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CHAPTER |
THE REALITY OF ASIAN AMERICAN OPPRESSION

In the fall of 2001, RW., a young Chinese American, bludgeoned and strangled
her mother. While her mother lay dead on the floor, she covered her and called the
police, confessing her crime. This school valedictorian is an accomplished musician
who had begun her education at a prestigious Ivy League school and graduated
with honors from her southern university. Her crime received little local notice.
Only one full-length newspaper article was published, and after herindictment she
was barely mentioned. This tragic incident hit home for the first author because
she is acquainted with the family, which was one of the few Chinese families in
her hometown. The incident sent shockwaves through the Asian American com-
munity of which they were part. RW.s failure to stay at her first college program,
an clite institution, may well have contributed to her several suicide attempts and
cventually to the homicide, She may now live out her years in a mental institution,
and family and friends are left stressed and wondering “why?”!

On the outside, R.W. appeared to be a model student at her historically white
cducational institutions. Her demeanor was quiet, which likely suggested to white
outsiders only a stereotyped Asian passivity. Thus, even with numerous warn-
ing signs of mental illness, she was never seen as a concern. The white-created
“successful model minority” stereotype made it difficult for non-Asians around
her to see her illness and encouraged silence among the Asian Americans who
knew her. ;

The 2007 shootings of students and staff at Virginia Tech University by Cho
Seung-Hui suggest somewhat similar issues, A Korean American student at a
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historically white institution, Cho was viewed by outsiders as unusually quiet, and
although he demonstrated numerous warning signs of mental illness, he was mostly
ignored, especially by those with the most authority to take action. Not much has
been revealed about his life growing up in a Virginia suburb except that he was an
“casy target” at school and endured substantial teasing from white children. When
younger, he struggled to learn English, which made it difficult to adapt in his pre-
dominantly white environment. Cho seems to have lived as an outcast and in social
isolation. Given his parents’ success in business and his sister’s success as a Prince-
ton graduate, Cho and his family seem to outsiders like a proverbial model family
that “lifted themselves up by their bootstraps” and thus are living the American
dream.? Yet, these stereotyped images and Cho’s own struggle to achieve may well
have worked against his mental health. As the interviews in this book reveal, this
young Asian American’s struggle to make it in a predominantly white world was
not unique in being both very invisible and excruciatingly tormented.

Our argument here is #o# that Asian Americans are distinctively prone to seri-
ous mental illness or violence. Rather, we accent in this book the institutionally
racist situations in which Asian Americans find themselves—those highly pres-
sured situations that create much stress and deeply felt pain. One major societal
problem is that Asian Americans are typically viewed and labeled as “model
minorities” by outsiders, especially by whites with power over them. This highly
stereotyped labeling creates great pressure to conform to the white-dominated
culture, usually in a one-way direction.

In recent books titled YELL-Ob Giris!and Asian American X, several hundred
young Asian Americans discuss their often difficult lives. These young people
recount recurring experiences with coercive pressures to assimilate into the pres-
tigious white end of the prevailing U.S. racial status continuum—to white ways
of dress, speech, goal attainment, thinking, and physical being. Most are torn
between the culture of immigrant parents or grandparents, with its substantial
respect for Asianness, and the burdensome pressures of a white-controlled so-
ciety. As one young Korean American who grew up in a white community puts
it, the dominance of whites explains the “thoughtless ways white Americans
often inhabit a sense of entitlement and egocentric normality.”® Like other Asian
Americans, these young people report racialized mistreatment, ranging from
subtle to covert to overt discrimination. The successful minority image does not
protect them from the onslaughts of discriminatory whites.

Our research here attempts to give voice to numerous Asian Americans as

they deseribe and assess their discriminatory and other life experiences, Using
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in-depth interviews, we collected accounts of Asian American experiences in
everyday life, including incidents of racial hostility and discrimination, responses
of assimilation and conformity, and ways that individuals, families, and com-
munities cope with and resist white-imposed racism. Our interviews indicate
that Asian Americans suffer from much discrimination, ranging from subtle to
blatant, at the hands of whites. The interviews show that, even after Herculean
cfforts to conform to the dominant racial hierarchy and to the white framing of
them—efforts seeking to achieve the fabled American dream—Asian Americans
frequently feel stressed, embattled, isolated, and inadequate. Many passively ac-
cept that they must hide or abandon their home culture, values, and identity to
prevent future mistreatment. Significant educational and economic achievements
do not effectively shield them. Some analysts have argued that Asian Americans
are “lucky” that they do not face the “invisibility” and negative imagery that
African Americans experience.* This view of Asian Americans is incorrect. The
Asian American experience with racial hostility and discrimination is also very
negative and largely untold, and such an untold experience is indeed a very
hormful invisibility.

The Reality of Systemic Racism

I'raditional analytical approaches to immigrants and immigration to the United
States mostly emphasize various assimilation orientations and processes. Some
assimilation analysts have argued that all incoming immigrant groups will
cyentually be fully integrated into U.S. society, including the more distinctive
cthnic and racial groups. Many social science researchers view the adaptation of
Asian immigrants and their children to U.S. society since the 1960s through
anassimilation lens, one similar to that used for assessing the adaptations of
past and present Buropean immigrants. Numerous assimilation analysts have
Arpued that Asian American groups are on their way to full integration into the
“core society,” by which they mean white middle-class society. For example,
Paul Spickard has argued that by the 1980s whites no longer viewed Japanese
Americans “as very different from themselves, and that fact is remarkable.” To
miake this case, these analysts usually focus on Asian American progress in areas
atich as educationaland income achievements. However, this limited definition of
sccess inadaptation in the United States is mostly white-generated and ignores
other timportant areas of Asian American lives,
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Indeed, the fact that Asian immigrants and their children are heavily pressured
to conform to a white-imposed culture, racial frame, and racial hierarchy—and
suffer from much racial hostility and discrimination—is usually left out of most
assessments of Asian immigrants and their children and grandchildren. Here we
go beyond the typical assimilation approach and accent a systemic racism perspec-
tive. Since at least the seventeenth century, European Americans have created
a complex North American society with a foundation of racial oppression, one
whose nooks and crannies are generally pervaded with racial discrimination and
inequality. Near their beginning, the new European colonies in North America
institutionalized white-on-Indian oppression (land theft and genocide) and white-
on-black oppression (centuries of slavery), and by the mid-nineteenth century
the Mexicans and the Chinese were incorporated as dispossessed landholders or
exploited workers into the racial hierarchy and political-economic institutions of a
relatively new United States. Our systemic racism approach views racial oppression
as a foundational and persisting underpinning of this society. From the begin-
ning, powerful whites have designed and maintained the country’s economic,
political, and social institutions to benefit, disproportionately and substantially,
their own racial group. For centuries, unjust impoverishment of Americans of
color has been linked to unjust enrichment of whites, thereby creating a central
racial hierarchy and status continuum in which whites are generally the dominant
and privileged group.¢

Since the earliest period of colonization, moreover, European Americans have
buttressed this hierarchical and entrenched system of unjust material enrich-
ment and unjust material impoverishment with legal institutions and a strong
white racial framing of this society. In the past and in the present, whites have
combined within this pervasive white frame a good many racist stereotypes
(the cognitive aspect), racist concepts (the deeper cognitive aspect), racist im-
ages (the visual aspect), racialized emotions (feelings), and inclinations to take
discriminatory action. This white racial frame is old, enduring, and oriented to
assessing and relating to Americans of color in everyday situations. Operating
with this racial frame firmly in mind, the dominant white group has used its
power to place new non-European groups, such as Asian immigrants and their
children, somewhere in the racial hierarchy whites firmly control—that is, on
a white-to-black continuum of status and privilege with whites at the highly
privileged end, blacks at the unprivileged end, and other racial groups typically
placed by whites somewhere in between. This white racist framing of socicty is
now a centuries-old rationalizing of the racism systemic in this sociery,
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Our concept of systemic racism thus encompasses a broad range of racial-
ized realities in this society: the all-encompassing white racial frame, extensive
discriminatory habits and exploitative actions, and numerous racist institutions.
This white-generated and white-maintained system entails much more than
racial bigotry, for it has been from the beginning a material, structural, and
ideological reality.

