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something of a social paradox:
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The once predominant media caricatures
of Asians such as the effeminate Charlie
Chan, the evil Fu Manchu, the exotic dragon-
lady Suzy Wong or the docile, submissive
Mrs. Livingston are giving way to a more sub-
tle but equally damaging image. The emerg-
ing picture of Asians as hardworking, highly
educated, family-oriented, and financially
successful—in short, a “model minority”—
appears benign at first, even beneficial.
However, Asians are experiencing a grow-
ing backlash against their “model minority”
status. The pervasive perception that Asian
Americans are “making it,” even surpassing
whites despite their minority status, is result-
ing in discriminatory college admittance prac-
tices and a rise in anti-Asian sentiment.
What is now being coined the “model minor-
ity myth” began to take root in the late 1960s,
after increasing numbers of Asian immigrants
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came to the U.S. under the Immigration Act

of 1965.! A 1966 U.S. News and World Report

article, entitled “Success Story of One Minority

Group in the U.S.,” portrayed Asian Americans
as hardworking and uncomplaining, and
implied that discrimination is not an obstacle
for Asian Americans. A rash of similar articles
followed, each attempting to reveal the “for-
mula” responsible for Asian American success
and prosperity.

The increased numbers of Southeast Asian
refugees (the Hmong, Vietnamese, Laotian
and Kampuchean/Cambodians) and the
increased immigration from Taiwari, Korea
and Hong Kong have made Asians the second-
fastest-growing minority population in the
U.S. With this increase in numbers, the media
has increased its focus on the “success sto-
fies” of Asian Americans as a whole. Articles
in popular magazines such as Newsweek, U.5.
News and World Report and others, with titles

'Center for Third World Reporting. 1987. Min
Trendsletter, Winter, pp. 5-7. '




like “Asian-Americans: A ‘Model Minority,"”
“The Drive to Excel,” “A Formula for Succes; "
~The Promise of America,” and “The Triump’h
of Asian Americans,” perpetuate a distorted
image of universal Asian-American success
One article in Fortune magazine portrayeci
Asians as a super competitive force, or “super

minority,” outperforming even the majority
white population.

Myth Versus Reality

A closer examination of the facts, however,
reveals holes in both the “model minority”
and “super minority” myths. For example,
1980 census figures place the mean family
income for Asian American families in the U.S.
at $26,456—nearly $3,000 higher than white
families. These figures dramatically change,
however, if adjusted for the number of work-
ers per family. Because Asians tend to have
more workers per family, the total income of
a family reflects less per individual. In addi-
tion, over 64 percent of Asian Americans live
in urban areas of San Francisco, Los Angeles,
New York and Honolulu, where the incomes
and cost of living are correspondingly higher.
The model minority myth also masks the
complexity of Asians in America and the differ-
ent realities they face. In fact, Asian Americans
come from sharply distinct backgrounds which
determine their life in the U.5.Many of the “suc-
cessful” Asian immigrants touted by the media
as exemplifying the model minority phenom-
enon come from families that have been in the
states for many generations or from aristocratic,
elite, educated, economically advantaged back-
grounds in their home countries. For example,
the early Vietnamese refugee boat people were
from wealthier and more educated commuri-
ties than the more recent refugees from Viet-
nam. In addition, immigrants from China,
Japan, and Korea tend to come from relatively
more privileged backgrounds.
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war-torn countries of Southeast Asia. Asian
refugees also face limited work opportunities,
substandard wages and lack of health benefits
and unhealthy working conditions.
- Another facet to [the] model minority myth
is the belief that all Asians excel academically.
There is no disputing that Asian Americans
are “overrepresented” in the nation’s colleges
and universities. Asians make up approxi-
mately 3.7 million or 1.6 percent of the total
U.S. population, but comprise 8 to 18 percent
of enrollment in the nation’s top colleges and
universities. At the University of California at
Berkeley, Asian students make up a quarter of
the student population.

