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thrust. ConserVative journalists, politicians, and aca­
demics continued to use the Model Minority thesis to 
denigrate other racial minority groups. U.S. president 
Ronald Reagan, whose administration' sought to re­
duce or eliminate government programs for racial mi­
norities, held Asian Americans up as an example for all 
Americans to follow and cited their median family 
income as higher than the "total American average" 
when he addressed a group of Asian Americans at the 
White House in February, 1984. 

Nathan Glazer of Harvard University, a leading 
critic of affirmative action, began to incorporate the 
Model Minority thesis into his writings as a way of 
supporting his belief in the assimilation theory of race 
relations when other academics were turning to alter­
native theories to explain the persistence of racial in­
equality. Sociologist Peter Rose, a highly regarded 
scholar of race relations, argued that African Ameri­
cans and Latinos have taken a "backward" path in their 
struggle for equality, "signposted with phrases like 
'institutional racism' and 'second-class citizenship.' " 
By contrast Asian Americans, "despite their own con­
tinuing encounters with prejudice, will follow the 
other path" to conduct their lives by "meritocratic 
principles" rather than "capitalizing on inherited 'dis­
advantages. '" As posed in Commentary (August, 
1990), the Model Minority thesis raises the question of 
"whether even the most debilitating discrimination 
need incapacitate a people...." 

Proliferation and Development. By the early 1980's 
Model Minority articles referred to "Asian Americans" 
as an aggregate group and included segments of the 
population that entered the United States after the first 
articles had been published: immigrants from South 
Korea, India, the Philippines, and Taiwan and refugees 
from Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. In some articles 
the thesis is even applied to Amerasian children. 

Like the first two published, these articles cite a 
culture of self-discipline and self-help as key to 
Asian American success and use aggregate national 
statistics as evidence. Articles report that the median 
family income for Asian Americans in 1980 stood at 
$22,075, compared to $20,840 for white families; in 
1990 it increased to $42,250 for Asian American fami­
lies, compared to $36,920 for white families. In 1980, 
33 percent of Asian Americans more than twenty-five 
years of age had completed college, compared to 
17.5 percent of white Americans; in 1990 the Asian 
American proportion increased to 39 percent, com­
pared to the white proportion of 22 percent. The arti­
cles also note that the Asian American population is 
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one of the fastest-growing in the United States-bal­
looning by 120 percent between 1970 and 1980. A 
study issued by the Population Reference Bureau in 
1985 estimated that the Asian American population 
could reach ten million by the year 2000. 

The articles also mention the downside of the Model 
Minority-the "mixed blessings of achievement" or 
the "costs" of educational success--but most often in a 
way that makes the overall thesis of success all the 
more convincing: One example can be found in "The 
Drive to Excel," which appeared in Newsweek on 
Campus (April, 1984), an insert to college newspapers. 
This article first acknowledges that not all Asian 
Americans are the same-there is great diversity not 
only in educational attainment but also in ethnicity and 
acculturation. It then continues: "Some facts, however, 
are plainly incontestable. Asian American students 
form the fastest growing segment of American higher 
education ... and more often than not at the best uni­
versities." 

"Formula for Success," published in Newsweek 
(April 23, 1984), employs a similar tactic. The article 
begins with a description of Willy Chia, who admits 
that he is not "into school" and would rather "mess 
around with cars." Yet after acknowledging that Chia 
is one Asian American who probably will not attain a 
high degree of education, the article generalizes about 
the majority of Asian Americans: "From San Fran­
cisco's Lowell High School to New York's Bronx High 
School of Science, Asian Americans pack the honor 
rolls of some of the country's most highly regarded 
schools." 

By the 1990's Model Minority articles emphasized 
educational achievement and the successful immigrant 
business entrepreneur. "The New Whiz Kids," pub­
lished in Time (August 31,1987), features photographs 
and biographies of six star students. Fourteen-year-old 
Michael Rendor De Guzrrtan, who immigrated from 
the Philippines, is pictured with his mother. The 
shelves of his family's dining room are said to be 
crammed with his trophies and awards. Michael says 
he is highly motivated to excel in school and studies 
five hours each day. 