The Exploitation and Oppression of Asian Immigrants

While some Asian Americans today trace family histories back to nineteenth-
century immigrants, most have a more recent immigration background. Older
members of the families of R.W. and Cho are relatively recent immigrants, and
thus these families are typical. Changes in immigration laws since 1965 have
allowed a substantial increase in immigration from Asian and Pacific countries,
and thus Asian/Pacific Islander Americans have become the fastest growing U.S,
racial group. In 1940 they made up less than 1 percent of the population, but
by the late 2000s their numbers had grown to more than 14 million, about 5
percent of the population. The largest Asian/Pacific Islander group is Chinese
American, totaling more than 3.3 million. In numbers, Filipino Americans are
not far behind, at 2.8 million. Japanese, Korean, Asian-Indian, and Vietnamese
Americans constitute other large Asian-origin groups.

Much scholarship on Asians in North America has addressed Asian experi-
cnices with racial hostility and discrimination over a long history of immigration.
Scholars have examined more than 150 years of Asian immigration and shown,
(0 take one example, that Asian workers have regularly been pitted against white
workers, The first major immigrant group was Chinese. Between the 1850s
and 1880s, Chinese contract laborers migrated in large numbers to the West
Coast to do low-wage work in construction and other economic sectors. The
preference that white employers had for Chinese workers fueled tensions in the
tactal hierarchy, often pitting white workers against Asian workers. After whites’
racist agitation and exclusionary legislation stopped most Chinese immigration,
lipanese immigrants were recruited by employers to fill the labor demand on
swhite run farms and construction projects. (By the late nineteenth century the
Chinese were viewed by whites as the stereotyped “yellow peril,” a term appar-
vty coined by German Kaiser Wilhelm I1.) The racially motivated termination
ol Japanese immigration in 1907-1908 spurred white employers to recruit other
Astans and Pacific [slanders (such as Filipinos) to fill labor needs on the U.S.
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mainland and in Hawaii. This employers’ strategy of using immigrant workers
from Asia and the Pacific Islands to replace white and other native-born workers
has continued in some U.S. workplaces to the present.”

In the nineteenth and carly twentieth centuries, Asian and Pacific Islander
immigrants and their children—mostly Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino—suffered
extremely blatant and institutionalized racism. They were negatively positioned,
and imaged, by whites as “black” or “near black” on the dominant socioracial
continuum. Powerful whites imposed a strong racial framing on these subordi-
nated immigrants, with its barbed racist stercotypes and images. Reviewing the
history, Robert Lee has commented on white constructions of hated “Orientals”:
«Six images—the pollutant, the coolie, the deviant, the yellow peril, the model
minority, and the gook—portray the Oriental as an alien body and a threat to the
American national family:”® For example, from the 1850s onward the first Asian
Americans, the Chinese, were stereotyped by white officials and commentators
as “alien,” “dangerous,” “docile,” and “dirty.” At that time, such negative im-
ages were not new to the white racist framing of Americans of color. They had
precedents in carlier white views of African Americans and Native Americans.’

In 1896, even as he defended some rights for black Americans as the dis-
senter in the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision upholding legal racial
segregation, Justice John Marshall Harlan included this racial argument: “There
is a race so different from our own that we do not permit those belonging to it
to become citizens of the United States. Persons belonging to it are, with few
exceptions, absolutely excluded from our country. I allude to the Chinese race.””
In the first decades of the 1900s, this negative view was applied to other Asian
Americans as well. U.S. government agencies have played a central role in defining
racial groups. Thus, in the important 1922 Ozawa case, the U.S. Supreme Court
ruled that Asian immigrants were not white and thus could not become citizens.
The “not white,” “alien race,” and related racist notions had been generated by
clite whites in carlier centuries in stereotyping and naming Native Americans
and African Americans as an early part of a white racist framing for a “civilized”
Eurocentric society. These ideas have persisted for four centuries, with at least
150 years now of application to Americans of Asian descent.'

Racist Framing and Large-Scale Discrimination

New ways of circulating the racist framing of Americans of color were developed

by innovative white entreprencurs in the carly decades of the twentieth century.

THE REALITY OF AsiaN AMERICAN OPPRESSION 7

These included a burgeoning advertising industry making use of many magazines
and radio stations, as well as the developing movie industry. White advertisers,
cartoonists, and movie makers commonly portrayed Chinese, Japanese, and
other Asian/Pacific Islanders as outsiders or villains, who were often crudely
stereotyped as “inscrutable,” poor at English, criminal, and dangerous.

For example, between the early 1900s and the 1940s, hostile visual images
and stereotypes of “buck-toothed Japs” were prominent in U.S. media, contrib-
uting to anti-Japanese and other anti-Asian hostility in the United States, With
extensive media support and facilitation, white commentators and political lead-
crs spoke of an alleged alien character and immorality of Japanese Americans,
sometimes using vicious apelike images.!? These very negative images and other
white racist framing of the Japanese and Japanese Americans contributed greatly
(o the international tensions leading to World War 11, especially the recurring
conflicts between the growing U.S. empire and the expanding Japanese empire,
both in and around the rim of the Pacific Ocean.”® This white racist framing
ol the Japanese also contributed to extreme discriminatory actions undertaken
by the U.S. government: the imprisonment of Japanese Americans in U.S.
concentration camps during World War II. The government’s rationale for the
camps was openly racist. In 1943 West Coast military commander General
John DeWitt articulated what most whites then believed when he argued that
“A Jap’s a Jap. The Japanese race is an enemy race, and while many second- and
(hird-generation Japanese born on U.S. soil, possessed of U.S. citizenship, have
become ‘Americanized,” the racial strains are undiluted.”' With no evidence,
ninstream commentators and leading politicians, all white, asserted there were
cnemy agents in this “alien” Asian population. Significantly, one main reason
for the existence of this “alien” population was the discriminatory U.S. law
jirohibiting Asian immigrants from becoming; citizens.

