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“Are   Asian   Americans   even   people   of   color?”     

As   a   Korean   American,   this   is   a   question   I   have   come   face   to   face   with   at   least   once   in   

my   journey   to   self-actualization.   Because   the   question   seems   to   just   barely   scratch   the   surface   of   

the   Asian   American   identity,   I   am   left   confused   as   to   why   I   can   not   come   up   with   a   simple   yes   or   

no   answer.     

In   an   article   whose   title   is   taken   from   this   daunting   question,   Chip   Chang   declares   that   

yes,   Asian   Americans   are   people   of   color.   When   we   analyze   Chang’s   points   about   the   dangerous   

belief   that   certain   physical   traits   are   characteristic   of   Asians,   we   see   that   the   question   is   not   

daunting   after   all;   Asian   Americans   are   people   of   color.   However,   the   fatal   mix   of   the   desire   to   

be   closer   to   “whiteness,”   paired   with   the   sweet   illusion   of   the   Asian-American   success   story,   

makes   us   buy   into   the   pretense   that   we   are   not   people   of   color.   In   reality,   the   Asian   community   

often   underestimates   how   our   struggles   are   intricately   woven   with   other   racial   minorities’   

struggles,   specifically   how   our   complicity   in   larger   systems   of   oppression   ultimately   enables   

America’s   racial   class   system.     

As   presented   by   Chang,   the   model   minority   myth   is   the   normalized   image   of   the   Asian   

American:   the   docile,   smart,   and   successful   Asian.   However,   throughout   the   2019   article,   Chang   

challenged   us   to   look   beyond   our   preconceived   notion   of   Asian   success,   at   a   time   when   many   of   

us   were   not   ready,   nor   willing,   to   have   that   conversation.   This   piece   was   posted   on   Medium,   a   

site   where   anyone   can   freely   contribute,   yet   it   was   favorited   by   just   over   2,200   readers   who   are   

sure   to   be   an   echo   chamber   of   people   with   similar   opinions.   Thus,   the   careful   breakdown   of   the   



myth   and   its   historical   origins   became   buried   under   thousands   of   other   articles.   Over   the   last   

century   and   similarly   in   2019   when   Chang   attempted   to   initiate   the   conversation,   the   Asian   

American   identity   and   its   relation   to   the   American   power   structure   went   overlooked.   We,   as   an   

Asian   community,   have   become   complacent   in   our   supporting   role   in   white   America.   Yet,   the   

coronavirus   pandemic   of   2020   served   as   a   rude   awakening.    

As   soon   as   the   COVID-19   pandemic   hit   the   United   States,   anti-Asian   sentiment   

resurfaced.   The   model   minority   persona   that   served   as   a   safety   blanket   from   the   racial   policing   

dissipated,   revealing   only   the   hard   truth;   we   are   not   exempt   from   racism.   As   we   see   in   2020,   the   

President   of   the   United   States,   Donald   Trump,   was   quick   to   use   Asians   as   scapegoats   for   the   

alarming   spread   of   COVID-19,   calling   the   virus   the   “Chinese   Virus”.   His   anti-Asian   and   

xenophobic   sentiments   were   intentionally   invoked   to   distract   the   public   from   his   failed   

administrative   policy.   In   addition,   the   country   saw   an   increase   in   racial   attacks   against   Asian   

individuals,   from   discriminatory   language   telling   them   to   “Go   back   to   China”   to   physical   assault   

(“Covid-19   Fueling…”).   Which   begs   the   question,   why   did   it   take   such   extreme   hate   for   us   to   

reevaluate   the    exemplary    Asian   American   identity?     

It   is   the   model   minority   myth,   the   core   of   the   Asian   American   identity,   that   prohibits   us   

from   seeing   past   the   shell   of   the   Asian   persona.   Even   within   the   more   narrow   community   as   USC   

students,   when   we   think   of   our   Asian   student   body,   we   imagine   the   East   Asian   student   decked   

out   in   designer   apparel   from   head   to   toe,   showing   up   to   campus   in   their   BMWs.   This   1

1  While   it   is   true   that   the   desire   to   look   put   together   is   more   prioritized   in   many   East   Asian   cultures,   it   is   interesting   
to   note   how   this   flamboyant   presentation   adds   to   the   action   of   deliberately   taking   on   the   successful   model   minority   
persona   and   separating   ourselves   from   the   other   marginalized   communities.   



popularized   image   conveniently   compliments   the   American   Dream   that   one   can   pick   themselves   

up   by   the   bootstraps   with   only   their   hardwork   and   determination   to   pull   them   through.   This   

paints   the   picture   that   the   diligent   and   honest   Asian   immigrant   workers   come   to   America,   the   

land   of   opportunities,   and   build   homes   for   themselves,   despite   the   odds   stacked   against   them .   To   2

the   naive   onlooker   and   the   unquestioning   Asian   American,   this   feels   like   a   compliment.   I,   too,   

want   to   be   smart   and   successful,   so   why   would   being   seen   as   that   be   harmful?     