"The American Way," published in INC (September, 
1991), highlights Indian-born entrepreneur Vinny 
Gupta. Gupta is applauded for coming to the United 
States with the "fresh eyes and fresh convictions" nec­
essary to buy a foundry in the Rust Belt of Ohio and 
tum it into a facility with annual sales that have soared 
from less than $2 million to nearly $9 million. How did 
he do it? According to the article "he simply dug into 
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his business elbow-deep every day." Gupta admits, 
"Foundries are dirty work." A photograph shows him 
working next to the men he employs. The caption 
reads, "Gupta arrives early, stays late, and can often be 
found alongside his line workers." Gupta's success 
allowed him to purchase two more foundries. 

Steve Hui, founder of Everex Systems, immigrated 
to the United States in 1967. Before filing for bank­
ruptcy in 1992, his company's annual sales reached 
$437 million. Hui refers to the thrift, self-discipline, 
and willingness to defer gratification that he, Gupta, 
and other immigrant entrepreneurs exhibit as the "refu­
gee mentality." The article describes this attitude as a 
"truly Atllerican ethic" rooted in the "fundamental be­
lief that in the end, one's circumstances are one's own 
responsibility." 

These articles emphasize how the new immigrant 
has come to the United States with a freshness of 
American spirit that Americans themselves have lost. 
They depict new immigrants as the truest of Americans 
because they will work at anything-much like the 
immigrants of earlier times. The native-born American 
is faulted for being too spoiled to take any job. Some 
articles appear to be using Asian immigrants as a 
model not solely for other racial minority groups but 
also for the white majority. 

These articles represent a shifting definition of the 
Model Minority. The line is not as clearly drawn be­
tween Asian Americans and other racial minorities; 
instead, a new configuration of Asian, European, and 
Latino immigrants is favorably contrasted with the 
native-born population. Native-born Americans, be 

One of the shifting definitions of the Model Minority thesis presents a new configuration of Asian, European, and Latino 
immigrants favorably contrasted with "native-born" white and African Americans; the latter group is seen as lacking the 
same work ethic possessed by the former group. Such stereotypes remain open to question. (James L. Shaffer) 
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they African American or white, are denigrated for not 
putting in long enough hours or taking their work 
seriously. In contrast, the new immigrants are credited 
with "reinvigorating" the United States' "entre­
preneurial culture" and are described as "more Ameri­
can in their attitudes and aptitudes than the third-, 
fourth-, or fifth-generation Americans whose society 
they joined." 

Asian American Women. Proponents of the Model 
Minority extend their thesis to include Asian American 
women, who are well-integrated into the articles. They 
are included in the photographs and mentioned, some­
times by name, within the text. In addition to national 
television news anchor Connie CHUNG, articles fea­
ture other notable women such as writers Bharati 
MUKHERJEE and Maxine Hong KINGSTON, New York 
fashion designer Cathy Hardwick, who emigrated 
from Korea in 1953, and (former) California Secretary 
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of State March Fong Eu. Sometimes less well-known 
women, such as Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
internist Elaine Shiang, are named or pictured. Shiang 
is not only a medical doctor but also a wife (married to 
another medical doctor) and the mother of two young 
children. She epitomizes the well-rounded successful 
woman who apparently has not sacrificed marriage or 
family for her career. 

Model Minority articles cite cultural attributes to 
explain why Asian American women do not seem to 
face the same gender barriers as white women. In an 
article in Fortune (November 24, 1986), the author 
concludes that Asian American women have a "psy­
chological advantage" over working women of other 
races. "Their heritage makes them less susceptible to 
supermom syndrome, the burnout that threatens 
women who struggle to reconcile family roles with 
career aspirations." The article quotes a fifty-one-year­
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The Model Minority thesis sometimes epitomizes Asian American women as the well-rounded, successful woman who has 
not sacrificed marriage or family for her career. (Martin A. Hutner) 
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Asian American children are sometimes seen as more achievement-oriented in the classroom, according to Model Minority 
proponents. (Jim Whitmer) 

old Shanghai-born president of a marketing company, 
who says that in "Asian culture there is no concept of 
mom taking care of everything" and who proudly an­
nounces that she had no qualms about relying upon 
"nannies" to care for her three sons. Her attitude meets 
the corporate demand that executives not be too in­
volved with their families and probably stems from her 
upper-class background, but the author presumes that 
it is a cultural trait shared by all individuals of Asian 
descent. 