Negative framing of Asian Americans during that era can be observed in a
910 Time magazine article on “How to Tell Your Friends from the Japs.” Here
the white author offered a biologized and racist explanation of supposed differ-

cnces between the Japanese and the Chinese—a task taken on because China
el the United States had become allies against Japan in World War IT:

i

Vietually all Japanese are short. Japanese are likely to be stockier and broader-
hipped than short Chinese. Although both have the typical epicanthic fold on
the upper eyelid, Japanese eyes are usually set closer together. The Chinese

capression is likely to be more placid, kindly, open; the Japanese more positive,



8 CHAPTER |

dogmatic, arrogant. Japanese are hesitant, nervous in conversation, laugh loudly
at the wrong time. Japanese walk stiffly crect, hard heeled. Chinese, more

relaxed, have an easy gait, sometimes shuffle,"

The Time editors who published this wildly stercotyped statement probably
thought they were saying something positive about the Chinese. Yet, this
is a clear example of the arrogant power of group definition that has long
been part of the dominant white group’s historical framing of Americans
of color.

However, the white view of the Chinese and of Koreans became more negative
with the new conflicts that developed after World War I1. With the rise of state
communism in China in the late 1940s, Cold War stercotyping again positioned
the Chinese, and by implication Chinese Americans, as “dangerous Orientals”
in many white minds. Moreover, the U.S. intervention in Korea in 1950 was
accompanied by emergency congressional legislation that gave the U.S. attorney
general the authority to set up new concentration camps for Koreans, Chinese,
and other Asians who might be perceived to be a domestic threat. The U.S.
intervention in Korea, and later in Vietnam, further perpetuated an intensive
racist stereotyping and framing of Asians and Asian Americans in the minds of
many white and other non-Asian Americans."®

Even in this crude stereotyping we see a certain ambiguity in white views.
Over the past century whites have sometimes positioned Asian Americans at
the bottom end of the dominant racial hierarchy, while at other times they have
positioned at least some Asian groups in a more intermediate status. From the
late 1940s to the end of legal segregation in the 1960s, whites were sometimes
perplexed as to where to place Asian Americans in the racial hierarchy, as we
observe in this account from a Japanese American speaking about experiences
during the legal segregation era: '

I stopped at a McDonald’s in Mississippi and there were two lines, one for
whites and the other for blacks, well, “coloreds.” I stood there confused about
which line to join. I stood there and decided to go in the colored line because
there was nobody in it and I could get my food faster. When I got up to the
counter the guy told me “hey you can’t use this line, get in that other line.”
The line for whites was long and I had gone about halfway up when this guy
says, “Hey, you can’t be in this line, get in the other line.” I just stood there

17

and thought, “Ah, what am [!
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This recollection indicates not only the stereotyping and subordination of Asian
Americans but also a white confusion about Asian Americans being closer to
whiteness or blackness in the dominant racial hierarchy. This placement has
become ever more problematic for white Americans with the dramatic growth
in the Asian American population since the 1960s.

White Racial Framing: Anti-Asian Imagery Today

‘Today whites and others still apply numerous elements of an old anti-Asian fram-
ing to Asian Americans. As we will see throughout this book, many whites hold
inconsistent views of Asian Americans. They commonly view Asian Americans
as high achievers and “model minorities,” but will often discount the meaning
of those achievements as being done by exotic “foreigners,” “nerds,” or social
misfits. For example, some research studies show that Asian American students
are often viewed positively by whites, but mainly in regard to educational
achievements. A recent summary of research concludes that most stereotypes of
Asian American students “are negative, such as non-Asians’ notions that Asians
‘don’t speak English well,” ‘have accents,” and are ‘submissive,” ‘sneaky,” ‘stingy,’
‘preedy,’ ete”t8

Subtle and blatant stereotyping of Asians and Asian Americans still pre-
dominates in many areas of U.S. society. Consider just a few recent examples.
Recently, the Adidas company was challenged by civil rights groups for making
shoes that had a negative caricature of a buck-toothed, slant-eyed Asian as a logo.
In another case, a large pictorial cartoon concerning fundraising investigations
ol Democratic Party leaders appeared on the cover of an issue of the prominent
mapazine National Review. The cover showed caricatures of then president Bill
Clinton and his wife Hillary Clinton as slant-eyed, buck-toothed, Chinese in
Mao suits and Chinese hats—images suggesting old stereotyped images of Asian
Americans’ characteristics. Since the nineteenth century, white cartoonists, po-
litical leaders, and media commentators have portrayed Chinese and other Asian
Americans in such stereotyped terms, often to express a fear of the “yellow peril.”
\When confronted, the National Review’s white editor admitted these were Asian
caricatures but refused to apologize. Such reactions, and the fact that there was
little public protest of the cover other than from Asian American groups, suggest
that such erude images and other associated stereotypes remain significant in a .
dominant racial framing of people of Asian descent.'
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Recently, a U.S. animation company made a cartoon (Mr. Wong) and placed
at its center an extreme caricature of a Chinese “hunchbacked, yellow-skinned,
squinty-eyed character who spoke with a thick accent and starred in an interactive
music video titled Saturday Night Yellow Feyer.*® Again Asian American and
other civil rights groups protested this anti-Asian mocking, but many whites and
a few Asian Americans inside and outside the entertainment industry defended
such racist cartoons as “only good humor.” Similarly, the makers of a recent
puppet movie, Team America: Worid Police, portrayed a Korean political leader
speaking gibberish in a mock Asian accent. One Asian American commentator
noted the movie was “an hour and a half of racial mockery with an ‘if you are
offended, you obviously can’t take a joke’ tacked on at the end.”?! Moreover,
in a recent episode of the popular television series Desperate Housewives a main
character, played by actor Teri Hatcher, visits a physician for a medical checkup.
Shocked that the doctor suggests she may be going through menopause, she
replies, “OK, before we go any further, can I check these diplomas? Just to make
sure they aren’t, like, from some med school in the Philippines.” This stereotyp-
ing was protested by many in the Asian and Pacific Islander communities.

Although sometimes played out in supposedly humorous presentations,
continuing media-reproduced stereotypes of Asians and Pacific Islanders include
old white-framed notions of them as odd, foreign, un-American, relatively unas-
similated, or culturally inferior. Noteworthy in these accounts is the connec-
tion of recent anti-Asian stereotyping, mostly by whites, to the old anti-Asian
stereotyping of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For the majority
of non-Asian Americans, particularly those who control the media, certain
negative images of Asians and of Asian Americans (especially Asian immigrants
and their children) blend together in a common anti-Asian racial framing. The
strong protests of Asian American civil rights and other organizations to all such
racialized stereotyping and mocking underscore this important point.

