilated into the mainstream. Before, 

they would unconsciously try to “reduc[e] the ‘difference’ between themselves and their 

peers” (p.52), but now they understand that embracing their difference was in fact a tool in 

helping them integrate into society’s large mosaic. 

I do agree with Marsh that the exploration of one’s roots might create an 

“enhancement of feelings of self-worth in individual students” (Marsh, 2007, p.47), and a 

better intercultural communication among school communities. This exploration might take 

place by creating an opportunity for the students to actively reconnect with their parents’ 

heritage, as Marsh did; nonetheless, an important first step might be simply allowing them to 

narrate their perceptions growing up in a ‘foreign’ culture, interacting with people who might 

not give sufficient importance to their roles as cultural bearers. The act of autobiographical 

narration is intrinsically connected to the construction of identity (McCarthy, 2007), and may 

open a window through which we may revisit parts of ourselves that have been neglected 

during the process of assimilation or adaptation. As Benedict (2007) wrote, “who we are also 

has to do with how we choose to tell our stories and, in that telling, how we choose to live our 

lives” (p.29).  

In the interviews I conducted, I hoped to provide the students an opportunity for doing 

exactly this: to simply tell their stories, to narrate their experiences and innermost feelings 

regarding these issues. As some of them acknowledged to me later, they had never had a 

similar opportunity before, and the interview helped them think deeply in a helpful way. Of 

course, the small number of participants and the complexity of the issue do not allow me to 
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draw any definite conclusions or to take their individual experiences as truly representative; 

however, my goal was simply to see if I could find some interpretations or helpful insights 

that might be tentatively generalized to a larger population. Also, each interview lasted 

between 1 and 2 hours, and today I will only be able to focus on only a couple of interesting 

points that I noticed that deal with the participants’ musical heritage.  

Some of the students were rather unaware about their cultural heritage, and a couple of 

them were even uninterested in learning more about it. Most of them, however, especially 

after the interview, expressed a desire to reconnect with their traditions. This seems to 

corroborate what Kiang wrote (2007): “as adolescents emerge into adulthood, pursue higher 

education, vote, enter the workforce, and start their own families, they have more of an 

opportunity and motivation to truly explore what their ethnicity means to them” (p.109). 

However, although they said they would like to explore their cultural heritage better, they 

complained that they did not have enough opportunities for doing that (which is actually not 

entirely true).  

All of them expressed feeling, at some point in their lives, some kind of 

marginalization in their adopted country. In those who had immigrated as teenagers, this was 

often related to their linguistic difficulties, or to the difficulty of integrating with peers who 

did not have an Asian background. Because of this tendency to remained somewhat cocooned 

within the Chinese community (that is, most meaningful friendships would be with other 

Chinese immigrants), a few of them did not seem to have undergone the critical re-evaluation 

of one’s perspectives that Mezirow describes as essential to the transformative process.  

Although Canada is very diverse and tolerant with minorities, Mary3 expressed her 

feeling that Canadian society is “at once supportive and indifferent.” She said that “most of 

her Canadian friends would become uncomfortable talking about her ethnic background.” So 

she said she would “just stop bringing it up.” Mary expressed contradictory feelings at times. 
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For instance, she is strongly attached to Western culture, and said she is very happy to be “no 

longer in China”. While she said at one point in the interview that she did not feel very 

interested in connecting more with her heritage, she said at another point that she sometimes 

felt “ashamed for not knowing more Chinese history or Chinese traditional music.” She did 

seem to feel not quite content in general, somewhat isolated from both the Chinese 

community and from her Western peers, and her feelings suggested to me that she hasn’t been 

able to fully integrate into her identity the ambiguous emotions created by the disorienting 

dilemma of her immigration.  

On the other extreme, I found that those people who reported the greatest amount of 

integration and personal satisfaction in their host society were those individuals who had the 

flexibility to re-evaluate their perceptions and to learn from their new environment (thus using 

the jolt of immigration as a positive transformative force), without however disregarding the 

elements from their native culture. In fact, I found the opposite to be the case: those who 

adapted better were also those who kept (or even increased) their connections with Chinese 

culture. Tracey, for instance, whose mom was a music teacher, described how they would 

often sing Chinese songs, and how music helped her to keep a stronger sense of self and 

overcome the feelings of alienation she had when she first arrived in Canada. This not only 

allowed her transition to be less painful, but it also became part of the reason for her wish to 

pursue a music education degree later. She also expressed a desire to learn to play a Chinese 

traditional instrument in the near future. 