Criticisms. Critics of the Model Minority thesis ac­
knowledge that some segments of the Asian American 
population have been upwardly mobile but argue that 
the success of Asian Americans has been deliberately 
inflated to serve conservative ideological and political 
interests. Critics argue that proponents of the thesis 
have an interest in adhering to a vision of the United 
States as an egalitarian society despite evidence to the 
contrary. In this sense the Model Minority is central to 
a much larger debate over the nature of racial inequal­
ity and to what extent the government is responsible 
for intervening and eradicating it. 

Critics argue that the statistics used as evidence of 
Asian American success are misleading. They main­
tain that the use of aggregate Asian American statistics 
for a group comprising more than twenty different 
subgroups masks important differences that can be 
seen with disaggregated data. For example, in Califor­
nia in 1980 the median income for Vietnamese Ameri­
can men who worked full time was $13,671, and 
$9,803 for Vietnamese American women. This com­
pares to $20,408 for white men, $12,015 for white 
women, $15,236 for African American men, and 
$11,565 or African American women. 

Critics also charge that comparing median family 
income of Asian Americans and white Americans is 
deceptive since Asian American families tend to be 
larger and have more working members than white 
families. Individual income presents a different pic­
ture. In 1990 the per capita income of Asian Pacific 
Americans was $13,420, lower than the $15,270 aver­
age for whites. Moreover, the Asian American popula­
tion is largely urban and concentrated in areas where 
the cost of living is highest, and where wages and 
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Asian American children are often stereotyped as "whiz kids," which may not always be the case. (Jim Whitmer) 

salaries are adjusted upward, while the white popula­ Winnick writes in Commentary (August, 1990), "It 
tion is more equally distributed between urban and would be foolish and irresponsible to slight the profu­
rural and across high and low cost-of-living areas. sion of Asian unsuccesses amid the profusion of suc­
Even so, when comparing individuals with four years cesses," The usual descriptions of success follow his 
of college in 1990, Asian Pacific Americans earned disclaimer, including income figures for the various 
$34,469 annually, compared to $36,134 for whites. Asian American groups that are higher than the "me­
These statistics lead critics to argue that higher family dian family income of their host." Statistics indicating 
incomes among Asian Americans are more a reflection how far below the national average groups such as 
of unique family, geographic, and residential charac­ Vietnamese, Laotians, and Cambodians fall are notice­
teristics than an indication that Asian Americans have ably absent. No statistics are included to document the 
entered the most privileged positions in society. "unsuccesses" among Asian Americans. 

Critics maintain that the continued use of the Model In "Mything the Point," published in Reason (Octo­
Minority thesis seems to be aimed more at denigrating ber, 1992), author Thomas W. Hazlett, professor of 
other groups than praising Asian Americans. Some economics and public policy at the University of Cali­
note that Model Minority articles, with their inclusion fornia, Davis, responds sarcastically to a front-page 
of Asian American women, challenge the very under­ article published in The Washington Post the previous 
pinnings of the feminist movement and its call to end June entitled, "Myth of Model Minority Haunts Asian 
gender discrimination. Americans: Stereotype Eclipses Group's Problems." 

Proponents Respond to Critics. Proponents have re­ He writes, "Have you ever marveled at those success­
sponded to critics by conceding that not all Asian ful members of disadvantaged minority groups, those 
Americans have been uniformly successful and then who have somehow surmounted large odds to make it 
focusing on the success that some Asian groups, big in America? Aha, you disgusting bigot! .. , Why, 
namely Japanese Americans, have attained. As Louis you must harbor the soul of a Nazi." He hopes that 
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African Americans do 'not become "wealthy like the 
Asians" because that could "tragically" lead to what he 
calls the "myth of black success." By the end of the 
piece he decides that the possibility of "black success" 
becoming a reality is minimal because "of our current 
array of social programs and our time-tested system of 
welfare dependency." 

Effects. When used uncritically to renew the belief 
that "you can make it if you try," the Model Minority 
potentially affects members of all racial groups. It 
gives highly educated and well-paid Asian Americans 
license to look down on the less affluent if the fonner 
believe that the latter have simply not worked hard 
enough. Less successful Asian Americans may blame 
themselves for their lack of success, even in the face of 
benign neglect, or may blame severe racial or language 
discrimination. Asian Americans on the whole may be 
held up to a higher standard in the classroom and the 
workplace. African Americans and other racial minor­
ity groups, recognizing that they have been unjustifi­
ably measured against Asian Americans, may come to 
resent all Asian Americans. The same holds true for 
whites. 