Anti-Asian stereotypes are still frequently encountered in everyday discourse.
Asian Americans, including children, often note that they face mocking language

and other racially hostile words, such as these: “Ching chong Chinaman sitting
on a rail, along came a white man and snipped off his tail”; “Ah so. No tickee,
no washee. So sorry, so sollee”; and “Chinkee, Chink, Jap, Nip, zero, Dothead,
Flip, Hindoo.”?? Recently, a disc jockey on a Toledo, Ohio, radio station called

Asian restaurants and made mock Asian commentaries, such as “ching, chong,

chung” and “me speakee no English.” Similarly, a CBS talk show host mocked
an Asian Excellence Awards ceremony by playing a fake escerpt with “Agian
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men” saying things like “Ching chong, ching chong, ching chong.” Comedian
Rosie O’Donnell also used a repeated “ching chong” to mock Chinese speech
on her ABC talk show. One striking reaction to the O’Donnell comment was
hundreds of blogger entries on Internet websites that defended her comments
and (erroneously) asserted the comments were 7o racist.>

To modern ears such language mocking and other Asian mocking may seem
novel, but it is actually an old part of the white racist framing of Asian Americans.
White English speakers on the West Coast developed this mocking in the mid- to
late nineteenth century as their way of making fun of the English-Chinese speech
of Chinese workers, as well as of racializing them. An carly 1900s ragtime song
goes: “Ching, Chong, Oh Mister Ching Chong, You are the king of Chinatown.
Ching Chong, I love your sing-song.”**

Anthropologist Jane Hill has shown how in the United States such mock-
ing of language links to systemic racism. In particular Hill has studied the
extensive mocking of Spanish, such as the making up of fake Spanish words and
phrases. Mock Spanish-——common on birthday cards, on items in gift shops, and
in commentaries from board rooms to the mass media—is mostly created by
college-educated Americans, especially white Americans. Similar language mock-
ing has long been directed at African Americans and Asian Americans. “Through
this process, such people are endowed with gross sexual appetites, political
corruption, laziness, disorders of language, and mental incapacity.”?® Language
mocking is not just light-hearted commentary of no social importance, because
stich mocking usually is linked to societal discrimination against the racialized
“orhers.” While native speakers of languages such as French or German do not
face serious discrimination because of their accents when they speak English,
\sian Americans and other Americans of color do often face such discrimina-
tion, As one scholar has underscored, “It is crucial to remember that it is not all
loreign accents, but only accent linked to skin that isn’t white, or which signals
4 third-world homeland, evokes such negative reactions.”?¢

Model Minority Imagery: An Apparent Contradiction?

Loday, frequent anti-Asian mocking and caricaturing signal the continuing
presence ol a strong racist framing of Asians and Americans of Asian descent.
Sote people, especially whites, may play down the significance of such racist
traming, and instead argue that a strong positive image of Asian Americans has
been asserted by whites, They note that whites, especially in the media and
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politics, regularly broadcast positive reports on achievements of Asian Americans
in schools and workplaces. From this point of view, one should note, an Asian
American group has “succeeded” in U.S. society when its attainments on a lim-
ited number of quantitative indicators of occupation, education, and income are
at least comparable to those of white Americans. A superficial reading of these
indicators leads many to view virtually all Asian Americans as successful and
thus as not facing significant racial barriers in this society. Such analyses may
be correct in regard to a certain type of success measured by particular socio-
economic indicators for Asian American groups as a whole, but not in regard to
the socioeconomic problems faced by large segments within these groups or in
regard to the various forms of racial discrimination that most Asian Americans
still face in their daily lives.

Take Japanese Americans, for example. In 2005 Japanese Americans were
more likely to hold managerial or professional jobs than their white counterparts,
and their unemployment rate was less than that for whites. Median income for
their families was substantially more than for white families nationally, and a
smaller percentage fell below the federal poverty line than did whites. However,
Japanese American workers mostly live in the West, where there is a relatively high
cost of living. We should note too that in California the difference in median
incomes between Japanese American families and white families is reversed.

Per capita income for Asian American groups is also generally lower than that
for whites, who average smaller families. In addition, many Asian immigrants
and their children, especially those from Southeast Asia and rural backgrounds,
have experienced much poverty and other serious economic difficulties over the
past few decades.”

Moreover, although Japanese Americans and certain other Asian American
groups have achieved significant socioeconomic success, they still face a substan-
tial array of subtle and overt acts of discriminaﬁon, as we demonstrate fully in
later chapters. Research studies reveal some of this picture. For example, when
researchers have examined Japanese and other Asian American workers in com-

parison with white workers with similar jobs, educational credentials, and years of

job experience, the Asian American workers are found to be paid less on average

and are less likely to be promoted to managerial positions.?® In addition, Asian
American workers often face exclusion from numerous positions in business, en-
tertainment, political, and civil service arcas, regardless of their qualifications and

abilities. Japanese and other Asian Americans periodically report a glass ceilingin 2

corporations or exclusion from business networks. About 5 percent of the popula-
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tion, Asian Americans are far less than 1 percent of the members of the boards of
Fortune 500 firms; one tabulation revealed that just oze Asian American headed
up a Fortune 500 firm not founded by an Asian American. White executives pe-
riodically assert thatin their firms Asian Americans are best as technical workers
and not as executives. Given this stereotyped view, Asian Americans are often
hired as engineers, computer experts, and technicians, but no matter what their
qualifications are they are rarely considered for management. Moreover, given
this discrimination, many younger Asian Americans have pursued scientific and
technical educations and rejected the fine arts, humanities, and social sciences,
arcas they might have preferred. Career choices are thus influenced by both past
and present discrimination. In addition, many business opportunities in corporate
America remain limited by persisting anti-Asian sentiment.?’

In spite of much data contradicting their commonplace view, numerous
social scientists and media commentators have regularly cited the educational

~ L

_ ; T ; : ;
and economic “success” of a particular Asian American group, one typically

described as the “model minority,” as an indication that whites no longer create
significant racial barriers for them.3® We can pinpoint when this model myth
was likely first constructed. In the mid-1960s, largely in response to African
American and Mexican American protests against discrimination, white scholars,
political leaders, and journalists developed the model minority myth in order to
allege that all Americans of color could achieve the American dream—and not
by protesting discrimination in the stores and streets as African Americans and
Meyican Americans were doing, but by working as “hard and quietly” as Japanese
and Chinese Americans supposedly did. This model image was created not by
Asian Americans but by influential whites for their public ideological use.?! One
cvample is a 1960s U.S. News & World Report article entitled “Success Story of
One Minority Group in U.S.” This major media articlé praised the hard work
and morality of Chinese Americans, and its analysis strongly implied that if black
Aimericans possessed such virtues, it would not be necessary to spend “hundreds
ol billions to uplift” them.

For decades now, prominent commentators and politicians have cited the
cilueational or economic success of Asian Americans as proof that they are fully
melded into the U.S. “melting pot,” with many “ascending above exclusion” by
“pulling, themselves up by their bootstraps.”*® Today, variations of this model
stercotype remain pervasive, and leading politicians, judges, journalists, and
corporate executives assert them regularly.® Even other Americans of color
e sometimes been conned by this model minority view and declared it to be



14 CHapPTER |

so true that governments do not need to be concerned with the discrimination
against Asian Americans. For example, black Supreme Court nominee Clarence
Thomas, at his Senate confirmation hearings, asserted that Asian Americans
have “transcended the ravages caused even by harsh legal and social discrimina-
tion” and should not be the beneficiaries of affirmative action because they are
“overrepresented in key institutions.”*