The media links Asian “success” in educa-
tion with their strong familial bonds. This is,
to some extent, an accurate portrayal. Many
Asian cultures believe that social mobility is
directly tied to education and therefore spend
a disproportionate amount of family income
on education, as compared to white families.
Because it is a considerable sacrifice for most
immigrant families to send their children to
college, Asian students are often urged by
their parents to pursue “safer” professions,
<uch as medicine, engineering and other fields
where the economic payback is proportionate
to the number of years (and dollars) invested
in education.

Even in these “safe” professions, however,
Asians are discovering that quiet achievement
and good job performance may not amount ¢
promotions. A Newsweek article recently pointe t
to a phenomenon of Asian middle-managemen
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Professionals, especially in corporate busi-
ness fields, who “top-out,” reaching a plateau

beyond which their employers will not promote
them.

Backlash: Asians Face Discrimination

Repercussions of the model minority myth
on Asian Americans could be described as
“the many being punished by the success of a
few.” Asians of all classes and generations are
experiencing a rise in anti-Asian sentiment.
This anti-Asian sentiment is expressed both
through subtle, systematic discrimination,
particularly in higher education, and through
racially motivated violence.

Because of the disproportionate numbers
of Asian Americans in the nation’s universi-
ties, some colleges are denying Asians affir-
mative action consideration. At Princeton
University, for example, where Asians make
up approximately 8.5 percent of the entering
class, admissions officials no longer consider
Asian Americans as a minority group, despite
federal regulations which define them as a
protected subgroup.

Other prestigious colleges and universities
are systematically excluding qualified Asians
through the application of heavily subjec-
tive criteria. At the University of California
at Berkeley, for example, despite a 14 percent

rise in applications between 1983 and 1985,
the number of Asian Americans admitted to
UCB dropped 20 percent in 1984,

The Asian American Task Force on UC
Admissions, which conducted a seven-month
study, found that the university had tempo-
rgnly u_sed a minimum SAT verbal score to

disqualify applicants. While Asian Americans
excgl on the math sections of the SAT, their
national average on the verba] portion of the
test was under 400. The Task Force also found
that UCB now relies more heavily on subjec-
tive criteria for freshman admissiong, For

1l of 1987, grades and test.scores will
only 40 percent of adr_nlttees, while
11 be chosen by St;tgective factors

: d to operate against ians.
WIfchc;iging topHenrY Der, executive directo;
of Chinese for Affirmative Action: "Qualifieq
Asian students are being exFluded from the
Berkeley campus in §ubstanha1 numbers, It i
apparent that U.’C policy changes are conscious
attempts to limit the gr.owth o_f Asian students,
to the benefit of qualified white students,”

Discriminatory practices at UC Berkeley
point to a nationwide trend. At Harvard Up;.
versity, where Asians make up 10.9 percent of
the first-year class, admitted Asian students
had scores substantially higher than white
students who were admitted. At Brown Upi-
versity, a study conducted by Asian American
students found that Asian American admit-
tance rates in the early 1980s had been consis-
tently lower than the all-college admittance rate.

There is increasing evidence thatthese and
other select schools are. designing “hidden
quotas” to exclude otherwise qualified Asian
applicants. For example; a recent survey of
Asian American applicants at Stanford dem-
onstrated that popular images of Asians as
narrowly-focused math and science students
influenced how admissions officers judged
Asians for entrance to college campuses.
Just as “regional diversity” was used as a
mechanism to keep Jews, who tended to be
concentrated in metropolitan areas like New
York and Los Angeles, out of elite institutions
prior to World War 11, “extra-curricular and
leadership” criteria are functioning in a simi-
lar manner for certain Asians. The Stanford
study found that although Asian Americans
participated in nearly the same proportion 8
whites in high school sports, in equal num
ber? In music and in greater numbers in
§9c1a1, fEthnjc and community organizations:

Intentional or unintentional” biases have

made many applicants the victims of raci?
stereotypeS_
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