From an organizational perspective the existence of 
the Model Minority limits the extent to which multira­
cial coalitions can be formed. One political purpose of 
the Model Minority is an attempt to splinter the unified 
movement that is developing among racial minority 
groups,perhaps best illustrated in the 1960's student 
movement to establish ethnic studies and Jesse Jack­
son's Rainbow Coalition of the 1980's. The Model 
Minority continues to drive a wedge between groups 
who, despite differences, may benefit from combined 
efforts to combat racial discrimination. 

Belief in the Model Minority also contributes to 
increasing bigotry and violence against Asian Ameri­
cans. In 1982 Vincent CHIN was beaten to death with a 
baseball bat in Detroit by two white men whose liveli­
hoods had been adversely affected by the decline in the 
domestic automobile industry-a decline the industry 
blames on Japan. When the Model Minority coexists 
with Japan-bashing, the distinction between a trade­
war enemy abroad and the Asian American "whiz kid" 
becomes blurred in the popular American mind.---Col­
leen Fong 
SUGGESTED READINGS: 

• Chan, Sucheng. Asian Americans: An Interpretive 
History. Boston: Twayne, 1991. Chapter 9 criticizes 
the Model Minority from at least seven different van­
tage points. The rest of the book provides a concise 
and highly factual overview of Asian American his-
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and archival photographs add to a thorough treatment 
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• Daniels, Roger. Asian Americans: Chinese and 
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University of Washington Press, 1988. The epilogue 
contains a critique of the Model Minority. Daniels 
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nic Inequality and Public Policy. New York: Basic 
Books, 1975. An early conservative reaction to the 
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and wisdom" inherent in the shift from protecting what 
he calls "individual rights" to "group rights" in an 
attempt to combat racial discrimination. 
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that yields mixed conclusions as to the extent to which 
Korean Americans fit the Model Minority. The bibli­
ography contains pertinent sources from both sides of 
the debate. 

• ami, Michael, and Howard Winant. Racial For­
mation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 
1980s. New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986. 
While this source does not specifically address the 
Model Minority, it provides the ideological and politi­
cal context of the period in which it was first introduced 
and the following decades in which it proliferated. 

• Petersen, William. "Success Story: Japanese 
American Style." The New York Times Magazine 
(January 6, 1966). The term "Model Minority" was 
used for the first time in this article. It set the tone and 
format for subsequent articles and the development of 
the Model Minority thesis. 

• Rose, Peter I. "Asian Americans: From Pariahs to 
Paragons." In Clamor at the Gates: The New American 
Immigration, edited by Nathan Glazer. San Francisco: 
Institute for Contemporary Studies Press, 1985. An 
example of how the Model Minority thesis can be used 
by an academic. The author, a sociologist and propo­
nent of the Model Minority thesis, clearly differenti­
ates between Asian Americans who follow "merito­
cratic principles" and African Americans and Latinos 
who capitalize on "inherited 'disadvantages.'" 

• Takaki, Ronald. Strangers from a Different Shore: 
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A History ofAsian Americans. Boston: Little, Brown, Mon· 
1989. Chapter 12 contains a section, "The Myth of the most' 
'Model Minority,' " that specifically critiques the ste­ dia, ' 
reotype. Other chapters provide a personal look at the mar. 
various Asian groups living in the United States part~  

through the use of interview excerpts. be , 
• U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. Civil Rights Khr 

Issues Facing AsianAmericans in the 1990s. Washing- nan 
ton, D.C.: 1992. This Commission report refers to the ken 
Model Minority thesis as the "most damaging" of all 
Asian American stereotypes and recommends the me- get 
dia make every attempt to provide more balanced cov­ lar 
erage. Chapters 2 and 8 discuss how the Model Minor­ pe 
ity thesis contributes to increasing bigotry and El 
violence against Asian Americans and documents inci­ te 
dents in the 1980's. R 

• Young, Philip K. Y. "Family Labor, Sacrifice and P 
Competition: Korean Greengrocers in New York g 
City." Amerasia ]ournal10 (October 2, 1983): 53-71. tl 

An examination of one of a number of small busi­
nesses Korean immigrants appear to have a "remark­
able propensity" to engage in. Rather than finding that 
these immigrants went into small businesses because 
of an entrepreneurial spirit, this author found that they 
did so because they had few other options. 