One of the contemporary ironies of such uninformed views is that private and
government reports in recent years have shown that today educational success
varies among the Asian American groups and, indeed, that many Asian Ameri-
cans in numerous groups still face significant obstacles to academic success, in
some cases more than in the past.3 For example, one savvy higher education
journalist recently noted that numerous articles in college newspapers have used
Asian Americans as the point of humor, but their portrayals usually feed the
“model minority” myth. Asian American students are seen as an “invasion” and
their demeanors as “inscrutable.” On these college campuses lies a “continued
pattern of Asian American students being (a) the butt of such jokes, basically
the punch line; (b) that the jokes are heavily laden with racial stereotypes; and
(c) that these ... essays reveal volumes about racial relationships, tensions, and
perceptions of Asian American students as all being, in some way, the same—
foreigners, math and science nerds, and all around different from the regular

average college student.”¥

Assimilation and the “Model Minority” Imagery

Several researchers—mostly Asian American—have challenged the rosy view
of Asian American success in the complex assimilation process forced on them

in the United States. These researchers have shown that Asian immigrants and 2

their children have long faced discrimination and other serious difficulties in

adapting to U.S. society. Some have also explored how the societal conditions '

of Asian Americans are racialized.®
Several social scientists have focused on Asian American adaptation to the

dominant culture and society using traditional assimilation theories. For example, :. ‘
drawing on interviews with young Asian American professionals, Pyong Gap Min 'f_
and Rose Kim report that they have highly assimilated socially and culturally, A
with significant friendship ties to middle-class whites and significant assimila- 2
tion to white folkways. They found that these Asian American professionals -

arc bicultural, with strong assimilation to “American culture,” but expressing
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a strong national-origin or pan-Asian identity as well. An carlier study of Ko-
rean immigrants by Won Moo Hurh and Kwang Chung Kim reported similar
findings, in that their respondents demonstrated what they term “additive” or
“adhesive” adaptation—that is, assimilating substantially to the new economy
and society, yet maintaining a strong sense of their ethnic and racial identities.
While both research studies discuss difficult identity choices of their respondents,
like most contemporary researchers looking at immigrant assimilation they do
not examine in depth the harsh racial realities surrounding these choices. In
this still-racist society, personal or group identity choices by Asian immigrants
and their children are severely limited by the racial identity typically imposed on
them by white outsiders.?

In a study of second-generation Chinese and Korean Americans, social sci-
entist Nazli Kibria has also explored the formation of identities. Assessing the
adaptation of Asian immigrants and their children, she distinguishes between
an “cthnic American” model and a “racial minority” model of assimilation. The
old ethnic assimilation model, asserted by scholars and others, has set the frame-
work for Asian assimilation into the core society, yet creates significant problems
because it assumes that an ethnic immigrant group is white. In Kibria’s view, as
Asian immigrants and their children accent a new umbrella identity of “Asian
American,” they are updating the old ethnic assimilation model to include their
racial minority experience. While Kibria recognizes that her respondents are set
apart, discriminated against, and stereotyped as foreigners or model minorities,
«he keeps her analysis of the perpetrators of this stereotyping and discrimination
rather vague and provides no in-depth analysis of the systemic racism context
i which these Asian Americans are forced to adapt. Her Chinese and Korean
respondents report on some “lessons about race,” “race socialization,” and not
heing, accepted “by others,” yet in her analysis Kibria does not assess the central
role of white discriminators or the white-imposed framing and hierarchy in
forcing such hard lessons.*

One of the few analysts of Asian Americans to explicitly name white discrimi-
nators as central is sociologist Mia Tuan. Interviewing nearly one hundred third-
il Tater-generation Chinese and Japanese Americans, she found that although
most were well assimilated into the dominant culture, most also had a strong
sinse of aracialized identity because whites constantly imposed the identity of
“Asian foreigner” on them. They reported being caught between feeling perpetu-
Ay ourside, as “forever foreigners,” and sometimes being given greater privileges

by whites than other people of color, They spoke too of the difficulty they had in
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viewing themselves in terms of their national origin when they were constantly
being defined in “generically racial terms” as “Asian Americans” or as “QOrien-
tals.” Though offering a probing analysis that assesses well racial-ethnic identity
struggles and recognizes whites as having a privileged status, Tuan does not in our
view provide enough in-depth analysis of the anti-Asian racism that surrounds,
and imposes oppressive predicaments on, Asian Americans.*

Several researchers have specifically targeted the model minority stereotype.
One early analysis was that of the innovative legal scholar Mari Matsuda, who
suggested that Asian Americans might be positioned as a “racial bourgeoisie,” a
racial middle status between whites and other people of color. This protects the
white position at the top by diffusing hostility toward them and sets up Asian
Americans to be a “scapegoat during times of crisis.”*? In a more recent analysis,
Vijay Prashad has shown how Asian Americans are termed model minorities and
thus come “to be the perpetual solution to what is seen as the crisis of black
America.” Prashad does not specifically identify and assess the white agents who
have created this crisis for black America. He does note a certain “Qrientalism”
among white Americans—the view that many have of Asia being “static and ‘

unfree” in contrast to a “dynamic and free” Western civilization. Holding to 1
this framing, whites frequently stereotype Asian Americans negatively as exotic, |

barbaric, or primitive. Prashad adds that for Asian Americans “it is easier to be

scen as a solution than as a problem. We don’t suffer genocidal poverty and ,
incarceration rates in the United States, nor do we walk in fear and a fog of |
invisibility.”? Ironically, he here evokes part of the model minority stereotype
yet does not note that this stereotype creates an invisibility cloak hiding severe

problems of racism faced regularly by Asian Americans.

The pioneering legal scholar Frank Wu has done much to dispel model mi-

nority stereotyping. In his work he has explained the benefits that whites enjoy |

because of that labeling. Reviewing the long history of anti-Asian discrimination, |

he notes that “non-Asian Americans can discriminate against Asian Americans

by turning us into noncitizens, cither officially by prohibiting even legal long- &

term residents from naturalizing or informally by casting doubt on our status.:

The alien land laws, passed to drive Japanese immigrants out of farming, are the &

prime example.” While he accents well the many decades of anti-Asian discrimina-

tion, Wu regularly uses vague terms such as “non-Asian Americans” and thereby
skirts around using the word “whites” for those doing such intense discrimi-i
nating, While in many of his analyses Wu recognizes how anti-Asian racism is §

institutionalized, at times he scems to play down certain aspects of white racism: 3
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« :

O'thcr tl'lél‘l am(?ng a few idealists, as a nation we accept discrimination on the
basis (.)f citizenship as necessary. But except among a few extremists, as a societ
we reject discrimination on the basis of race as immoral.”** Wu hc’zre seems ty
fu-:glcct the societal reality that many whites still do find it acceptable to enga .
1}1 racial discrimination against Americans of color, yet may find it no log gc‘
fashionable to discriminate openly or assert racist views publicly e

. Clearly, these often-pioneering Asian American scholars ha\.m moved social
scu:nc'c analysis of the adaptive barriers faced by Asian Americans in very impor-
l".\ nt directions. Still, some of them tend to avoid explicitly naming and anal Sin
Iull.y th‘c role of whites (especially elite whites) as central protagonists in CI'C}:ltil'lg
anti-Asian racism today—often preferring instead to name vague social a rcntgs
such as “non-Asians,” “the law,” “the government,” or “the larger socie‘tg” a
penerators of contemporary racism. Such analytical practices can be found az wclsl
among many scholars researching the racialized situations of other Americans of
color. They too are often reluctant to name whites specifically as the k
in past or present dramas of U.S. racism.* g S