The parents of another interviewee, John, also made sure that he was involved with 

Chinese music, poetry and calligraphy after their immigration, and he even decided to learn 

the Erhu once in Canada.  He had a strong sense of identity, but he also was the one who 

seemed most comfortable in his host country, having a wide array of Canadian friends from 

diverse backgrounds, and consciously avoiding being seen what he described as the 
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“stereotypical Chinese”. This combination of a strong attachment to his native traditions with 

a conscious re-evaluation of some gave him the possibility to truly transform himself into a 

well-integrated bicultural person, and music played an important role in this. John was also 

fortunate to have a music teacher in his high school who actively encouraged her students to 

be proud of their cultural capital, and to frequently display their music to the rest of the class. 

This is certainly not always the case; another interviewee, Laura, for instance, commented 

precisely on how she did not feel that heritage was much valued in the school context. John 

described his teacher’s methods as going much deeper than the common ‘multiculturalism’ 

that is often presented as a token gesture in many classrooms.  

A similar pattern seemed present in all my interviews: a lack of attachment with one’s 

native culture tends to create a sense of rootlessness that may prevent an immigrant from 

achieving the positive transformation described by Mezirow’s theory and, maybe a bit 

paradoxically, from fully integrating into the host culture. From my observations, it seems 

that a strong cultural identity is indeed a prerequisite for one to profit from becoming a 

member of a different culture. The most effective adaptation strategy seems to fully embrace a 

dual identity that achieves a balance between the new and the old. 

As one undergoes the transformative process caused by immigration, it is thus 

essential that one remain culturally anchored in one’s heritage. There are two dangerous 

extremes: to try to avoid transformation, or to attempt to fit in the new environment at all 

costs, without a sufficient regard for ones background. Music teachers can play a 

tremendously important role in this, by empowering their immigrant students to be cultural 

bearers who have a lot to share with their classmates. By doing this, not only the entire class 

can experience a vivid multicultural display, but the immigrants themselves are encouraged to 

cherish their backgrounds, something that can give them a stronger sense of self that can help 

their successful transformation.  
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In his original field of adult education, Mezirow tends to assign the responsibility for 

the transformational learning mostly to the person’s own ability to confront his/her 

assumptions. This might be debatable, especially when used in a different context such as 

immigration. Society (and academia, in the context of foreign students) has an important role 

in providing opportunities both for transformation and for a continued maintenance of one’s 

ties with one’s original culture. Besides, transformation should ideally be a two-way road, in 

which the immigrant (or the foreign student) is transformed but also contributes to 

societal/academic transformation as well. An educator, on the other side of the coin, should 

not only challenge his/her students’ assumptions, but also allow his/her own to be examined.  

I fully agree with Zou (2002) when she affirms that “the immigration experience is a 

never-ending venture that continuously redefines one’s life and self-concept” (p.265). In order 

to succeed in this ‘never-ending venture’, Mezirow’s framework can be an important tool for 

immigrants to understand their transformational process. We learn new ideas throughout our 

lives, but few experiences can incite as much learning as the experience of moving to a 

different country. In order to benefit the most from this learning, one must be flexible enough 

to change one’s previous frames of reference; as British scholar Peter Jarvis says, “clearly this 

is one of the emotional paradoxes of learning: that in order to be emancipated we must be 

willing to break away from many of the attitudes, values, and beliefs that both support and 

constrain our thinking” (cited in Marmon, 2007, p.10). If one can accomplish this, but 

simultaneously learn to keep one’s culture as a positive foundation of self-worth and identity, 

one can certainly arrive at the more inclusive and discriminating perspective that Mezirow 

considers the result of a transformative learning experience.  
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Endnotes 

 
                                                
1 NB: this is the verbatim transcript of my presentation at the 6th International Symposium on the Sociology of 

Music Education. The paper in which this presentation is based provides a more thorough and elaborate 

discussion of these issues; however, I chose not to include it here, since it is my hope that it will soon be 

published in a journal.  

2 “A meaning perspective refers to the structure of cultural assumptions within which new experience is 

assimilated to – and transformed by – one’s past experience” (Mezirow, 1978, p. 101). 

3 Please note that all the names of the students have been changed to protect their confidentiality. 

 