What   I   couldn’t   see   was   that   this   acceptance   of   the   model   minority   myth   and   the   desire   to   

embody   what   it   represents,   has   to   do   with   social   mobility.   Chang   blames   the   history   of   America.   

A   country   built   on   the   exploitation   of   Black   and   Indigenous   peoples   fuels   the   separation   of   power   

based   on   skin   color.   Even   today,   the   media   supports   this   constant   societal   indoctrination,   praising   

Eurocentric   features   and   cultures,   while   showing   a   distaste   for   others.   We   see   this   in   the   endless   

stream   of   movies   with   entirely   white   casts,   USC’s   blond,   blue   eyed   Greek   brothers   and   sisters,   

and   just   about   every   other   marketing   scheme   stuffed   in   our   faces.   Throughout   history,   this   push   

toward   white   standards   translates   into   modern   power   inequalities.   The   preference   for   “whiteness”   

supports   white   people   or   those   who   pass   as   white,   allowing   them   access   to   better   opportunities   

and   privileges,   and   catapulting   them   further   up   the   social   ladder   of   success,   whether   in   their   

studies,   career,   or   sheer   survival.   In   other   words,   there   is   social   mobility   in   the   idea   of   

“whiteness”.   When   we   include   the   Asian   American   in   this   narrative,   we   are   faced   with   the   Asian   

desire   to   be   closer   to   whiteness,   whether   this   is   understood   consciously   or   not.   First,   there   is   the   

2  Chang   points   out   that   because   of   America’s   long   history   of   Asian   (specifically   East   Asian)   immigration   bans,   many   
Asian   Americans   who   were   able   to   immigrate   despite   the   exclusions   oftentimes   had   substantial   advantages   that   gave   
them   a   tangible   footing,   whether   that   be   in   resources,   education,   or   wealth,   to   succeed   even   in   this   foreign   land.   That   
is   not   to   say   that   this   narrative   is   also   not   a   generalization.   



apparent   physical   dimension   of   skin   color;   our   lighter   complexion   makes   us   literally   closer   to   

whiteness .   Then,   there   is   the   less   obvious,   but   equally   powerful,   psychological   dimension   of   the   3

model   minority   myth.   Together,   they   allow   us   just   enough   privilege   to   be   satisfied   with   where   we   

stand.   We   are   accepted   as   close   enough   to   white,   not   because   we   are   white,   but   because   we   are   

complacent,   harmless,   and   our   existence   is   nonthreatening   to   the   existing   power   structure.   

The   article   further   highlights   what   we   fail   to   recognize   in   this   narrow   narrative–the   

diversity   and   the   colorism   that   is   taking   effect   even   within   the   Asian   community.   Until   this   point,   

we   were   perfectly   comfortable   accepting   that   the   Asian   neighbor   we   commonly   draw   up   in   our   

minds   is   our   East   Asian   friend.   However,   “Asian”   is   an   umbrella   term   that   addresses   many   

different   cultures   and   ethnicities   under   it.   By   calling   Asians   model   minorities,   we   completely   

erase   the   narratives   of   the   Asian   communities   that   do   not   mold   this   cookie   cutter   image.   For   

example,   the   East   Asian   groups   with   the   lighter   complexion   sell   their   dominant   story   over   South  

and   Southeast   Asian   groups   that   face   much   harsher   resistance   in   American   society   and   thus   

experience   less   “success”   in   assimilation.   Instead,   the   model   minority   myth   cherry   picks   the   

traits   that   conveniently   support   the   American   Dream,   and   project   that   on   the   impossibly   broad   

Asian   community.   This   puts   Asians   on   a   treadmill,   tirelessly   chasing   after   a   perfectly   curated   

image   of   themselves,   not   praised   for   their   “obvious”   achievements,   but   rather   shamed   for   

inevitable   faults.   