One of the few researchers to examine in critical detail the contemporar
lI]lp‘.‘ICt.Of systemic racism on Asian American communities is sociologistpClairZ
Jean Ku"n. Examining periodic conflicts between Korean American merchants
and African American patrons in a few cities, Kim shows that these conflict
-.Im.uId be understood in the context of whites’ long-term discriminators
actions against both groups. She illustrates how Asian immigrants havZ
come to be positioned, mainly by white actions, between white urbanites
and bln.ck urbanites, and how these Asian Americans are given a negative
4'\’.l|l11\Fl()ll by whites on both the axis of superior/inferior racial grou gs and
the axis of insiders/foreigners. Such intergroup conflict involves morlc3 than
just stereotyping by African Americans or Korean Americans of the other
proup, but instead reflects the white-imposed racial hierarchy and its effects
on lm.l h racially subordinated groups. Like other Americans of color, Asian
\nwncnm?' serve as pawns in the racially oppressive system maintainec; at the
top by whites.*® White Americans may prize Asian Americans relative to Afri-
can Americans in certain limited ways so as to ensure white dominance 1
ln»th.' Whites may place or consider Asians as “ncarcr to whites,” a rcl:t\i]:z
valorization, because of Asian American achievements in certain ’cducational
A vf-nnomic arcas. Yet this middling status is possible only because other

Americans of color, such as African Americans or Mexican Americans, hav
heen allowed fewer opportunities by whites. Whites” use of Asian Amc;'icljl\:
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as a measuring stick for other Americans of color is highly divisive, for it
pits groups of color against cach other, as well as isolates Asian Americans
from white Americans.

Kim underscores well the price paid for becoming the white-proclaimed
model of a successful minority: “By lumping all Asian descent groups together
and attributing certain distinctively “Asian’ cultural values to them (includ- -
ing, importantly, political passivity or docility), the model minority myth sets §
Asian Americans apart as a distinct racial-cultural ‘other.” Asian Americans are
making it, the myth tells us, but they remain exotically different from Whites.
Beneath the veneer of praise, the model minority myth subtly ostracizes Asian |
Americans.” In this process of exoticizing and of civic ostracism, whites treat 4
Asian Americans as foreigners not fully assimilable to white culture and society. ’
Exoticized and celebrated for docility, Asian Americans have relatively little 3
political clout and as yet are less involved in the U.S. political process. As Kim’s
data demonstrate, this lack of political involvement at the local level is often not 2
a voluntary choice but results from active discrimination and exclusion in the
political realm by whites. 1

Discrimination persists in many institutional arcas. Savvy scholar Gary Oki-
hiro sums up the contemporary Asian American situation this way: Whites have
“upheld Asians as ‘near-whites’ or ‘whiter than whites’ in the model minority
stereotype, and yet Asians have experienced and continue to face white racism 8
‘like blacks’ in educational and occupational barriers and ceilings and in anti- §
Asian abuse and physical violence. This marginalization of Asians, in fact, within
a black and white racial formation, ‘disciplines’ both Africans and Asians and &

constitutes the essential site of Asian American oppression.”™®

The Many Costs of Anti-Asian Racism
Conforming to the Hierarchy and Racial Frame

The omnipresent racial hierarchy and its rationalizing racial frame directly or.
indirectly affect most areas of the lives of those who live in U.S. society. Whitcs{
are collectively so powerful that they pressure all immigrant groups, including ‘
those of color, to collude in the white racist system by adopting not only man i
white ways of doing and speaking, but also numerous stercotyped views and 8
notions from the white racial frame. The white frame is all-encompassing, und?
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has infiltrated the minds both of native-born Americans and of European and
other immigrants. By adopting the perspective of the dominant racial frame,
carlier European immigrant groups, such as the Irish and the Italians, eventu-
ally secured a high position on the U.S. racial ladder and are now considered
“white,” but this has not been the case for darker-skinned groups such as those
of African, Latin American, and Asian descent. Asian immigrants often have
a chance at some socioeconomic mobility, but they, their children, and their
grandchildren have not been awarded full acceptance by whites. Most whites
cxpect the intermediate positions offered to many Asian Americans on the old
racial status ladder to be valued by them, but, as later chapters will demonstrate,
rhis middling position has typically come at the high price of conformity, stress,
and pain—and often of abandoning much of a person’s home culture and
national-origin identity.

Generally, new immigrants quickly begin to conform to the dominant hi-
crarchy and frame or clse face significant emotional or economic punishment.
On the one hand, they often try to conform well, which they generally view as
a method to prevent discrimination targeting them. On the other, conforming
iy pressed hard on them as the targets of white-generated racism. The white
racial frame ensures that those at the bottom of the racial order are repeatedly
denigrated. In this situation fighting for one’s dignity will sometimes mean that
snother individual or group will be pushed down and set up for failure. Vying
lor position in a preexisting racial order creates volatility and conflict. Groups of
color are frequently pitted against each other for the title as “top subordinate,”
while whites as a group remain at the top.

I'he dominant white group and its elite stand in a position of such power
that they can rate groups of color socially and assign them “grades” on a type of
“minority report card.” Whites thus give certain Asian American groups a “model
minority” rating while other groups of color receive lower marks as “problem
minorities.” However, the hierarchical positions that whites are willing to give
any proup of color are always significantly below them on the racial ladder. To-
day, some media and scholarly discussions suggest that Asian Americans are now
viewed as white or “honorary white” by most white Americans, yet this is not
likely the case. In one recent research study, we gave 151 white college students
+questionnaire asking them to place numerous racial and ethnic groups into
“white™ or “not white” categories. An overwhelming majority classified all the
[ivted Asian American groups, including Japanese and Chinese Americans, as
clearly ot white, These well-educated, mostly younger whites still operate with



20 CHaAPTER |

the old racial hierarchy and racial status continuum in mind when they place
individuals and groups of color into racialized categories.*

Impact on Mental Health

The previously cited incidents involving R.W. and Cho raise the issue of Asian
American mental health in a dramatic way. Are these just isolated individuals
suffering from mental illness that involves only unique personal conditions? Or
does the reality of anti-Asian racism generate much everyday suffering for a large ]
group and thereby contribute significantly to these conditions? Few researchers
have probed Asian American mental health data in any depth. One mid-2000s
study of Korean, Chinese, and Japanese immigrant youth examined acculturation |
to the core culture, but only briefly noted that some of these youth experienced
substantial “cultural stress, such as being caught between two cultures, feeling
alienated from both cultures, and having interpersonal conflicts with whites.”%? §
Another study examined only Korean male immigrants and found some negative #
impact on mental health from early years of adjustment and some mental “stagna-
tion” a decade so after immigration. Yet the researchers offered little explanation
for the findings. One recent study of U.S. teenagers found that among various &
racial groups, Asian American youth had by far the highest incidence of teenage
depression, yet the report on this research did not even assess the importance &
of this striking finding.' -
In the modest statistical analysis that exists, Asian American statistics on ';
suicide and alcoholism stand out. Elderly Chinese American women have a sui- f' :
cide rate ten times that of their elderly white peers. Although Asian American ¢
students are only 17 percent of the Cornell University student body, they make #
up fully haif of all completed suicides there. A study of Japanese American men &
who had been interned during World War II found that they suffered high rates
of alcoholism and that 40 percent died before reaching the age of fifty-five.52
Eliza Noh, a researcher who has done much research on suicide and depression
issues for Asian American women, recently reported that among females aged
fifteen to twenty-four, Asian Americans have the highest suicide rate of all racial §
groups. Suicide was found to be the second leading cause of death for these Asian & '
American females. Noh concludes from the data that Asian American women live &
under greater pressures to achieve, including in education, than even their male §
counterparts, pressures that create the great stress underlying much depression |
and suicide. Tn a recent media report Noh has commented that “pressure from &
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within the family doesn’t completely explain the shocking suicide statistics for
young women” and that “simply being a minority can also lead to depression.”
Yet she fails to pursue the implications of this last comment—the likely connec-
tion between their stress and depression and the racial hostility and discrimina-
tion they regularly face because of this white-imposed minority status. She does
not put the necessary white face on the perpetrators of much of their everyday
stress.® Indeed, in the relatively rare situations where such data on depression
or suicide are examined, researchers and other commentators usually cite back-
ground (“Asian”) cultural factors and culturally related pressures to achieve in
cducation and the workplace as the reasons for Asian American mental health
problems—and not their problems with the pressures of everyday racism.