On   the   flip   side,   Asian   bodies   and   narratives   are   weaponized   against   other   racial   groups.   

Chang   explains   that   to   believe   that   one   marginalized   group   can   become   successful   based   on   

3  This   also   plays   into   Asian   beauty   standards   that   idolize   impossibly   fair   skin.   There   is   a   whole   booming   Asian   
beauty   industry   centered   around   skin   lightening   creams   and   extreme   strength   sunscreens.   



their   supposed   biologically   hardworking   nature,   implies   that   other   groups   are   not   successful   

because   they   are   biologically   inept,   lazy,   and   unintelligent.   What   seems   like   a   harmless   

compliment   to   one   race,   dangerously   insinuates   that   other   marginalized   groups   merit   inequality   

because   of   individual   failures,   rather   than   systemic   and   institutionalized   racism.   The   name   

“model   minority”   in   itself   explains   how   Asian   Americans   are   believed   to   be   some   sort   of   

example   that   other   minorities   should   strive   to   be   like.   Thus,   since   its   inception,   the   myth   was   

created   to   divide   minority   groups   and   to   create   a   pointless   hierarchical   class   system,   ultimately   

capped   below   white   America.     

The   danger   of   the   single   story–in   this   case,   the   model   minority   myth–comes   to   light   

through   subtle,   everyday   microaggressions.   For   example,   Chang   describes   a   situation   where   

Asian   students   sit   in   silence   as   white   students   and   professors   share   racially   charged   opinions.   I,   

too,   am   guilty   of   holding   my   breath   and   brushing   off   questionable   lectures   at   USC,   and   I   am   

not   alone   in   this   experience.   In   reading   the   “Black   at   USC”   testimonials   from   our   Black   student   

body   on   their   experiences   with   discrimmination,   it   is   evident   that   too   often,   no   one   steps   out   of   

their   assigned   roles   to   speak   up   for   our   neighbors.   Last   May,   when   Officer   Tou   Thao   watched   

silently   as   Dereck   Chauvin   murdered   George   Floyd,   it   was   made   clearer   than   ever   that   Asian   

Americans   are   trapping   themselves   inside   a   deadly   illusion,   perpetuating   racial   injustice   and   

oppression.     

Even   at   the   height   of   racial   tensions   this   summer,   sparked   by   police   brutality   against   

Black   and   Indigenous   people   of   color   (BIPOC),   the   conversation   on   racial   inequality   was   still   

taboo   at   my   Korean   family’s   dinner   table.   When   I   brought   it   up   to   my   parents,   they   shifted   



uncomfortably   in   their   seats,   and   I   soon   found   myself   walking   on   eggshells   to   avoid   offending   

them.   It   was   as   if   the   idea   that   Black   lives   need   our   attention   now   was   an   assault   on   their   respect;   

like   many   other   Asians,   they   received   no   help   during   immigration.   My   parents   were   more   

comfortable   maintaining   the   status   quo   because   that   meant   that   they   could   remain   the   

hardworking   success   story.   However,   choosing   to   have   these   uncomfortable   conversations   is   

important.   We   must   analyze   the   historical   and   political   advantages   that   my   parents   benefited   

from   and   that   doing   so,   does   not   invalidate   their   struggles.   We   as   a   community,   must   also   

recognize   the   danger   of   believing   in   a   model   minority   myth   that   further   marginalizes   minority   

groups.   To   break   down   barriers,   we   must   break   down   our   walls.     

So   to   the   question,    “Are   Asian   Americans   even   people   of   color?” ,   the   short   answer   is   yes,   

we   are.   Chang   lays   out   the   groundwork   to   explain   the   historical   implications   of   the   model,   but   it   

is   us   who   must   take   ownership   of   the   person   of   color   identity,   and   stop   othering   the   struggles   of   

fellow   minority   groups.   We   must   recognize   that   this   ownership   validates   our   struggles   of   

maneuvering   through   white   America,   while   at   the   same   time,   bringing   our   own   biases   and   

enablement   of   the   colorist   power   structure   to   the   surface.   We   have   spent   far   too   long   allowing   

history   to   racially   divide   our   society   and   taint   our   relationships.   Instead,   we   must   actively   

collaborate   with   other   communities   to   dismantle   the   system   that   works   against   us   all.   
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