Generally speaking, medical and social scientists have seriously neglected
the costs of everyday racism for all Americans of color. A growing but modest
rescarch literature addresses some of its impact for African Americans. In the

1950s Abraham Kardiner and Lionel Ovesey addressed the impact of extensive
racial discrimination on African Americans in a book aptly titled The Mark of
Oppression. They argued from their data that legal segregation significantly
alfected the mental health of African Americans. Self-esteem was constantly
battered by everyday racism’s onslaughts. In the 1960s psychiatrists William

Grier and Price Cobbs wrote on the impact of recurring discrimination on their
African American patients. The discrimination they faced during legal segrega-

tion was again linked to their major physical and emotional problems. Recent
research by Joe Feagin and Karyn McKinney involving in-depth and focus group

interviews with African Americans found a similar array of physical and mental

health problems stemming from everyday discrimination.® It seems likely that

watemic racism today has a similar impact on Asian Americans. They endure

racial hostility and discrimination by whites and must use much psychological

imancuvering to function successfully in their lives. In later chapters, our respon-

dents speak of the numerous defensive techniques that they use to deal with

diseriminatory events. Such psychological gymnastics are always burdensome

i those who engage in them.

[ a pathbreaking 1999 documentary film, When You’re Smiling, communica-
fons scholar and movie maker Janice Tanaka provides a rare documentation of
ihe heavy costs of racism for Asian Americans, specifically Japanese Americans.
I'he documentary covers the racialized internment of Japanese Americans in
Waorld War 1T concentration camps, then focuses on the psychological effects of-
this internment on those imprisoned and on their children and grandchildren.
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In the film, third-generation Japanese Americans (the Sansei) share personal
stories of pervasive white discrimination. Interviews with the Sansei found that
most of their parents (the Nisei) were interned as youth in the wartime camps.
The Nisei faced much overt and extreme racial oppression during and after World
War I1. They suffered much psychological trauma, and during and after the war
they placed great pressure on themselves and their children to conform to white
understandings and racial framing, as well as to the dominant racial hierarchy.
(Their parents, the Issei, had already accented conformity as a strategy for deal-
ing with white racism since the early 1900s.) Fearful of a recurrence of that
extreme oppression, the Nisei responded with a conforming and high-pressure
achievement orientation that would later get Japanese Americans labeled the first
“model minority.” In the documentary, one Sansei talks about how obsessed
her family and the Japanese American community were with a local newspaper
article that was published each spring. The article spotlighted all the academic
scholars in local schools and listed where they planned to attend college. One §
interviewee said, “You always went to the good schools. Either Stanford, UC— ,
Berkeley, or out of state.”® Here we see the extraordinarily high expectations 3
that the Japanese American community has long had for its children.

Second- and later-generation Japanese Americans have paid a heavy price for
their substantial socioeconomic achievements. The effects of aggressive conformity |
have frequently been negative. Tanaka’s documentary shows significant drug :
abuse among them and discusses the relatively high suicide rate for the Nisei and ‘
Sansei. Alcohol abuse was more prevalent among the Nisei than other men of the
same age group during the postwar period. Many Sansei reported great personal
distress, painful self-blame, mental and physical illnesses, and alcoholism or drug &
abuse. Some friends and relatives have committed suicide because of these intense |
conformity-to-whiteness pressures. Not surprisingly, the negative reactions of &
the Sansei have in turn affected their own children. This documentary destroys |
the Pollyanna image of a happy minority no longer facing racism. The costs of
racial oppression do indeed persist over the generations.>

In later chapters, we show in detail how anti-Asian racism is a likely reason §
for many Asian American health problems, just as recent research has shown that
antiblack racism is a major factor in the mental and physical health problems of ,
African Americans. For example, the model minority myth creates very unrealistic .
expectations for many people. This mythology deflects attention from major racial
barriers and hardships, including damaged physical and mental health, that Asian |
Americans face as they try to become socially integrated into a racist socicty. "
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In this book we examine how Asian Americans counter and respond to the
racial oppression they face. Experiences with racism accumulate over time, and
Asian American children start their collection of such experiences early in life. By
the time adulthood is reached, the often substantial and accumulating pain can
affect their lives in many detrimental ways. Research studies show that different
communities react to racism differentially. For example, in many black families
and communities the accumulating experience with racism is not just individual-
ized and held internally. An individual’s experiences with racial discrimination are
often shared, and the burden of those experiences is frequently taken on by the
larger family network or community.®” Yet, as our respondents indicate in their
interviews, the situation is often different for Asian Americans, especially those
in predominantly white areas with no large Asian American community. Claire
Jean Kim suggests that in order to develop a strong Asian American identity not
sabotaged by excessive conformity to whiteness, one must at least have access
(o a strong Asian American community. Many upwardly mobile Asian Ameri-
cans do not have such easy access and often find themselves—Ilike the families
mentioned in the opening of this chapter—in more isolated, predominantly
white spaces where asserting a strong Asian American identity becomes very
difficult. Kim further suggests that understanding the reality of societal racism
can awaken Asian Americans and move them out of a stage of identifying so
heavily with white ways. While all our respondents are aware of the anti-Asian
racism surrounding them, very few have moved to a heightened consciousness
hiphly critical of that white racism and to a strong Asian American self-concept
unvarnished by substantial conformity to whiteness.

According to our respondents, most lessons from discriminatory incidents
du not regularly get passed along to family members and friends, and thus their
substantial stress and pain are often just individualized and internalized. As the
opening accounts suggest, this internalization, frequently undetected until too
Lite, can create serious problems for families, communities, and the larger society.
Asian Americans who deal with racist incidents in such a silent and repressing,
manner not only suffer alone but also do not create the opportunity for their
discrimination to be discussed as a part of a larger societal problem needing,
attention and organized resistance.

In contrast, many African Americans, with nearly four centuries of experience
with systemic racism in North America, have developed a stronger collective
memory of racism, as well as a stronger resistance culture and counterframing
that enables them to better resist the racial hierarchy and its buttressing frame,
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By collective memory we here refer to how people of color experience their pres-
ent reality in light of their own, their family’s, and their ancestors’ past racial
experiences. Sociologist Maurice Halbwachs has suggested that one should not
view one’s important understandings about the society as just “preserved in the
brain or in some nook of my mind to which I alone have access.” Instead, im-
portant understandings and interpretations “are recalled to me externally, and
the groups of which I am a part at any time give me the means to rcconstruct
them.”® For many African Americans, and some other Americans of color, past
discrimination perpetrated by white antagonists, as well as responses to that,
are often inscribed in a sustained and powerful group memory. Memories of
negative experiences with white Americans, accumulated and communicated by
individuals, families, and communities, are joined with memories of contending
with and resisting racial discrimination.® In contrast, our data suggest a majority
of Asian American families and communities have yet to develop a routine, strong,
and effective means of passing from one generation to the next the necessary
information about accumulating discrimination, the history of anti-Asian racism,
and successful countering strategies. Remembering the discriminatory past is
painful, yet recovering key elements of that past can have major therapeutic value
for individuals as well as major resistance value for communities.

Our Asian American Sample

The Asian Americans we interviewed for this book are a diverse group. Using 7
snowball sampling, we conducted in-depth interviews with a well-educated, |
mostly middle-class group of Asian/Pacific Islander Americans in 2005-2007. .
Our forty-three respondents self-identified as Chinese (10), Taiwanese (7), Asian {_‘I
Indian (6), Korean (3), Vietnamese (3), Japanese (3), Filipino (2), Hmong &
(2), Pakistani (2), Thai (1), Bangladeshi (1), and multiracial but substantially |
Asian (3).%? Twenty-six are women; seventeen are men. In an attempt to capture 4
variegated Asian American experiences, our respondents were selected from | ‘
different geographical regions. Eleven reside on the West Coast, sixteen reside
in the Southwest, two in the Midwest, six in the Northeast, and eight in thc.
deep South. Half of these respondents live in urban areas with substantial Asian
American populations. Ages range from eighteen to sixty-nine. Thirty-four have |
college degrees, with nincteen holding advanced degrees. Of those without *

college degrees, five were currently enrolled in college, and one more had some
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college experience. All but seven saw themselves as middle class or upper class.
Almost everyone we contacted was eager to participate, and we were not able to
interview all who wished to be interviewed. For this study we used numerous
open-ended questions about the respondents’ experiences as Asian Americans,
including questions about mistreatment, identity, acceptance in society, and
model minority imagery and pressures. We also asked about impressions of
progress in U.S. racial relations and their perspectives on the current state of
Asian and non-Asian relationships.®?

Conclusion and Overview

A central goal of this exploratory study was to interview a diverse and reason-
ably representative group of middle-class Asian Americans about their everyday
cxperiences in the United States. In the following chapters we examine impor-
rant questions about these experiences, especially with reference to the subtle,
covert, and overt racism that they have encountered in an array of important
spaces—{rom neighborhoods to schools, shopping centers, and workplaces.
We are especially concerned with the physical, mental, and emotional toll that
racial hostility and discrimination have had on them. We examine the costs that
conformity to the racial hierarchy and its bsupportivc racial framing has brought
i their lives. In addition, we ask throughout in what subtle, covert, and overt
ways they counter and resist racism.

In Chapters 2 and 3, white-generated discrimination in its major forms
i+ clearly and painfully revealed. Not only are Asian Americans faced with
swvert discrimination and hate crimes but they also must confront an array
af discriminatory actions, mostly from white Americans, of a more subtle or
covert nature. As we observe, they rarely find places where they are safe from
discrimination and its effects. In Chapter 2 we observe that discriminatory acts
tile place virtually everywhere—in neighborhoods, at movie theaters, in retail
shops, and on city sidewalks. In Chapter 3 we see discriminatory acts occurring
il fevels of educational institutions and in various workplace settings. Even
thiwgh most of our respondents are well educated and at least middle class,
they all deseribe instances of significant discrimination at the hands of white
miles and females of various classes, occupations, and conditions. Their often
sipnilicant educational and economic resources do not protect them from racial
sttacly of different kinds.
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Chapter 4 probes deeply the many costs of systemic racism for Asian Ameri-
cans. Materially and psychologically, these men and women, and their families,
are taxed daily by the omnipresent threat of racial hostility and discrimination,
and they work to defend themselves from this oppression, most often in an in-
ternalizing fashion. As we show, they rarely seck significant help from family or
friends to deal with serious racist incidents. When dealing with racial burdens
they tend to turn inward, frequently trying to block the necessary expression of
deep emotions and to repress painful memories. Successive generations of Asian
Americans find themselves struggling with white-imposed racial identities. First-
generation Asian Americans feel particularly isolated in this white-dominated
society. Later-generation respondents often feel part of both the dominant white
culture and an Asian culture, yet they are thereby marginalized in society and
sometimes feel they fit in neither sociocultural world. In addition, many appear
to be in denial about much of the harsh reality of the surrounding system of
racism.

Chapter 5 details how an often unquestioning conformity to the dominant
hierarchy and racial frame operates in their lives. Most try to conform well,
which they view as a proactive method they hope will prevent white and other
discriminators from further targeting them. However understandable, conform-
ing to white folkways, to the dominant hierarchy and framing, is a conservative
tactic that has serious personal, family, and community consequences. Even when

they assert that they have never experienced an act of discrimination, as many |
do early in their interviews, the reality of white hostility and discrimination ]
can usually be sensed even then in their coded words or their body language.
Moreover, later in their interviews, they usually contradict this initial assertion. ’l"
Many go to significant lengths to succeed in being the “solution minority” and 2

to “strive for whiteness.” As a result of this conformity, they also internalize

hostile racial stereotypes, not only about their own group but often about other

Americans of color.

Chapter 6 assesses more centrally how these Asian Americans try to resist ] -
the racial hierarchy and its supportive racial framing. They do this too in direct, ,
subtle, and covert ways. Most of those we interviewed rarely directly confront the = :
white perpetrators of discrimination. As they see it, there is too much at stake to
openly resist whites. When such resistance is undertaken, our respondents usually .
attempt to produce tangible social and political changes for themselves or their ;
group. When working more subtly or covertly, which is more common, they are & ]

often ereative in the measures they take, To appeal to other Asian Americans,
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they may even play into anti-Asian stereotypes in order to have an opportunity to
cventually educate them about the broader issue of racial oppression. In addition,
numerous respondents note how they resist racist views in personal ways; they
do not resist for a greater good but rather for their own sanity. Much everyday
resistance takes the form of rejecting the dominant racist ideology in their own
minds, or sometimes in a small group of Asian American friends.

In Chapter 7 we summarize and assess our findings. We briefly compare the
life paths of two Asian Americans who have shared similar starting points, whose
lives have run parallel to each other in some ways, yet who over time have diverged
dramatically in everyday strategies they use in facing white discriminators and a
racist society. One chooses to fully conform and continue to “whiten” in hope
ol eventual acceptance, with a sense of white-imposed racism being unchange-
able, The other decides to fight against racist individuals and structures, hopeful
that her efforts will change the world positively for all. Briefly examining some
history of collective Asian American resistance, we conclude this book with an
cyamination of policy suggestions and theoretical implications arising from the
many racialized experiences described by these courageous Asian Americans.



